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Ellis

On the cOver:

Tammy Younger, Historical Society staff  

member, with visitors at Fort Hays State 

Historic Site, Hays. 

The Kansas Historical Society’s 

programs touch every corner of 

the state. This Reflections issue turns 

to Ellis County. Post rock defines the 

boundaries of pastures and offers a 

glimpse of the ancient sea that once 

covered the area. This rock or 

limestone, filled with fossils, was 

created over time from the ocean 

sediment. This formation provided 

the perfect material for fencing and 

housing where wood was scarce. 

Limestone also proved to be a 

popular medium for artists with a 

hammer and chisel.

The discovery of gold in Colorado 

changed the area where Plains 

Indians once hunted buffalo. The 

push for westward expansion 

brought overland trails, military 

posts, railroads, and eventually 

settlers to farm the rich lands.

1865eLLIS cOUntY
Fort Hays opens as a military post 
to guard travelers on the Smoky Hill 
Trail and workers along the railroad. It 
remains in operation until 1889.

1869
Chief Powderface, an Arapaho leader, 
with his family, near Hays; the Arapaho, 
Pawnee, and Cheyenne originally 
inhabited this area.

1876
Germans from the Volga Region 
of Russia arrive.

1886
German immigrants from the 
Bukovina region settle near Ellis.

1901
Fort Hays State University is established 
as the state normal school on the 
grounds of the former frontier post.

1936
Oil is discovered on the Phillips Ranch, 
which helps boost the local economy 
following the Great Depression.

1867
Union Pacific Railway reaches Ellis County, 

photograph by Alexander Gardner. Ellis 
County and the city of Hays are founded.

1873
George Grant establishes a colony  

of English and Scottish  
colonists called Victoria.

1878
Walter Chrysler moves with  

his family to Ellis.

1888
Farming methods from Germans and 

Mennonites secure Kansas’ reputation 
as the nation’s breadbasket. The Topeka 

Daily Capital claims, “In wheat, Kansas 
can beat the world.”

1935
Ellis County workers help build  
arch bridges as a project of the 
Works Progress Administration.

1949
Nearly 100 Lustron houses made of 
porcelain-enameled steel panels are  

built in Kansas, several in Hays.



Meet Pete Felten, Sculptor

When he first took hammer and chisel in 

hand as a young man in 1957,  

Pete Felten knew he wanted to carve limestone. 

A native of Hays, Felten quickly became 

interested in the characteristics of the stone. He 

became familiar with limestone’s regional 

differences in hardness, color, and texture. He 

learned to appreciate the fossil record that he 

revealed as he worked with the stone.

Throughout Ellis County, Felten’s work can be seen depicting local history 

and daily life. The more than 28 examples include many well-known figures 

like Wild Bill Hickok, Buffalo Bill Cody, and Elizabeth Polly, a hospital 

matron at Fort Hays. He also created four statues for the Kansas State Capitol 

in Topeka. Felten continues to create new sculptures every day in his Stone 

Gallery in Hays.
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While soldiers at Fort Hays carried out the military 

mission to protect workers along the railroad, 

families and civilians lived, worked, and played 

at the post. The stories of these individuals are not as well 

documented as those of the soldiers. To understand more,  

we use objects that they left behind to offer insights about 

their lives. 

Clues to Civilian life at

FORT HAYS

Above, a soldier, his wife, and young children camp in tents at Fort Hays, circa 1870; 
right, these marbles found during an archeological excavation may have been a child’s 
favorite toy.
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The Kansas Historical Society’s archeology collection, which numbers 

around 50,000 objects, includes many of these items. Through archeological 

excavations dating from 1966, these objects were documented and preserved 

from the fort. 

The fort operated much like a village, with a store, hospital, church, bakery, 

and stables. Built to house around four companies, or 400 soldiers, the 

garrison also accommodated families in the 10 houses on officers’ row, the 

four married soldier’s quarters, which were usually reserved for laundresses, 

and in tents that eased the overflow. Civilians and families made an impact at 

the fort, often outnumbering the military personnel. 

Written records provide some glimpses into civilian life at the fort. Captain 

Charles King recalled that people gathered at the post with “joyous mirth and 

music and merry laughter” in advance of the Seventh Cavalry’s disastrous 

summer campaign in 1876. Elizabeth Polly was a hospital matron in 1867 

when there was an outbreak of cholera. A victim of the epidemic herself, she 

became known in folklore as the ethereal “blue light lady.” Josephine Yard was 

a hospital matron in 1879 who gave birth to a baby boy later that year. 

