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Upcoming Events

May 9 - September 11

Smoky River Golf  Course Tournaments
Smoky River Golf  Course, Cheyenne Wells
facebook.com/pages/Smoky%20River%20Golf%20
Course/133569806739713/

June 3 - 6

Mile High Meet & Greet
Lake Meredith Campground, Sugar City
themhmg.com

June 5 - September 19

Eads Golf  Tournaments
Eads Golf  Course
facebook.com/Eadsgolfcourse/

June 24 - 26

Country Jam
Hwy 6 and I-70, Grand Junction
countryjam.com

June 25

Colorado Champ Ranch Rodeo
Hugo Fairgrounds
coloradochampionshipranchrodeo.com

July 17 - 25

Cheyenne County Tumbleweed Fair
Cheyenne Wells Fairgrounds
cheyenne.extension.colostate.edu/cheyenne-county-fair-rodeo/

July 18

Junkfest Southern Colorado
Hwy 96 between Ordway and Crowley
svm-108155.square.site

July 26 - 31

Crowley County Days
Fairgrounds and Conestoga Park, Ordway
crowleycounty.colorado.gov/festivals

July 26 - 31

Kit Carson County Fair
Fairgrounds and Main Street, Kit Carson
kitcarsoncolorado.com

July 26 - 31

Washington County Fair
Akron Fairgrounds
ecroundup.com

July 30 - 31

Bent County Fair
Las Animas Fairgrounds
bent.extension.colostate.edu/bent-county-fair/

July 31

Maine Street Bash
Maine Street, Eads
plainstheater.com

August 2 - 7

Baca County Fair
Springfield Fairgrounds
facebook.com/BacaFairAndRodeoInc/

August 7 - 14

Sand & Sage Roundup
Lamar Fairgrounds
sandandsageroundup.com

August 9 - 14

Lincoln County Fair
Hugo Fairgrounds
lincoln.extension.colostate.edu/lincoln-county-fair/

August 11 - 14

Living History Mountain Man and  
Buffalo Hunter Rendezvous
Hugo Fairgrounds
(719) 248-6593 • tux.jax.gp@gmail.com

August 18 - 22

Ark Valley Fair
Rocky Ford Fairgrounds
arkvalleyfair.com

August 21

Angel Open Tournament
Spreading Antlers Golf  Course, Lamar
lamarhospice.org

September 4

Kit Carson Day
Fairgrounds and Main Street, Kit Carson
kitcarsoncolorado.com

September 8 - 12

Kiowa County Fair & Rodeo
Eads Fairgrounds
kiowa.extension.colostate.edu/kiowa-county-fair-rodeo/

September 23 - 25

Holly Gateway Fair
Holly Fairgrounds
facebook.com/hollycofair/

September 25

Firemen’s Cleanup Derby
Eads Fairgrounds
facebook.com/events/1122765501524350/

September 25 - October 3

Sante Fe Trail 200 Years
Trinidad
visittrinidadcolorado.com/sante-fe-trail/
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In 1948, a Wisconsinite farmer’s son 
turned physicist by the name of  Wil-
liam Meggars laid out in painstak-

ing and almost unimaginable detail the 
groundwork for what would be scientif-
ically confirmed three years later: human 
beings are composed of  the same ele-
ments found in the stars. In other words, 
stardust. Or, as Carl Sagan put it in 1973, 
“We are made of  star-stuff.”

It’s nothing short of  mindboggling 
to gaze at the night sky and think of  our 
genuine biological connection to those 
points of  light millions of  miles away. 
But we don’t have to look that far to re-
alize how we are connected to all that 
surrounds us. We have to look no further 
than the ground beneath our feet, for we 
are created from and composed of  the 
same elements—known as the “building 
blocks of  life”—that make up all living 
organisms on this beautiful blue plan-
et. Carbon, hydrogen, nitrogen, oxygen, 
phosphorus and sulfur.

The discoveries of  science may have 
proven this to be true, but the truth has 
perhaps been there, in one fashion or an-
other, for as long as human beings first 
wondered about our origin. The Bible 
tells the story in Genesis. The Q’ran tells 
the story for believers in Islam. Buddhism 
does, as well, as do the creation myths of  
a multitude of  indigenous peoples.

By the sheer nature of  our composi-
tion, we are of  this earth.

Despite our air conditioners in the 
summer, our heaters in the winter, our 
exercise routines that promise to keep us 
young and wrinkle creams that allegedly 
defy the fact that we do, eventually, grow 
old, our lives often mirror that same sea-
sonal, cyclical nature of  the world in 
which we live.

And just as summer comes around ev-
ery year, our lives—the elements of  our 

lives—often have commonalities with the 
lives of  those who came before.

Did Lida Kerr, who wrote a century 
ago with such eloquence and joy about 
the sight of  sand cranes on the horizon, 
feel so differently from those who, today, 
see a bald eagle flying overhead or stop at 
the stunning sight of  tens of  thousands 
of  snow geese resting on the waters of  
the Great Plains Reservoirs as they make 
their annual journey to Texas and Mexi-
co for the winter?

Are the cries for justice heard among 
those migrant farm workers in Grana-
da who fought so desperately for better 
treatment in the 1950s so very different 
from the cries for justice that are heard 
today?

Did those who first saw the railroad 
tracks being laid upon the plains soon to 
be followed by the “Iron Horse” feel so 
differently from those who see a wheel 
loader gouging through untouched land 
in preparation for the highway that is to 
be built?

Is the heartfelt desire to be self-suffi-
cient, to live off  the land, to rely on the 
power of  the sun or the rain that falls 
from the sky that was felt by the home-
steaders so very different from the pas-
sion for independence felt by those who 
desire to live “off  the grid”?

It was in thinking of  that cyclic na-
ture of  life, that recurring progression 
of  things that seem to come in their own 
season that this issue of  the High Plains 
Guide came into being.

As is true each time we publish a spe-
cial edition, we enjoyed every minute of  
putting it together. We genuinely hope 
that you will enjoy reading it, as well.

    Priscilla Waggoner
    Editor

Letter From  
the Editor



kiowacountyindependent.com High Plains Guide: Festivals, Fairs, and Rodeos 2021    •    7



8    •    High Plains Guide: Festivals, Fairs, and Rodeos 2021 kiowacountyindependent.com

The history of  southeast-
ern Colorado is often 
told like chapters in a 

book, each chapter its own story 
with, as all stories have, a begin-
ning, an ending and the space in 
between populated with a cast 
of  interesting characters who 
lived interesting lives.

But hidden within the pages 
of  time are other lesser-known 
stories, also played out on the 
expansive stretch of  these high 

plains, also infused with their 
own power, their own distinct 
voices and important lessons to 
be learned.

Michael Stephen, adjunct 
History Professor at Colorado 
State University Pueblo, stum-
bled upon one such story while 
visiting Camp Amache several 
years ago. With a background 
in Modern Asian American 
Studies, Stephen was drawn 
to Amache by its similarity to 

events that took place in Ore-
gon and the surrounding areas 
where he was raised.

While he was onsite, Stephen 
noticed a line of  trees encircling 
a small collection of  buildings 
used for housing, clearly on land 
that had been part of  the intern-
ment camp. As he later learned, 
the trees had originally been 
planted by Japanese-Americans 
imprisoned at the camp almost 
80 years before. But, unlike the 

The Dorothea Lange Collection, Oakland Museum of  California. Digitized for the Oakland Museum of  California Museum Technol-
ogy Initiative for Educational Outreach, July 1, 2010 through June 30, 2011. Oakland Museum of  California

By Priscilla Waggoner
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rest of  Camp Amache, which has been maintained 
and is slowly being reconstructed as a historic site, 
these buildings were occupied. People were living 
there. And, for however long, this was the place 
they were calling home.

After doing some research, Stephen discovered 
that the small collection of  structures had been 
the site of  a federal program put in place more 
than 2 decades after the prisoners of  Amache had 
been freed and the camp largely dismantled.

Another historic event had taken place on that 
same piece of  ground that had formerly been the 
site of  one of  the most egregious violations of  
civil rights in American history. Yet, there were 
no kiosks, no historic photos, no public display in 
recognition of  the people and organizations who 
had been behind what took place.

And that, in itself, is part of  the story, for re-
siding at the heart of  what happened on that spot 
are people whose presence in this part of  Colorado 
dates back more than a century and whose culture 
in southwestern USA dates back almost 400 years. 
Yet, across the nation, they are rarely recognized 
for who they are and what they do—despite the 
fact that who they are and what they do was and 
continues to be crucial to agriculture thriving and 
prospering, wherever crops that must be worked 
by hand are grown.

This is a story preceded by generations of  
wrongdoings and, sadly, followed by generations 
of  the same. But, for one brief  shining moment, 
this was the site of  many people working together 
for the good of  others, and it’s a story deserving 
of  its own chapter in time.

INVISIBLE
This summer, as millions of  Americans sit down 
to a table with a bowl of  fresh fruit or a plate of  
steamed vegetables, there’s a good chance that 
very few of  them will stop to consider where 
that fruit or those vegetables came from. Maybe a 
small percentage will mention their gratitude for 
the local grocer who had a great sale on that bas-
ket of  fresh, unblemished strawberries. Or—less 
likely, but still possible—there may be a fleeting 
thought about the farmer on whose land that per-
fect head of  broccoli was grown. But chances are 
next to nothing that someone sitting at that table 
will wonder about the farmworker who has spent 
years of  his life—often far away from his fami-
ly—planting, cultivating, harvesting and packing 
the fruit, vegetables and nuts that grace Ameri-
cans tables. To millions of  Americans, the roughly 
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three million migrant farmers in 
the United States who spend the 
most productive years of  their 
lives bent over, forced to use 
short handled hoes (called “el 
cortito) for thinning, weeding 
and working the fields by hand 
are simply…invisible.

Migrant farmers have been a 
part of  agriculture in Colorado 
for as long if  not longer than 
agriculture has been a part of  
Colorado. Up until the 1870s 
and 1880s, there were very few 
immigrants coming from Mex-
ico—no more than just a few 
thousand per decade. But when 
the expansion of  railroads ignit-
ed economic growth across the 
country and, at the same time, 
harsh and racially driven immi-
gration laws caused a decrease 
in laborers from Asia who had 
been a “cheap” source of  labor, 
farmers in the US turned to 

Mexico, hoping to replace those 
Asian workers on whom preju-
dice had closed the door.

A sizeable number of  hard-
working men with years of  ex-
perience in agriculture looking 
for a job in a country that was 
booming plus farmers facing a 
shortage of  much-needed labor 
set the stage for a rapid increase 
in immigration. By 1900, cen-
sus showed that the population 
of  Mexican nationals living in 
the US had reached 100,000. By 
1930, that number had reached 
640,000—more than six times 
what it had been just thirty 
years before.

The Great Depression briefly 
changed that. When the US un-
employment rate soared to 25%, 
the government replaced its lax 
policy with one of  repatriation 
that led to thousands of  Mexi-
can workers being told to leave 

the country, including some who 
had been here for 20 years or 
longer.

And those who managed to 
stay in the U.S. suffered greatly. 
In Georgia, as First Lady Elea-
nor Roosevelt’s friend Lorena 
Hickok observed when visit-
ing farmworkers, “Half-starved 
whites and blacks struggle in 
competition for less to eat than 
my dog gets at home, for the 
privilege of  living in huts that 
are infinitely less comfortable 
than his kennel.” Although not 
mentioned, Mexican and Mexi-
can-American farmworkers had 
things just as bad, if  not worse.

On the heels of  the Great De-
pression came the outbreak of  
World War II, taking millions 
of  able-bodied men out of  the 
workforce and leaving their jobs 
unfilled.

Bitter Harvest. LIFE Magazine, 1959
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In need of  workers, the US, once again, turned 
to Mexico for help and Mexico responded. The re-
sult was the creation of  a US—Mexico agreement 
named the Bracero Program, a Spanish colloquial-
ism for manual or farm laborer.

