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By PRISCILLA WAGGONER

For as long as I can remember, Christmas 
has resided in a place unlike any other in 
my heart. When I was little, it was a place 

filled with anticipation and wonder as the world 
became magical for those few weeks every year. 
Maybe it was the colored lights shining through a 
thin blanket of snow or the carols playing on the 
radio where I knew the words to every song or the 
wonderful smells coming from the kitchen where 
I could hear my mother and grandmother and sis-
ter talking. Whatever its origin, for those weeks, it 
truly seemed that the people around me laughed a 
little more freely, hugged each other a little more 
tightly and, although they were always kind, took 
special care to be even more so with anyone and 
everyone, friends and strangers alike.

As I have aged, the Christmas of my heart has 
aged with me.

That special sense of wonder is still there, and I 
trust it always will be. But something else is there, 
as well. So many of the voices I cherished in my 
life are gone. Moments with friends and family I 
counted upon to continue have come to an end in 
the way all things do. Left in their place are mem-
ories.

Yet, being on the far side of middle aged as I 
am, I now see those memories for what they are, 
and they are the most precious gifts I can be given 
in my life. Each one is a testimony to the love that 
I have known and the profound blessings I have re-
ceived. Each one is a reminder to, every day, cher-
ish those moments that still exist in my life for, 
truly, they are at the core of all that matters. And, 
to me, each memory carries a message of hope that 
the most powerful force in the world—the power 
of love—transcends all else, including time.

We chose A Christmas Carol for the theme of 
this year’s magazine because Dickens’ story is im-
bued with some of the most valuable lessons to be 
learned. Each person, every single one of us, will 
go on our own journey, and those journeys will 
lead us where they will. But let us all strive for the 
same destination, let us strive to embrace the same 
truth that Dickens’ Scrooge embraced at the end.

“He became as good a friend, as good a master, 
and as good a man, as the good old city knew, or 
any other good old city, town, or borough, in the 
good old world. And it was always said of him, 
that he knew how to keep Christmas well, if any 
man alive possessed the knowledge. May that be 
truly said of us, and all of us! And so, as Tiny Tim 
observed, God bless Us, Every One!”
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By PRISCILLA WAGGONER

A Christmas Carol tells the story of an old 
man who gains a new perspective on his life 
by taking a journey that begins in his past. 

Such a journey holds value for individuals, yes. 
But all of us can learn from looking back to earlier 
times and the lessons our collective past may hold.

Long before there was even the hint of a thought 
of Eads or the slightest suggestion of a railroad or 
the hundreds of homesteaders who would even-
tually come, the lands that make up southeastern 
Colorado were populated by people who had been 
here for centuries. Eventually comprised of the 
Cheyenne and Arapaho, along with Kiowa or Co-
manche at times, the people lived out their lives 
on these great High Plains as one generation after 
another hunted and feasted and traded and fought 
and all those events and milestones that made up 
life itself.

In 1833, a profound change came to the land-
scape that would change everything forever. Along 
with Ceran St. Vrain, brothers William and Charles 
Bent decided to build a permanent trading post on 
the Santa Fe Trail, not far from what is now La 
Junta.

The trading post named Bent’s Fort was an 
elaborate two-story adobe structure that housed 
around 65 people, although there was clearly room 
for more. A number of different languages were 
spoken at the fort from German to French, Span-
ish, English and, of course, Indian dialects such as 

Cheyenne, Arapaho, Kiowa and others. William 
Bent, himself, was multi-lingual and had already 
learned the Cheyenne language.

From the time it was built, Bent’s Fort abound-
ed with activity, especially during winter months 
when pelts were in their prime and inventories 
were high. In addition to employees of the fort 
who worked and lived on the grounds, the com-
pound was often crowded with fur-trappers, Euro-
pean-Americans traveling the Santa Fe Trail plus 
Cheyenne, Arapaho and other tribes who resided 
within a 500 mile radius. Bent’s Fort was import-
ant. It was the center of trade, not just in furs but 
other household goods plus horses and mules.

Although there’s no documentation that specif-
ically references the celebration of Christmas at 
Bent’s Fort, people did celebrate in a number of 
ways, and there’s enough authentic information to 
have an idea of what a Christmas celebration might 
have been like.

Those who knew how would provide some kind 
of music, which frequently inspired dancing, and 
people loved to dance, it seems. They also played 
games. Adults often played cards or billiards. 
There was a billiard table at the fort.

The children played “stick and hoop”, round-
ers—which is like baseball except the person is 
hit with the ball, marbles, pick up sticks, tag and 
musical chairs. They went on yule log hunts, and 
there was always a piñata break; although, unlike 

Christmas at the Fort
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today, piñatas were not made of paper mache but 
clay jugs.

Christmas decorations at the fort were sparse, if 
at all. The only people who might have cut down 
and decorated a Christmas tree were the Germans 
living at the fort, which was good since trees 
weren’t exactly plentiful. There might have been 
other spots of festive colors, here and there, but 
probably not much more than that.

However, one tradition was undoubtedly a part 
of Christmas festivities at Bent’s Fort, just like it 
was at many of the other festivities that took place. 
That tradition was the feast, and those who lived, 
worked and traded at the fort enjoyed a good feast 
about as much as anyone. The fare was undoubt-
edly simple, consisting of a goose, numerous fruit 
pies, plum pudding and bread made from various 
grains. And whatever beverages were stored in the 
fort’s warehouse were most likely shared around 
the table, as well.

Interesting as it is to think about a Christmas 
celebration at Bent’s Fort, there’s a more profound 
thing to ponder about those times.

Bent’s Fort was used for a total of 16 years, and 
was the only privately owned, fortified installa-

tion in the West at that time. There were periods 
of conflict during those years; the best evidence is 
found in the fort’s high walls, weaponry positioned 
to fire, points of lookout to see who might be ap-
proaching and fortified interior compound.

However, in looking at the accounts from the 
time, there were also periods of great cooperation, 
if not harmony, when William Bent and Cheyenne 
Chief White Thunder discussed points of common-
ality and mutual interest. It might even be possi-
ble that they discussed a future that involved equal 
prosperity or, at least, the decision to not interfere 
with the prosperity of the other.

One can’t help but wonder if, during whatever 
celebration might have occurred, anyone realized 
what a unique moment they were sharing. Dffer-
ent cultures, different languages, different histories 
and aspirations, yet still able to gather together and 
enjoy a few fleeting moments in a land that, at the 
time, was abundant in both bounty and promise.

If we could re-enact any single moment from 
history where the ingredients of peace and co-ex-
istence were such a significant part of the celebra-
tion, that would be Christmas we all could remem-
ber.
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By PRISCILLA WAGGONER

Of all the stories written about Christmas, 
A Christmas Carol is, perhaps, one of the 
most beloved and enduring. Written as 

a novella that takes no more than a few hours to 
read, A Christmas Carol has been in continuous 
publication and translated into 17 languages since 
it was first written in 1843. It’s also been adapted 
to the stage in countless productions mounted in 
theaters across the nation and parts of the world.

However, these days, most people know the sto-
ry from having seen “the movie”. Since the first 
film was produced in 1910, there have been 49 dif-
ferent versions of “the movie”, starring actors from 
Patrick Stewart, Albert Finney, Sir Michael Kaine 
and Tom Hanks to Bill Murray, Jim Carrey, The 
Muppets and Mickey Mouse. The titles may have 
been different but the story is always, basically, the 
same.

So, what exactly is the story? Well, for those of 
you who may not remember or may not have ever 
seen or read this classic, the story goes like this.

The short tale takes place on Christmas Eve 
when Ebenezer Scrooge—an old, angry, selfish, 
bitter man—is visited by three ghosts. Scrooge’s 
name has become synonymous with not only greed 
but a hatred of Christmas and the joy it brings to 
others. His business partner, Jacob Marley, died 
earlier and the closest thing to a friend he has is 

his employee, Bob Cratchit, whom Scrooge treats 
with neglect and disdain. There’s also his nephew, 
but, even though he invites Scrooge to Christmas 
dinner, he refuses, preferring to be alone.

That night, Scrooge is visited by the ghost of 
Marley who warns him that he will be visited by 
three spirits. Marley, wrapped in chains, has been 
condemned to hell for his greed, but he hopes the 
spirits will be able to save Scrooge. If not, he warns 
Scrooge that his chains will be longer and heavier 
than even his own.

