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Wierd Causes Were Behind
McPherson’s Biggest Fires

By Ed Weilepp

Every small town, while it is
growing up, has its share of major
fires. McPherson had its share,
too )
" But it ‘is doubtful if any mty
in the United States can produce
the weird causes and contributing
factors of its big fires that Mec-
Pherson can.

Take the time in 1883 when a
solid block of Main Street burned.
The fire started in a pool hall.and
got out of control when the pool
hall hangers-on carried out the
tables instead of fighting the
blaze. :

And the time in 1893 a mill
caught fire and burned down be-
cause the water was turned on be-
fore the hoses were connected.

Or the time the city failed to
pay its water bhill and the water
company refused to turn on the
water and the First National Bank
burned to the ground in 1898.

Then The Plant Burned

And the time the water and
light plant burned in 1910 and
no one could locate the ftire be-
cause they couldn’t call the water
and light plant to find where it"
was.

Or the time in 1911 when the
Colburn Mill burned and there
was no water pressure to fight it
because the light plant was still
being rebuilt and repaired.

Or maybe you like the time
when the Maltby Building burned
in 1933. All the firemen were
at a fireman’s convention in
Wichita and no one knew how to
run the equipment.

The list is long,
rare.

the incidents

First One In 1883

McPherson’s  first really hig
fire, not counting houses and liv-
ery stables, occured on Friday,
March 3, 1883. At 10 o’clock
that night a small fire broke out
in the rear of a pool hall hetween
Marlin and Euclid streets on the
west side of Main. According to
the McPherson Republican:

“There are various reports as
to how the fire originated but
from what we can learn it was
caused by someone going out into
the back room of the billiard hall
and throwing down a lighted cigar
or in some other careless way set-
ting the room on fire. When the
fire was discovered the people in
the billiard saloon, instead of giv-
ing the alarm and trying to put
out the fire, which could have
been done with a few buckets of
water, set at work carrying out
the tables. This idiotic perform-
ance resultsd in the loss of the
block.”

Everything Went

And indeed it did, tor {ne frame
huildings- ot that day
tinder. A strong morth

d the flames and at times the
i was g0 great that buildings
on the other side of the street
broke cui in flames. The county
courthouse, located in the Me-
Pherson Town Company building,
was on the site” of the McCourt
Hotel. 'When it became appar-
ent that it, too, must go, all the
records were saved.

At first the volunteers were
going to blow up the building,
then they decided to pull it down,
but both plans were abandoned.

In a short time every building
in the block facing Main, and some
on Marlin and Euclid were a pile
of ashes. The loss was estimated
at $55,000 to $60,000, a lot of
money for 1883.

On April 12, 1883, the first fire
company was organized with J. C.
Hamilton as chief.

Eagle Mil}, 1893

The next great fire broke out
at 1 a. m. in the Eagle Mill on
August 8, 1893 The cause was
unknown but before the volun-
teers could get their hoses con-
nected, someone turned on the
water. The delay in getting the
error corrected allowed the fire
to get out of hand and the mill
burned to the ground.

Loss was estimated at $25
by the owner, A. F. Brulin.

For the next five years the fire

,000

front in McPherson was fairly
quiet. But trouble was in the
making.

On June 7, 1898, the city owed
the Western Water and Electric
Company $1,650 in back water
and light bills and the company
discontinued service.

First National Bank

Shortly before midnight, July
3, 1898, a fire was discovered in
the third floor of the majestic
First National Bank building
which stood on the present Grand

Building site. The hose cart was
hastily brought to the scene but
there was no water.

“After a bit of arguing and the
use of a Distol, B. H. Heithecker
and F. D. Entriken convinced W.
E. Stout, plant engineer that he
should turn on the water. By
this time the building was a mass
of flame.

The building and all the offices
and shops in it were destroyed.
The loss was conservatively esti-
mated at $75,000. The building
itself, built in 1887, was valued
at over $43,000.

Loss was incurred by Laderer’s
Clothing store, the abstract office
of Allison and Champlin, the Citi-
zen’s Stdte Bank, Broughton's
Music Store, Larimer’s Tailor
Shop, B. W. Hulse and Co., real
estate; Lindsay and Russ, M.
Bradley, Allison and Wright, Dr.
G. H. Matchette, and a wall fell
into the G. L. Conn bakery.