Under Bracero, Mexico agreed to send work-
ers to the US on the condition that the US sup-
ply transportation into the country and require 
employers to both pay fair wages and provide the 
Brasero workers with livable housing.

The Bracero Program brought in the needed 
seasonal workers but few of  the promises made by 
the US in return were carried out by landowners. 
Forced to work long, long hours. Paid very low 
wages—if  at all. Working in grueling conditions 
and living in uninhabitable places. Many landown-
ers ignored basic human rights and took advan-
tage of  the cheap labor working their fields and, 
with little to no government oversight, they did so 
without repercussions.

When American soldiers returned home after 
the war, the workers from Mexico—workers the 
US government had invited to come not so many 
years before—were no longer needed or, in many 
parts of  the country, even welcome. The hostili-
ty intensified when President Truman proclaimed 
immigrant workers as the cause of  low wages in 
the country.

From the beginning of  the 20th century, the US 
government’s treatment of  workers coming from 
Mexico boiled down to a “come when I need you, 
go away when I don’t” policy. And that was never 
more evident than 1951 when President Eisen-
hower instituted yet another harsh immigration 
policy that deported more than 2 million Mexican 
and Mexican-American workers, tearing families 
apart, violating human rights and resulting in the 
loss of  lives.

Eisenhower’s program was called “Operation 
Wetback.”, and the name says the quiet part out 
loud. The people working the fields weren’t just 
invisible, they weren’t even considered people.

BOXCARS, CHICKEN COOPS, LABOR 
CAMPS AND LA COLONIA DE LAMAR

Dr. Antonio Esquibel speaks via Zoom to a screen-
ful of  CSU Pueblo college students completely 
unphased by the physical distance separating him 
from the class. In his seventies, the Metropolitan 
State University emeritus professor of  Spanish 
with several published books to his name has ob-
viously spent much of  his life in the classroom for, 
within just a few minutes, he has students talking 
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about the names of  their grand-
parents and where they were 
originally from.

Eventually, Esquibel gets 
around to telling the story of  his 
life, which is what the students 
have gathered to hear. As he 
tells his story, leaned back in his 
chair in an office surrounded by 
art on the wall and shelves full 
of  books, the breadth and depth 
of  the journey from where he 
started to where he is could not 
be more obvious.

Esquibel’s family came to the 
southwestern part of  the Unit-
ed States from Mexico in 1694. 
“That was before Boston, before 
New York, before any of  those 
places existed,” he says, and 
the lingering hint of  his Span-
ish accent and changing tones 
of  inflection make his speaking 
almost sound like a song. His 
family settled in Las Vegas, New 
Mexico, about 60 miles south 
of  Santa Fe, but circumstances 
forced his parents to move to the 
Denver area during the 1930s. 
“There were no jobs where my 
father was. Times were very 
bad. Many people had lost their 
farms because they couldn’t pay 
their taxes. It was the Great De-
pression,” he says.

Esquibel’s family was “very 
poor” when he was young. “I 
had five older brothers and six 
younger sisters. You add that up 
and we were twelve children in 
my family,” he says, “and four-
teen with my parents. My father 
had to scrape through just to put 
food on the table.”

The family first settled in 
southwest Denver, his father 
working for Italian and Japanese 
farmers who grew vegetables 
on what were known as “truck 
farms.” In the late forties, his fa-
ther moved the family to Lamar 
where they worked in the sugar 
beet fields. Along with all the 

other workers employed by the 
sugar company, the Esquibels 
lived in “la colonia”.

During Bracero, the “livable 
housing” provided to the work-
ers usually consisted of  labor 
camps with cisterns for water, 
outhouses and tents or, in some 
cases, tarps thrown over any-
thing—limbs of  a tree, an old, 
abandoned truck—anything that 
would serve as a frame. Gradual-
ly, post-World War II, the tents 
in the labor camps were replaced 
by hard shell concrete or wood 
frame buildings. The buildings 
may have changed, but the facili-
ties were the same.

La colonia is Spanish for “the 
colony”, another term used to 
describe the labor camps where 
farmworkers lived while work-
ing in the fields of  factory 
owned farms. In Esquibel’s case, 
la colonia was the labor camp for 
farmworkers hired by the Amer-
ican Crystal Sugar Company 
that had bought large amounts 
of  acreage to grow the beets 
that would be harvested and 

processed in mills located in La-
mar and Rocky Ford.

“The beet industry was a big 
deal back then,” Esquibel says.

Several years ago, Jennifer 
Trujillo—Lamar Community 
College Excellence in Teaching 
Fellow 2018—transcribed oral 
histories conducted as part of  an 
extraordinary project recording 
the memories of  people who had 
lived in la colonia while it was in 
existence. Many of  those inter-
viewed spoke of  being part of  a 
warm, close knit community of  
farmworkers who watched out 
for each other, but their memo-
ries of  the living conditions are 
much the same: small adobe type 
buildings consisting of  two or 
three rooms and a concrete floor. 
No electricity, no running water, 
a potbelly stove used for cooking 
and for heat, fueled by wood the 
people cut for themselves. Water 
was pumped from a communal 
cistern and carried in buckets 
back to the houses for drinking, 
cooking, washing and bathing. 
Outhouses were the only facili-

Colorado sugar beet field between 1900 and 1910.
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ties for a camp that housed hun-
dreds of  people.

Dr. Esquibel estimates there 
were about 130 housing units, 
and he holds up the cover of  a 
book with a photo that reads 
“Aviso”—meaning “notice”—for 
la colonia. “The sugar company 
notices say, ‘come to work and 
we’ll give you a house.’ Well, a 
lot of  people liked that idea and 
moved there to work. But what 
you got was a mud hole and 
some boards. So, yes, you can live 
in a house, but you have to build 
it yourself. All those buildings 
in the labor camp were built by 
the workers, themselves.” None-
theless, rent for the housing was 
deducted from the farmworkers’ 
pay.

Antonio Esquibel was six 
years old when his family moved 
to la colonia, and, along with 
his brothers and sisters, he im-
mediately went to work in the 

beet fields. As Daniel Duarte, 
one of  the people interviewed 
in the LCC project, describes it, 
the workday started when the 
sun rose and ended when the 
sun went down, making a 14-

hour workday for children and 
adults, alike. The day started 
with breakfast, “usually beans, 
potatoes and occasionally some 
bacon.” Machines dug up the 
beets, but children—some of  

American Beet Sugar Company factory in Rocky Ford, built in 1901.
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whom, like Esquibel, were just 
five or six years old—were giv-
en a long, sharp machete with 
a hook at the end to cut off  the 
tops of  the beets.

American Crystal Sugar 
Company had a contract with 
the city of  Lamar to build a 
school and the city provided the 
teachers. Included in the LCC 
transcript is a description from 
Marjorie Blackman, one of  the 
first teachers at la colonia in the 
late 1940s and 50s.

“You would never know it was 
a school,” she said. “It looked like 
an adobe hovel. It did not have 
bathrooms, it had outhouses. We 
had a well for water. It had no 
playground, no equipment, no 
swings, no nothing. There were 
two teachers. We had old books, 
and they were dirty. We had 
round stoves to keep the room 
warm. I taught first, second and 
third. The other teacher taught 

fourth, fifth and sixth. The kids 
didn’t do too well. We had les-
son plans at the colony school, 
but nobody saw them. But the 
kids were good about attending 
school.”

That description is backed 
up by Virginia Hernandez who 
came to la colonia in 1948 when 

she was five years old. She ad-
mitted she didn’t like school but 
“if  you brought a container, they 
would send you home with white 
or chocolate milk, and free choc-
olate milk was enough to get 
[me] to go to school every day.”

Antonio Esquibel says the 
goal of  the school was very sim-
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ple: teach students to speak English and to “be-
come Americans.” The irony of  a goal to teach 
children to “become Americans” when the chil-
dren’s families had been in this part of  the country 
for more than 400 years goes unsaid.

Several years after Blackman taught at the 
school, the directive came from the superintendent 
of  Lamar schools to “teach the kids English in the 
first and second grade and then send them to the 
city to attend school”.

But, as Marcella Herzog—an exceptionally de-
voted educator who taught at la colonia and was 
later interviewed for Empire Magazine in 1989– 
described it, “that rarely happened.” The students 
who did try to transition, she said, “had their 
self-confidence battered a dozen times a day. An-
glo children teased them and teachers think that 
the Mexican children cannot do as well as the oth-
er children.” The numbers tell the complete story. 
From 1920 to 1960, only nine Hispanic students 
graduated from high school in Lamar.

And Lamar was not the only place where that 
happened. Throughout the Arkansas Valley, older 
Mexican-Americans have memories of  being told, 
as very young children in school, that speaking 
Spanish—even with each other—was strictly pro-
hibited. The intentions are hard to gauge from a 
distance of  so many years, but the result was the 
complete silencing of  children forced to only speak 
a language they did not speak or understand.

Sadly, the prejudice was also not confined to 
the boundaries of  la colonia in Lamar. In her 1989 
magazine interview, Herzog spoke of  teenagers 
who were barred from going to the public danc-
es or, when going to the movies, confined to sit-
ting in the balcony of  the theater, all because of  
their race. Martina Medina Peña, a friendly and 
outgoing 90-year-old woman with a mind as sharp 
as a tack and a dry sense of  humor to match, has 



16    •    High Plains Guide: Festivals, Fairs, and Rodeos 2021 kiowacountyindependent.com

memories as a teenager of  walk-
ing down Main Street in Lamar 
and seeing a sign in the window 
of  a popular café that read “No 
Mexicans.”

Sugar beets are harvested in 
September in what is called “the 
campaign”, a term applying to 
a massive influx of  workers to 
harvest the beets that are sent to 
the mills that, for those months, 
run 24/7, turning the beets into 
sugar. As a result, the need for 
workers fluctuates a great deal.

In 1952, the Esquibels left la 
colonia and returned to south-
west Denver where, as many 
migrant farmworkers did in the 
early fifties, they lived in situa-
tions that few would describe as 
habitable.

Dr. Esquibel puts up three 
photos on the screen for the stu-
dents. “These are pictures of  
where my family lived. The first 
picture is an old barn where my 

family lived in a kind of  a place 
in the back.” He points to the 
next photo of  a faded red box in 
the middle of  a field. “We also 
lived in an old boxcar. And, that 
third picture there…The farmer 
used to have chickens, so that’s 
where my family lived.” Twelve 
children and their parents, with 
no choice but to live in a chicken 
coop.

Esquibel leaves the photos 
up for a moment, saying noth-
ing while the young college 
students, sitting in their apart-
ments and dorm rooms miles 
away, stare at the photos. No one 
had any questions. The photos 
told the story, and the Esquibel’s 
story was not unique.

Nothing is ever completely 
one hundred per cent one way or 
another. There were, undoubt-
edly, some landowners who did 
not place such little value on 
the lives and well-being of  the 

farmworkers they hired. But 
many did. A great many did, and 
the result carried a price of  the 
highest and most tragic kind, 
paid in full by the farmworkers 
themselves.

Two decades after the sto-
ries of  the Esquibel family and 
others took place, a 1971 study 
conducted in Texas revealed 
that disease and mortality rates 
were extreme among migrant 
farm workers. In 1970, the av-
erage American lived to be 75 
years old. The average migrant 
farmworker living and working 
in the US died at age 55. Death 
from influenza and pneumonia 
among migrant farmworkers 
was 200 percent higher than 
other Americans. Tuberculosis 
was also 200 percent higher. 
And children in migrant families 
suffered from years of  malnu-
trition at a rate ten times higher 
than the average child in Amer-
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ica, often causing long term health problems that 
impacted them their entire lives.