The first ghost to appear is the Ghost of Christ-
mas Past who takes Scrooge on a journey where 
he sees the Christmases of his childhood, first with 
his sister Fan and then with his first employer Fez-
ziwig. Fezziwig is the exact opposite of Scrooge. 
He loves Christmas and the people in his world, 
and Scrooge is reminded of how much joy he knew 
during those years. He also sees his fiancée who 
left him, convinced she could not compete with 
Scrooge’s growing love of money.

The second ghost to appear is the Ghost of 
Christmas Present who takes Scrooge on a tour of 
his nephew and Bob Cratchit’s holiday. We learn 
that Bob has an almost angelic but very sickly 
young son named Tiny Tim and that Scrooge pays 
Bob so little that the Cratchit family lives in real 
poverty. Even though the family has very many 
reasons to be unhappy, Scrooge sees that their 
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love and tenderness toward each other overcomes 
even the most difficult of situations. Watching the 
family, Scrooge grows to care for Tiny Tim but is 
warned by the ghost that, unless something chang-
es, the future does not look promising for the little 
boy.

When the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come 
appears, things take a dark and frightening turn. 
Scrooge sees the world after his death. Not only is 
there no one who mourns his passing, he sees that 
the world has been a colder and crueler place be-
cause of him. Scrooge, terrified and humbled and 
changed by what he sees, falls to his knees begging 
for a second chance and the opportunity to make 
things right. He then wakes up and finds that only 
one night has passed.

Transformed at the deepest level and full of 
Christmas joy and love, Scrooge buys Bob Cratchit 
a Christmas goose and pledges to raise his wages 
and help Tiny Tim find the doctors that will make 
him well. Ebenezer Scrooge, now known to those 
in his life as “Father Christmas”, becomes the most 
generous man anyone had ever known, and Tiny 
Tim is able to make a full recovery.

Greed. Selfishness. Hatred of others. Redemp-
tion. Transformation. Forgiveness. Countless es-
says have been written about the meaning behind 
this unassuming yet powerfully profound tale 
that’s been told and retold over the years. It’s up to 

the reader (or viewer) to decide for himself, as is 
true with all great stories. Regardless of the mes-
sage, a few hours spent with family and friends in 
the company of Ebenezer Scrooge and the three 
ghosts of Christmas is time well spent, indeed.



By PRISCILLA WAGGONER

An impoverished childhood. Ghosts past and 
present. The cost of a life focused on mon-
ey and greed even at the expense of fami-

ly. These were the shadows that haunted Charles 
Dickens as he penned one of the most famous and 
celebrated stories about Christmas.

Born into a family where he was the second of 
eight children, Charles spent the first years of his 
life in the middle class. Despite having one grand-
father who was a domestic servant and another 
who was an embezzler, Charles’ father worked as a 
clerk in the pay office for the Navy, a steady occu-
pation that spared the family the ravages of pover-
ty experienced by thousands of children who were 
forced to work in the factories and mines. But that 
security was not to last forever.

Charles’ father, a gregarious and outgoing man, 
was perpetually in search of the get-rich-quick 
scheme, and the pursuit not only cost him his job, 
it caused him to go bankrupt and landed him in 
debtor’s prison. At twelve years old and second to 
the oldest, Charles was forced to sell his books, 
leave school and go to work in a rat infested boot 
polish factory where, for fourteen hours a day, he 
stuck labels on bottles of black boot polish. His 
fellow workers were other children, most of them 

desperately poor, hungry and often no more than 
seven or eight years old.

Charles only worked in the factory for a little 
over a year before his father was released from 
debtors’ prison, found another job and, despite his 
mother’s protestations, returned Charles to school 
for two more years. That was the end of his formal 
education.

But that year in the factory left a scar on Charles’ 
heart and mind that never truly healed. For the rest 
of his life, he spoke out against social injustice 
even as he, himself, was perpetually worried about 
financially caring for his family. Yet, he was also 
known for delighting in the ten children he had 
with his wife and would host spontaneous parties 
filled with dancing and games.

It could be said that, within him, Charles Dick-
ens contained all the characters that populated the 
story he would ultimately write. But it was the op-
timistic, compassionate man who embraced life 
and said, through the transformed Ebenezer at the 
end of the story, “I will honor Christmas in my 
heart, and try to keep it all the year. I will live in 
the Past, the Present, and the Future. The Spirits of 
all Three shall strive within me. I will not shut out 
the lessons that they teach!”

The Heart and 
Mind of Dickens
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By PRISCILLA WAGGONER

On a dark and very rainy night in 1913, a 
31 year old priest named Father Alfonse 
Kieffer stepped off the train in a small 

town named Stratton on the remote eastern 
plains of Colorado. At 6 feet tall with a strong, 
stocky build, he cut an imposing figure, espe-
cially for a man of the cloth.

His train was hours late in arriving. It had 
been raining all day, a slow and unrelenting rain 
that transformed dry creek beds into raging tor-
rents of unstoppable water and created a need 
for frequent stops along the way while a crew 
jumped off the train to check the safety of the 
track bed. The young priest had spent most of 
that time staring out the window at the passing 
landscape, knowing, even after it was too dark 
to see, that it was a scene of desolate, barren 
land.

And now he stood in the rain alone, as the de-
pot was closed for the night. He looked toward 
the town a short distance away and saw nothing 
but darkened windows and a Main Street turned 
to a sea of sticky, impassable mud. He felt a fa-
miliar tug of loneliness at his heart.

Alfonse Kieffer, who’d been born in Al-
sace-Lorraine, had studied theology for two 
years in Switzerland and two years in Paris. 
He’d always envisioned himself serving as a 
missionary in India or, perhaps, Africa, destina-
tions that suited both his spiritual and physical 
nature. However, his eyesight was bad, making 
those distant destinations no longer possible. 
So, he came to the United States, instead, and 
was ordained in December of 1911.

Father Kieffer’s first appointment was as an 
assistant pastor at St. Mary’s Catholic Church 
in Colorado Springs. Priests were in short sup-
ply at that time, and after less than two years, 
he was assigned to his own parish—a new par-
ish based in Stratton. His territory covered 500 
square miles and was defined by two railroad 
lines: the Union Pacific line from east of Den-
ver and the Rock Island line from east of Lamar, 
both stretching all the way to the Kansas state 
line.

That night, the priest knew what was ahead of 
him. As he wrote almost twenty five years later, 
his was to be “the work of the missionary. Hun-
dreds of miles to travel. Scattered families to 

Father Kieffer: Priest, Padre, Man
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reach in the out-of-the-way places.” He would be 
crossing the plains on horseback or in buggies and 
wagons to visit the sick or deliver Last Rites to the 
dying. With few, if any, churches built, he would 
be saying Mass in people’s homes using chairs, 
wooden benches and occasional bales of hay for 
seating. As he saw it, his was “the task of preparing 
the way for those who would come in later years 
and reap the fruits of my labor and sacrifices”.

That first night ended up being, in many ways, 
Father Kieffer’s introduction, his…baptism, if you 
will…into his new life on the high plains.

Not long after he stepped off the train, the local 
doctor showed up to take the priest to the rectory. 
But once they were settled in the doctor’s buggy, 
he told Father Kieffer that one of his patients, “a 
devout Catholic and fine mother to her three boys”, 
had suffered a stroke, was unconscious and would 
likely not last the night.

Despite being exhausted, Father Kieffer didn’t 
hesitate. He had all his worldly possessions with 
him in the two cases he carried, including the oils 
he used for anointment. They would go to the dy-
ing woman first.

And with that, the doctor and priest ventured 

across the desolate plains and into the darkness, 
down a trail that could barely be seen, across a 
river that could barely be crossed to a house that 
would never be forgotten.

Hours later, as the doctor and Father Kieffer 
headed back to town, the world seemed distinctly 
different. As he wrote in a book of stories about his 
life, “The rains were over. The innumerable stars 
were dotting the vault of heaven. Into the heart of 
the priest came a great exultation. The very first 
hours in his new parish had been spent in service 
to his people. And so his loneliness left him and in 
its stead came courage and hope.”

For the next five years, Father Kieffer met the 
needs of his parish despite the vast distance he had 
to cover. Via trains that often waited for him before 
leaving or on the back of borrowed horses—that 
threw him more times than he could count—he 
traveled to wherever he was needed and met the 
people wherever they were, spiritually and phys-
ically. He organized the building of churches, 
including a rectory in Stratton. And when he en-
countered prejudice, as he did in a non-Catholic 
refusing to answer his knock on the door for fear 
“the devil would enter with him” or the reference 
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to him as a “papist”, he recognized the bigotry for 
what it was and moved on.

