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The Davis Memorial is at the south end of Mt. Hope Cemetery, which is filled
with many large, impressive tombstones. The memorial is a collection of sculpture
portraying the various stages of John M. and Sarah E. Davis' lives together. A
massive polished Vermont granite canopy,which reportedly weighs 105,000 pounds and
is supported by six granite pillars, shelters the tombs and most of the statues.

The two seated groupings to the south are the first figures visible to the
visitor. These figures are the only cnes not located under the granite canopy which
shelters the rest of the monument. The grouping to the west has been carved of
unpolished Vermont granite and portrays a figure of John Davis as he looked after
his wife's death, seated next to a chair labeled "The Vacant Chair." All other
figures in the monument have been carved of Carrara marble. The group to the east
depicts both Sarah and John Davis shortly after they had moved into Hiawatha,
sitting on the front porch of their home. These staiues of dohn Davis depict him
without his left hand which he lost in a farming accident. Between these two groups
stands a large polished granite urn.

Two seated statues in Carrara marble on the west side of the monument represent
the Davises as a young couple. This is the only statue of John Davis without a beard.

The remaining statues are grouped around the two burial vaults. Two statues
cach of both John and Sarah Davis at different stages of their lives stand and face
each other across the two granite slabs which mark their graves. Another statue
of John Davis kneels with a bowed head at the foot of Sarah's grave, while an angel
with a wreath kneels at his grave.

I S T A PV T . e et |- e
The entire memorial is surrounded by a granite fence with inset panels of " . ey

pink grained marble set in a white stone frame. The railing of the enclosure has

i

been accented with pink warble urns and delicately carveé slabs. . Thevre is a granite

urn at each corner of the monument. e

The monument appears much the same as it did at John Davis' death, although
its tremendous weight is causing settling problems. The marble statues were
originally highly polished, but a cleaning solution which Davis used on the figures

removed all of the glaze.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Davis Memorial in Mount Hope Cemetery near Hiawatha was erected in the
1930's by John M, Davis to perpetuate the memory of his wife Sarah. Almost from
the beginning the memorial attracted large crowds of visitors, and it has become
one of the better known memorials in the United States.

John M. Davis, an orphan, came to Kansas in 1879 from Kentucky. He secured
work as a farm hand and a year Tater married one of his employer's daughters.
The marriage was over the objections of her family. Davis and his wife worked
hard, spent Tittle and had a local reputation for being tight or stingy. Davis
eventually acquired two of the best quarter-sections of farm ground in the county
and amassed a considerable fortune before the loss of a hand in an accident in-
1908 forced him to give up active farming operations. In 1916 the Davises moved to
Hiawatha where they lived quietly and unobtrusively until Sarah's death December 3,
1930. ‘ P S T '

There was much talk among the townspeople about the Davis wealth and what they
“thought he might, .or should, do with it after his wife's death,  The Davises had no.
children; he was an orphan and had no relatives; her Tamily had treatéd him unkindly
and he certainly wouldn't leave his money to them.” Soon after his wife's death . - oed
people began askirig him to endow colleges or to build a hospital, park or swimming
pool or to support certain charities. Davis didn't care for that and decided he
couldn't please everyone so would only try to please himself.

When his plans for the memorial became known in 1931, there was much criticism
of him in the community and considerable resentment. Davis apparently had no definite
plan when he started on the memorial. He simply made arrangements with Horace
England, owner of the local monument company, to have two marble statues of himself
and his wife carved in Carrara, Italy. Photegraphs sent to the craftsmen resulted
in amazing 1ikenesses, and Davis Tiked the first two so well that he ordered an
eventual total of eleven. A1l but one were of Carrara marble; it was of Vermont
granite. The statues, six of himself, four of his wife and one of a kneeling angel, -
depicted the couple at various stages of their married 1ife and him mourning her.
death. The last statue in the sequence showed him seated beside an empty chair with
the inscription "The Vacant Chair." The statues were apparently all in place by
1933. A canopy of granite had earlier been placed over the burial vaults. Low
walls were added in 1935 to protect the statues from the curious. Davis refused to
say how much the memorial cost; estimates ran as high as $750,000, but the usual
guess was $200,000 to $250,000. Apparently the only person beside Davis who knew
the cost was Horace England and he never said.
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Davis was reportedly the "most hated man in Hiawatha." If he were, it never
bothered him since other people's opinions were of no concern. At times people
vented their feelings in acts of vandalism against the memorial. Much of his time
was spent at the cemetery, cleaning the statues, or just looking.

In 1937, when Davis was told by doctors that he had less than six months to
live, he proceeded to give away his last $55,000 to the few people who had been
kind to him. However, Davis fooled the doctors and 1ived ten more years, practically
penniless and for the last few years in the Brown County Home where he died at age
92 in April, 1947.

The Davis Memorial is significant for the artistic quality of the statuary. .
It is a truly unique memorial; nothing quite 1ike it exists anywhere else in Kansas.
It has been an attraction for tourists and other visitors since the mid-1930's.- The
~closeness of the statuary groupings presents an interesting space and time sequence.
The memorial is also distinguished by the delicacy of the carvings and the extremely
1ife-like representations of John and Sarah Davis.

"Davis Memor1a1 Has Meaning to Tourwsts,” H1awatha Da11y wgr1d iJune 6 1975
"Fortune Spent on Memor1a1 Now Unkempt " Topeka Da1]y agqtai Apra? 11 1973
"A Fortune to Perpetuate Own Memory,” Topeka Da11y C_Elggl. June 26, 1938 |
“Guard on Kansas Memorial," Kansas City Times, June 1, 1935.

Hiawatha Daily World, April 26, 1947. |
"Hiawatha Farmer Spent Reported $750,000 in Construction of Unique Memorial to

Wife," To the Stars (Kansas Industrial Development Commission), v. 1, no. 1,
(November, 1945}, p. 5.

"Kansan Spends Fortune on Wife's Tombstone," Omaha World-Herald, July 31, 1932,

Kansas: A Guide to the Sunflower State, American Guide Series (New York, Viking
Press, 1939), p. 312.

“A Town Debates an Eccentricity,” Kansas City Star, October 5, 1958.

“The True Story of the Davis Memorial," Farm Directory, Brown County, Kansas
(H1awatha, Kansas, Henry J weitmer, 949), pp. 64, 65 :
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