As was stated in the Fordham Law Review 
where the article was published, “An examination 
of  these conditions reveals a life of  poverty and 
deprivation totally in contradiction with the gen-
eral level of  affluence throughout the nation. In 
brief, the migrant farm worker ranks among the 
lowest paid, least educated, worst fed, and worst 
housed persons in the United States.”

ONE BRIEF, SHINING MOMENT
It would be unfair and untrue to cast all farmers, 
landowners and non-migrant farmworking Amer-
icans in the same harsh light, for there are farm-
ers—well known, second and third generation 
farmers—in the Arkansas Valley and elsewhere 
who, then and now, have had longstanding, mu-
tually respectful and honorable relationships with 
the workers they have hired year after year.

Likewise, there were (and are) many Americans 
who were greatly concerned about the treatment 
of  farmworkers. Concerns were expressed be-
ginning in the 1920s and continuing through the 
Great Depression.

When John Steinbeck’s novel The Grapes of  
Wrath was published, telling the story of  the 
plight of  migrant farmers, Americans were deep-
ly impacted. Some steps were taken to improve 
conditions at the local level but the lack of  feder-
al involvement—not to mention the disparaging 
things coming out of  the White House by both 
Truman and Eisenhower—kept the concerns from 
transitioning into action at a broad level.

However, in 1954, Eisenhower’s Secretary of  
Labor, dubbed by some as “the conscience of  the 
administration”, started the President’s Commis-
sion on Migratory Labor. The purpose was to 
collect information from the states on the wages 
and living conditions of  migrant farmers and the 
impact the poverty experienced by the workers 
was having on states. The information gathered 
confirmed what those directly involved knew all 
along. But, despite meetings and volumes of  infor-
mation sent to Washington, not much was done to 
help the situation.

And then John Kennedy was elected president, 
at which time both he and his advisors began to 
focus on addressing poverty as a national crisis. 
Just as a novel had introduced the horrors of  the 
migrant experience, a television documentary 
brought it into people’s living rooms.
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“Harvest of  Shame” was the 
last documentary produced by 
highly respected journalist and 
broadcaster Edward R. Murrow, 
and he produced it with one goal 
in mind: to shock Americans 
into action. These were the first 
words of  the film as footage was 
shown of  the migrant farm-
ers working in the fields of  the 
United States.

This scene is not…in the 
Congo, Johannesburg or Cape 
Town. It is not Nyasaland or 
Nigeria. This is Florida. These 
are citizens of  the United States, 
1960. This is a shape-up for mi-
grant workers. The hawkers are 
chanting the going piece rate 
at the various fields. This is the 
way the humans who harvest the 
food for the best-fed people in 
the world get hired. One farmer 
looked at this and said, “We used 
to own our slaves; now we just 
rent them.”

The film caused a public out-
cry, matched only by Kennedy 
who was incensed with the in-
come disparity between the aver-
age American and those working 
in the fields. Under his adminis-
tration, the ground was broken 
to improve the living conditions 
of  migrant farmworkers.

Progress could have stopped 
when Kennedy was murdered by 
an assassin’s bullet in 1963, but 
when VP Lyndon Johnson as-
sumed the presidency, the work 
gained steam. Johnson, who had 
taught elementary school as a 
young man in south Texas had 
seen the unique, generational 
desperation of  rural poverty. 
When he declared a War on Pov-
erty, for the first time, migrant 
farmers were included.

The Economic Opportunity 
Act of  1964, part of  the Civil 
Rights Act passed earlier that 
year, paved the way for the fed-
eral government to become in-

volved directly improving living 
conditions. And one of  their ar-
eas of  focus was, unbelievably, 
centered on the small farming 
community of  Granada, Colo-
rado and the land that had once 
been used to imprison Japa-
nese-American citizens.

Instead of  funding going to 
governmental agencies to then 
disperse, federal monies went 
directly to those on the ground 
most familiar with the issues—
specifically local non-govern-
ment entities such as the new-
ly created Community Action 
Group, the Colorado Migrant 
Council and the Colorado Coun-
cil of  Churches Migrant Min-
istry Program, which was also 
intricately involved.

The project was straightfor-
ward: construction of  a hous-
ing development specifically for 
farm laborers with 44 houses 
and six housing units containing 
four apartments each, all built 
according to Colorado housing 
code and specifically to be lived 
in by migrant farmworkers. 
Every residence would be suit-
able for year-round living with 
electricity, heat, full insulation, 
running water, indoor plumb-
ing, closets and a built-in kitch-
en range. There would also be 

a separate building for laundry 
and a Head Start program on-
site for the children. A total of  
100 firms and individuals raised 
the $2,000 to kick off  the proj-
ect. Migrant farmers would pay 
$41 per month for one of  the 
apartments and $45 per month 
for a single residence. That rent 
stayed the same for years.

Completed in 1967 and built 
on a hill where the hospital once 
stood when Amache was an in-
ternment camp, the cooperative 
housing development was called 
Hillcrest Homes, and the tenants 
paid rent—set at a price they 
could afford—to the Prowers 
County Labor Housing Author-
ity.

Hillcrest Homes was the first 
migrant housing built to meet 
modern housing standards in 
Colorado and the only project 
of  its kind in the nation funded 
with federal money sent directly 
to local organizations. However, 
notable as that is, those “firsts” 
cannot compare to what the first 
families to rent a place at Hill-
crest Homes must have felt their 
first night in their new homes.

The houses in Hillcrest 
Homes were in constant use for 
decades, including in 1976 when 
the multi-family units were re-

Man and young child harvest during the Great Depression. U.C. Davis
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furbished. Solar power was in-
stalled as part of  a federally 
funded pilot program and re-
named Nueva Vista.

However, priorities change, 
and the complex was sold in 
1994 when the non-profit Colo-
rado Resources Housing Devel-
opment Corporation decided to 
stop managing it. Today, rough-
ly 24 of  the original houses re-
main, some of  which are vacant. 
The apartments are still largely 
occupied.

Meanwhile, some well-known 
farming families in the Arkan-
sas Valley, unable to hire enough 
local residents to work their 
farms, have continued with their 
generational practice of  hiring 
seasonal workers through the 
government’s H2-A Visa pro-
gram, providing their employees 
with comfortable housing and 
competitive wages.

Yet, others have continued 
with the mistreatment that char-
acterized the past. In 2012, a 
well-known local farming fami-
ly applied for a waiver from the 
housing requirements due to be-
ing an “innkeeper” but was fined 
for “housing” migrant farmers 
in a motel he owned that was 
not operational with very over-
crowded rooms, no way to wash 
and windows boarded up so that 
the temperature was unhealthy 
if  not unbearable. The owner 
charged each man $100 a month 
for rent.

In Weld County, migrant 
farmworkers were discovered 
in a situation where they were 
essentially trafficked—forced to 
work where their “managers” 
got them jobs, to live in an un-
inhabitable situation, prohibited 
from leaving by an armed man-
ager and required to turn over 

their paychecks in payment for 
being brought to the country.

Tragically, some things never 
change, and the poor and vul-
nerable have always been the 
victim of  those who put prof-
it over people. But the creation 
of  Hillcrest Homes serves as a 
beacon for what is possible when 
multiple groups work toward a 
common goal for the good of  
others.

It is, as it has always been, up 
to the people of  this nation to 
decide which road, as a nation, 
we wish to travel.

The Kiowa County Indepen-
dent wishes to extend its deep-
est gratitude to CSU Pueblo  
Adjunct Instructor Michael Ste-
phen, who first alerted us to the 
story and then offered invaluable 
resources, help and consultation. 
This story could not have been told 
without him.
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THE  
LAND IS  

IN THEIR 
EYES
By Priscilla Waggoner

Photography by  
Richard Avedon
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Winston Churchill once 
said, “History is told 
by the victors” and, 

for more than a century, that ap-
plied to the American West.

Since the time that the gaze of  
America first turned in the direc-
tion of  the plains, the mountains 
and the Mighty Pacific Ocean 
beyond, the American West has 
been portrayed in romanticized, 
almost mythical terms. The nar-
rative was, in part, inspired by 
the sheer immensity of  land, 
still untamed and pristine.

But other agendas were also 
behind painting the American 
West as the veritable promised 
land of  milk and honey.

Promotions launched by rail-
road companies and echoed in 
newspapers across the country 
painted a picture of  unimag-
inable bounty and fortune just 
waiting for those with the cour-
age to make the journey—by 
train, of  course. Tens of  thou-
sands of  flyers—paid for by 
mining companies to distribute 
throughout eastern Europe re-
cruiting immigrants to work 
the mines—had illustrations of  
trees with leaves of  gold and 
rich minerals scattered across 
the ground, needing only to be 
gathered. Talented artists and, 
when it came of  age, storytellers 
of  the silver screen fashioned a 
well-crafted, easily told and re-
told narrative that praised the 
rugged individualism of  those 
settlers in the early days and 
the prosperous lives they built 
for themselves on the sweeping 
plains at the feet of  the majestic 
purple mountains.

The stories were quickly and 
firmly embraced by Americans 
across the country, for it con-
firmed what they so desperately 
wanted to be true.

And the only ones who told a 
different narrative were the set-

tlers themselves. They didn’t tell 
it with their words. They didn’t 
tell it with their actions. Instead, 
they told the story with their 
eyes, gazing into a camera as 
long as a century ago with a look 
that was solemn, weary, perhaps 
discouraged but determined, 
nonetheless. A story of  blinding 
blizzards that could sweep in 
out of  nowhere in the middle 
of  spring. Hailstorms that could 
wipe out an entire crop in a mat-
ter of  minutes. Broken fences 
that could result in cattle spread 
out for miles on the range, with 
some never to be recovered and 
relentless droughts that ended 
with devastating floods. Those 
settlers told the story of  life 
lived on an untamed land and 
they told it with their eyes.

In late 1978, Mitchell Wilder, a 
native of  Colorado who served 
as the founding director , of  the 
Amon Carter Museum in Fort 
Worth, commissioned a photog-
rapher for a project that no one 
had ever done before: shooting a 
collection of  photographs to de-

pict the contemporary American 
West.

A rather small museum in a 
western state paying a photog-
rapher to photograph the west 
was anything but controversial. 
And the Amon Carter Muse-
um was the legacy of  Amon G. 
Carter, Sr., one of  Fort Worth’s 
most powerful, respected and 
beloved men. Carter had devot-
ed the last ten years of  his life 
to creating an art museum to 
house and make freely available 
for public viewing his extensive 
private collection of  western 
art, including over 400 paintings 
and sculptures by Frederic Rem-
ington and Charles M. Russell—
both infamous artists whose por-
trayals of  cowboys, Indians, the 
U.S. Calvary and broad, majestic 
landscapes forever shaped the 
public perception of  the West, 
and his descendants had carried 
on his dream with acquiring new 
art of  the West.

The project also made sense 
for a museum located in Fort 
Worth—that “stockyards”, 
country-western, rough around 
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the edges town that still had 
“fort” in its name and would al-
ways be in the shadow of  the 
much more sophisticated Dallas 
to the east.

Before a single photograph 
had been taken, the general ex-
pectation was that the exhibit 
would be full of  stunning pan-
oramic vistas and healthy, strong 
people on horseback. It would 
be the kind of  thing the whole 
family might enjoy seeing some 
Sunday afternoon after church.

But Wilder had a different 
idea in mind. And when word 
spread that he had chosen to 
commission Richard Avedon for 
the project and given Avedon 
creative license to do what he 
wanted, it raised more than a few 
eyebrows and even more ques-
tions about just exactly what the 
hell Wilder was thinking.

Richard Avedon was a well-
known, highly-acclaimed pho-

tographer who, over the course 
of  his career, had shot legendary 
photographs of  people ranging 
from Eisenhower to Marilyn 
Monroe to Martin Luther King 
to the Beatles.