As southeast Colorado began to grow and World 
War I gave a boost to farming and ranching, the 
decision was made to divide the Stratton parish in 
half. With that, Father Kieffer moved to his new 
appointment: the first permanent priest in the par-
ish of Cheyenne Wells. It was there he would spend 
the rest of his days.

The year was 1918. Cheyenne Wells, the big-
gest town in all of Cheyenne County, had a popu-
lation of about 700 people. Surrounded as it was by 
ranching country, it was also known as a “cowboy 
town”.

Cowboys typically spent the week out on the 
ranches “punchin’ them doggies” (not literally, 
of course) and came into town on the weekends 
where some, after a few shots or more of whiskey, 
ended up punching each other. In the words of one 
of the town’s older residents, “That’s just the way 
it was back then.”

But the town itself was full of hard-working 
folks, a number of whom were Catholic. They al-
ready knew Father Kieffer. He’d been their visiting 
priest since 1913 and had assisted with laying the 

cornerstone of the church when he was still new 
to the Stratton parish. He’d officiated at a number 
of marriages. In 1917, he’d published a thank you 
letter in the Cheyenne Record thanking the com-
munity for their support of the bazaar and supper 
benefiting the Ladies Altar Society, extending 
special thanks to “our non-Catholic friends” for 
their support. “We feel proud of this,” he wrote, 
“since it is a feeling that should exist, as we are all 
co-workers according to our belief and adoration 
of the Giver of all Good. We have a broad minded 
liberal class of people in our county to whom we 
wish a happy and prosperous New Year.” The peo-
ple of Cheyenne Wells knew Father Kieffer, and 
they liked him.

For his part, Father Kieffer wasted no time in 
building both the Church and his presence in the 
community. He organized the building of a rectory 
that is still in use today. In 1921, he organized the 
building of the Sacred Heart School for Catholic 
children where the Sisters of Saint Joseph provided 
their education.

In the 1920s, when the cattle market crashed 
and caused the parish to go into debt, Father Kief-
fer organized the “Living Rosary Crusade”, a truly 
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brilliant idea. After obtaining a list of the names 
and addresses of all the Catholics in the state, he 
purchased “truckloads” of greeting cards. Parish-
ioners then spent countless hours addressing the 
envelopes and writing a note inside each card ask-
ing for a donation to help their struggling church.

As the story goes, it wasn’t long before Father 
Kieffer came into the bank carrying grocery sacks 
full of one dollar bills. When the IRS sent an agent 
to the bank to investigate, Father Kieffer showed 
up and “cussed him out so bad” that the agent left 
without investigating. When the IRS sent another 
agent, Father Kieffer did the same thing. When the 
third agent showed up and met the priest’s wrath, 
he left, as well. No other agent was sent.

There is no shortage of people in Cheyenne 
Wells who remember Father Kieffer, but one 
man remembers him particularly well. Lou Weed, 
whose father was good friends with the priest, 
spent a good deal of time in Father Kieffer’s com-
pany while he was growing up, even into his high 
school years. When asked, Lou shares one story 
after another, each one a snapshot of this extraor-
dinary man.

“He was pretty good sized,” Weed says, “and he 

was tough. Of course, a lot of men were tough back 
then. There were tough sheriffs. Tough doctors. 
Tough priests. Hell, even the women were tough. 
Father Kieffer was as tough as any of them.”

Lou attended Sacred Heart School for the first 
eight years of his education. “When I was a kid,” 
he says, “my friends and I were little sonsofbitch-
es. We were always causing problems--we de-
served everything we got. And the Sisters of Saint 
Joseph were disciplinarians. They could really slap 
you around.” He laughs a bit. “But Father Kieffer 
could knock you down,” he says. “And he did. But 
it was never in a mean way. Never like that. He 
was a disciplinarian, and he was strict. If you were 
told to do a job, you do it. It’s not like that now, but 
it was then. And I’ll tell you, we didn’t have any 
gangs in that school.”

From the time Father Alfonse Kieffer first set 
foot on the High Plains, he was, in many ways, a 
different kind of priest. Far from being someone 
who wrapped himself in the prestige his position 
could provide, he knew—he felt—the needs of his 
parishioners at a profound level and spoke to them 
in a way he felt would have true meaning in their 
lives. He was devoted to his calling, no doubt about 
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that. And if certain situations required that certain 
words be spoken, he would speak them, even if the 
words disagreed with the teachings of the Church.

Those were the characteristics that, Weed be-
lieves, made Father Kieffer perfect for the parish 
of Cheyenne Wells.

“He was practical. He said things people could 
understand,” he says. “He told one man, if you 
know a woman with three or four kids who’s mar-
ried to some mean bastard, well, he said, ‘The 
church doesn’t believe in divorce. The church will 
say that’s wrong. But God doesn’t.’” Lou’s voice 
gets a little softer. “’God doesn’t, he said.’”

According to Weed, some people were uncom-
fortable with such things and stopped going to the 
church. But most—probably 95 percent, Weed es-
timates—stayed.

Incredible as it sounds, in the 1920s, the Ku 
Klux Klan had a stronger presence in Colorado 
than any other state in the nation. The governor and 
the mayor of Denver were members of the KKK. 
Klan members controlled both the Senate and the 
House, a state Supreme Court judgeship, 7 benches 
at Denver District Court and city councils through-
out the state. And at that time, the KKK were fo-

cused on a new group to hate: the Catholics.
Like many other towns in the state, Cheyenne 

Wells had a chapter of the Klan, as well. As any 
protective shepherd would be in defending his 
“flock”, Father Kieffer took on the Klan time af-
ter time. “He always found out when the Klanners 
was going to hold a cross burning,” Lou says. “So 
he’d wait until they lit the cross on fire and then 
he’d walk right up and kick it over. No matter how 
many men was there, he’d kick that burning cross 
right over. No one challenged him, maybe because 
he was big or maybe because he was a priest. I 
don’t know. But he always put a stop to that right 
then.”

He was protective of the students at school, as 
well. As Lou describes it, “The Catholic kids could 
never get in the gymnasium at the high school, so 
he built Columbine Hall. It had a gymnasium. We 
had a place to go.”

His strength of conviction also extended to re-
lationships. Living among the people of his parish 
as he did, for such a long period of time while ad-
vocating for them in so many different ways, he 
naturally developed some close friendships.

“One of Father Kieffer’s good friends was in a 
Masonic lodge,” Lou recalls, “and, when he died, 
Father said he was going to bury him. The Bishop 
told him no, he was not to do that because the man 
was a Mason. Father buried him anyway. And he’s 
buried next to that man today.”

The priest’s eyesight was always bad, but over 
time it deteriorated even more. “He was legally 
blind for years,” Lou says, “so he did everything 
by memory. He didn’t read from anything during 
Mass. He said it all by memory. And those of us 
who was altar boys would help him pour the wine. 
When he played bridge, he’d hold the cards close 
to his eyes until he could make them out and then 
he’d put them in his hand and know what each one 
was because he’d memorized them, too.” Weed 
chuckles. “He drove a car, too. Sometimes he’d 
drive up on the sidewalk but nobody ever said 
nothing.”

Failing eyesight finally forced Father Kieffer to 
retire in 1952 after being in the active ministry for 
40 years, and his parishioners honored him with a 
wonderful ceremony. But even then, he didn’t stop 
doing things, and it was through his efforts that a 
new hospital was built.

Lou recalls the day it was dedicated. “He had 
holy water for the blessing, you know,” Lou says. 
“But he told people that all their money and all 
their work blessed that hospital as much as that 55 
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gallons of holy water ever could. He wasn’t disre-
specting the Church. He was telling the people that 
they’d worked to make that hospital happen and 
that was a blessing, too.” Lou is quiet for a minute 
before speaking. “But that’s what he said. He was 
just right for the people.”

For the next twenty years as his health declined, 
Father Kieffer continued to live in Cheyenne Wells 
being cared for by many of the same people he had 
cared for as their priest. He ultimately passed away 
on October 7, 1971 at the age of 89.

One can only imagine what went through his 
mind during those years as this man who was 
fluent in Latin, French, German and English and 
liked to sip cognac at night lived out the last of 
his days on the High Plains of Colorado. Intensely 
devoted to the Catholic Church, intensely devot-
ed to being a priest, he had devoted his life to his 
parish and willingly took on their burdens as his 
own. There must have been times that such a bur-
den was heavy, no matter how broad his shoulders 
might be. But his commitment never wavered. As 
he wrote of that first night on the plains, he’d spent 
his life in service to his people and loneliness was 
replaced by courage and hope.