Josephine Yard was the wife of a post commander who hosted a Christmas 

party at the hospital for children in 1888. The band played holiday music to 

welcome Santa Claus, who presented each child with a gift.

Perhaps some of those gifts were uncovered when Historical Society 

archeologists began to investigate the site in 1966. Many personal items were 

located near officers’ row like a china doll head, domino, toy dishes, and 

crucifix holder. We can almost picture a young girl with the doll and a boy 

with the domino, amid the flurry of military activity at this frontier fort. 

Above, families gathered near the officers’ quarters in 1869 to enjoy a parade and music 
of the Fifth Infantry Band.

Top to bottom, the china doll’s hair is 
used to identify this toy from the 1850s 
to 1860s; imprinted on this crucifix holder 
is a Latin phrase that means Behold the 
Man; these toy dishes were found near 
officers’ row.

ArcheologicAl  
Finds
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Relocated to this site in 1867, Fort Hays was once a large 

complex of 45 major buildings. Today interactive exhibits 

introduce people from different cultures who became part of 

the fort’s history. Displays are featured in the visitor center 

and the four historic buildings.
Exhibits feature the Plains Indians who once inhabited this area, George 

Armstrong Custer, Philip Sheridan, and Wild Bill Hickok who are all associated 

with the post, as well as arrows, carbines, and revolvers from the time period. 

Visitors can tour homes where officers and their families lived and learn about 

the African American Buffalo Soldiers who served in the cavalry.

Exhibits were made possible through special gifts by Senator Bob Dole  

and the Dane G. Hansen Foundation of Logan.

Fort Hays is open 9 a.m. – 5 p.m. Wednesday – Saturday, one of  

16 state historic sites administered by the Historical Society. Find more at  

kshs.org/fort_hays.

clash of cultures
KANSAS  
HISTORICAL  
SOCIETY

Elizabeth Custer wrote about her 

experience and her husband’s boots in 

particular at Old Fort Hays. She later 

donated them to the Kansas Museum 

of History in Topeka, where they can 

be seen on display.

Kansas Archeology Training 

Program – June 5-20, 2015

The annual field school will return to 

Ellis County to examine a prehistoric 

site. You are invited to join us for 

this chance to work alongside 

archeologists in the field. Members 

can take advantage of discounted 

rates. Early registration deadline is 

May 5. Find more at  

kshs.org /14622.  



Board Member Highlight

Mary Ann Thompson of Hays has 

been a member of the Kansas 

Historical Foundation Board of 

Directors since 1998. Through her 

involvement with the Foundation,  

she enjoys celebrating and sharing  

the state’s unique history. “I like 

discovering more about our history 

through the Foundation’s trips and 

meetings around the state,” 

Thompson said. “I am happy that the 

Foundation funds free admission to 

members. That is especially valuable  

to me when I visit Fort Hays.” She 

loves the fort’s activities like  

Christmas Past when buildings are decorated, luminaries line the walkways, 

and fragrance of hot, spiced cider and hot fried apples fills the air.

Thompson served as the Kansas Room librarian at the Hays Public Library 

from 1985 until her retirement in 2013. A native of Casper, Wyoming, she 

holds two degrees in history, plus a master’s degree in library science. She is 

the author of Hays, The 1930s, a pictorial history of the city.

Mary Ann Thompson
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“ I like discovering  

more about our  

history through the 

Foundation’s trips  

and meetings around 

the state.”

Members gain free admission to 

the Kansas Museum of History and 

the 16 Kansas State Historic Sites, 

reciprocal memberships, plus two 

quarterly publications, and discounts 

in the Museum Stores. Members also 

enjoy discounts to bus tours around 

the state. Find information about 

different membership levels for 

students, individuals, and households 

at kshs.org/18918.

Become a Member
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GERMANS FROM RUSSIA

         erman Catholics from Russia brought along  
          precious cultural treasures when they came to 
Ellis County in 1876. They had carried along many of 
these traditions when they left their native Germany 
more than 100 years earlier.

At that time Germany weary, recovering from the Seven Years’ War. 

Catherine the Great of Russia was a fellow German who was interested in 

building an agricultural region along the Volga and Karaman rivers. She was 

confident that the German people could further her plan by introducing 

modern agricultural methods. As an incentive, she promised colonists 

freedom from taxes, assistance with their move, and exemption from 

military service. These 

offers proved appealing, 

and between 1763 and 

1768 more than 25,000 

Germans, mostly from the 

west central region, 

established 104 colonies 

on the Russian plains. 