A heavy rain was falling, which |
helped prevent the destruction of
the entire block.

But the merchants and profes-
sional men found new stores and
offices, the building was rebuilt,
and life again settled into the old
routine.

March 4, 1908

It was shattered, however, on
the night of March 4,-1908, when
fire and explosion swept through
three buiidings -at the corner of
‘Euclid and Main. Badly damaged
were the Sorenson Bros. Grocery,
C. W. Enghorg Drugs, and Haw-
ley Brothers Hardware. Although
the fire was confined to the sec-
ond: floor of the buildings, losses
ran over $10,000.

Three firemen were injured in
an explosion of unknown cause
and two firemen were overcome
by smoke.

The Water Works Burned

In 1908 the city had shelled out
$52,000 to purchase the water
and light plant. On July 23, 1910
it burned to the ground.

The fire was discovered about
9:40 o’clock and the night engin-
eer tried three times to call the
telephone operator to report the
five. Failing in this, he started
blowing the 1light plant whistle.
Firemen rushed to the fire sta-
tion, got out the hose cart—and
couldn’t find the fire.  Five min-
utes later the telephone operator
called the water and light plant
to ask where the fire was.

By the time = firemen arrived
flames were shooting 15 feet into
the air.. In an hour and a "half
the plant was’ a pile of rubble.
thrashing - machine was
‘essure, since the plant’s machin-
ery was out of action.

The city figured it lost $20,000
in the fire.

While the new light plant was
being rigged up, the Colburn
Brothers Mill, formerly the Queen
Bee Roller Mills,
tremely bad time to catch Ttire.

Colburn Mill 1911

The mill was built March 31,
1880, and stood on the site of the
KBR Mill. On March §, 1911, at
7:10 o’clock at night, fire was
discovered on the second floor.
For a -long time the first just
burned inside the walls but sud-
denly it hroke through the roof
and the night became ‘‘light as
day.” Cinders and sparks were
carried hundreds of feet into the
air.

For a time the Santa Fe Depot
and warehouse, the Colburn of-
fice and the McPherson Lumber
Company were threatened.

Twenty-five thousand bushels

damaged but the metal bhin held
up. Five thousand bushels of
wheat and 2,000 barrels of flour
in the mill burned. The loss was
estimated at over $100,000.°

And while all this was going
on, the firemen were trying to
get water pressure . enough to

reach the second floor
ering mill.  For at this time the
three old water pumps at- the
water and light plant were out of
order- and only one small pump
was working. Try as it might,
the small pump couldn’t keep up
with the streams of water being
drained out of the standpipe by
firemen. The water level went
down, the pressure went down,
and the mill went down.

An attempt was made to turn
the standpipe valve for direct

of the tow-

. pressure,

but the valve was so

clogged that it couldn’t be worked

During the course of the fire a
hooked
tinto.the water system to maintain

chose an ex-

of wheat in a steel elevator were |

THIS IS THE First National
of the present: Grand Building.

Bank Building, an impoémg
During the night of Jul

structure
and early morning of July 4,

-

the site
1898,

which stood on

this building burned to the ground when the water and hght plamt manager was ‘“‘difficult’”” about turn~

ing on the watol“ .

free.

Of course, the firemen were at
a disadvantage -in that they had
only enough hose to run three
streams of water. )

A Death Occurs

The only death know to have
occurred in a fire in McPherson
(other than in a home) was on
April 12, 1933, when Mrs. Mary
McGowen burned to death in the
Grand Building ftire. The fire
started in the Union Bus Depot
and before it had burned itself
out it had destroyed the depot,
Morris and Sons, Stanleys, all of-
fices on the second floor and had
done smoke and water damage to
Lawson and Sweeney’s, next door.

Those who lost offices included
Drs. L. H. Quantius and W. C.
Heaston, owners of the building,
A. H. Dyck, C. A, Lytle, V. C.
Price, and L. R. Reiff; attorneys'
James Galle, Archie MacDonald
and Russ Anderson, George Alli-
son ‘and Ralph Moore.

Lindsborg's fire  department
was called to give assistance and
by 7 o’clock the next morning
the tire was conquered.

It cost $200,000.

The Lumber Yard Goes

Every town must, at some time
or another, have its lumber yard
fire, and McPherson had its on
June 13, 1933.