Avedon was often controver-
sial. His work made some peo-
ple uncomfortable. His subjects 
were very famous people with 
very familiar faces, yet Avedon 
was always striving to capture 
the essence of  a person and was 
often successful, so successful 
that his photos revealed some-
thing that was too intense, too 
intimate, too much like…art…
and not enough like the objec-
tive reality the camera was sup-
posed to provide. He was also 
known for placing his subjects 
in front of  a large, stark white 
piece of  paper and having them 
face the camera straight on, a 
practice that just made both the 

man and his work all the more 
controversial.

It’s been speculated that that 
was precisely why Wilder hired 
him—to capture the essence of  
the American West in a way that 
had not been captured before. 
But that can be neither con-
firmed nor denied.

When Wilder asked Avedon 
to take on the project, Avedon 
accepted—but reluctantly so 
and with certain conditions. 
Even though epic landscapes 
had always been a part of  west-
ern photography, Avedon had 
every intention of  continuing 
to photograph subjects against a 
stark white canvas. But he was 
used to photographing people 
who wanted to be photographed 
and wasn’t sure how it would 
go with people who might have 
to be convinced. He told Wild-
er that, if  he wasn’t happy with 
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the portraits he was getting, he 
would end the project.

Avedon also made it clear that 
he did not intend to “glorify” 
the West, but neither did he in-
tend to demean or belittle it. He 
didn’t know what he was going 
to see until he looked through 
the lens of  his camera, and he 
wouldn’t know what he had 
captured until he developed the 
film. If  Wilder wanted photo-
graphs guaranteed to depict the 
contemporary American West in 
a certain light, he should com-
mission someone else.

Hiring Avedon was a daring,, 
if  not outright risky, move—
there was no predicting what 
the photographer would come 
back with. But, in his gut, Wild-
er knew one thing for certain. 
Whatever Avedon came back 
with…it would be important.

In March of  1979, Avedon 
and his assistants flew back to 

Texas on a trial run, choosing 
the annual Rattlesnake Roundup 
in Sweetwater—200 miles west 
of  Dallas—as the location.

While his assistants got 
things ready, Avedon and Laura 
Wilson, a photographer hired to 
help him navigate the local ter-
rain, walked through the crowd 
looking for interesting people 
to photograph. As Wilson later 
reflected in her notes, not ev-
eryone they approached wanted 
their photos taken. But those 
who did—including a farmer, a 
factory worker with her niece 
and a law enforcement stu-
dent—“could not help but take 
the invitation seriously. They did 
not know who this short, shag-
gy-haired photographer was, 
but it was easy to get caught up 
by his engaging intensity.”

Avedon started each ses-
sion by positioning the person 
in front of  the stark white pa-

per and asking them to directly 
face the camera—a large-format 
camera that used 8x10 sheets 
of  film, similar to cameras used 
a century before that also al-
lowed him to home in on every 
detail of  his subject. Once he 
had the camera focused, he came 
out from behind and spoke, face 
to face, with each person for a 
while, allowing a connection to 
develop between them.

By the end of  that day, Ave-
don had photographed six peo-
ple in Sweetwater. Once he saw 
what he had photographed, the 
images not only exceeded every-
one’s expectations, they set the 
standard for all the others that 
followed.

Over the next five years, Ave-
don returned to the West every 
summer, traveling to ranches, 
rodeos and county fairs as well 
as oil fields, slaughterhouses, 
truck stops and local diners.
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In every case, he put the per-
son in front of  a large sheet of  
white paper, isolating them from 
the geographic landscape that 
surrounded them, instead, focus-
ing on the landscape of  the hu-
man face, the human body. And 
from that terrain he drew out 
intensely powerful images of  or-
dinary, hard-working, typically 
overlooked people who were in 
the midst of  dealing with the 
boom and bust, often harsh real-
ity of  rural life.

By the time the project ended, 
Avedon had traveled to 17 states 
from Texas to Montana, photo-
graphing 752 people and devel-
oping 17,000 sheets of  film. Of  
those 752 portraits, he ultimate-
ly chose 124 for the exhibit.

When the exhibit titled “In 
the American West” opened to 
the public at the Amon Carter 
Museum in 1985, its power was 
felt the moment one walked in 
the door.

Avedon’s 124 portraits in 
black and white were eleven feet 
tall by more than four feet wide. 
Portraits of  that size in a space 
that was relatively small provid-
ed no escape from the images 
yet, at the same time, revealed 
every aspect of  the person in 
intimate detail, from the rough 
skin on a man’s knuckles where 
his fingers curled around the 
beltloop of  his blue jeans to the 
flecks in the eyes of  an angry 
twelve-year-old girl.

There were no practiced 
smiles on the faces of  the sub-
jects, no deliberate tilts of  a 
head, no carefully orchestrated 
pose. Instead, almost every per-
son stares directly into the cam-
era with, as one observer noted, 
“simple dignity, endurance and 
generosity of  self.”

Even so, the exhibit was met 
with a great deal of  controversy 
when it first opened, causing, as 

described by a highly respected 
art critic, “furor bordering on 
outrage.”

Avedon was accused of  “de-
meaning the image of  the West-
erner” and “sensationalizing the 
down and out.” One prominent, 
well known commentator wrote 
in his syndicated column that 
Avedon “forced his desolate view 
upon others by casting people 
of  the west in a desperate light.” 
In no small number of  places, 
both Avedon and his work were 
dismissed with claims he knew 
nothing about “the real West.”

Yet, other local critics known 
only in cities found in Texas, 
said Avedon had “captured the 
true spirit of  West that people 
experience every day.”

Despite such harsh and divid-
ed criticism, word of  the exhib-
it’s emotional power soon spread 
and lines to view the photos ex-
tended far out the door of  the 
museum for weeks.

As was part of  the agreement, 
Avedon’s exhibit went on tour 
to a number of  cities through-
out the country. He occasionally 
accompanied the photos, as did 
some of  the subjects who took 
him up on his open invitation to 
come along. Such was the case 
when the exhibit opened at the 
Art Institute of  Chicago, the 

second largest art museum in 
the country.

Avedon and the others had 
agreed to do a question answer 
session with members of  an au-
dience the night after the exhibit 
opened. The auditorium where 
the session took place was large, 
seating at least several thousand 
people, if  not more.

When Avedon walked on 
stage, he was slightly surprised 
to see it was standing room only. 
But when he turned and mo-
tioned for the “subjects” of  his 
portraits to join him, he was not 
surprised by what happened, at 
all.

As a reporter with a Chicago 
radio station described it, when 
the people filed on to the stage, 
single file and clearly a little 
nervous, the audience began ap-
plauding. Within seconds, they 
were giving that small group 
of  people a standing ovation 
that lasted for several minutes. 
Meanwhile, Avedon reportedly 
stood off  to the side, out of  the 
spotlight, looking on and smil-
ing.

Several days later, Avedon 
was scheduled to do a taped in-
terview with that reporter that 
would be broadcast the follow-
ing weekend.

The reporter’s first question 
related to the controversy Ave-
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don’s photographs had caused, 
asking why Avedon thought his 
photos caused such a strong re-
action. Avedon had been asked 
that question before and had typ-
ically said that he never claimed 
this his work would be anything 
other than subjective—how he, 
personally, saw the American 
West. As he reportedly had said 
a number of  times, “None of  the 
photographs are accurate. But 
all of  them are true.”

But, during the interview 
in Chicago, Avedon answered 
the question differently. “I took 
photos of  people who are sur-
prising—heartbreaking—or 
beautiful in a terrifying way,” 
he said. “And it’s a beauty that 
might scare you to death until 
you acknowledge it as part of  
yourself.”

When asked why he thought 
the audience gave a standing 
ovation, Avedon was silent for 

several long moments. And then 
he spoke of  the individuality and 
uniqueness of  each person he 
photographed as well as the one 
common feature they all shared: 
the look in each person’s eyes.

“It’s a look that anyone who 
has looked at the faces of  people 
in old photographs has seen be-
fore.”

Avedon then suggested that, 
when the reporter goes home 
and has a moment, he should 
look into a mirror, perhaps cov-
ering the bottom part of  his face 
so that only his eyes are show-
ing. And then, he said the re-
porter should just relax his face, 
let all the muscles relax and then 
look at his eyes in the mirror.

“You’ll see that you have that 
very same look in your eyes, 
too,” Avedon said. “It’s a look 
that we all have inside.” He then 
tried to answer the question. “I 
think the people in the audience 

saw parts of  themselves in those 
photographs. I think they were 
clapping for the people on stage 
and, in a way, for themselves and 
their lives, as well,.”

Sadly, Mitchell Wilder died 
just a few months after commis-
sioning Avedon for the project, 
never getting a chance to see 
its completion. Avedon, himself, 
passed away suddenly in 2004 
while on an assignment in San 
Antonio.

But—and this can be con-
firmed—there are people who 
saw the exhibit “In the American 
West” in person back in 1985. 
And they only saw the exhib-
it once, just that one time. But 
thirty-five years later, some of  
the images they saw in Richard 
Avedon’s depiction of  the Amer-
ican West were so powerful, so 
evocative that they still linger in 
their memory to this day.



26    •    High Plains Guide: Festivals, Fairs, and Rodeos 2021 kiowacountyindependent.com

By Priscilla Waggoner
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In the late 1800s, Anglo wom-
en of  the west were different 
from their counterparts in 

the east, a contrast that was es-
pecially apparent during those 
“early days” when settlements 
were small, few and far between.

The lives of  women living 
in the east were slowly begin-
ning to evolve and expand, but 
the perception of  women as 
the “weaker sex” continued to 
prevail. The primary role of  a 
woman was to be the bearer of  
children, but outside of  that, 
they were largely thought to be 
inferior to men. Not as strong, 
not as smart, not as capable of  
managing anything that hap-
pened outside of  the house and 
even some things that happened 

inside. What was not restricted 
by social attitudes was restricted 
by law.

Once a woman was married, 
she ceased to have any identity 
of  her own. Any land she owned 
prior to marriage automatically 
became the property of  her hus-
band, unless her husband gave 
her permission to continue to be 
the sole owner. But she still was 
not allowed to vote or to work 
in more labor-intensive jobs, in-
cluding being prohibited from 
lifting anything over 15 pounds 
(the average six-month old baby 
weighs twice that much, whoev-
er came up with that one must 
have never lifted a six-somebody 
should have told the genius who 
wrote that law

that the average 6 month old 
baby weighs almost twice that 
much.) If  a woman killed her 
husband, she was guilty of  ho-
micide and sentenced to the full 
extent of  the law. If  a man was 
convicted of  killing his wife, he 
was guilty of  a “crime of  pas-
sion.”

Yup. Go figure.
The bulk of  a woman’s day 

continued to be devoted to 
the traditional roles that been 
assigned to women of  the 
time—“running the house”, car-
ing for children, feeding the fam-
ily and attending to the dictates 
of  her husband. And, as she 
would read over and over in the 
magazines and literature at that 
time, her worth as an individual 



28    •    High Plains Guide: Festivals, Fairs, and Rodeos 2021 kiowacountyindependent.com

was largely determined by how 
well she did each one of  those 
things.

If  she needed credit from a 
bank, she couldn’t get it on her 
own. If  she needed to earn an 
income, only certain jobs were 
open to her—teaching, writing, 
sewing, cooking, working in fac-
tories (where she would be paid 
to sew), caring for the children 
of  others or running a board-
inghouse (again, where she was 
paid to cook and clean). If  the 
job didn’t involve something 
with children or something that 
could be eaten or worn, she was 
flat out of  luck.

Incredibly, magazines and 
newspapers also promoted the 
notion that women should do 
all these things while wearing 
a corset, stating that the “per-
fect woman” goes through the 
rigors of  the day while endur-
ing significant discomfort (and 
sometimes outright pain) from 
a fashion device that might have 
made her waist look smaller but, 
at the same time, was capable of  
breaking her ribs and causing 
internal injuries.

Meanwhile, in the west…
The life of  women—perhaps 

even the persona of  women—on 
the High Plains was as different 
as it could possibly be. Life in the 
west, including the High Plains, 
offered a freedom to women they 
could not easily enjoy elsewhere.

