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“Dance-House” illustrations by Henry Worrall appeared in Joseph G. McCoy’s Historic Sketches of 
the Cattle trade of the West and Soutwest published in 1874.



“Evil, Uncurbed, Reigns Supreme and Liquor Flows Freely, Where Life Is One Long Series of 
Orgies,” proclaimed the Wichita Eagle. “True, this low element has been congregated in one spot, 
as it is said, preventing its being scattered throughout other sections of the city, but if a more 

iniquitous territory was ever permitted to exist in any community few have seen it. Flagrant and putrid? Why, 
that doesn’t describe it. It can not be described in printable language.”1 Modern Wichitans will probably 
assume that this passage describes the neighborhood west of the Arkansas River known as West Wichita, 
or Delano in the 1870s. However, the quotation is actually from 1909 and describes Tremont Street in Wichita 
proper, located between the main railroad tracks and the prominent Eaton Hotel at Douglas and Tremont, 
all well east of the Arkansas River. Just nine years earlier, Carry Nation had smashed the bar at the Carey 
House/Eaton Hotel to call attention to saloons operating openly in Wichita in spite of statewide prohibition. 

The myth of West Wichita or Delano containing all the Old West rowdiness that included saloons and gambling 
and violence was strong in the 1870s and continues to this day. While Delano/West Wichita has long had the 
reputation of being the center of vice, as opposed to the more respectable east side of Wichita, the actual story 
is more complicated. Even during the heyday of the cattle years, the area west of the Arkansas River was not as 
rowdy as its reputation suggested, nor was Wichita proper as respectable. This complexity highlights the challenges 
of a place like Wichita, which has both shunned its Wild West cow-town and embraced it as a form of local color.2 

 The bulk of the literature on vice and western cities focuses on the intermountain west in places such as Arizona, 
Nevada, and Colorado. Kansas’s story of urban vice tends to involve either county-seat wars or cattle towns. In 
the heyday of Hollywood Westerns, the most important work on violence and rowdiness in Kansas cattle towns 
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was historian Robert Dykstra’s 1968 The Cattle Towns. 
Dykstra countered the most famous aspect of West-
erns, the gunfight, with the thesis that cattle towns 
were not as violent as Hollywood portrayed them to 
be. “The Kansas cattle trading center or ‘cattle towns’ 
of the 1870s and 1880s has up to now belonged more to 
the imagination than to history,” wrote Dykstra. “The 
lively rendezvous of cowboy, cattleman, gambler, and 
city marshal is currently a theatrical image only tenu-
ously connected with tradition. Catering to a popular 
fascination with violence, the idea of the cattle town 
seems at every brow-level to be scarcely more than a 
gathering of taut characters with itchy trigger fingers.”3

Another important work is C. Robert Hay-
wood’s 1991 Victorian West, but compared 
to Dykstra, Haywood wrote less about the 

effects of the cattle trade and more about life after it. 
Haywood found that the cattle trade influenced future 
developments, but what happened after it ended was 
more important to the growth of Kansas cattle towns.4

Academic works about vice in the West concentrate 
on the individual topics associated with rowdiness, 
such as prostitution and saloons, while popular works 
perpetuate the myth of the Old West as a very rowdy 
and violent time, as portrayed by Hollywood. As Kelly 
Dixon wrote in Boomtown Saloons, “Western films and 
television shows have cultivated a widespread aware-

Wichitans wasted little time in constructing the first bridge (eight hundred feet long) over the Arkansas River at Douglas Avenue in 1872. While 
the bridge connected residents on both sides of the river, one side gained a particularly notorious reputation for rowdiness.

3. Robert R. Dykstra, The Cattle Towns (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
1968), 5.

4. C. Robert Haywood, Victorian West: Class and Culture in Kansas 
Cattle Towns (Lawrence, University Press of Kansas, 1991); Dykstra, The 
Cattle Towns.
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5. Kelly J. Dixon, Boomtown Saloons: Archaeology and History in Virginia 
City (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 2005), 147. Other landmark 
works on rowdiness and violence include W. Eugene Hollon, Frontier 
Violence: Another Look (New York: Oxford University Press, 1974), and 
Elliott West, The Saloon on the Rocky Mountain Mining Frontier (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1979). Popular works on rowdiness and 
violence include Harry Sinclair Drago, Notorious Ladies of the Frontier 
(New York: Dodd, Mead & Company, 1969); Richard Erdoes, Saloons of the Old 
West (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1979); and Cy Martin, Whiskey and Wild 
Women: An Amusing Account of the Saloons and Bawds of the Old West (New 
York: Hart Publishing Company, 1974).

6. Miner’s thesis coincides with that of Joseph G. Rosa and Waldo 
Koop’s 1989 biography of Rowdy Joe Lowe, Rowdy Joe Lowe: Gambler with 
a Gun (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1989).