A truck parked in
Superior Yard, located on the
corner now occupied by the Safe-
way Store, caught fire about 10
p. m. In a short time the lumber
yvard was ablaze and the fire had
spread to the Maltby Building.
The furniture store of  Quiring
and Quiring was gutted and other
businesses damaged included tha
Pearson Millinery Store, Bridge-
port Supply Co., Nelson Grocery,
Shafer’s Bakery, Family Barber
Shop, ‘Boots Bootery, Nu-Way
Cleaners and Joy Cafe. :

Fire departments from Hutch-
inson..and Idndsborg: were called
in to save the downtown atrea. 8o
intense were the flames that the
McCourt Hotel and the Talbott
Biulding caught fire and windows
were broken in the McPherson
and Citziens State Bank. Dam-
age was estimated at over $1::0 -
000.

Most of the members of the
volunteer fire department were in
Wichita attending the State Fire-
men’s Convention and great diffi-
culty was experienced in getting
the department’s pumper truck
into operation.

the Lake

A Paid Department

After these two disastrous fires
within a few weeks, feeling ran
high in McPherson for a paid fire
department. H. G. Lindgren was
brought in, new equipment was
purchased and a full time, paid
fire department was organized.

Since Chief Lindgren took over,
there has been only one serious
fire in the busines§ district and
that occurred at the Daily Repub-
lican on Jan. 16, 1940. Princi-
pal damage at the Republican re-
sulted from smoke and water

rather than from the actual fire.
The paper’s largest and most ex-
pensive linotype machine fell
through the weakened floor and |
part way into the basement.
However, ‘“the show must go

1

on,” and through the help of oth-
er printing firms in town, the Re-
publican continued publication
without” missing a single paper.

Perhaps some big fires in the
city’s past history have been miss-
ed. The years are long and after
a while one fire begins to look
like another. These few examples
are probably the outstanding .and
most spectacular in McPherson’s
history.

VZith modern buildings and a
modern fire department—there
should be_no more.

above,
1908. It burned tn the -~
financially unsuccessful life.

THE McPHERSON WATER AND E LECTRIC' PLANT, pictured
was purchased by the c1ty from the receivers on Nov. 24,
aund on-July 23, 1910, ending a long and

Just about 74 years ago, the
last buffalo was killed within

what is now the city of McPher-
son. The story of the buffalo
hunt is told in a letter written in
1509 by Mrs. C. M. Kinblade, tell-
ing of the exploit of 8. C. Kin-
blade in his words:

“One day in the spring of 1873

. a large buffalo came stalking
along not so many rods from the
house . . . Of course, we all rush-
ed to see so unusual a creature.
I grabbed my navy revolver and
started for the sod stable for a
horse., Petrie said for me to take
his pony as it was all ready to
mount.

“By this time the buffalo was
40 rods away, but I lashed the
pony and kept after him. I suc-

ceeded in turuing the buffalo in
a southeasterly  direction  to+
wards MceiPherson., The ;

<‘a"< out -and .« the  coha
sandoned,
~“The next day morve

| enough to

Last Buffalo Died In McPherson City
On East Eucild In Hunt In 1873

where the county farm now is lo-

cated. I jumped on one of my
horses and with my navy revolver,
I and my hrother Charlie suc-

ceeded in ' steering the whole
bunch onto the town site. There
every man and boy armed with
everything imaginable joined the
chase.

“One big fellow broke from the
rest in the gsouth part of town and
ran northeast. Requesting that
I might deal with him alone, the
boys turned their whole atten-
tion to the other six. I fellow-
ed the seventh one and when-
ever I would get close enough te
shoot he would turn on my
herse which, not ‘being used to
that kind of stock, would wheel
and dart away. I finally got near
shoot and my bullet
wcnt clear through him, just he-
he Amu.dw a few
East. Iac |
ers had al-

Vst 3
Iy i l\xxx{r\,:?) 11

n killed, this was the

cam’e in sight from the direc*ion'last buttalo kllled in McPherson

A newcomer to Mcth‘%on not
so long ago, seeing young wheat
in the fields, commented, “My
what pretty grass.” - When Mec-

| Pherson was founded it was grass

that grew as lavishly as does the
wheat today. S

In 1866, grass seven feet high
covered the Tland in mah‘y' places.
Early setftlers seeking corner
stones couldn’t find them in the
tall grass and B. F. McGill, early
McPherson city qett‘el, came to
McPherson because a traveler
told him the soil was good be-
cause the grass grew so thickly.