Even in death, he persevered in what he thought 
was right, and Father Alfonse Kieffer was laid to 
rest in Fairview Cemetery in Sheridan Lake, next 
to the friend he had buried years before. On his 
tombstone beneath his name is an inscription that 
is not in Latin or a verse from the Bible. Instead, it 
simply reads “Padre of the Plains”, his final hom-
age to the people and the land he so deeply loved.
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By PRISCILLA WAGGONER

Bill “Three Feathers” Bunting is, in many 
ways, a man who was born in the wrong 
century.

With his snow-white handlebar mustache, 
slow and easy gait and his slightly misshapen 
felt cowboy hat that testifies to more than a few 
days spent beneath a hot summer sun, it’s easy 
to picture him on horseback or sitting around a 
campfire with a crew whittling away on a piece 
of wood while stories mix with the rising smoke. 
Makes sense. That was his life, for years. Even 
his mannerisms are reminiscent of days gone by 
as, when greeting a woman, he always tips his 
hat or holds the door for her or answers a ques-
tion with a “yes, ma’am” or “no, ma’am”. And 
swearing in her presence? Well, that just ain’t 
gonna happen.

But that deference to earlier, simpler times 
isn’t limited to how Bunting looks or acts; it 
runs like a constant stream through the moments 
of how he spends his days and puts food on the 
table, so to speak.
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Simply put, Bunting is a multi-talented, accom-
plished and successful artist. And, as was so true of 
those cowboys from years ago, he draws his inspi-
ration from the past, his experiences in the present 
and the untouched wide open landscape where he 
lives.

First off, he’s a poet. A cowboy poet, to be pre-
cise, who has entertained audiences throughout the 
West with his poetry that will break people’s hearts 
with the aching loneliness of the High Plains one 
minute and have them laughing at humanity’s foi-
bles the next.

He’s a sculptor, working in commonplace 1/8” 
sheet metal who’s been commissioned to do sculp-
tures by numerous businesses, including a life 
sized buffalo for the town of Hudson, and has had 
his work purchased by collectors from California 
to New York.

But Bunting also has a reputation for being a 
truly gifted bladesmith whose handmade knives 
embody the history, functionality and sparse beau-
ty that epitomizes the wide open plains of Baca 
County where this third generation rancher was 
raised. It’s a passion that’s been with him for most 
of his sixty-something years.

“I made knives out of anything I could find 
when I was a kid,” he says, with a chuckle. “I think 
I sold my first knife when I was about, oh, twenty 
years old.”
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Since then, he’s made “thousands” of knives, 
and now, with the help of the internet and a wel-
coming art gallery in Springfield where he can dis-
play his work, he’s built up a substantial base of 
fans.

True to his roots, Bunting uses old tools when-
ever possible—saw blades, files, rasps—to make 

his knives, preferring the integrity of materials 
fashioned when quality was a valued trait. All the 
saw blades come from an old sawmill in Arkan-
sas. “You can still see the marks on the blades,” 
he says. Those blades, like many of the other tools 
he “repurposes”, are around fifty years old. He 
then transforms those tools into functional piec-
es of art using techniques that harken back to old 
time bladesmiths. He uses a forge to temper the 
metal (“I let it get to just a little past cherry red”), 
wood ash where it stays for a day (“that lets it cool 
slowly so it doesn’t become brittle”) and immer-
sion in tempering oil (his own secret concoction 
that’s evolved over the last 25 years). The whole 
process is repeated, with other steps involved, and 
each knife take 2-3 days to complete. “I don’t like 
to rush it,” he says.

For the handles, Bunting uses only natural 
materials, mainly various types of wood and ant-
lers. And, for those works that are commissioned, 
there’s always personal history thrown in. For one 
client who wanted a knife to honor a man who’d 
passed away, Bunting used the antler of a bull elk 
the man had shot and a rasp he’d used in life. For 
another, a grandfather brought in a shed antler 
his grandson had found. “Each knife is a one of a 
kind,” Bunting says.
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He has a variety of knives he’s created. Bowie 
knives, cleavers, skinning knives, 3” blade knives 
and a special line called “Stonedge”. “They look 
like flint—like stone, the way Indians used to 
use—but they’re really made of steel,” he says. 
And, as all artists do, he signs his name to each 
knife he makes.

Bunting’s knives start out at around $200, a typ-
ical price for the quality of work he produces. But, 
true to who Bunting is, his knives are also built 
to be used and to last. “I guarantee every knife I 
make,” he says.

This holiday season, as we honor those Christ-
mas days that are past and celebrate those that are 
upon us now, it’s a pleasant thought to think that 
beautiful creations made with the loving care of 
old are still being made—and sold—today.

Bunting’s work can be viewed at www.artat-
threefeathers.com, on Facebook at threefeather-
sart or in his gallery located at 919 Main Street 
in Springfield, Colorado, which is open 9:00 AM 
to 4:00 PM Monday through Friday and on Satur-
days, by appointment.

Bill Bunting can also be reached at his gallery 
at (719) 529-0729.
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By PRISCILLA WAGGONER

A famous writer once said, ““When we recall 
Christmas past, we usually find that the sim-
plest things—not the great occasions—give 

off the greatest glow of happiness.” Those words 
were written roughly two centuries ago, yet their 
truth still holds true today.

For years, reminders of those simpler times 
abounded in the landscape. An abandoned farm-
house on the hill called up memories of bread 
baking in the oven and a load of freshly washed 
clothes hanging on a line in the yard. A screen door 
hanging askew by a single hinge sparked the sum-
mer sound of that door bouncing against the frame 
as a child ran into a house cooled by nothing more 
than the breeze that blew in through the open win-
dows. A rusted tractor built with just a seat for the 
farmer and a steering wheel for his rough hands 
ignited the memory of the deep, rumbling growl 
as the engine came to life. For years, those images 
suggested to those who passed by that the past still 
had a place in the present, even if it was only in 
memory.

However, in these times, the sheer pace and 
complexities of life make those visual reminders 
of the “simplest things” more elusive than ever. 
The forces of both nature and man are erasing them 
from the landscape, leading some to believe that 
the memories they hold will eventually disappear, 
as well.

Two men are working to keep that from hap-
pening.

Known to most by their collective name “Colo-
rado Abandoned”, professional photographers Lex 
Nichols and Vincent Gearhart spend their week-
ends and holidays traveling through these canyons 
and high plains turning their eyes and their cam-
eras to the past and presenting what they see in 
a way that is as unique and personal as it is truly 
remarkable. Nichols describes himself as being “a 
big landscape type guy” while Gearhart is more in-
trigued by the intimate details of his subjects. The 
result is a collection of images that are both haunt-
ing and affirming.

Their individual motivations for doing what 
they do also reveals a great deal about the nature of 
the men behind the cameras.

“I guess I would describe it as... nostalgia,” 
Nichols says. “The future has come on so fast, and 
we’re in a time when you either roll with technolo-
gy or technology rolls over you. So, I try to capture 
a bit of history in an image, but it’s really the story 
I try to capture about the people who lived there. 
What they did. What their life was like. And I’m 
drawn into the past.” Perhaps most accustomed to 
letting the images speak for themselves, Nichols 
pauses for a moment and searches for the words. 
“Sometimes, when Vincent and I drive on to a 
homestead,” he says, “we’ll go inside and there 
will be a flash of something that reminds me of 

Homage to Simpler Times
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my own childhood, and I’ll think ‘this feels like 
home’. Like... I’ll see an old Coke bottle and re-
member what that heavy glass felt like in my hand 
when I rode my bike to get a bottle of Coke at the 
gas station and... oh, man... just how good that tast-
ed on a hot day. Now it comes in cans and... well, 
it’s not the same. So... yeah... a lot of the places are 
falling down but, when I go inside, it’s like going 
into a place that feels... pure... and untouched by 
technology.”

“It’s nice working with Lex because we share 
the same vision,” Gearhart says. “We share the 
same philosophy, the same goal. But my inspira-
tion is a little different. I like the idea of document-
ing things.” He then pauses, as well. “Everything 
is moving so fast. All these new things are being 
created to replace the old, and that’s okay. But fu-
ture generations won’t even know what life used to 
be like, and that’s part of our heritage. That’s part 
of who we are. It’s about keeping a connection to 
our past.”

However, some of the photographs they have 
each taken are fascinating in and of themselves. 

The prime example is Christmas Past, a shot of the 
interior of a house full of clothing, furniture and a 
Christmas tree still bearing ornaments and garland. 
“It’s a really interesting place,” Nichols says. “It 
looks like the family just walked out the door in 
the middle of the day and never came back. You 
can tell it’s been vacant for a really long time, and 
it makes you wonder what happened. Why would 
a family just leave like that?”