7. Stan Hoig, Cow town Wichita and the Wild, Wicked West (Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexico Press, 2007), 115.

ness of our western heritage and have generated saloon 
images in our collective memory that have their gen-
esis in the false reality of movie sets. . . . Mention of 
saloons in the American West tends to conjure up Hol-
lywood-induced imagery about cowboys, gunfighters, 
and brawls. As a result, the western saloon has, for the 
most part, become associated with vice and violence.”5

Academic studies such as those by Haywood and 
Dixon followed a pattern set by New Western His-
tory scholarship, which rejected the popular mythol-
ogy of the Old West and the white male cowboy im-
age of the 1950s to 1960s. These new historians saw 
the western United States as an extension of Victorian 
society rather than a place of black hats and white 
hats, as portrayed by Hollywood. For example, Casey 
Tefertiller’s 1999 Wyatt Earp: The Life behind the Legend 
and Jeff Guinn’s 2012 The Last Gunfight: The Real Story 
of the Shootout at the O.K. Corral—and How It Changed 
the American West challenged Stuart Lake’s 1931 “au-
tobiography,” Wyatt Earp: Frontier Marshal. The ma-
jor works on prostitution in the Old West, such as Cy 
Martin’s Whiskey and Wild Women and Harry Sinclair 
Drago’s Notorious Ladies of the Frontier, were published 
in the 1950s and 1960s, the heyday of Old Western 
History scholarship, but more recent works, such 
as Michael Rutter’s 2012 Upstairs Girls: Prostitution 
in the American West and Lael Morgan’s Wanton West: 
Madams, Money, Murder, and the Wild Women of Mon-
tana’s Frontier argue for a more complicated narrative.

Early popular works on local history initially 
tended to portray Wichita on the whole as a 
hotbed of vice. This trend started in 1910 with 

the publication of the History of Wichita and Sedgwick 
County, Kansas: Past and Present, Including an Account of 
the Cities, Towns and Villages of the County by O. H. Bent-
ley and continued with the Illustrated History of Early 
Wichita: Incidents of Pioneer Days by the Eunice Sterling 
Chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolu-

tion in 1914 and Wichita Century: A Pictorial History of 
Wichita, Kansas, 1870–1970 by Richard Long in 1969. In 
the 1970s and 1980s, Wichita’s Western vice legacy un-
derwent a shift. Wichita historians still discussed, and 
even celebrated, the rowdiness of the cattle era but also 
had to reconcile the local story with the perspective of 
Haywood and other New Western History scholars 
who saw western cities more in the light of Victorian 
business efforts and Gilded Age respectability. In 1982 
H. Craig Miner tended to separate the two areas of 
vice and emphasized that there was no more or less 
vice in West Wichita than in east Wichita.6 Miner was 
careful to show that vice took place on both sides of 
the river. In the popular memory, however, the vice oc-
curring west of the river became magnified, while that 
in the rest of the community was downplayed. By the 
1990s, the western side, commonly called Delano after 
the township, started to emphasize the myth that it was 
the center of local vice, in contrast to the “respectable” 
Wichita proper. This started with the creation of the 
Delano Neighborhood Association, led by prominent 
neighborhood figures such as Hoyt Hillman, a retired 
Wichita Park Department employee; Jack Kellogg, 
owner of Hatman Jack’s; Nancy Lawrence and Mary 
Lou Rivers, organizers of the annual St. Patrick’s Day 
Parade and several Chisholm Trail events and former 
West Wichita business owners; and Jim Martinson, 
grandson of Ola “Otto” Martinson. In 2007, Stan Hoig 
continued Miner’s separation of the two areas of vice: 
“West Wichita, or Delano as it was also known, was the 
wildest and roughest part of town by far, mainly be-
cause of the place operated by Rowdy Joe Lowe and 
his wife, Rowdy Kate.”7 In his 2018 Wicked Wichita, Joe 
Stumpe separated the two areas of vice, but, in contrast 
to Hoig, placed much more emphasis on the vice on 
the east side of the river. “In Wichita, a common civic 
myth has grown up that goes something like this,” ex-
plained Stumpe. “The city experienced a few wild, even 
lawless years as an 1870s cow town, with most of the 
bad behavior concentrated ‘over there’—a reference to 
Delano. . . . Wichita then settled down to a respectable 
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career as a commercial center and eventually, Kansas’s 
biggest city. The reality is a lot more interesting. True, 
nearly anything went in Delano, but the same could be 
said of Wichita for much of the city’s first half centu-
ry.”8 Even after the release of Stumpe’s book, the myth 
of West Wichita having “all” the vice still persists.