In Colorado, women were 
given the right to vote by a ma-
jority of  voters (all of  whom 
were men) in 1893, a full 27 
years before women were giv-
en that right across the nation. 
The very next year, three wom-
en were elected to the Colorado 
legislature.

For those families who were 
farmers and ranchers, married 
women often worked side-by-
side with their husbands in the 

role of  a partner as much as the 
role of  a spouse. They worked 
the plow, worked the herds, rode 
horses and drove buckboards, 
were familiar with firing a gun 
and, many times, taught their 
daughters to do the same—all 
while continuing to bear and 
care for children, cook, clean and 
run the house.

In the west, there were wom-
en who were famous sharpshoot-
ers, gunslingers and outlaws. 
Although a specific document 
could not be located (for this arti-
cle) to verify it as fact, women in 
Colorado were allegedly the first 
to wear pants, a truly liberating 

step forward. It was out of  this 
culture of  relative equity that 
legendary figures like Calamity 
Jane, Annie Oakley and, locally, 
rodeo bronc rider Lillian Sapp 
emerged. And while local news-
paper articles of  the times show 
that hosting a party or dressing 
in the latest fashion still played 
a role in some women’s lives, it 
can only be hoped that it was 
done without requiring a corset, 
which had to be one of  the stu-
pidest inventions in history.

Maybe the difference between 
women living in different parts 
of  the country was “baked into 

the cake” from the start. It took 
no small measure of  courage 
and confidence to pack up ev-
erything the family owned, leave 
behind the familiarity of  hearth 
and home and head west toward 
an “untamed” land and an uncer-
tain future. Or maybe it was the 
sheer nature of  life on the plains 
that required women to take on 
duties that other women in other 
places did not. Or maybe it was a 
little bit of  both.

AMACHE
But long before settlers came to 
the High Plains, women played a 
crucial role in shaping the eco-
nomic development and culture 
of  southeastern Colorado.

One of  the best examples 
from history is Amache Prow-
ers.

For years, the telling of  his-
tory minimized the key role 
Amache Prowers played in the 
early years of  southeastern 
Colorado. Perhaps that dimin-
ishment initially stemmed from 
pre-conceived notions about 
women or the importance of  in-
digenous people in the region. 
But it was also not easy to fully 
comprehend the extent of  her 
actions and influence because 
there is little access to Amache’s 
own words or Amache’s telling 
of  the story of  her own life. De-
spite speaking three languages, 
including English, Amache was 
illiterate, which left the record 
of  her story reliant upon oth-
ers to tell. As a result, for years, 
much of  what was known re-
lated to her becoming part of  
John Prowers’ life and her as-
similation into the Anglo cul-
ture which had exerted such a 
dominant presence on the land 
around her.

While “illiterate” may be a 
technically accurate descriptor, 
the precision of  the word can 

Lone Bear.
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have a tendency to slice away and discard the in-
valuable and extensive knowledge Amache pos-
sessed from living as a young Cheyenne woman 
on the High Plains. Carrying that cultural history 
and heritage within her suggests she would have 
not only been highly fluent in the traditions, spir-
ituality and practices of  the Cheyenne nation but 
also a fluency in the language of  the land, from 
what herbs could be found and the multitude of  
uses they possessed but also the best way, for ex-
ample, to clean the hide of  a buffalo or deer for 
everyday use. While some—not much, but some—
additional knowledge has been gleaned over the 
years through a process that takes the pieces of  
what is known to draw conclusions about what is 
not known, there is much of  Amache Prowers that 
is like the smoke rising from a campfire, briefly 
tangible to our senses but soon lost on the wind.

Fortunately, thanks to the deep interest and 
painstaking research of  Dr. Bonnie Clark, direc-
tor of  the archaeology program and curator of  
archaeology at the University of  Denver, Amache 
Prowers’ diminished role in history has been rec-
tified and the extent of  her actions and influence 
more fully understood and appreciated.

Born in the mid-1840s, Amache, also known 
as Walking Woman, was a Cheyenne woman and 
daughter of  Lone Bear—a peace chief  of  the 
Cheyenne and one of  the suhtai (phonetic spell-
ing), a special division of  the Cheyenne tribe—
who was murdered in the Sand Creek Massacre 
of  1864.

At the end of  a year- long, traditional court-
ship, Amache was an adolescent when she mar-
ried John Prowers, a 25-year-old Anglo cattleman 
and trader originally from Missouri. The couple 
reportedly moved to Bents New Fort and then 
Caddoa, where they managed a stagecoach station. 
They eventually moved to the historic communi-
ty of  Boggsville where, surrounded by a racially 
and culturally diverse community of  residents, 
neighbors and passers-by, they built an impressive 
two-story house that served as their living quar-
ters along with, at various times, a stagecoach sta-
tion, school and post office. A year or so after ar-
riving at Boggsville, they opened a general store.

Dr. Clark describes Amache as a “cultural me-
diator.” Fluent in Cheyenne, English and Spanish, 
Amache was key in negotiating cultural differenc-
es that existed between the Cheyenne tribe, the 
Latino/Latina peoples and the European-Ameri-
cans.
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It could be said that she nego-
tiated cultural differences in her 
own life, as well. After marrying 
Prowers, instead of  abandoning 
her native Cheyenne culture to 
assimilate into the Anglo culture 
of  her husband, Amache lived 
her life with a foot in each world, 
a duality that could not have al-
ways been easy given that the 
Sand Creek Massacre had hap-
pened not so long before, taking 
the life of  her father and many 
others she had known since 
birth.

While observing many of  
the traditions of  the Anglo cul-
ture and successfully operating 
a stagecoach stop in her home 
that served those who were trav-
eling along the Santa Fe Trail, 
Amache nonetheless continued 
with many traditions of  the 
Cheyenne and taught those same 
traditions to her children. She 
continued to cook different types 
of  Cheyenne food, taught her 
children Cheyenne words, wore 
traditional Cheyenne clothing 
when her family visited. She 
reportedly had a tepee near her 
house which kept her grounded 
in her Cheyenne heritage and 
was where she slept when her 
family came to visit.

This duality is captured well 
in one of  the more famous pho-
tographs taken of  her as an 
adult.

Amache is pictured sitting in 
a cushioned chair with her arm 
resting on a marble topped table. 
Fringed drapery is visible in the 
corner of  the photo. She wears 
a stylish brocade dress with ruf-
fles on the bodice reflective of  
the fashion of  the time, and her 
form is natural and unrestrict-
ed by a corset. But it is her face 
that immediately captures the 
viewer’s attention. With her coal 
black hair parted in the middle 
and pulled back in a bun, the 

entire sphere of  her face is vis-
ible. Her indigenous features, 
her somber expression, her 
dark eyes that stare calmly and 
unflinching into the camera. In 
some ways, despite wearing an 
elaborate dress and posed in the 
traditional setting of  a drawing 
room with an arm chair, table 
and drapery, the photograph 
manages to speak of  her origins, 
suggesting a complexity that 
can only be observed from afar 
and, perhaps, never truly under-
stood.

For years, Amache was pri-
marily known for marrying the 

man for whom the county of  
Prowers is named. But, in real-
ity, it was because of  her that 
John Prowers got his start.

As a daughter of  one of  the 
people murdered at Sand Creek 
Massacre, Amache, her moth-
er and her daughters were each 
granted by the U.S. govern-
ment their choice of  a full sec-
tion—640 acres—of  land. As 
Dr. Clark mentions in her re-
search, treaty rights guaranteed 
that the land remained the prop-
erty of  the indigenous women.

Enormous wisdom and fore-
sight was evident in Amache 

and John Prowers’ choice of  rich 
land along the Arkansas River. 
And it was that land, plus other 
sections of  land that John Prow-
ers was able to purchase from 
other Cheyenne descendants of  
the Sand Creek Massacre, that 
served as the seed from which 
the enormous Prowers cattle 
empire that at one time boasted 
over 15,000 head of  cattle was 
born. It can only be speculated 
whether Prowers would have 
been able to create such an op-
eration on his own, but what is 
known is that Amache was there, 
from day one, and played the 
most crucial role in its creation 
and continued to partner in run-
ning the operation.

Neither was she the only 
woman to be in such a position. 
Many of  the Latina women 
in that area had also obtained 
land rights granted through the 
Treaty of  Guadalupe Hidalgo.

In 1870, a census was con-
ducted for Boggsville and the 
surrounding area, and a review 
of  the document reveals that a 
majority of  the land was owned 
by women. And, unlike Anglo 
women who automatically lost 
possession of  their land with 
marriage, the land belonging to 
Amache and other indigenous 
and Latina women remained 
theirs, even after their marriage 
to Anglo men.

The status that comes with 
owning land suggests a certain 
kind of  equality among the 
women and men in that area at 
that time. Whether that was the 
reality in all cases is not known. 
But what is clear is that in a com-
munity where there was a diver-
sity of  cultural backgrounds 
and marriages were created be-
tween primarily Anglo men and 
women of  indigenous and Lat-
in backgrounds, women were at 
the heart of  intercultural rela-
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tionships, bringing a richness to life that would, in 
all likelihood, not have otherwise existed, creating 
a harmony and acceptance that was like an oasis in 
a time a rife with conflict.

As for Amache—Walking Woman—she gave 
birth to nine children. John Prowers died in 1884 
at the home of  his sister in Missouri and what is 
known about Amache after that time is sketchy, at 
best. It is known that she married a rancher by the 
name of  Dan Kenshee in 1891. In 1904 or 1905, 
it is alleged that Amache and her husband trav-
eled to Cambridge, Massachusetts where she was 
treated for an illness, although that has not been 
widely confirmed. She died in Massachusetts, far 
from the land where she was raised, and her body 
was ultimately returned to Las Animas where she 
is buried.

The words of  Dr. Clark frame the life of  
Amache Prowers in, perhaps, the most fitting way. 
“Amache lived in a time that brought sweeping 
changes to the region, requiring the creation of  a 
new society. Cultural mediators like Amache built 
the foundation of  the American West.”

LIDA KERR LINK AND  
THE SANDHILL CRANE

It’s difficult in 2021 to fully grasp the speed and 
scope of  the massive changes that swept across 
what would become Colorado. In less than a half  
of  a century—less than the life span of  a single 
person—an estimated 100,000 people essentially 
invaded the plains of  Colorado in pursuit of  gold, 
ignoring treaties the U.S. government had made 
with sovereign Indian tribes, heightening tensions 
that would soon lead to the horror of  the Sand 
Creek Massacre and the violent, widespread re-
moval of  indigenous people who had been on the 
land for centuries. It’s an uncomfortable truth, but 
it is one that must be acknowledged.

To the average Joe (or Jane), there’s a tendency 
to look at the people from the past as a monolithic 
group, as if  one individual is a fair representation 
of  all who lived at the time. And while there were 
certain commonalities among the settlers who 
came to the High Plains, there were clearly dif-
ferences that set one apart from the others. And, 
in some cases, those differences were very pro-
nounced.

One such individual was a woman named Lida 
Kerr Link.

The middle child of  three children, Lida and 
her family came to Kiowa County in 1888 when 
Lida was 14 years old. Born to a father who had 
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survived the horror of  the Civ-
il War and a mother who sur-
vived the death of  Lida’s father 
just two years after coming to 
the High Plains, Lida was a 
spirited and independent mind-
ed writer who clearly knew her 
way around the English lan-
guage. Blessed with a dry wit 
and the ability to turn a phrase 
better than most, Lida was able 
to capture the idiosyncrasies of  
those who populated the world 
in which she lived in such a way 
that no one was offended in a 
series of  articles describing the 
illustrious past when Eads was 
first founded as well as her pres-
ent life, all written and published 
as a series of  columns in the Ki-
owa County Press when Lida 
was 66 years old.