Although Nichols and Gearhart are widely cred-
ited with being Colorado’s pioneers in “rurex”—
shorthand for the rural exploration movement—
they readily agree that their passion is not unique 
to them or this area.

“We follow a lot of people on Instagram and 
they follow us,” Gearhart says, “and there’s a huge 
community of people around the country who take 
pictures like ours.” He then adds with a laugh, 
“Some are just in places that are a lot prettier.”

“We’re in a niche,” Nichols says. “We’ll never 
be on the list of... biggest anything... but a lot of 
people feel the same way we do. Every day, some 
barn or some homestead somewhere is getting 
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dozed down to make way for something else to 
come in, and we’re preserving history before it’s 
gone. We could go to probably anywhere in any 
state and find that part of rural America that’s de-
caying and going away. It’s important to capture 
the past and preserve it through photographs.”

“Yes,” Vincent says, quietly. “That’s exactly 
what it’s about.”

The importance and growing popularity of their 
work was recently confirmed when, out of the blue, 
Nichols and Gearhart were contacted by Arcadia 
Publishing. The South Carolina based publishing 
house has launched a series titled “The Abandoned 
Union—America Through Time” and chose Nich-
ols and Gearhart to represent Colorado.

The hardback, coffee table book was published 
earlier this year and went on sale at Barnes and 
Noble as well as Amazon. The results have been 
surprising.

At the time of this writing, Colorado Aban-
doned: Capturing the Beauty of the Forgotten 
is sold out at Barnes and Noble and almost sold 
out on Amazon with additional books on the way. 
Nichols and Gearhart got a taste of that when they 
recently held a book signing at Brew Unto Others 

in Lamar where they also sold out, as well. “There 
were a lot of people there,” Nichols says with a 
hint of astonishment in his voice. “And most of 
them were people we didn’t know. People came 
in to get a cup of coffee and ended up buying a 
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book, sitting down and going through 
it. That was really fun to watch.”

Vincent just chuckles.
Some may say the battle to pre-

serve the past is inevitable, and it’s 
one that’s already lost. Perhaps that’s 
true. Only time will tell, as the saying 
goes.

Nonetheless, Lex Nichols and Vin-
cent Gearhart plan on continuing to 
capture remarkable moments in ex-
traordinary images to achieve a differ-
ent kind of victory against time. And 
those who find themselves on a quest 
for seeking out the “simplest things” 
will discover in “Colorado Aban-
doned” a war beautifully remembered.

Individuals interested in buying a 
copy of “Colorado Abandoned – Cap-
turing the Beauty of the Forgotten” 
can also contact Arcadia Publishing 
for purchase information or to place 
an order at Toll-Free 1 (888) 313-
2665 or visiting arcadiapublishing.
com.



Gifts
Whether shopping for something to decorate your house, put beneath your tree, or 

serve on your holiday table, this is just a sample of shops in the canyons and plains.
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Aztec Arrow 
Clothing

Sand Cherry 
Coffee Bakery 
& Cafe

Crossroads Marketplace

Authenticity Photos by Ty

Koshare Indian Museum and Gift Shop

Women’s Clothing for 
the Classy and  
a-Little-Bit-Sassy

Fair-Trade Gifts from Around the World

Fine Art Photography

Owner: Ty Lin Williams

(719) 940-2184

First-Class Gift Shop with Rugs, Native American 
Jewelry, Books, and Items for the Home

Ginny Lagergren
(719) 384-9660
215 Colorado Ave.
La Junta, CO 81050

115 W. 18th Street
La Junta, CO

donginlighthouse@gmail.com
lighthouselajunta.com

(719) 384-4411
Wed-Sat 12 PM–5 PM

319 Colorado Ave.
La Junta, CO
(719) 468-2406
aztecarrowclothing.com
aztecarrowclothing 

@gmail.com

Monday–Friday
10:00 AM–5:00 PM
Saturday
10:00 AM-3:00 PM
Sunday
Closed

The 
Lighthouse

Surprise family and guests 
with a plate of homemade 
goodies. Great coffee, 
delicious pastries, and 
welcoming, cozy atmosphere.

Mon–Fri 7 AM–1:30 PM
Sat 8 AM–12 PM
(719) 267-3353
208 Maine St.
Ordway, CO



The Gift of 
Mentoring
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Ruthie Esgar and Betty Ann Creaghe in 1980.
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By BETSY BARNETT

The heart of mentoring is getting the most out 
of life. It isn’t about how much you keep for 
yourself, but how much you pour into others. 

Although none of them may have actually realized 
it, three women in southeastern Colorado lived by 
these words and by doing so created a place that is 
well-known across the canyons and plains of rural 
Colorado.

The three created a connecting legacy business 
known far and wide for its style, beauty, and un-
equal customer service spanning over several de-
cades.

On Main Street in Lamar in the heart of the 
downtown is a collection of three storefront build-
ings, all connected in the 20th Century Commer-
cial architectural style, all in the middle of the 
block, and all have been shuttered and dark since 
January 26, 2017. This darkness and emptiness in 
the buildings came to pass when the community 
lost the “Bettianne” spirit that was created from the 
businesswoman who promoted beauty and grace in 
those three buildings for 37 years.

Bettianne’s Gifts & Interiors had a reputa-
tion where one could find a unique gift such that 

could be seen in the big fancy department stores 
in the city. Its proprietor was known far and wide 
for being eccentric, deeply caring, and extremely 
giving. Her personality came out loud and clear 
in this retail store brimming full of gifts, of all 
kinds and price points. It did seem confusing and 
overwhelming for some until the warm and caring 
Ruthie Esgar took them under her wing, knowing 
just where their heart was, and helped them find 
the perfect gift... every single time.
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One frequent customer fondly described Ruthie 
by saying, “She had so many close friends. Ruthie 
was a wonderful, caring person, a people person, 
who remembered everyone and what their likes 
and dislikes were. Her customers loved her because 
she knew, she remembered, what their preferences 
were and thus made their shopping experience a 
successful, beautiful journey each and every time.”

But Ruthie was more than just a vibrant person 
who was known for wearing her animal prints and 
the brightest purple she could find. Yes, she was 
an artist, a brilliant designer, and a lover of peo-
ple. Those attributes alone were probably enough 
to make Bettiann’s Gifts & Interiors a resounding 
success. But Ruthie, who held a bachelor’s degree 
in Fashion Merchandising and Interior Design 
from CSU-Fort Collins, was a hell of a business-
woman.

Stephanie Dunham, who worked for Ruthie for 
most of the 37 years Bettiann’s Gifts & Interiors 
was open, described some of her unique business 
practices, “Ruthie was always ahead of the curve. 
With her designer eye she was aware of the next 
greatest thing to add to the inventory. She’d go to 
market each year, was always perusing trade mag-
azines, and clipped and filed hundreds of ideas in 
her pre-Pinterest file cabinet. She’d mostly go to 
Denver and Dallas on her annual buying trips but 
sometimes she would venture out to Los Angeles 
or Atlanta if she felt she wanted some ultra-unique 
items.”

Ruthie also understood the concept of providing 
secondary services that would pull potential cus-

tomers into the building. For instance, she devel-
oped a brand all her own through her white wrap-
ping paper with the beautiful, hand-made bows. 
Those packages were iconic and could be seen in 
every wedding shower, baby shower, and a multi-
tude of other special community events. Dunham 
said, “Bettiann’s gift tables were so lovely and 
Ruthie developed the concept of a gift registry 
for hundreds of wedding and baby celebrations 
through the years. Her memory was astounding, 
and she could recall the dinnerware pattern a cus-
tomer had on their registry from years prior and 
would be able to add or replace the items if need-
ed.”

Dunham also related Ruthie’s brilliance of pro-
viding gift delivery for her customers. It was a 
full-service business as the gift was chosen with 
great love and care, then wrapped beautifully, and 
delivered directly to the recipient. “There were 
times during the Christmas season that Ruthie 
would send packages with other people heading to 
the same destination just to make sure they were 
delivered if at all possible. She could do that be-
cause she knew everyone.”

Ruthie’s younger sister Janet McClure describes 
another service that Ruthie brilliantly provided. 
“She started her travel agency inside the store 
almost from the beginning in 1980. At that time 
when she planned people’s trips, she had to call 
the airports to make the ticket arrangements and 
call the hotels and other specialty visitor sites. She 
did this all before the Internet was available. She’d 
make those trips personal and worked extremely 
hard to make sure it was perfect for her custom-
ers. Ruthie planned dozens of senior sneak trips 
for the area schools. And her favorite travel work 
was when she was planning a surprise trip as a gift. 
She’d wrap up the tickets and passes needed for 
the trip in her signature wrapping paper with the 
bow and send it to the homes. People knew they’d 
just been blessed by Ruthie’s heartfelt planning.”