The West Wichita Story 
West Wichita was originally in the Osage Trust 

Lands, 3.2 million acres ceded by the Osage Nation to 

the U.S. government in 1865 via the Can-
ville Treaty. In 1867 Colonel S. S. Smoot 
surveyed the area that became West Wich-
ita and the Delano Township for possible 
settlement while mentioning several trails 
located in the future township. A year after 
the Smoot survey, several of Wichita’s ma-
jor pioneers, including Elias Hicks Durfee, 
Darius Munger, and Eli Waterman, arrived 
in Wichita, and the Wichita Land and Town 
Company was soon formed to start a town 
near the confluence of the Big and Little Ar-
kansas Rivers. The principals of the compa-
ny were E. P. Bancroft, former Kansas gov-
ernor Samuel J. Crawford, A. F. Horner, W. 
W. Lawrence, James R. Mead and Darius 
Munger. Munger arrived in 1868 and built 
a structure that housed a hotel, land office, 
post office, and family residence near pres-
ent-day 9th and Waco. At the same time, 
Henry Vigus opened the Buckhorn Saloon 
on North Waco Street. The opening of the 
Buckhorn Saloon led to the one of the first 
instances of vice and rowdiness when 
Jack Ledford shot out the saloon’s juke-
box in the late 1860s. The Osage sold their 
remaining land in Kansas to the United 
States on July 15, 1870, and Wichitans in-
corporated their city just a few days later.9

The first organization of Sedgwick 
County occurred in October 1869 but 
was ruled void due to irregularities in 
the election. In the winter of 1869–1870, 
S. C. Johnson, William Lockard, and Hen-

ry Stein were tasked with organizing the county. An 
election was held in April 1870, and Wichita rather 
than Park City became the county seat. In 1870 A. T. 
Lounsbury organized the Wichita Township. From 
1870 to 1876, several other townships were organized, 

This 1877 plat map of Wichita shows the extent of development of the first, second, 
third, and fourth wards on the east side of the Arkansas River and the area designated 
West Wichita on the west side of the river.

9. H. Craig Miner, Wichita: The Early Years, 1865–1880 (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1982), 24, 33; D. B. Ebbert, “History of 
Sedgwick County,” in John P. Edwards, Historical Atlas of Sedgwick 
County, Kansas (Philadelphia: F. Bourquin, 1882), 7; “Zodoc Lewellen 
Fact Sheet,” Old Cow town Museum Archives, 3; Miner, 31, 33. Munger’s 
structure was moved to Old Cow town Museum in 1952 and is one of the 
major buildings at the museum. “Early Days in Wichita,” Wichita Daily 
Eagle, April 11, 1915.8. Joe Stumpe, Wicked Wichita (Charleston, SC: History Press, 2018), 

22.
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increasing the total number of town-
ships in Sedgwick County to twenty-six.10 

On the west side of the Arkansas River, 
settlement also took place as figures such 
as Almon, Franklin, and Enoch Dodge and 
Robert Lawrence established farms and 
land holdings in what would become West 
Wichita. On May 2, 1871, P. McDonald or-
ganized the Delano Township west of the 
Arkansas River, extending to present-day 
119th Street West. Unlike their counter-
parts to the east, the original settlers of the 
community that came to be known as West 
Wichita were mainly farmers and ranch-
ers, not trading-post operators turned en-
trepreneurs. Almon Dodge came to Wich-
ita in 1869 with his brothers Enoch and 
Franklin. Over the years, Enoch has be-
come the best-remembered Dodge brother 
because his house at 2nd and Martinson in 
West Wichita is still standing. He claimed 
136 acres and became involved in farming 
and stock raising. After settling in West 
Wichita, Enoch and his brothers, with a 
couple of partners, formed a ferry service 
across the bridgeless Big Arkansas River. 11

Robert Lawrence set out to find farm-
land in 1870 at the age of twenty-two. 
He settled on land on the southwest cor-
ner of Maple and Seneca and, thinking 
of his future wife, planted maple trees 
along the property’s northern bound-
ary; hence the future street name, Ma-
ple. In 1884 Lawrence platted the first of 
eight additions in West Wichita, and in 
1873 he constructed a two-story frame 
house as well as various outbuildings.12 

On May 17, 1871, J. E. Martin, business man-
ager and vice president of the Delano Town 
Company, and B. F. Parsons, president of 

the Delano Town Company, platted the town of Elgin, 
Kansas. Both Martin and Parsons were Wichita lawyers, 
and they platted Elgin with the purpose of creating an 
outlying community of Wichita. A year after the found-
ing of Elgin, West Wichita (renamed Delano because 
there was already an Elgin, Kansas) grew from eight 

This 1873 map of The Old Chisholm Cattle Trail with Subsidiary Trails in Texas 
drawn by A.W. Ziegelasch includes many pertinent geographic details. Wichita had 
been the trail’s end as of 1872; however, as of this map that designation now belonged 
to Abilene. 