Actually, it’s an overstatement 
to say that no one was offended, 
for, at some point, someone was 
offended, heartily so and to such 
an extent that Lida began writ-
ing both as herself  and also un-
der the pen name of  the “Sand-
hill Crane”, an extraordinary 
bird that used to grace the wide 
open spaces of  Kiowa Coun-
ty in abundance. almost no one 
was offended. There appeared 
to have been someone (or sever-
al someones) who took offense 
and, going further, attempted to 
take on Lida on her own turf: the 
written word.

Over time, the distance af-
forded by a third person per-
spective allowed Lida to occa-
sionally take up the cause of  
the offended only to answer on 
behalf  of  the offender, leading 
to spirited discussions between 
three people when really only 
two were talking. Suffice it to 
say, the vocabulary of  Lida Kerr 
Link was matched only by the 
wit and wisdom with which she 
used it.

But even in the midst of  col-
umns so dense in their literary 
style that there’s no doubt more 
than a few readers had to read 
the words out loud just to under-
stand the full extent of  what she 
was saying, there were columns 
when even her own soft sarcasm 
could not disguise the deep and 
genuine love Lida Kerr Link had 
for the land on which she lived.

One such passage follows, 
sparked, it would seem, by the 
staggering drought coming to 
an end a “corn belt reporter” 
who, along with a small group 
of  people, had come to see the 
veritable Mrs. Link only to dis-
cover that not only was she not 
home but that the state of  her 
porch was in such disrepair that 
one of  the women stumbled and 
poked a hole in her stocking.

Written in late summer of  
1939 and the between the book-
ends of  stating the offense—a 
less than suitable porch—and a 
closing suggestion that the of-
fended dispense with wearing 
stockings altogether is a pas-
sage that is extraordinary in its 
description of  the land and the 
nature of  lives that live upon it.

Readers are advised to read 
the passage when there is ample 
time to do so, ample silence to 
concentrate and the windows are 
wide open, just to set the stage.

The following was written on 
August 25, 1939.

PEACE AND HOMINY IN 
THE CORN BELT

Kiowa County Press
Grinning Greetings Reporter:

Some time back you asked me to 
give an account of  myself  and, al-
though it seems malapropos to tack 
up in plain sight of  everybody, in-
consequential personal matters that 
the world has no business with nor 

cares about-I will endeavor to issue 
a bulletin.

1. I am truly sorry to have been 
absent when the editor and his lit-
tle daughter, Mary Virginia and 
Mrs. Fred McDaniel and daugh-
ter, Rosemary, and also the C. B. 
reporter stepped upon my humble 
doorstep. Please come again, all of  
you.

2. I confess to having been strick-
en with the wanderlust ever since 
I journeyed far and beyond to the 
Pageant over at Cheyenne Wells, 
and my daily rambles often take me 
farther abroad than I realize.

Having been ushered into this 
“vale of  tears”  in the horse and 
buggy when it was a virtue to stand 
up on your own feet (it is recorded 
that I stood upon mine at the tender 
age of  nine months) and let your 
two legs fumish the motive power 
for propelling you about—I thus 
early learned the art of  advancing 
by alternate steps and the delight of  
that first achievement has remained 
with me thorough all the years.

After enduring the burden of  
drought and dust storms of  the past 
three months I find a brisk walk in 
the invigorating air with the cool 
moist earth underfoot a great sat-
isfaction; but there is so much going 
on in the natural world about us on 
the prairie and the various creatures 
of  the lower life interest me so in-
tensely that I’m prone to stray far 
from the beaten path in my daily 
rambles.

Nature is not very gaudy in the 
Corn Belt this golden month of  
August although the sunflowers 
and a few other yellow blossoms are 
perking up since the rain.

The gauzy wings of  dragon-
flies shimmer in the sunshine as they 
dart swiftly among the sunflow-
ers—Bright yellow butterflies with 
blue-dotted wings and white ones 
with black dots give a pleasing ac-
cent of  color to the landscape.
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That clump of  white excrescence over there is an in-
edible fungus resembling mushrooms-that has lain dor-
mant in the earth until favorable moisture conditions 
urged it to push through to the surface.

The various feathered tribes of  the prairie are far-
ing bountifully on the unlimited supply of  insects. The 
parent birds having safely reared their young are train-
ing them to fend for themselves, and especially those 
who seek a warmer clime for wintering are preparing 
their offspring for the long and hazardous flight of  the 
fall migration.

Sweat bees swarm around in great profusion but the 
bumble bee is seldom seen.

A baby cottontail, too far away to scurry for the shel-
ter of  its burrow, flattens itself  in the grass, hoping to 
avoid detection.

A large hill of  black ants appeared to be busily mak-
ing hay—inspection disclosed that rain had flooded the 
den and the supply of  seed which they had stored for 
during the impending winter had sprouted and begun 
to mold—was it instinct or reason that caused these hy-
menopterous insects to out the plants and utilize them 
for building the hill higher, while the various storage 
rooms dry sufficiently to be a safe receptacle for the next 
blanket installment of  which they must gather for sus-
tenance when north winds howl and a snowy blanket 
envelopes the earth?

Verily, the trials and tribulations of  this hostile sea-
son are not limited to the farmer.

A small dune was literally alive with a cluster—
hatch—brood (or whatever they are called) of  baby 
sand lizards basking in the warm sunshine but when 
I stepped nearer to count them the panic stricken little 
creatures slithered away in all directions; their number 
was legion.

The air being redolent with perfume and no blos-
soms visible I followed the odor to unravel the skein 
of  mystery, and found an enormous hill of  large red 
ants; these social insects were greedily devouring a half  
grown sand rat. The air around the hill was heavi-
ly impregnated with formic acid (which exists in the 
bodies of  red ants) and the unanswered question is-did 
those Hymenoptera use the fragrant formic acid as an 
anesthetic to capture the luckless rodent and, if  not, how 
did they come by it?

A casual glance over the landscape gives one the 
impression of  joyous nature seeming at play, all be it 
somewhat subdued from the stress of  mother nature’s 
ruthless rampage of  recent months—but keen observa-
tion discloses that all these tiny folk are really busily en-
gaged in the task of  supporting themselves—no public 
relief  here—it’s seek your own food if  you wish to.

Please page Dr. L. R. Mitchell.
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Howdy, Doc. I shall hike in soon and make a tar-
dy report in the results of  your ministrations to my 
assorted ills; but in the meantime will divulge that on 
July 29th of  this year Of  grace—while peregrinat-
ing hither and yon—by alternate footsteps—I covered 
a distance of  16 miles. And now the query; if  in my 
peregrination I peregrinate 16 miles, have I a valid 
claim-based on footwork—to being the Corn Belt’s 
champion peregrinator? And query second—if  a fe-
male of  the species (receiving medical treatment from 
Doc. Mitchell) who has rambled, roved and sprinted 
over the prairies for the past fifty years, can still do 
more than the daily dozen-isn’t she a sort of  walking 
advertisement of  monument to the said Doc.

Lastly—in the matter of  Mrs. Sunday sustain-
ing physical injury and the ruination of  her cotton 
stockings on my humble doorstep—I suggest that 
she discontinue wearing stockings (it’s stylish to go 
barelegged) and that she use more caution when step-
ping upon the aforesaid step. In all candor I admit 
that my “hang out”  including the doorstep is sadly in 
need of  repairs—but debts come first in my lexicon 
and I must forego these luxuries until such time as 
monetary obligations to creditors are met.

And now, having humbly humbled myself  in ex-
planation of  my humble doorstep etc. I trust that we 
may have (as the preacher said) “peas ‘n hominy”—
peace and harmony—in the Corn Belt.

Mrs. L.K. Link.

It is stunning to think that both Amache Prow-
ers and Lida Kerr Link resided within roughly 
60 miles of  each other for at least several years. 
And in a multitude of  ways, they could not be 
more different.

One woman experienced the deliberate de-
struction of  her tribe at the hands—either indi-
rectly or directly—of  government troops which 
resulted in some members fleeing to the north 
and others to the south while the family of  the 
other was invited to the west by the government 
with a promise of  free land. The life of  one is, in 
many ways, a mystery while the life of  the oth-
er is recorded in her own words with regularity 
and in detail.

Yet, both of  the women embarked on new 
lives while still in the middle of  their adoles-
cence, as part of, in Clark’s words, the form-
ing of  a new society. And such were the lives 
of  many women whose lives were lived, brush 
stroke by brush stroke, on the enormous canvas 
of  the American West.

Sandhill crane. Jill White Smith
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Over the last two hun-
dred years, the lands 
that make up these High 

Plains of  southeastern Colorado 
have been the stage upon which 
profound events have taken 
place, revealing the entire spec-
trum of  the best and the worst 
that resides in human nature. 

Too often, but not unpredict-
ably so, that history is marred 
by greed, bigotry, unbridled am-
bition and the violence that was 
the inevitable result.

But perhaps history is a sto-
ry best told in layers. Like Ma-
tryoshka dolls where dolls of  
decreasing size are nested, one 

inside another and another af-
ter that, tracing the history 
of  southeastern Colorado will 
uncover stories within stories. 
Eventually, that journey comes 
to rest with untold stories of  
people who, through a myriad of  
circumstances, settled and lived 
their lives on these lands.

THE MISSOURI  
PACIFIC HOTEL

And the Family that 
Made it a Home 

on the Range

By Priscilla Waggoner
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It’s difficult to overstate the 
power and impact the railroad 
had on southeastern Colora-
do, and both were felt long be-
fore the first train ever rolled 
down the tracks. The decision 
of  where the railroad was to be 
built—the specific route along 
which the tracks would be laid—
determined the development of  
the territory. Where the tracks 
were laid was where townsites 
would be located, land would 
be sold, houses built, businesses 
started and, as many undoubted-
ly hoped, fortunes made. It is no 
exaggeration to say that a final 
decision to lay the tracks just a 
few miles to the north or south 
of  where it was expected to go 
created tremendous prosperity 
for some and crushed hopes and 
dreams for others.

As the railroad began to ex-
pand in geography and influ-
ence, what the railroad want-

ed, the railroad got. And when 
landowners, whose presence 
preceded the arrival of  the rail-
road, didn’t do what the railroad 
wanted, the railroad took mat-
ters into their own hands.

The origin of  the town of  
Lamar is a perfect example.

The Atchison, Topeka and 
Santa Fe Railway—known more 
commonly as the Santa Fe—was 
the first railroad to be built in 
the Arkansas Valley, running 
east to west along the Arkansas 
River from Dodge City to Pueb-
lo, which it finally reached in 
1876. By the mid-1880s, sever-
al settlements were established 
along the Santa Fe line, holding 
special importance to the Santa 
Fe because of  the services they 
provided to local farmers and 
ranchers.

One such settlement was 
Blackwell’s Station. Located on 
a large cattle ranch owned by 

a man named Amos R. Black 
whose extensive property strad-
dled both sides of  the track, 
the station got its name from 
the combination of  two family 
names—Black, the cattle ranch-
er, and McDowell, the ranch 
foreman who lived on the ranch 
and whose wife was the station 
agent and postmistress.

Blackwell’s Station was used 
to ship cattle from the A.R. Black 
Ranch and consisted of  a wood-
en depot with vertical board, 
batten siding and a gabled roof; 
stock yard siding; a water tower 
and other structures.

In May of  1886, the Santa 
Fe let Amos Black know they 
wanted him to make some of  his 
land available to build a town-
site around the station. Black 
refused. The Santa Fe responded 
by threatening to relocate. Black 
was in the process of  getting an 
injunction to prevent the rail-
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road from removing the station 
when he was –mysteriously, ac-
cording to some—called away 
from the ranch on business for a 
few days.

On May 22nd, while Black 
was away, a train rolled up to 
Blackwell Station and a crew 
with the railroad lifted the wood 
depot onto a flatbed car—sup-
posedly with Mrs. McDowell 
and her three children still in-
side. A second crew disassem-
bled all the outbuildings and 
loaded them, along with the 
foundation stones, onto anoth-
er flatbed. The train then rolled 
west down the tracks for three 
miles where the station was re-
assembled.