Southwest of McPherson blue-
stem grass grew four to six feet
high and the sod houses in which
the early settlers lived had roofs
covered with long grass. North-
east of MecPherson short, velvet-

green buffalo grass covered the
fields.

The Grass Grew Tall In *70s

Other early settlers tell of
seeing the tields around MecPher-
son bright green with new grass
"hoots that rippled in the wind
as it began to grow again after a
malne tne.

In the early days of county’s
histovy the bluegrass was thick
throughout the county and early
records tell of wintering 3,000
head of cattle in the western
part of the county without feed-
ing a single ton of hay.

Perhaps the only area in the
county - where grass was not
abundant wasy among the rocky
rises of Batfle Hill township, but
the rest of the county was well
supplied with the long bluegrass
and the shorter buffalo grass,
even as it is now well supplied
with the grasslike young wheat
crop,

Who Needs Bridges?
When Mrs. T. J. Darrah,
then a small youngster, came to
McPherson County from north
of the Smoky Hill river, it._was
at flood stage and couldn’t be
forded. There was no bridge.
Her father solved the proh-.
lem. Emptying provisions fout
of a large wooden washtub, he
put  Mrs Darrah and  two
younger children in the tub on
the river. Then, unhitching
a rope from the oxen, he and
two older boys in the tmm}u
swam the river, towing the tub
and three children behind them.
Who needs a bridge when he

has ingenuity?

WHEN TREES STARTER to grow on Main Street.

Fuclid in 1880.
the site of Walker’

Tn front of and to the side of the Elliott House can be seen newly planted U.'th
s Cafe and is one of the oldest stone buildings in M cPhrson.

This picturé is a section of Main Street on the east side between Marlin and

The store marked “Printing Office’ is |

Money Meant Little Then
Money? What's that?
Seventy-five years ago many

of the McPherson pioneers might

have asked that question.! They

did get three to five dollars a

load for the Dbleached buffalo

bones they gathered on the prairie
and sometimes received some
money for their c¢rops. But there
was little money in circulation.
A great deal of the trading

was the trading of raw materials.
Farm products could be traded
for cloth io be made into cloth-
ing. Much of the clothing was
sewed by hand in the home. When
some of the neig hbols bought
sewing maclmms, the rest of the
neighborhood was allowed to use
them. About the only clothing
the women did not make, were the
overcoats for the men ‘bought
from the Army for about three
dollars apiece.

The Lieutenant

No News Was Bad News

Miss your newspaper last
night? News is pretty old when
it’s a day late but day-old news

“is fresh compared to that which
. the earliest settlers in McPher-
son got.

The news of the outside
world found its way to them in
weekly papers. Sometimes those
papers were three weeks old or
more before they got around to
the last persons in the neighbor-
hood and the papers were almost
worn out.

The early settlers read those
papers at night around their
coal oil lamps when they read
at all.  Their reading was quite
seldom and coal oil was scarce.
Besides, coal oil cest 75 cents a
gallon.
~ But-the old bettlms did
their news.

Cowboys, Cattle
Went Through
But Without Stops

While the wild
1870’s

west of the
was noted as a cattle coun-

{try, McPherson County and parti-

cularly McPherson city was never
in the heart of the great cattle
range.

Marquette did see many Texas
cattlemen drive their herds
through there on the way to Abi-
lene and later to Ellsworth. The
Santa Fe trail, too, was a popu-
lar cattle route.

Alex Hendry, who settled near
King City in 1872, said, “It was
no uncemmon sight to see sever-
al thousand Texas cattle driven
by Texas cowboys through to Abi-
lene on the Trail. These cattle
were hig, longhorn steers. You
could hear a constant rattling as
they moved along, knocking their
horns together when they were
crowded. They were a wonderful
sight - with eight or ten cowboys
driving them.

“These Texas cowboys
tained a rendezvous on Turkey
Creek with the frontier life cor-
responding to that of Dodge City
several years later. They made
it their stopping place and
many noted frontier characters
stopped - there, 'especially bandits

Texas feuds were common,
several men being planted on the
prairvie.””