  10. Kenneth R. Evens, “Sedgwick County, Its Organization,” in 
History of Wichita and Sedgwick County, Kansas, ed. O. H. Bentley (Chicago: 
C. F. Cooper & Co., 1910), 494; Ebbert, “History of Sedgwick County,” 
9–10; Edwards, Historical Atlas of Sedgwick County, Kansas, 5.

  11.“Enoch Dodge Fact Sheet,” Old Cow town Museum Archives, 2; 
Ebbert, “History of Sedgwick County,” 9.

  12. Marlene Smith-Graham and Susan Hund-Milne, eds., A History 
of West Wichita: A Collection of Stories Which Have Appeared in the Pages of 
Westside Story Newspaper (Wichita, KS: Westside Story Newspaper, 1991), 
2; Lawrence’s plats, Sedgwick County Geographic Information Services 
website, http://gis.sedgwick.gov/view/plats/default2.asp; Smith-
Graham and Hund-Milne, A History of West Wichita, 2,3.
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streets—four east to west and four north to south—to 
fourteen streets—8 east to west and 6 north to south. By 
1872 West Wichita’s western border was Seneca Street, 
and the major thoroughfare was Chicago Avenue. The 
new community was becoming more than the outly-
ing village that Martin and Parsons had envisioned. As 
in the case of the Wichita Town and Land Company, 
development took place as a business. Unlike the citi-
zens of Wichita, the residents of West Wichita never 
incorporated their community as a self-governing city. 
Instead, it remained an unincorporated part of Delano 
Township, a civil township, but in terms of survey-
ing and land claims, it was in the Wichita Township.13

The influence of the cattle trade on West Wich-
ita has been a part of local life since Joseph 
McCoy promoted a cattle trail from Texas to 

Abilene in 1867. On its way to Abilene, the trail went 
through what would become the Delano Township on 
the west side of the Arkansas River. From 1870 through 
May 1872, Wichita was a stop en route to Abilene. In 1871 
Abilene opted out of the cattle trade, and Ellsworth be-
came the major cattle center owing to the Kansas Pacific 
Railroad. Ellsworth and Park City town boosters hired 
Henry Shanklin, former agent for the Wichita Indians, 
to locate, stake, and plant signs along a new route from 
the Ninnescah River to Ellsworth by way of Park City. 
The Kansas Pacific Railroad agreed to fund a new cutoff 
for the Chisholm Trail to bypass Wichita and West 
Wichita. In response, Nathaniel A. English, James R. 
Mead, Mike Meagher, and James R. Steele, organized 
as the Four Horsemen to ride out and intercept a cattle 
herd and divert it to Wichita. After they paid a “hand-
some consideration,” the cattle herd turned and headed 
to Wichita and thus started Wichita’s cattle-town years.14

Before Wichita became the end of the Chisholm 
Trail in 1872, West Wichita was becoming a boom-
ing community. D. S. Hughes opened a dry goods 

store in 1871, and Dave Smith operated a brickyard 
two blocks east of Meridian. His bricks were used 
to build the Occidental Hotel at 2nd and Main in 
Wichita.15 Even with all the businesses opening up in 
West Wichita, a letter to the Wichita Eagle from a West 
Wichita resident opined that the single grocery store 
“ had not been able to supply the demand for sup-
plies, and anyone wishing a good business location 
cannot do better than to call at West Wichita.”16 The 
article also suggested that lots be given away to 
anyone who would bring a good trade to the area.17

In March 1871, C. M. Jennison and I. C. Walker 
completed their hotel in West Wichita. They adver-
tised it as a “first class saloon connected, where the 
finest wines, Liquors, Cigars, Tobacco, etc., etc., can 
be found. . . . Good stabling and the best Corral in 
the Country for Horses and Cattle.”18 A month later, 
the Wichita Tribune claimed that business at the hotel 
was slow and that it would be better for Jennison 
and Walker to move to Wichita, where trade was 
livelier. The last mention of the hotel was an ad-
vertisement in the May 18, 1871, Wichita Tribune.19

By 1872 West Wichita had eighteen buildings, 
which included two stores, two blacksmith shops, 
one wagon shop, one paint shop, one saloon, two 
boardinghouses, and three feed stables. Despite the 
advances, West Wichita was growing slowly, and the 
main concern of the town company was the grad-
ing of Chicago Avenue. The establishment of a post 
office in West Wichita on April 5, 1871, gave the 
slowly growing community a sense of hope that it 
would become a thriving settlement. Like its counter-
part in Wichita, the West Wichita post office moved 
several times before closing on January 14, 1876.20

  13. “Wichita and Towanda,” Weekly News Democrat, February 17, 
1871. Elgin, Kansas, is in Chautauqua County; Elgin, Kansas, and West 
Wichita plat maps, Sedgwick County Geographic Information Services. 
Wichita Tribune, March 22, 1871; “Wichita and Towanda.” Through the 
years Delano has gone by many names; for consistency, West Wichita is 
used throughout the article.