Black returned to his ranch to 
find Blackwell Station,,,gone.

Two days later, on May 24th, 
a passenger car full of  prospec-
tive buyers from Garden City, 
Kansas who were interested in 

moving to the fertile land of  the 
Arkansas Valley pulled into the 
new station. A federal land of-
fice was established, and, within 
two months, the new site—now 
called Lamar—boasted 500 res-
idents. Less than fifteen years 
later, Lamar was the site of  the 
second largest flour mill in the 
state as well as a sugar beet fac-
tory, all from crops raised in the 
Arkansas Valley.

Unlike Lamar, where—just a 
year before—the Santa Fe Rail-
way literally delivered a ready-
to-be-assembled beginning of  a 
town, the people of  Eads had to 
chase down the Missouri Pacific 
Railway, literally moving every 
building, outbuilding and busi-
ness three separate times before 
settling in alongside the tracks 
once they were finally laid in 
1887.

And just as the Missouri Pa-
cific left is handprint on south-

eastern Colorado, the Missouri 
Pacific would bring a family to 
Eads who would leave their own 
kind of  handprint, as well.
William D. Kerr was born in 
Ohio in the year 1840. Like most 
men born during those years, he 
enlisted to fight in the Civil War 
where he served as a company 
bugler. Williams saw, firsthand, 
the horror of  Gettysburg and 
witnessed General Lee surren-
dering his sword to Grant. De-
termined to go on with his life 
after the war, he mustered out of  
the army and went on to finish 
college.

Eleven years after Wil-
liam was born, Mattie Arminda 
Huntley came into the world, 
also in Ohio. Sixteen years lat-
er, on September 10, 1867 Mat-
tie was joined in matrimony to 
William. The following spring, 
the couple left Ohio and headed 
for the golden plains of  Lincoln, 
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Nebraska where William took 
a position as postmaster of  the 
Lone Star Post Office. Over the 
next twelve years, while living 
in the small sod house they built 
on their homestead in the county 
of  Dwight, Mattie gave birth to 
three children: Victor (Vic) was 
born in 1872, followed by Alida 
Alice (Lida) in 1874 and Jose-
phine Elizabeth (Bessie) in 1880.

For twenty-two years, Lin-
coln, Nebraska was home to the 
Kerr family. And then, short-
ly after New Year’s in 1889, 
38-year-old Mattie, William 
and their three children moved 
to the wild and unsettled lands 
of  Kiowa County, Colorado 
where they homesteaded on 
land about four and a half  miles 
southeast of  Eads. Along with 
Venny Scheline and the three 
Froman brothers, the Kerr chil-
dren (hardly children anymore 
as they ranged in age from 17 to 
9 years old) attended school in a 
small one room dugout. Austin 
Matthews was their teacher.

In December of  1890, slight-
ly less than 2 years after their ar-
rival, William died at the age of  
50, leaving Mattie, 18 year old 
Vic and the two girls—Lida, 16, 
and Bessie, 10—to go on alone. 
Returning to Nebraska was not 
an option; they had made their 
place in Colorado, and they 
planned to stay. They contin-
ued living on the homestead 
long enough to “prove up”, after 
which they moved to Eads and 
became a vital part of  the very 
young and growing community.

By the year 1891, the Missou-
ri-Pacific Hotel was already a 
year old with the new Eads post 
office located inside. It can’t be 
determined exactly who built 
the structure; perhaps it was the 
railroad for which it was named. 
Perhaps it was the result of  an 
investment by some enterpris-

ing pioneer who had a vision of  
what Eads could become. Who-
ever built the hotel, it was built 
with care and was a lovely, gra-
cious hotel located at the south-
ern end of  Maine Street within 
easy walking distance of  the de-
pot which served the passengers 
and crews traveling the Missou-
ri-Pacific line.

The hotel was two stories tall 
with a wraparound porch where 
guests could look out on the 
sprawling plains to the south. 
Two chimneys kept the house 
warm. A bountiful garden with 
a windmill providing water kept 
the cupboards stocked. And a 
kitchen built to feed breakfast 
to as many as 60 hungry pas-
sengers—as was reported in 
1903—made the hotel a wel-
come site for the weary traveler.

Shortly after moving to Eads, 
Mattie and her eldest, Vic, 
bought the Missouri-Pacific, 
an investment which remained 
in the family for almost three 
quarters of  a century. The hotel 
is featured in a variety of  arti-
cles in local newspapers of  the 
time, usually accompanied by 
language that suggests it was 
known not just for its hospital-
ity but its exceptionally good 
food and clean rooms—both of  

which were a rarity at that time 
in the West.

Over time, the hotel, like 
its proprietors, aged graceful-
ly. The trees around the hotel 
grew to be healthy, strong and 
tall, providing ample shade for 
those who took a few moments 
to sit in the yard and watch the 
activity on Maine Street or the 
depot. The chicken wire enclos-
ing the yard was replaced by a 
white picket fence, not unlike 
those found adorning the houses 
of  Ohio.

Meanwhile, the Kerr family 
went on to live their lives.

Mattie never married again, 
living in Eads until her death 
in 1933 at the age of  82. Vic 
went on to attend college in Sa-
lina, Kansas, returning to Eads 
where he taught school for sev-
eral years. In 1911, he married 
Anona Bickle and, together, they 
had one daughter, Elizabeth.

Lida served as postmistress in 
Eads in 1898 and in November 
of  that year married John Link. 
They lived in Eads, Buttes and 
Fountain, finally returning to 
Kiowa County in 1902 where 
they bought the old Dan Rog-
ers Ranch northwest of  town. 
At first, they raised sheep and 
cattle but later specialized in 
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Hereford cattle. They had no 
children; however, Lida went 
on to become an accomplished 
writer who, using a pseudonym, 
penned columns that described 
local life with a wry honesty that 
was as rare as it was popular. She 
passed away in 1961 at the age 
of  87.

Bessie and Howard Rahn 
Sunday were married in 1919 af-
ter taking the morning train to 
Colorado Springs. She kept the 
books for the Sunday Garage 
until they sold out in 1929 and 
began the Rush Creek Commu-
nity. They also had no children 
and, with her death in 1971, the 
last of  the Kerr pioneers depart-
ed from Kiowa County.

Nonetheless, the Missou-
ri-Pacific Hotel remained in 
their memories as is shown in 
a story Vic wrote to his sister, 
Lida, shortly before his death.

“W.R. Gibson was a young 
attorney elected county clerk of  
Kiowa County in 1896. In the fall 
of  ’98, he was interviewing vot-
ers in the Eads community and 
rode Dancer, a saddle horse 
owned by William V. Kerr, down 
to the A.M. Scheline ranch. I 
do not digress when I say Mr. 
Gibson was not an expert rider, 
for, when returning to Eads, the 
horse became frightened, took 
the bit and ran wildly along the 
Scheline pasture fence so close 
to the wire that the barbs tore a 
hole in Gibson’s shoe and almost 
severed his toes. When he got to 
the hotel, a stream of  blood was 
running from the torn shoe. Bes-
sie Kerr (that is, Mrs. H.R. Sun-
day) removed the shoe and sock 
and found that the leaders had 
been cut and the toes dropped 
down some 3 or 4 inches from 
the foot. The landlady, Mrs. M.A. 
Kerr, looked at the lacerated foot, 

gasped and fainted. So Bessie 
was obliged to finish the job, but 
she “had what it takes” and so 
got the foot thoroughly cleaned 
and bandaged while W.V. Kerr 
constructed a crutch like device 
for Mr. Gibson to use. They got 
Gibson to the depot and aboard 
the train for Tribune for medical 
attention as there was no doc-
tor or drugstore in Eads at that 
time. Mr. Gibson was disabled 
from the injury and could not 
continue his campaigning. His 
opponent, Maurice Patterson, 
won the election.”

If  that hotel still stood today, 
a quote by an early 1900s archi-
tect might come to the mind of  
those who passed it by.

“Architecture is the very mir-
ror of  life. You only have to cast 
your eyes on buildings to feel the 
presence of  the past, the spirit 
of  a place; they are the reflection 
of  society.”



kiowacountyindependent.com High Plains Guide: Festivals, Fairs, and Rodeos 2021    •    41



42    •    High Plains Guide: Festivals, Fairs, and Rodeos 2021 kiowacountyindependent.com

Getting off  the Grid  
and Back to a Life Well-Lived

By Betsy Barnett
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American naturalist and 
essayist Henry David 
Thoreau’s memoir enti-

tled, Walden; or, Life in the Woods, 
examines a return to simple 
living in natural surroundings. 
Thoreau, who lived in the mid-
19th Century in Massachu-
setts, became ever-increasing-
ly convinced that getting back 
to the simple life, back to a life 
of  self-reliance, back to living 
among the natural world would 
provide human beings true hap-
piness and a strong sense of  ac-
complishment.

Famously, Thoreau opined 
in Walden, “I went to the woods 
because I wished to live deliber-
ately, to front only the essential 
facts of  life, and see if  I could 
learn what it had to teach, and 
not, when I came to die, discover 
that I had not lived.”

Thoreau’s Walden was pub-
lished in 1854, nearly a decade 
after he spent two years, from 

1845 to 1847, living sparsely 
in a small cabin on the banks 
of  Walden Pond. It is not com-
pletely clear why Thoreau made 
such a radical move as to com-
pletely isolate himself  and live 
off  the land. However, more 
than likely his friend Ralph Wal-
do Emerson came the closest to 
explaining Thoreau’s reasoning 
when he stated, “He went there 
to conduct an experiment: Could 
he survive, possibly thrive, by 
stripping away all superfluous 
luxuries, living a plain, simple 
life in radically reduced condi-
tions?”

Walden has been used as a 
survivalist’s handbook for many 
who have since yearned to ex-
perience their own “Walden 
Years.” In the memoir Thoreau 
describes how he resolved the 
economy of  life that included 
the “four necessities” of  food 
and water, shelter, clothing and 
fuel. Once he was settled into 

This original book cover was published in 
1854 and illustrated the work of  Henry 
David Thoreau’s memoir of  his experi-
ence living off  the land for two years on 
the shore of  Walden Pond. The book has 
become a guidebook for survivalists who 
yearn to get back to nature. Abe Books

Henry David Thoreau was an American naturalist and writer who spend two years of  isolation living in a small cabin on the banks of  
Walden Pond from 1845-1847. His goal was to simplify live and challenge himself  to become more self-reliant. Benjamin D. Maxham
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his sparce cabin on the banks 
of  Walden Pond, Thoreau be-
gan documenting the flora and 
fauna, the weather and seasons, 
and the movements and changes 
in the eco-system of  the pond it-
self. He described his garden, the 
wildlife, communications he had 
with the locals, and hunting ex-
periences. Through it all he also 
read a tremendous amount and 
began writing his memoir.

Thoreau’s memoir was pop-
ular after it was introduced in 
1854. The next few years in 
American History saw the bru-
tal Indian Wars ending in the 
1860s as the American West was 
opened up and people who had 
the same yearning as Thoreau—
to find and develop their own 
Walden’s Pond way of  life—
moved into these vast regions of  
the country.

They were called Homestead-
ers and once the territory in 
the middle of  the country was 

opened by a series of  Home-
stead Acts beginning in 1862 
and enhanced to include larger 
partials of  land in the dryland 
farming regions of  the West by 
1904, an estimated 1.6 million 
homesteaders settled on small 
partials of  land with big dreams 
of  independent and self-reliant 
living.

The southeastern region of  
present-day Colorado was one 
of  those areas that was populat-
ed due to the early 20th Centu-
ry Land Grants and Homestead 
Acts. The Enlarged Homestead 
Act in 1909 and the Stock-Rais-
ing Homestead Act in 1916 
specifically brought our great- 
and great-great-grandparents 
to this part of  the world who 
settled in building a legacy for 
those of  us who came later.