There in farming 

communities they lived  

in relative peace and 

prosperity for more than 

100 years, having limited 

interaction with the local 

population. 
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GERMANS FROM RUSSIA
P R E S E R V I N G  T R A D I T I O N S :

GG
Here I am dressed in 

heavy felt boots, long 

woolen skirt, a button 

down front, tight fitted 

bodice with long sleeves 

and high neck band, 

and on my head is a 

Halstuch, a head shawl. 

They are all the clothes 

I have.
— from the novel  

Shukar Balan: The White Lamb  
by Mela Meisner Lindsay 

Left, a family of Germans from Russia, 
circa 1900, among many in the 
Historical Society collections; right, 
railroads encouraged immigration 
through posters like this with a line at 
the bottom in German. Find more at 
kansasmemory.org.



After Russia’s defeat in the Crimean War and as other European countries 

made military advances, Alexander II revoked the military exemption and 

expanded the Russian army. Many of the Volga Germans sought a more 

sympathetic arrangement in the United States; a number of Catholic families 

chose Ellis County. 

Once again these settlers established the German-

speaking communities of Liebenthal, just outside the 

county, then Catharine (Katharinestadt), Herzog, Munjor, 

Pfeifer, and Schoenchen. In these new communities they 

continued the distinct traditions and dialects of their 

ancestors. They established retail businesses and services 

like German language newspapers, which strengthened 

their community bonds, and churches that strengthened 

their faith. They practiced the farming skills they had 

honed on the Russian plains. 

Wedding traditions were particularly important in these 

communities. Brides usually wore long, full gowns of a 

dark color. The traditional white gown became popular in 

the early 20th century. Gowns were often trimmed with 

long grosgrain ribbon streamers. Hair was worn up and 

the head was adorned with a crown of floral blossoms and 

a veil. Grooms wore tailored dark woolen suit with a 

boutonniere of floral blossoms tied to flowing white 

grosgrain ribbon to match the bride. 

The wedding festivities often began at the home of a 

relative, where the bride and groom kneeled to receive a 
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Henry and Rosa Weth and family, 
Schoenchen, circa 1900.

Phillip and Rose Marie Hertel in a wedding portrait, Ellis County, 
in 1908.

Brides usually wore 

long, full gowns of  

a dark color. The  

traditional white gown 

became popular in the 

early 20th century.



blessing. The couple walked in a procession to the church for Mass. A relative 

would host the meal including a roast, dumplings, fruit soup, and bread. 

The dance would feature a Hochzeit (or wedding band, consisting of a 

violin, cello, dulcimer, accordion or reed organ, and sometimes a clarinet. The 

band played traditional polkas and waltzes while guests pinned money on the 

couple’s streamers or clothing. 

Communities became known for their own unique traditions and dialects, 

which could be identified by different words or pronunciations. Linguists in 

Germany and Kansas have since studied, recorded, classified, and connected 

the dialects with locations in Germany. 

Many of these dialects have been 

separated from their German 

counterparts for more than 200 years. 

Linguists discovered that in some cases 

the dialects no longer exist in Germany. 

A majority of people today in Ellis 

County descend from these Catholic 

German families. Although many of 

the dialects are disappearing as fewer 

households speak German, many of 

the music, food, and faith traditions 

are being passed along to the next 

generation. 
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Leona Pfeifer
Meet Leona Pfeifer who grew up in Munjor. A descendent of the 

Wasingers who settled in the area, she spoke the dialect of her 

ancestors. For many years Pfeifer has shared her cultural heritage with 

the community through programs and speaking engagements. Pfeifer is 

among the few people who still speak with the distinct dialect of 

Munjor. Hear Leona describe these dialects at kshs.org/19156.  

Learn more about German dialects in Kansas at  

http://www2.ku.edu/~germanic/LAKGD/KS_German_Dialects.shtml.

Pfeifer’s ancestors, Anton and Elizabeth Wasinger and family, Ellis County, circa 1880.
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As the British community of Victoria was declining, the German community 

 of Herzog was growing, and eventually renamed Victoria. Between 1908 

and 1911 this community built a Romanesque style church. Stone was quarried 

from seven miles away and hauled to the site where local stonemasons 

completed the construction. The large church seats 1,100 with twin towers that 

stand 141 feet high, which can be spotted from a distance. When politician 

William Jennings Bryan saw the stately bell towers in 1912 he commented that 

it was a “Cathedral of the Plains.” That nickname continues today. St. Fidelis 

church was listed in the National Register of Historic Places, and in 2014 

declared a basilica.