  14. Miner, Wichita, 67; Richard M. Long, Wichita Century: A Pictorial 
History of Wichita, Kansas, 1870–1970 (Wichita, KS: Wichita Historical 
Museum Association, 1969), 38–39. 

 15. Harvene V. Brown, “Delano: Over the Rhine, Shoost for Fun,” 
Old Cow town Museum Archives, 1984, 4.

  16. “Correspondence of the Eagle: West Wichita,” Wichita Eagle, May 
31, 1872.

 17. Ibid.
 18. Wichita Tribune, March 22, 1871.
 9. Ibid., May 11, 1871.
20. “no title,” Emporia Weekly News, January 19, 1872; “Correspondence 

of the Eagle: West Wichita,” Wichita Eagle, July 5, 1872. Chicago Avenue 
was the name of Douglas Avenue west of the Big Arkansas River. It 
was renamed Douglas Avenue in 1909; Kansas Post Offices, 1828–
1961. Accessed September 25, 2018. https://www.kshs.org/geog/
geog_postoffices/search/placename:/county:SG/begyr/endyr/
submit:SEARCH.
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Newspaper accounts of the cattle trade and Wichita 
started out positive. For example, an article in the April 
26, 1872, Wichita Eagle proclaimed that Wichita would 
become the major shipping and wholesale point for the 
areas south, southeast, and southwest of the city owing 
to the cattle trade and the railroad. Another article in the 
May 24, 1872, Wichita Eagle praised Wichita’s location and 
the millions of dollars invested in and coming from the 
cattle trade. To help keep the cowboys and cattle coming 
to Wichita every year, saloons, dens of prostitution, and 
gambling houses were established. The most famous of 
the Wichita gambling houses was Keno Corner on the 
northwest corner of Douglas Avenue and Main Street.21 

In contrast to the literature on vice in the Old 
West, west siders’ letters to the Wichita City Eagle 
from the 1870s paint a different picture of the 

area west of the Arkansas River within Delano Town-
ship. Even though vice and violence are mentioned, the 

overall themes of the articles are progress and settling 
down. An article in the May 3, 1872, Wichita Eagle stated, 
“Nothing can more successfully overcome the temples 
of Satan reared in our midst than churches dedicated to 
Jesus Christ. It is not our intention to organize a distinct 
church but erect a building suitable for holding meet-
ings, Sunday schools, etc.”22 A study of local newspa-
pers and documents shows that from the 1870s to the 
1890s, West Wichita was trying to combat its negative 
image, while Wichita proper still had several of the 
negative elements attributed to its western neighbor.

It was during the years of the cattle trade (1870–
1876) that West Wichita obtained its image as a den 
of vice. This image is still unjustly applied to West 
Wichita, even though Wichita proper was equally or 
more a place of saloons, gambling, and similar “activi-
ties.” A survey of the Wichita papers reveals that both 
areas had elements of rowdiness. Even though Wichita 

  21. “no title,” Wichita Eagle, April 26, 1872; “The Texas Cattle Trade,” 
Wichita Eagle, May 24, 1872.

Cattle and cattlemen experienced the Arkansas River at Wichita, Kansas, by having to swim across it, as is illustrated in this sketch circa 1870. 

  22. “Correspondence to the Eagle, West Wichita,” Wichita Eagle, May 
3, 1872. 
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required that weapons be checked at the city limits, it 
still had an amount of violence and rowdiness similar to 
that in West Wichita. Without its own newspaper, West 
Wichita had to rely on the Wichita papers to cover the 
area, and these papers spread the image of rowdiness 
in West Wichita and ignored similar issues in Wichita.

After the cattle trade left in 1876, the West Wichita 
population grew slowly, increasing from 498 people in 
1878 to only 504 in 1880. The pinnacle of development 
in West Wichita occurred in the 1880s, when Chicago 
Avenue and Maple Street became the two major thor-
oughfares. The two major proponents of development 
along West Wichita’s two major streets were Robert Law-
rence and Ola Martinson. Eventually, Lawrence’s holdings 
came to cover most of West Wichita and extend south of 
Kellogg. In the midst of purchasing lots, Lawrence built 
a stone mansion, Maplewood, in 1885 on fifteen acres 
at the southwest corner of Maple Avenue and Seneca 
Street. Ola Martinson first came to the Wichita area in 
1870 and a year later settled six and a half miles from 
Wichita on Cowskin Creek. In 1883 he purchased two 
hundred acres in West Wichita for $12,000. From 1886 to 
1919 he expanded his holdings with several additional 
purchases in West Wichita.23 The majority of Wichita’s 
founders were traders, store owners, and real estate 
dealers; thus, Wichita became more of an urban center. 
In contrast, the pioneers of West Wichita were farmers 
and ranchers who concentrated more on the rural as-
pects of their community. It was not until the boom of 
the 1880s that West Wichita acquired more of an urban 
feel, but not on the same level as its neighbor to the east.