One final, but major business practice Ruth-
ie demonstrated was in the way she treated her 
employees. Throughout the nearly four decades, 
Ruthie always had from 2-3 employees on the floor 
and working the various jobs such as at the regis-
ter, customer assistance, or learning how to per-
fectly wrap those unparalleled packages. Dunham 
said, “As a boss Ruthie was extremely generous, 
kind, and supportive to her employees. But we all 
knew she demanded our best for the customers.”

Ruthie Esgar didn’t just all of a sudden wake 
up one day and possess these amazing business 

Haley and Ashlynn Rhodes on opening 
day of Home & Season.
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skills. She had a mentor from the time she was in 
high school who taught her the retail ropes in the 
first Bettiann’s store that opened in the late 1950s. 
That store was owned and operated by Betty Ann 
Creaghe, a beautiful fashionable businesswoman 
who extended the store size and stocked classy and 
unique gifts for area shoppers. When Ruthie gradu-
ated and went off to college, Bettianns encouraged 
her to find her way in the design world. Ruthie was 
gone four years, but when she returned for a visit, 
she noticed the business was closed and the win-
dows and doors were shuttered. It took her exactly 
three hours to decide to commit to the beautiful life 
of being the owner of Bettiann’s Gifts & Interiors.

Betty Ann Creaghe had been an effective men-
tor allowing Ruthie Ann Esgar to become the icon-
ic businesswoman who graced the downtown area 
in Lamar for four decades.

Before the story of Ruthie Esgar came to a star-
tling and heart-wrenching finale on January 26, 
2017, this amazing businesswoman who commit-
ted her heart and soul to the community she dearly 
loved met a young girl who was a freshman in high 
school and looking for a job. Ruthie took this shy 
but oh so talented young woman under her wing 

during the last beautiful, bittersweet years of her 
life.

Haley May Rhodes grew up in the Lamar area 
and was at Lamar High School when Ruthie began 
mentoring her in the innerworkings of the Betti-
ann’s phenomenon. “I started just doing cashier and 
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basic duties, and then eventually started wrapping 
presents and creating the displays. Ruthie taught 
me a lot about merchandising and decorating.”

The student and the mentor became quite close 
as they traveled through the last years of Ruthie’s 
life. Haley said, “Ruthie always had high hopes for 
my future and encouraged me to do what I wanted 
to do. Although she didn’t really want me to move 
away, she did want me to go to CSU knowing 
that it would be good for me. We never discussed 
me running the store as Ruthie expected that she 
would be running her store for longer than she did.

McClure said, “Ruthie’s passing was particular-
ly hard on Haley. When we had the funeral Haley 
insisted on planning and decorating the reception 
and it was the most elegant décor I’ve ever seen. 
She honored Ruthie in the best way Ruthie could 
have been honored. It was perfection.”

Through Ruthie and her family Haley now has 
the opportunity that Ruthie always wished for her. 
She and her husband Ashlynn have been working 
day and night converting the empty, dark buildings 
where Bettiann’s gifts once brought such joy to the 
community.

“I have always had the desire to own my own 

store. Ruthie allowed me the opportunity to do 
so. It is similar to Bettiann’s because I am using 
many of the things that I learned from Ruthie. I 
am continuing to wrap traditional Bettiann’s pres-
ents. Also, the merchandise has very similar style. 
But it’s also different as I’m implementing my own 
style.”

The new store will be called Home & Season 
and based on the open house reveal in mid-No-
vember it represents a cozy, comfortable, down-
home feeling. The new interior space is functional 
and beautiful with charming and impressive details 
throughout. There is a large inventory, but it feels 
spacious and clean.

And, now at this time of year, Haley is bringing 
back the magic of Christmas created by Bettiann’s 
for so many years. The lights, the trees, the orna-
ments, and the special gift packages will be wait-
ing for the new generation of customers who will 
no doubt look forward to buying and giving just 
the right gifts for years to come.

Yes, Betty Ann Creaghe gave her gift to Ruthie 
Ann Esgar and now that gift has been poured into 
the loving hands of someone who is ready to share 
their gifts with the world.



kiowacountyindependent.com A Christmas Carol on the Canyons and Plains    |    31



32    |    A Christmas Carol on the Canyons and Plains kiowacountyindependent.com

By BETSY BARNETT

Tosha Wise is an intriguing young woman 
who grew up on the eastern plains of Colo-
rado in a typical family that places its roots 

deep in the days of the homesteaders who came to 
eastern Colorado in order to carve out a new life. 
She too, like those independent women who came 
before her, is carving out a life on the prairie—
through her leather art.

Tosha attended school in the Liberty area and did 
the things that kids in rural areas do through high 
school graduating in 2002. She eventually married 
a local boy and they live on an irrigated corn farm 
in the same area in which they were raised. They 
have two elementary aged boys and are active in 
the community. Tosha is also a part-time art teach-
er at Liberty School District and enjoys conveying 
her love of art to the next generation. She has a 
typical wonderful life for a young woman living in 
rural eastern Colorado.
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But that is just half of the story of Tosha Wise 
who is also the owner of toshawisestudios.com.

The day I got the opportunity to speak to To-
sha about her work as a fine artist was a busy one 
as she was just putting the finishing touches to the 
pop-up shop on her website scheduled for the next 
day, a Sunday, at 6:30 am. She indicated, “I’m so 
excited about doing this pop-up shop. I hope they 
will be able to sit down in a comfortable chair with 
coffee in hand and look through my pieces.”

Tosha says she has always been an artist from 
the time she was a small child. Growing up on the 
plains of Colorado the iconic and multi-colored 
sky and colors and textures of the fauna and flora 
of her beloved plains are in the wheelhouse where 
she gets her ideas. She has a connection with the 
animals of the plains and the agricultural life that 
surrounds her.

“I became a fine artist after leaving teaching be-
cause I had very small children. During that time, 
I pushed myself to understand line, depth, and tex-
ture. I honed those skills through my drawings. I 
especially loved doing charcoal.”

Tosha quickly became a successful artist and 
was able to sell a number of her pieces at art shows 

throughout the area as through the years she be-
came more and more well-known. She started an 
Instagram page and a Facebook page in order to 
get her art noticed. That strategy worked well as 
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through social media she was able to increase her 
sales reaching people across the country and into 
Canada.

Then about three years ago she found she need-
ed to change things—to transform her art. The art 
she was doing was taking so much time as each 
drawing takes weeks to complete. And she was not 
being inspired... being challenged... by doing just 
one type of art. She decided she needed a transfor-
mation and looked into ‘leather art.’

As is typical with the millennial generation, if 
they don’t know how to do something, they You-
Tube it. In particular, the millennials who live far 
from any kind of educational training opportuni-
ties—YouTube it. And that is exactly what Tosha 
Wise did. “I taught myself the leather art by watch-
ing YouTube videos on the process. Then I figured 
out how to put my particular artistic skills into the 
leather by using what I already knew about line, 
depth and texture.”

Tosha says she was amazed that when she began 
to learn leather art the skills she had already devel-
oped transferred perfectly into the medium.

Depending on the size of the leather project, To-
sha says it now takes her about two complete days 
of intense work to complete a piece from beginning 
to end. Being a highly organized individual, Tosha 
does not waste time or materials doing one piece at 
a time. “I usually have 3 to 4 projects going at one 
time. Primarily, I can break open the paint and use 
it on three mini wallets at the same time. I’ll tool 
them all together and have them ready when I open 
the paint.”

The process for leather art is involved but Tosha 

has learned a great deal on how to work with fine 
leathers and how the stains and paints respond to 
her lines and textures. According to Tosha, “The 
first step is to use the right hide for the project in 
mind.” She mostly likes to work with vegetable 
tanned leather because it is more pliable for the 
kinds of projects she envisions.

With the chosen leather in hand and a visual-
ization of what she is going to make she will next 
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cut out the entire shape of the item including all 
parts that she has already designed in her head. For 
instance, if she is creating a mini wallet, she must 
cut out the shape required for the bend, the interi-
or pockets of the wallet, and the outside back and 
front of the piece. That takes some design effort 

and concentration, and she admits this was a hard 
area for her to conquer when she first started.