St. Fidelis Catholic Church St. Catherine’s Church
Located in Catharine, named for 

Catharine the Great, this Gothic 

Revival style church was built 

between 1890 and 1892. It is listed in 

the Register of Historic Kansas Places. 

St. Joseph’s Church and 
Parochial School
Volga Germans established St. 

Joseph’s Parish in Hays. The 

Romanesque Revival style church was 

built circa 1904 and features a gabled 

nave, tiered tower, corner buttresses, 

and massive spires. It is listed in the 

National Register of Historic Places.

National and State Registers

A program of the Kansas Historical Society, National and State 

Register properties are eligible for state and federal financial 

incentives. Find more at kshs.org/14635. 

The ornate nave and altar at St. Fidelis; the cross and 
crown featured in one of the stained glass windows on 
the lower level.



Felten’s Volga German Family, Victoria

PRESERVING TRADIT IONS

Volga German Haus

See an accurate replica of a Volga 

German farm house at the Ellis County 

Historical Museum. Find more at 

elliscountyhistoricalmuseum.org.

German Capital of Kansas

Find more about the history, food,  

and traditions of the region at 

germancapitalofkansas.com

TRAdiTiOnAl RecipeS
Food is at the center of German tradition and helps to define 

community distinctions. Recipes for traditional foods can vary 

greatly across communities. Grebbel is a popular morning treat 

similar to donuts or toast. 

GRebbel
1/2 cup butter 4 eggs, beaten
1/4 teaspoon baking soda 2 tablespoons sugar
1/2 pint sour cream 4 cups flour
2 teaspoons baking powder 1/2 teaspoon salt

Sift together dry ingredients. Blend butter, sour cream, and eggs. 
Mix with dry ingredients for soft dough. Let dough rest and rise at 
room temperature for 1 hour. Kneed down and roll out on lightly 
floured board to 1/8 inch thickness. Cut into 3 inch by 5 inch strips 
and cut center slits in each. Pull dough through slits to create a twist 
and drop into 350 degree hot oil. Turn once, cook until lightly 
browned. Remove and drain. Dust with powdered sugar.
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n the 1930s when Ellis County residents became 

concerned about crossing Big Creek, they petitioned  
their county commissioners for a new bridge. They had  
seen this Smoky Hill River tributary flood a number of  
times. Fort Fletcher had been located nearby but was  
closed in 1866; Fort Hays was established to the  

northwest on higher ground. 

Located 4.8 miles south of Walker, the bridge was a joint project of Ellis 

County and the Works Progress Administration (WPA). Established in 1935 as 

part of the New Deal, the WPA put people to work on public projects. Local 

crews familiar with laying limestone were hired for the construction, stone was 

quarried from an adjacent pasture, and work began in 1935.

The four-arch bridge measures 156 feet in length and 29 feet in width. A 

plaque on the south end of the bridge marks the WPA project and honors the 

workers. One of 13 stone arch bridges in the county, it was listed in the 

National Register of Historic Places in 2001. 

FORT FLETCHER STONE ARCH BRIDGE

kshs.oRg • 12 

This plaque, dated in 1936, honors  
the WPA and Ellis County partnership.
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hen Kansas soldiers returned from World War II, they 

often married and had children. This population boom 

resulted in a housing shortage that spanned across the 

nation. One entrepreneur addressed the need by retooling 

his wartime innovation into prefabricated housing. 

Carl Strandlund was a Swedish immigrant who had developed an 

interlocking, porcelain-enameled steel panel for a Chicago defense contractor. 

He adapted the production into affordable housing that was quick to assemble, 

durable, and essentially maintenance free. He received a federal loan in 1947 

and established the Lustron Corporation, meaning “luster on steel,” in Ohio.

Lustrons met the needs of the post-World War II families; 2,500 were built in 

35 states across the nation. Eight Kansas Lustron dealerships were established 

and 100 houses were built. Clusters of these homes survive today in Larned, 

Garden City, Great Bend, Hays, and Russell.