West Wichita’s Violent Image
The first major act of violence occurred with the killing 

of O. J. Whitman by Charlie Cordeiro on December 27, 1869. 
Whitman drunkenly demanded that Cordeiro open his sa-
loon. When he approached the saloon owner threatening-
ly, Cordeiro shot him and killed him in what he claimed 
was self-defense. Even though the evidence suggested 
that the shooting was murder, his fellow Wichitans sup-
ported Cordeiro, and he was eventually acquitted.24

The next major act of violence was the killing of Jack 
Ledford near 3rd and Main on February 28, 1871. Even 
though it occurred in Wichita proper, this homicide 
has been used over the years to support West Wichita’s 
“rowdy” image. Jack Ledford served as a scout under 
Union General Phil Sheridan during the Civil War and 
after the war was stationed at Camp Beecher, north of 
Wichita. He turned outlaw after stealing a couple of 
army mules. While stationed at Camp Beecher, Ledford 
met and fell in love with Alice Harris, the stepdaughter 
of Buckhorn Saloon owner Henry Vigus. After promis-
ing to give up his outlaw ways, Ledford married Harris 
on December 22, 1870. However, in February 28, 1871, 
his outlaw ways caught up with him when he was 
gunned down by military troops from Fort Harker.25 

The year after Ledford’s murder in 1871, West Wich-
ita had its first major death by violence in a conflict 
between Charlie Jennison and Jackson Davis on Sep-
tember 22, 1872. Jennison, the keeper of a West Wich-
ita whiskey mill, was passing behind a saloon when 
Davis shot him through the neck. Jennison returned 
fire and shot Davis through the body. As he fell, Da-
vis shot Jennison one more time, striking his right arm 
below the elbow. Davis died five minutes later, while 
Jennison survived his wounds. The cause of this gun-
fight was a remark made by Jennison about Davis’s 
wife. This incident further added to the perceived no-
tion of West Wichita as a place where anything went.26

During the same year, Joseph “Rowdy Joe” Lowe 
arrived in West Wichita from Newton, Kansas, a short-
lived cattle town that had tired of drovers after the 
cattle season of 1871. Lowe came to the area with his 
wife, “Rowdy Kate,” who helped run his dance halls 
in Ellsworth and Newton. In 1873, Edward “Red” 
Beard opened a dance hall in West Wichita right be-
side Lowe’s. For a while, the two neighbors got along.27

   23. Delano: Settled Down and Settled In, Old Cow town Museum 
Archives, 2008; Portrait and Biographical Album of Sedgwick County 
(Chicago: Chapman Brothers, 1888), 918; Smith-Graham and Hund-
Milne, A History of West Wichita, 5; Portrait and Biographical Album 
of Sedgwick County, 918; Martinson’s plat maps, Sedgwick County 
Geographic Information Services, http://gis.sedgwick.gov/view/
plats/SelSub-8-29b.asp.

   24. Miner, Wichita, 46.

 25. Beccy Tanner, Bear Grease, Builders and Bandits: The Men and 
Women of Wichita’s Past (Wichita, KS: Wichita Eagle and Beacon Publishing 
Company, 1991), 43.

  26. “no title,” Wichita Eagle, September 26, 1872; “no title,” Kansas 
Chief, October 3, 1872; “Homicide at Delano,” Daily Commonwealth, 
September 24, 1872. 

 27. Rosa and Koop, Rowdy Joe Lowe, 59, 61; Nyle H. Miller and Joseph 
W. Snell, Why the West Was Wild: A Contemporary Look at the Antics of Some 
Highly Publicized Kansas Cow town Personalities (Norman: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 2003), 258. 
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Adding to the perceived rowdiness of West 
Wichita were the “soiled doves.” West 
Wichita soiled doves worked in dance 

halls, such as Rowdy Joe’s and Red Beard’s, while 
their counterparts east of the river worked in saloons. 
Despite the perceived image of West Wichita, the most 
famous Wichita madam was Dixie Lee, who operated 
a brothel on North Wichita Street in Wichita proper. 
The second-most-famous madam was Bessie Earp, 
sister-in-law to Wyatt Earp, who operated a house 
of ill repute on Water Street in Wichita. The tough-
est operation in Wichita was Mag Woods’s house 
on Water Street. Woods was described as “coarse, 
pugnacious, hard as nails.” Despite West Wichi-
ta’s image of rowdiness and debauchery, in terms 
of prostitution, it had nothing on Wichita proper.28