After the piece has been cut and designed in the 
form it will take, Tosha then begins to tool it. This 
is where her fine art training comes into play as this 
is where the lines, depth and texture of the piece 



36    |    A Christmas Carol on the Canyons and Plains kiowacountyindependent.com

are revealed. It’s where she can let her controlled 
nature go and just create.

“I admit I use control on the planning process 
but then let go when painting,” Tosha adds.

The artist in her takes over as she paints, stains, 
seals, and antiques her project. The paints are 
acrylic and the stains she uses have rich colors 
such as the ox blood she often uses in her pieces.

Since beginning her leather art, Tosha has im-
proved the craft dramatically. One area of pride is 
how she figured out how to solve an issue she was 
seeing in her pieces. “When leather bends, eventu-
ally the paint doesn’t last, and it cracks and peels. I 
figured out if I paint first with colored stain it helps 
to keep the pieces bendable.” Since she was creat-
ing a number of bendable wristbands and belts, this 
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new process has given her more confidence in the 
products as a whole.

Recently, Wise made a statement in a facebook 
post about her leather art, “My passion runs deep. 
I adore the portable nature of each piece. Fine art 
that travels. The plains imagery I create is closest 
to my heart. Literally, what I see I try to capture on 
leather. The prairie is always bursting with beauty. 
It’s beauty that has to be sought out.”

This love of the images and feel of the plains 
comes from those who lived here before her. Those 
homesteading women who, just like Tosha, found 
a way to see through the often harsh and seeming-
ly ‘plain’ world around them by looking a little 
deeper for its beauty. They expressed their aston-
ishment of life on the prairie through their handi-
work, as well. It may have come through quilting, 
or embroidery, or possibly, in some rare cases, in 
the medium of leather art.

Tosha is still transforming her art and paying it 
forward at the same time. She loves her part-time 
teaching assignment at the school as she is excited 
about the way the children can use art in their own 
journey. Tosha has made a facebook page called 
Art with Tosha where she shows off the tremen-

dous projects the students are doing.
Wise is in a transformation once again in her 

professional world. The pop-up shop was her final 
sale for the dozens of leather art items she has cre-
ated. On that Sunday morning, (I thought she was 
crazy when she said 6:30 am, but it was brilliant as 
women from all over had a few moments of peace 
and quiet to shop online) in a 3 hour period, the 
pop-up shop sold out on every one-of-a-kind item 
that included leather bands, pins, wallets, billfolds, 
and belts. Now she has plans to switch things up 
a bit, “In the future I will be taking custom orders 
and opening invited spots. I’ll announce them on 
social media.”

This may seem like a radical step for this very 
successful and sought-after young artist whose 
work now looks to become even more exclusive. 
But if you understand the artist, you’ll quickly see 
that Tosha Wise knows what she is doing, “I have 
to be as honest to my own style as I can. It has to 
be authentic and original.”

Readers can find the art of Tosha Wise on her 
website at toshawisestudios.com or by follow-
ing her on Instagram at toshawisestudios and on 
Facebook at Tosha Wise Studios.



By BILL “THREE FEATHERS” BUNTING

In times mostly past, the large ranches had cabins, or line shacks as they were called, at the far reaches 
of their range. A cowboy would stay in these “line shacks” to care for the cattle in these remote areas. 
It became known as “ridin’ the line.” It was a lonesome job, going weeks or more without seein’ an-

other human being. The lonesome would settle in like a fog, and you were left alone with yourself and 
your thoughts with no one to talk to except yourself and maybe a dog.

I’ve rode the line for years
Now it appears

They say I’m gettin’ too old

This ride is my last
‘Cause my time, it has passed

And the winters are gettin’ too cold

As he spoke
The dog he awoke

And he reached down and scratched his head

With one cocked ear
As if to hear

Every word the old man said

It’s Christmas today
But there’s no other way

I’d rather spend it you know

Though it’s cold out here
The Lord draws near

And it’s just now startin’ to snow

But it’s the life I’ve chose
And I suppose

Folks get along in town just fine

Though my bones are old
And sometimes they’re cold

I’d rather die on the line

I’ll gather our tack
And make us a pack

And saddle ‘ole Buck in the shed

It’s twenty below
And startin’ to snow

Let’s go for a ride he said

As spring rolled around
He’s not to be found

Buck and the dogs gone too

His saddle and tack
Are gone from the shack

And it was plain to us who knew

That this ride was his last
‘Cause his time, it was past

Though this was his life and his love

And we all had a fear
Of the news we would hear

As we searched the hills up above

But no body was found
No bones on the ground

Though we searched each day as we rode

A flash in the trees
But it’s only a breeze

He and ‘ole Buck never showed

Now a year has passed
It’s Christmas at last

And I ride to that old line shack

And there is a note
Someone has wrote

On a piece of brown paper sack

Say’s “All’s goin’ well
From this note you should tell

Me and Buck and the dogs doin’ fine”

“It’s twenty below
And startin’ to snow

Merry Christmas from here on the line”

Christmas on the Line
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By BETSY BARNETT

Charles Dickens once wrote a short Christ-
mas story (you know the one dear readers) 
about a man who transformed overnight 

from a truly black-hearted individual into one that 
was full of love, gratitude, and generosity. This 
transformed character was Ebenezer Scrooge who 
swore, “I will honor Christmas in my heart, and try 
to keep it all the year.”

It literally takes quite a bit of effort to truly 
make a transformation. Sometimes a person has to 
be shocked into realizing a change must happen 
or else there are eventually negative consequences. 
After the person realizes there’s a problem, they 
then weigh whether the change is worth the ef-
fort required. If they decide the transformation is 
worth it, the person adjusts their mindset, and gets 
to work making the change. Usually, when a true 

transition is achieved there are tremendous ben-
efits to the individual who made the change, but 
those benefits are far outweighed by the benefits 
received by those associated with the individual.

George Crow was a man who lived on the high 
plains of Colorado in Eads from the time he was 
born in 1914 to his death almost a century later 
in 2010. But during that nearly 100 years George 
Crow seemed to possess the understanding of how 
powerful transformation could be for himself, of 
course, but also for his rural community, as well.

There wasn’t anything especially impressive 
that stood out about George. He was the second 
of 13 children born to Jennie Belle Luther and 
George Crow. Although, on his mother’s side, the 
Luther family was quite well known in the area 
and his grandfather, George Luther, had been the 
first Kiowa County Commissioner in 1889 when 

Christmas in His Heart all the Year
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Bent County split into three separate counties.
George found the years of the Great De-

pression the worst he’d ever been through and 
vowed he, his family, and his community would 
never go through such a difficult and threat-
ening thing again. He was already identifying 
problems that had been revealed throughout the 
Depression years when no one had any money 
and many people were threatening to move out 
of the dust-filled town of Eads. By the time the 
war ended, and prosperity was once again a pos-
sibility, George knew it was time for a change. 
Not only for himself, but for the community he 
loved so dearly.

As it quickly became apparent, George had a 
servant’s heart and a businessman’s sharp mind. 
Using these basic assets, he went to work for 
the next 70 years helping to build his beloved 
community into one that many would be proud 
to live in. Civically, he served on many boards 
including the Eads Chamber of Commerce, 
Eads Lion’s Club, city council, and ultimately 
became a Kiowa County Commissioner just like 
his grandfather before him. In these positions 
George made strong and lasting changes in the 
community.

As a businessman it seemed everything he 
touched turned to gold. He was a true entrepre-
neur who recognized a problem and came up 
with a solution or service to solve that problem. 
He brought the first utilities to the town and 
county when he started Eastern Colorado Utili-
ty. He opened a construction business known as 
Foster Lumber Company so he could begin to 
build the town. With that in mind, George next 
opened the Eads Redi-Mix Cement Company in 
order to provide the hundreds of yards of ce-
ment poured into the sidewalks, foundations, 
and street curb systems of the town. Between all 
the supplies needed for the construction busi-
ness and the utility business he needed a way to 
bring in the materials, so he started a truck line.

When he noticed that the railroad had been 
digging a number of water wells for their steam 
locomotives and was pumping the city wells 
dry, he and a partner installed an 11-mile water 
line that had 12” wide pipes from the Downs 
property east of town to a water storage tank 
they built in town near the railroad.