Models were priced from $8,500 and $10,000 with four different models:  

two or three bedrooms in a standard or deluxe edition. The deluxe models had 

more built-in features like a china cabinet in the dining room, book shelves in 

the living room, and a vanity mirror in the master bedroom. A choice of four 

colors was available: Dove Gray, Desert Tan, Maize Yellow, and Surf Blue with 

complimentary trim and roof colors. The interior colors were neutral, soft gray 

throughout except for the kitchen and 

bathroom, which were yellow. The 

walls and ceiling were made of 

enameled steel panels; composition 

tiles covered the floor. 

These unique houses were part of a 

National Register of Historic Places 

study. Lustron Houses of Kansas 

documented 91 existing Lustrons in 

many different parts of the state.  

There are two Lustrons in Hays in the 

National Register of Historic Places.

Above, rooms inside the Gallagher  
house; below, the Gallagher house  
exterior, Hays.

LUSTRONS
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YOUTHFUL INSPIRATION

walter chrysler  
in kansas
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Ellis, Kansas, was a bustling community when 
Walter Chrysler’s family moved there from 
Wamego in 1878. His father, Henry, was a Union 

Pacific locomotive engineer who operated the route 
between Ellis and Denver. 

Ellis had a roundhouse, yard, and facilities to serve as a crew 

change point. There young Walter Chrysler found opportunities to satisfy 

an interest in machines. He apprenticed as a machinist and railroad 

mechanic and built his own tools to complete his tasks.

Chrysler left Ellis as a teenager to make train stops at roundhouses 

learning skills from the local craftsmen. He gained skills and a reputation, 

eventually working his way up to general master mechanic.  

Chrysler was hired to apply his engineering knowledge toward rescuing 

the floundering Buick Motor Company. After improving Buick’s 

innovation and reducing costs, Chrysler acquired Maxwell Motor 

Company, and created the Chrysler Corporation. He introduced the first 

model in 1924, and soon added Dodge, Plymouth, and DeSoto to the line. 

In 1928 Chrysler was named Time’s Man of the Year.

The Walter P. Chrysler Boyhood Home and Museum in Ellis tells 
the story of his life and accomplishments. The museum is open 
year round. Find more at chryslerboyhoodhome.com.

walter p. chrysler
boyhood home and museum
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Read Kansas!

Walter Chrysler and other notable Kansans are featured 

in the Kansas Historical Society’s Read Kansas! cards that 

build reading skills  

with informative  

text and utilize  

primary sources. 

More at 

kshs.org/18960.

Notable Kansan

Walter Chrysler was selected as one of 25 Notable 

Kansans in 2011 as part of the Kansas 150. A plaque 

honoring him on the Kansas Walk of Honor will be 

installed this spring at the Kansas State Capitol. This 

program is funded through the Kansas Historical 

Foundation. We invite donations to cover the cost of 

plaques for future honorees. Find more at  

kshs.org/17281.

Professional Development

Through the Kansas Historical Society’s teacher training, 

participants have had the opportunity to write their 

own lesson plans using primary sources. Find more on 

these teacher generated lesson plans at kshs.org/15619. 

Learn how teachers are incorporating primary sources in 

the classroom, like this fourth grade project on Walter 

Chrysler, through Share Your Work at kshs.org/16589.

chrysler’s handmade saw set
As a young man working as a mechanic’s apprentice for the Union Pacific 

shops in Ellis, Walter Chrysler made many of his own tools. This pliers-

type saw set, made by Chrysler, was used to bend saw teeth sideways, from 

left to right, so they would cut a wider groove than the blade. The saw set is 

in the Kansas Museum of History collection, which features a display of 

railroad history in the state, including the 1880s Cyrus K. Holliday steam 

engine. Find more at kshs.org/museum.

Read Kansas!
By the Kansas State Historical Society

Read Kansas! 1-3

Famous Kansan

Walter Chrysler
1875-1940
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Honor • Educate • Inspire

To learn more please contact  
Tom Ellis at 785-272-8681, ext. 210;  

tellis@kshs.org.

Leave a Legacy
Join the Kansas Heritage Circle, 
the bequest recognition society

Honor your ancestor’s memories, while honoring 

your community’s past.

Educate current generations about efforts to build 

this state and nation.

Inspire the future by preserving the past to solve 

the challenges of tomorrow.

Kansas
Historical Foundation
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A Scottish-born merchant, George Grant purchased 25,000 acres in Ellis County and arrived 
with a group of 30 colonists in 1873 to establish the community of Victoria. His home, 
designed as an English country house, was built of limestone quarried nearby. Grant died 
in 1878 and many of the colonists returned to Europe. The villa is listed in the National 
Register of Historic Places. Find more at kshs.org/14635.