In June 1873 the good faith between Rowdy Joe 
Lowe and Red Beard ended, and the one incident 
that gave West Wichita its image of being “hell after 
sundown” occurred when a conflict between Beard 
and members of the Sixth Cavalry eventually led to 
Beard’s death in November 1873. On June 2, a sol-
dier got into an argument over $5 with Emma Stan-
ley, a dancer in Red’s dance hall, and shot her. In re-
taliation, Red shot one soldier through the neck and 
another through the middle of the calf. The rest of 
the soldiers retreated to camp south of Wichita and 
threatened to burn the dance hall, which they did 
on June 5. Roughly thirty soldiers marched across 
the bridge and fired a volley into the building. Then 
they rushed in to search for Red, and when they 
failed to find him, they set the building on fire and 
went back across the river to their camp. The Wichita 
Eagle wrote about the burning, “We have no room for 
comments, but upon the whole the affairs of Monday 
and last night are no credit to our neighbor town.”29 

From the burning of Red’s building to the time he 
reopened it in August 1873, Lowe’s was the only major 
dance hall in West Wichita. This and Lowe’s promo-

tion of his dance hall as the “swiftest place in Kansas” 
caused Beard to start drinking on the night of October 
27. From fifty feet away, Red aimed at Lowe through 
the window of his dance hall and shot him in the back 
of the neck. Five minutes later Lowe showed up at 
Beard’s dance hall carrying a shotgun. After finding 
out that Beard had shot him, Lowe fired the weapon 
into the air, blinding William Anderson. Rowdy Kate 
led her husband outside while Beard went in search 
of his shotgun. While searching he fought with one of 
his dance-hall girls, Josephine DeMerrit, accusing her 
of hiding it from him. DeMerrit ran into the back, and 
Beard saw the resulting commotion and fired a shot, 
hitting Annie Franklin. He then went to the Douglas 
Avenue Bridge to continue searching for his shotgun, 
believing he had left it in Wichita. Fifteen minutes later, 
he was shot by Lowe, and he died on November 11, 
1873. Lowe surrendered to Sheriff John Meagher and 
was brought to trial. He was found not guilty but was 
scheduled to be tried for shooting William Anderson. 
However, Lowe left town before his second trial.30

The Red Beard and Rowdy Joe Lowe feud and even-
tual shootings also added to West Wichita’s image the 
myth of one of the West’s most famous lawmen, Wy-
att Earp. In the now debunked 1931 authorized biog-
raphy, Wyatt Earp: Frontier Marshal by Stuart Lake, 
Earp claimed that he was deputized by Sheriff Mea-
gher to arrest Lowe and that he “did it without dif-
ficulty.” There are several problems with this claim. 
First, there is no record that Sheriff Meagher depu-
tized Earp; second, Earp did not arrive in Wichita un-
til 1874, a year after the shooting; and third, his first 
law enforcement role did not begin until 1875, when 
he was appointed as a city policeman for Wichita.31

By 1874 West Wichita, like its counterpart east of 
the river, had become tired of the cattle trade and the 
problems associated with it. An article in the Wichita 
Eagle proclaimed that M. R. Moser had bought Red’s 
dance hall and moved it across the river to become part 

  28. Ann Wrampe, Wichita Township Soiled Doves, Old Cow town 
Museum Archives, 1984, 3; Drago, Notorious Ladies of the Frontier, 112.

  29. “no title,” Emporia Weekly News, June 6, 1873; “no title,” Newton 
Kansan, June 12, 1873; “no title,” Wichita Eagle, June 5, 1873.

  30. Rosa and Koop, Rowdy Joe Lowe, 78; Miner, Wichita, 121–22; 
Drago, Notorious Ladies of the Frontier, 113; Rosa and Koop, 80.

  31. Stuart N. Lake, Wyatt Earp: Frontier Marshal (New York: Pocket 
Books, 1994), 101–02. Lake’s “biography” has been proven to consist 
mainly of embellishments with a little information from interviews with 
Earp before his death in 1929. Miller and Snell, Why the West Was Wild, 
145, 147.
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of his wagon shop on Douglas Avenue. A year later 
Lowe’s dance hall was “put out to pasture” by its 
owners, who found more money and fewer worries 
in agriculture. The removal of West Wichita’s most 
famous dance halls coincided with the decline of the 
cattle trade in Wichita.32 By 1875 even strong pro-
ponents of the cattle trade, such as Marshall Mur-
dock’s Wichita Eagle, had started to argue against 
it. As an article from December 2, 1875, noted,

At that time [1873] the streets were thronged 
with Texas cow boys, with huge spurs on their 
heels, and howitzers strapped upon their backs. 
Every other door opened into a saloon. The first 
thing heard in the morning and the last thing at 
night was the unceasing music at the saloons 
and gambling houses. The town was headquar-
ters for harlots for two hundred miles around. 
Fighting, shooting, and even killing were not 
infrequent. . . . Gamblers were more numerous 
than respectable men. Those were the days of 
the cattle trade in its glory. Then the name of 
Wichita was a synonymous with crime. . . . But 
these days are gone happily for Wichita, never to 
return. The demoralizing and debasing effects 
of the cattle trade will never be felt here again.33