Obviously, these problem-solving business-
es made good money for George Crow. But ol’ 
George was not an Ebenezer Scrooge, as he was 
known as the kindest and most generous man 

around. His obituary called him “The Man with the 
Golden Heart,” and this was so true. During his life 
he provided free Christmas turkeys to dozens of 
people in the community. He and his business part-
ner, Joe Schmitt, started the free Christmas mov-
ies for the kids giving away candy every year as 
the children came into the Plains Theater to enjoy 
a free movie and visit with Santa Claus. George 
was also generous in the building of the Eads Golf 
Course and the Crow-Luther Cultural Events Cen-
ter that bears his family’s name. But most of all, 
George Crow loaned money to those who needed 
it, and in so doing helped a number of fledgling 
businesses with their start.

Most people these days, nearly a decade after 
the 95-year-old George Crow passed away, may 
not remember the kind eyes and sweet smile of the 
man. But, the life of George Crow transformed the 
town of Eads and the lives of its people. Just stop 
for a moment and look around at the houses, the in-
frastructure, the theater, the golf course, the swim-
ming pool, and the numerous other realities that 
the man transformed. At that point we must realize 
that George Crow “honored Christmas in his heart 
and tried to keep it all the year.”



By PRISCILLA WAGGONER

In Dickens’ A Christmas Carol, the last spirit to visit Scrooge is the Ghost of Things Yet to Come. 
This final visitation is, by far, the most frightening point of the story as Scrooge is shown what his 
desolate, barren legacy is in the world, both while he is living and after his death, should he choose 

not to change.

BUILDING A LEGACY
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Leaving a legacy—that is, how we treat our fel-
low human beings while we’re on this earth and 
what will be the lasting consequences of our ac-
tions after we pass—is not only a common theme 
in literature, it’s something that has been contem-
plated over the ages by people in places literally 
throughout the world. Organizations and founda-
tions exist precisely for the purpose of leaving leg-
acies that last, and their names are as common to 
us as every day words.

However, one organization with an equally 
common name does not immediately come to mind 
despite legacies being, in some ways, largely what 
they’re about.

That organization is known as the Masons.
Anyone looking to learn about the Masons 

will find themselves wandering through a maze 
of myths, rumors and the darkest of speculations 
undoubtedly fueled by the Masons’ penchant for 
secrecy. While the origin of the Masons may be 
difficult for some to nail down, the genesis of their 
name is not, for many of the core principles of the 
Masons relate directly to the history and craft of 
masonry itself.

Stonemasonry is one of the oldest professions in 
the world, dating back 6,000 years or more when 
primitive tools were used to shape rock into shapes 
that could then be assembled into structures. As 
time passed and knowledge and types of tools pro-
gressed, stonemasons took on an increasingly im-
portant role. History, separate of any perspective 
or ideation, shows this to be true. The pyramids, 
Inca temples found in South America, architec-
ture of Rome and Greece, the medieval cathedrals 
of Western Europe all stand as evidence of the 
uniquely important role stonemasons played in the 
construction of very significant structures at the 
time, and the fact that many of those structures still 
stand as much as 2,000 years later testifies to the 
level of skill and knowledge involved.

As majestic stone cathedrals were rising up 
across Europe, the prestige of stonemasonry 
soared, as well. Consequently, stonemasons creat-
ed their own hierarchy comprised of three groups 
based on level of skill and experience. Master ma-
sons were the highly skilled professionals with a 
history of experience and willingness to train an 
apprentice. Journeymen were skilled masons who 
had completed apprenticeship and were “free” to 
travel. And apprentices were trainee masons being 
trained and “nurtured” by a master mason for a pe-
riod of 7 (unpaid) years.

These men (women were not allowed) were 

highly committed to their craft and enormously 
proud of what they built, and it was out of this 
structure that the first Masonic “societies” were 
formed. This structure had a functional purpose, as 
well. Being a stonemason in the early days natu-
rally required going to where the various presti-
gious projects were to be built. Consequently, each 
group (or society) was led by a master Mason who, 
with an apprentice or two in tow, was joined by 
Journeymen, at which time they would travel, as 
a group, where needed. At the same time, the rig-
orous education required to be a stonemason led 
to protecting from others the secrets of their craft. 
Likewise, the symbol of the Masonic societies—
two parts of which are a compass and a square—
was in honor of the tools of their trade.

As explained by Marty Miller, a member of the 
Masonic Lodge in Kiowa County, “The Masons 
started out as a secret society, but when they came 
to the free world, things became more symbolic.” 
Miller breaks down the organization of the Masons 
to its most basic terms. “We’re not a civic organi-
zation. We don’t get involved in social issues or 
anything like that. And we’re not a political organi-
zation,” he says. “In fact, we’re not allowed to even 
discuss politics. We’re not a religious organization, 
either, and, just like with politics, we aren’t al-
lowed to discuss religion. But we believe in a high-
er power. Believing in a higher power is required. 
But we don’t favor one religion over another.” He 
goes on to explain. “The Masons are more like a 
fraternal organization,” he says. “And to be a Ma-
son, a man has to have certain…qualities, I guess 
you could say. Men who are Masons are usually 
the leaders in a community. The bankers and law-
yers. The men who volunteer to help when need-
ed and who are known for having…I guess you 
could say…good character. To be a Mason, a man 
has to have financial stability. That doesn’t mean 
he has to be wealthy. 
It’s not like that, at all. 
But he has to be finan-
cially stable. He has to 
be self-sufficient and 
able to take care of his 
family. Like I said, he 
also has to have a belief 
in a Higher Being. We 
believe in God as the 
Supreme Architect of 
the Universe, and that’s 
what the eye of God or 
the two Gs in the mid-
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dle of the Masonic symbol represents.”
Miller goes on to say that the Masons don’t re-

cruit members. They aren’t allowed to. Instead, a 
man can only become a member by approaching 
a member and asking to become one. “To Be One 
Ask One” is one of their sayings, usually displayed 
as numbers: 2 B 1 Ask 1, perhaps harkening back 
to the stonemasons whose profession was entirely 
based on numbers. “We have tenets that we fol-
low,” he says, “and they’re a lot like the Ten Com-
mandments. No stealing, no lying. Things like that. 
If a Mason does something like that, he can be re-
moved from the lodge.”

He pauses for a minute as he decides how to 
best say what he wants to say. “In the Masons,” he 
begins, “we take care of each other. We like to say 
that we ‘take a good man and make him better’. 
And if someone in the lodge has some trouble, we 
help him out. We take care of our brothers and their 
families first and, in that way, I guess you could 
say we help the community.”

However, Miller explains, one branch of the 
Masons—the Shriners—is solely devoted to the 
well-being of children and their network of 22 
Shriner Subspecialty Hospitals treats children suf-
fering from a variety of conditions ranging from 
burns and spinal injuries to cerebral palsy, spina 
bifida and other neurologic disorders. Located in 
the United States, Mexico and Canada, Shriners 
Hospitals have treated hundreds of thousands of 
children, “regardless of race, color, creed, sex or 
sect, disability, national origin, or ability of a pa-
tient or family to pay.”

Miller then addresses the secrecy which causes 
some people to be distrustful. “There are so many 
misconceptions about all of that,” he says. “What 
people don’t understand is that the things that are 
secret—like our handshake or our password—
those things were developed so that one Mason 
could recognize another in case maybe help was 
needed. It’s all part of being brothers in the same 
organization and everything that kind of relation-
ship means.”

Masons were, at one time, a very powerful or-
ganization in the United States with lodges in com-
munities across the nation, but the numbers are on 
the decline. The situation in Eads is no different. 
Where once there were 129 members of the Ma-
sonic Lodge, a significant number in such a small 
town, membership has declined to just 16 mem-
bers, most of whom live outside of town.

Ironically, the number of Masons in other coun-
tries around the world are strongly on the rise.

“I don’t know why that is,” Miller says. “Peo-
ple just don’t seem to get involved in things that 
much anymore. Maybe it’s television. Maybe it’s 
the internet. Or maybe values are just…changing, 
maybe? I think it’s growing so much around the 
world because people in those countries are look-
ing for things to be a part of that are bigger than 
just themselves. I don’t think we, those of us in 
America here, look for that anymore. I think we 
think we already have all the answers.”

While people may have their own perceptions 
of what the Masons may or may not be, at face 
value, the notion makes a great deal of sense. The 
first step a stonemason takes in building a building 
is to lay a cornerstone that is solid and true and 
steadfast, for he knows that cornerstone is neces-
sary for the building to withstand the stresses and 
pressures of time. Likewise, a town or a state or a 
nation needs those people, those organizations and 
“societies”, if you will, that encourage and support 
good leaders who, themselves, are the cornerstones 
of the communities where they live. Whether it’s 
the Masons or some other group that does this is 
unimportant; whoever does such a thing is giving 
a gift to future generations to come. Whoever does 
such a thing is creating a legacy that will last.
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