A number of settlers bought
Texas cattie from passing herds,
broke them for oxen, used for
milk cows or butcnered for meat.
At one time more  than {hree
thousand head of cattle wintered
in the western part of the coun-
ty. .

Thomas' Finam,. who settled in
Turkey Creek township, had there
2 huge ranch and thousands of
cattle with the Finan brand over
the land. Other cattlemen often
Irove through.

So although not in the midst
of the storied Wild West of the
_owboyb McPherson county in
the 1870’s, as new, saw its share
of cattle.

main-

Simple Furniture Then
Furniture, in the homes of the
2arly settlers, was extremely sim-
ple. Beds were of the type call-
2d cord beds made by bhoring
holes in the side and end boards
and weaving cord or rope back
and forth both ways to hold up
the home made, grass filled ticks.
Slabs of wood, cut and split
from logs, with axe and wedge,
were used to make stools, benches,
lables and other furniture. The
heart of a young cottonwood tree
made a good rolling pin. Over the
bed was a framework to which
was  attached netting to protect
the sleepers trom mosqguitoes.

Custer ‘S‘tationed
At Stone Corral

Just at the close of the Civil
War, when Indians were still
treublesome in the new Kansas
country, McPherson county’s pro-
tection from the Indians was.
built on Little River just over
the present border of Rice county.

The protection was what came
to he called the Old Stone Corral.

There in a huge stockade was
stationed the United States Tth
cavalry.

By 1872 the fort was abandon-
ed but the stones which formed
a square rock wall were used by
gsettlers to wall up their wells.

But in 1866-67 the Old Cor-
ral was surrounded by a stockade
of large cottonwood logs set end
upon end. The Tth Cavalry built
huts there in which to live while
they guarded the settlers on the
Smoky from the Indians. Just 10
years later a Lieutenant Colonel
who had bheen at the Old Stone
Corral was to lead that cavalry
Regiment to its death in Montana.
Colonel, a gen-

eral in 1876, was George Custer.

pioneers and were

fher

i her wedding outfit.

week on her

By Jessie Hill Rowland

were early
in the Mar-
quette cyclone. "He was a crip-
ple and in the storm landed on' a
teather mattress in  the cellar.
She became a cripple by the cy-
clone. They lost everything. In
excavating - they  found silver
spoons in the debris. They often
interited a large sum of money
but squadnered it. and then were
m want. In their old age a pen-
sion ‘was their means of support,
and their kind ~friends, among
them the Maxwells, often remem-
bered them. Mrs. McCormick was
great on social life. She played
her part in pnoneer days by help-
ing with recreations. )

When my husband was fifteen
years old he, with others, was
freighting from the Missouri Riv-
er to Santa Fe New Mexico and
Denver. He was on duty to watch
the cattle. After supper he pil-
lowed his head on the rump of a
steer and was certain if anything
happened he would he awakened.
The steers made a stampede for
water and owing to the cloudy
weather they could not be found.
He wandered about for four days
without anything to eat. He came
across some scattered -corn and
knew that he must be getting
close to settlement. He turned
in near Salina and obtained food
from a kind farmer. At Junction
City he fell in with General Blunt
who was enroute for Fort Leaven-
worth.

The Darrahs located a ranch
on the Smoky in ’69. Shortly the
land became homesteaded and
they moved their ranch to Cow
Creek in Rice County, a couple
of miles from Lyons. Mrs. Pot-
win’s grandfather, Mr. Lowrey,
was called back to Ohio and left
father with the Darrahs as
they were neighbors,

In November of ’71, a terrible
blizzard swept the country. The
streams froze - and the buffalo
grass was snow covered.  Carcass-

The McCormfcks

like paths across the river where
steers had  gone for water and
were too weak to ‘move farther.
The Perdue and  Howard .firm
turned out 3,600 head of cattle
and the next spring only 1,800
head were alive:

Mr. Howard in ’.73~ma1'rie‘d Miss
Hodson, a cousin of J. W. Jen-
kins. She went to Salina to get
~ Not the ready
kind we buy today but spent a
return making her
clothes on my Singer sewing ma-
chine. ’ :

Miss - Belle Laumore, a,‘hi‘gh
school teacher here; later married
Judge Earl. She and her broth-
er, on a. lalm near Chase, lived

A lady I met after coming to Mc-
Pherson who said. ‘she worked for a
E that lived-on
hree weeks.