A little over a year later Murdock got his wish. 
As the cattle trade shifted to Dodge City, the 
quarantine line was moved west beyond Coman-
che County. Despite the efforts of several promi-
nent Wichitans, including the mayor, James G. Hope, 
the Santa Fe Railroad shifted its money and efforts to 
Dodge City, thus ending Wichita’s role as a cow town.34

Even during the cattle-trade years, agriculture 
was the dominant economic force for West Wichita, 
as the area’s founders, including the Dodges (Alm-
on, Enoch, and Franklin), Robert Lawrence, and Ola 
Martinson, were farmers. Due to a lack of ma-
jor boosters West Wichita never grew at the same 
rate as its counterpart east of the river. Thus, dur-

ing the 1870s and 1880s, the types of business in 
West Wichita catered to the surrounding agricultural 
base in Delano Township rather than the prominent 
business district of Douglas and Main in Wichita.

By the 1880s the cattle trade that had led to the myth 
of West Wichita being the center of rowdiness ended, 
and West Wichitans could develop their community 
along the lines of the rest of Wichita. In 1882 the com-
munity officially became part of Wichita proper. West 
Wichita transitioned into the Fifth Ward, complete with 
respectable Victorian-era homes, institutions of higher 
learning such as Garfield (later Friends) University, 
railroad lines, industry, and even one of Wichita’s main 
hospitals. As noted earlier, by the turn of the twentieth 
century, the vice district had developed primarily near 

32. “no title,” Wichita Eagle, February 12, 1874; August 12, 1875.
33. “Wichita, the Metropolis of the ‘Happy Valley,’” Wichita City 

Eagle, December 2, 1875.
  34. Dykstra, The Cattle Towns, 327–28; Long, 52.

Joseph “Rowdy Joe” Lowe was born in 1845. After arriving in West Wich-
ita, he and his wife, “Rowdy Kate,” operated a dance hall. In 1873, Lowes’ 
rowdiness turned deadly in a conflict with another dance hall owner and 
contributed to the town’s “hell after sundown” reputation.   
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the downtown railroad stations, such as along Trem-
ont Street, rather than in West Wichita. Whatever vice 
and rowdiness took place happened in Wichita proper 
and was not conveniently confined to the area across 
the river. This situation lasted until the 1950s and 1960s, 
when Wichita started to celebrate its Old West heritage 
with the opening of Old Cow town Museum across 
the river from West Wichita. The museum’s coverage 
of the city’s Old West history continued the myth that 
Wichita proper had been moral and law-abiding, while 
West Wichita had been the site of the rowdiness and 

immoral activity associated with the cattle trade. Over 
the decades, West Wichita’s image has changed from 
one of entrepreneurial spirit to one of an urban neigh-
borhood with an aura of the rowdy Wild West past. 

Abilene, Dodge City, and Newton, had areas of row-
diness inside the city limits. Wichita, like other cow 
townss, had areas of rowdiness within the city limits. 
However, unlike the other cow townss, Wichita also 
had an area of rowdiness that was a separate commu-
nity, West Wichita, outside the city limits and across 
the river. West Wichita’s era as a separate community 
ended on May 11, 1885, when the Wichita City Coun-
cil annexed it after a unanimous vote and the once 
separate community became the Fifth Ward of Wich-
ita. The annexation of West Wichita helped perpetu-
ate the east-west divide that continues to this day.35

Over the years, the myth of West Wichita having 
“all” of the area’s rowdiness and vice grew with its in-
sertion into popular books on the Wild West, while ac-
ademic works recognized the existence of vice in both 
Wichita and West Wichita. The myth has even inserted 
itself into Wichita’s promotion of tourism.  During the 
1990s, the Delano neighborhood promoted itself by 
emphasizing the area’s 1870s rowdy reputation, per-
petuating a misleading version of the neighborhood’s 
history and ignoring the history of Tremont Street (now 
South St. Francis) across the river in Wichita proper 
(east of the Arkansas River), an area that had a rowdy 
reputation equal to or greater than that of West Wich-
ita. As Judy Mattivi Morley wrote in 2006 in Historic 
Preservation and the Imagined West, “When old tradi-
tions no longer apply to conditions, society discards 
them and invents new ones.”36 Wichitans, including 
many West Wichita residents, ignore Morley’s state-
ment by returning to the old image of the city’s im-
age of soiled doves and saloons, to the detriment of 
the real history of the area. 

Sedgwick County, Kansas, officials issued a notice to appear to Joseph 
Lowe (and others) on November 24, 1873 and answer to the charge of 
second degree murder, or face a penalty of two thousand dollars. Their 
signatures appear at the bottom of the document. 
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  36. Judy Mattivi Morley, Historic Preservation and the Imagined West: 

Albuquerque, Denver, and Seattle (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 
2006), 15.