leus Lmdell was cook at Jim
Byron’s ranch. - The house con-
sisted of three rooms planked up
and down and lined  with muslin.
A party of us went to the wonder-
tul sandhills for plums—the only
fruit besides wild grapes and eld-
er berries obtainable then. We
stopped at this ranch. He had
made four cream pies and the best
‘biscuits I have ever eaten. In the
afternoon they killed a veal for
the party.

ed. As early as 1874 a club con-
sisting of 12 couples was organized
in McPherson by Thomas E. Simp-
son and Mattie Day Murphy. It
was named by Judge M. P. Simp-
son “Koinonke Saphrasunt” a
Greek phrase which means “Tem-
perance in all things.” I have
been told that all the members
were college graduates. Of that
company there are only two mem-
bers left, Dr. Murphy of Los An-
geles and Mrs. Carrie Davis of this
city. I was a guest at a banquet
in the first hotel in Lindsborg
built by Mr. Henry. Of that
guest list only two are left, Mrs.
George McClintock and myself.

We had neighbors who attend-
ed the Centennial ih ’76. They
brought home a $300 Studebaker
buggy. It was remarkable in
those days for most of us were
fortunate in those days if we had
a seat in a lumber wagon. Tom
Darrah also attended the Exposi-
tion and visited relatives in the
east. :

Dan Heath who built the house
which George Allison lives in was
to have been married at Newton
but because ‘the streams were
swollen they were unable to cross.
They sent for John R. Wright who
was a justice of the peace at that
time. At their tenth anniversary,
J. R. Wright told me that his
shoes were .so full of holes that
he blacked his socks so that the
holes would be less conspicuous.
That was before the days of black
socks.

Several years ago when I at-

tended a Congregational State As-

es of cattle would make bridge-

entirely on corn meal one Wmtelﬁ

The social life was not neglect—,

Hlstorlan Tells Storles Of Pmnecrs

And Early Days In McPherson Lounty

sociation in Leavenwortn T:talk-
ed with O. B. Taylor a wholesale
grocery man. He spoke .of.m
husband being his schoolmate
when they went to school to H.
D. McCarty. He was the first state
superintendent. Every evening for
six. weeks the hoys got licked for
not having their arithmetic les-
sons. They had taken up three
part arithmetic against McCarty’s
wishes and the boys were not.suf-
ficiently advanced for it. . How-
ever he made them stand by it
and take the consequences.

Grasshﬂppers
Came In 1874

In August, 1874, a great b}ack
cloud came out of the distance and
settled hungrily on McPherson
county. The cloud was millions
of grasshoppers

The pests came one morning
and as they advanced through the
county left barren ground behind
them. They fell like a heavy snow

on e\fen\'thirf‘g— crops, tools,
clothes, anything that was visible.

The young crops disappeared
before the ravenous horde which
left not even the siems of plants
behind. Hoe handles and -wooden
tools that had grease on them
were eaten .until they were " so
rough they coludn’t be used. One
woman's sunbonnet was eaten off
her head. The bark was  eaten
from young trees. The noise of .the
grasshopper’s wings rose above
that of the threshing machines.

The grasshoppers stayed just a
few weeks but when they disap-
peared they left hehind destroyed
orchards, damaged. h(unesqes for
the horses, ruined fields. i

From throughout the country
food and clothing were sent to the
early pioneers to see  them
through the winter after the grass-
hopper plague. This relief from
the east was sent not only to Mece-
Pherson but to many portiéns of
Kansas where the vests struck:

G L. MceCourt, 1874—Harness
and saddle maker, councilman for
years and mayor of McPherson,
owner of Union Hotel now -the
McCourt. ‘

A. SELLERS, 189
pioneer editor in
hardware dealer in

5—30 yecu's a
Kansas  then
McPherson.

M. T. FLETCHER,
Tarmer, stock shipper,
mayor of McPherson.

1881~
banker,

I YOU
nsas Avenue and Marlin back in

1880,

LOOK HARD ENOUGH you can find the McPherson Meat Market in this picture of the east side of Main Street heLVs een
" Wagons and saddle horses found plenty of hitching posts for their cony
CThat’s the Farmers & Merchants Baunk next llUOl (to the right) of the¢ Meat Market.

enience in those days.
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