The early Homesteaders had 
to quickly adjust to the harsh 
weather conditions of  the region 
when they arrived at their claim. 

They were located huge distanc-
es from any sort of  civilization, 
and so, in order to survive and 
live the required 5 years on the 
land, they literally dug in and 
learned how to thrive. They then 
learned how to provide products 
that they took to area towns and 
used to barter for items they did 
not have. Finally, they learned 
how to develop and become a 
part of  a powerful community 
who stuck together, come rain 
and shine, and helped each oth-
er succeed in fully claiming their 
land.

These were the dreamers. 
The ones who were desperate 
to be in control of  their own 
destinies. The ones who weren’t 
afraid of  working hard to obtain 
the objective of  proving up their 
homesteads. The ones who did 
not want to live among “prop-
er, civil” society as the ravages 
of  the American Civil War were 
still felt in the Eastern cities. 
The ones who were not born 
into wealth but saw a chance to 
build their own wealth. These 
were the independent, the 
self-reliant, the problem solvers, 
the brave individuals who bat-
tled the weather conditions, the 
lack of  water, the lack of  fuel 
sources and the lack of  human 
connection.

Martha Adamson Sherman, 
who as a child came to Kiowa 
County in Southeastern Colo-
rado with her family, describes 
what it was like when they made 
it to Chivington on April 10, 
1910, “We arrived at the home-
stead on which Dad had filed 
in 1909. I was riding a horse 
driving two milk cows follow-
ing Dad with a four-horse team 
hitched to a covered wagon 
loaded with our earthly posses-
sions. A younger brother and I 
took turns driving the cows. I 
was riding the horses when we 

In the first decade of  the 20th Century Homesteaders came by the hundreds to settle 
on the “free land” offered up by the government.  They arrived at their claim and would 
put up make shift shelters such as this before the winter weather arrived. Dave Ritchey
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arrived at Chivington rather late in the afternoon 
and Dad wanted to get to the homestead before 
dark. The old cows were getting tired and wanted 
to eat so Dad said they would go on and I could 
follow the wagon tracks across the prairie six 
miles northwest to the homestead. It was almost 
dark when I saw a light ahead. Dad had found his 
landmark and built a campfire with, I suppose, cow 
chips and sage brush roots. We lived in a tent until 
September. The wind continued to blow and one 
afternoon the tent blew down, then it rained and 
hailed so much we waded in water and small hail 
to our ankles. While Dad worked on the house and 
before school started, we kids gathered cow chips 
by the wagon loads for our winter fuel and believe 
me it took lots of  them.”

Our ancestor homesteaders faced a wide array 
of  challenges while proving up their land. Gain-
ing access to what Thoreau referred to as the “four 
necessities” was a daily endeavor of  back-breaking 
work against less than perfect conditions. They 
had to find ways to feed and water their family as 
well as the livestock, had to provide appropriate 
weather clothing in order to be outdoors, and had 
to find ways to produce continuous fuel in a place 
where trees were non-existent. In addition, the 
huge distances and the fact that there were often 
conflicts with the large cattle barons who owned 
wide swathes of  the prairie land were other chal-
lenges that had to be overcome if  one was going 
to be successful.

Just as it was during Thoreau’s time and just 
as it would be in the 21st Century, it would be the 
young people’s fortitude and dreams that made 
successful homesteading a reality. Ethel John-
son wrote in her memoir, “By 1916 in Kiowa and 

This abandoned homestead house on the plains of  southeast-
ern Colorado has stood for more than 100 years against the in-
tense weather conditions and constant wind on the high plains. 
Dave Ritchey
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Cheyenne Counties almost all of  
the homestead land had already 
been taken, either by original 
filing or by relinquishment; but 
there was still a limited amount 
available and to young people of  
that era, it seemed like a golden 
opportunity to get 320 acres of  
land; the only proviso being that 
one must live on the land for 
five years and 40 acres must be 
broken out and planted in culti-
vation.”

Johnson describes the setting 
and the ways they progressed 
at their homestead in July of  
1916 that was located north 
of  Galatea and south of  Wild 
Horse, two communities that are 
virtually now extinct:

“The area in which we home-
steaded for the most part was held 
by cattle men, who operated on a 

large scale, although there were a 
few who still had sheep. The active 
animosity between the two factions 
had pretty well been settled and ar-
eas clearly defined. In our imme-
diate area, it was all cattle; owned 
and operated by Chas. E. Collins 
of  Kit Carson, with the main ranch 
at Sorrento, just west of  Kit Car-
son, and just North of  us was the 
Circle Bar Ranch. Farther to the 
west up Rush Creek were the Por-
ter Thompson interests, and one of  
their main ranch headquarters was 
the Thompson Ranch just north of  
Eads.

“We had a coal oil stove for 
cooking later, but this first winter 
a large monkey stove provided both 
a cooking and heating unit, and I 
became quite proficient at baking 
bread in the oven. Slow heat was 
good for baking, but it kept one busy 

feeding the cow chips in above and 
taking the ashes out below. We put 
in cane with the exception of  a few 
acres and this John planted to wa-
termelons. We had a wonderful crop 
of  melons and on Sunday people 
would come to see us and to eat wa-
termelon.

“Train loads of  coal were be-
ing freighted east to Pennsylvania 
and west to the CF&I in Pueblo 
on the Missouri Pacific. This was a 
boon for us homesteaders, for when 
a train was coming through, they 
would board it just about the Jan-
uary Ranch Hill west of  Galatea 
and throw off  coal until the train 
reached the rise east of  town, thus 
supplementing the fuel situation. 
Also, old ties discarded by the rail-
road were given to the homesteaders 
who used them not only for fuel but 
for posts in building fences.

Homesteaders witched for water on their claim and if  lucky enough would be able to drill down to fresh water. The water was vital 
for survival on the unforgiving prairie. Dave Ritchey
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“To get back to the water well—we got Gus Ander-
son to come and witch for water, which he did and put 
down the hole. He had a white horse he named ‘Chub’  
with whose aid he operated the well drill—a one man 
outfit. He drilled down to the water strata, then de-
scended into the narrow hole to set the dynamite charge, 
then shouted for Chub to wind him out of  the hole. Chub 
would race around the drill drawing his master up, then 
stand trembling while Gus would drop the traces and 
they would run for safety. We built a windmill to run 
the pump that would bring the water up into the tank.”

As these sturdy and high-spirited individuals 
battled against the elements in order to meet the 
requirements of  claiming up their free land, they 
developed many useful skills along the way. They 
planted their fields of  corn and other important 
grains, planted and maintained massive gardens 
and learned to feed themselves throughout the 
summer months with fresh fruits and vegetables 
and then can the food for the winter months. They 
learned how to hunt and use every part of  the 
animal for food, tools and an array of  household 
goods. They domesticated animals such as cows, 
chickens, pigs, goats, sheep and bees and learned 
how to get the most out what their animals could 
produce. They were builders, electricians, water 
witchers, farmers and healers. Before schools came 
to the region, they were also the teachers for their 
own children. Life was hard, but it was also very 
satisfying. Even more satisfying when the claim 
was finally proved up.

Once they owned the land outright, our ances-
tors stayed and developed the hundreds of  farms 
that are scattered across southeastern Colorado. 
Over the years those original homesteads that 
consisted of  160 acres, 320 acres or even a whole 
section of  640 acres became obsolete as it required 
more and more acreage just to make a living. The 
family farm had served middle America well, but 
times were changing, and the farm could no lon-
ger supply enough of  a living for the ensuing gen-
erations to be able to stay on the farm.

Although the homestead life insulated the peo-
ple during the Great Depression of  the 1930s as 
the homesteading skills and products produced 
were able to be bartered among the various home-
steads and in the nearby towns keeping life mostly 
normal during a time when the rest of  the pop-
ulation of  the country was dealing with signifi-
cant starvation and even death. But as the years 
passed and technology and the modern world con-
veniences advanced and became an integral part 
of  everyday living, life on the homestead seemed 
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too difficult and was not able to 
be sustained by the aging popu-
lation.

In fact, a phenomenon oc-
curred in the early 1960s and 
into the 1970s that saw home-
steaders simply leave their land, 
locking up the house whose in-
terior was still intact looking 
like the occupants simply went 
to town for the day. Clothes still 
hung where they were placed, 
kitchens still contained dish-
es and food items, the furniture 
would still be in place collecting 
dust and the tools hanging in the 
barn or garage sat slowly rust-

ing. They kept the homestead 
but were forced to move to town 
or to other cities as the conve-
niences of  life were too big of  
a draw.

That was 50 or 60 years ago 
and in that time those same sod-
dy houses and wooden barns 
have slowly deteriorated seem-
ingly dissolving into the harsh 
elements of  the prairie. The 
grandkids, great-grand kids and 
even great-great grandkids of  
those homesteaders are all now 
100% connected to the grid—to 
the modern conveniences such 
as electricity, gas, cell phones, 

clean running water and Inter-
net. We’ve surpassed Thoreau’s 
“four necessities” of  needs as we 
have grocery stores that provide 
our food, a power grid that keeps 
us cool in the summer and warm 
in the winter, affordable houses 
of  all kinds, clothing stores and 
online shopping for goods, and 
modes of  transportation that 
allows us to go shopping clear 
to Denver and back in one day 
compared to the homesteaders 
whose horses took them the 6-7 
miles to town and back in a full 
shopping day to barter for just 
the staples of  life.

This soddy homestead house located on the eastern plains of  Colorado is slowly dissolving into the prairie landscape after years of  
abandonment. Dave Ritchey



kiowacountyindependent.com High Plains Guide 2021    •    49

In general terms, we’re at a point where we’ve 
almost lost the skills that the homesteaders de-
veloped and used for survival and to ultimately 
build a life of  independence, sustainability and 
self-reliance. When the COVID-19 pandemic hit 
the country in early 2020 and there was a run on 
toilet paper—which can still not be explained—
many people started realizing just how dependent 
we are on the power grid of  the United States 
staying intact. The pandemic made us wonder if  
we would be able to survive if  no one was man-
aging our power grid, or if  the power grid was 
hacked, or if  there was an EMP event that threw 
the power grid out of  commission for a year or 
two. Would we be able to survive?

In 2015, R. James Woolsley, chairman of  the 
Foundation for Defense of  Democracies and for-
mer director of  the Central Intelligence Agency, 
was asked what would happen to society if  the 
electrical grid were to be down for an extended 
period of  time, such as a year or two, following an 
EMP event?

Woolsley responded, “It’s briefly dealt with in 
the commission report of  [2008]. There are es-
sentially two estimates on how many people would 
die from hunger, from the elements, from lack of  
water, and from social disruption. One estimate is 
that within a year or so, two-thirds of  the United 
States population would die. The other estimate is 
that within a year or so, 90% of  the U.S. popula-
tion would die. We’re talking about total devas-
tation. We’re not talking about just a regular ca-
tastrophe.”

Knowing this kind of  stark truth about our-
selves has resulted in a number of  people begin-

Haybale house built as part of  a modern-day homestead located 
in Kiowa County, Colorado. Brenda Fickenscher
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ning to think along the same 
lines Thoreau did more than 
175 years ago. Perhaps it is time 
we relearn the old skills of  the 
homesteaders and set ourselves 
and our families along the path 
of  a more safe, independent, 
self-sufficient and sustainable 
life before it’s too late.

Since the pandemic many 
people from all walks of  life 
including those who are re-
tired, families with children and 
young couples just starting out 
are looking, planning and ready 
to sell their homes in the city 
and buy some property off  the 
grid in order to start their own 
homesteading life.

Longtime Kiowa County 
resident Brenda Fickenscher, 
herself  an expert at living the 
homesteading life, believes 
southeastern Colorado, where 
the original homesteaders bat-
tled the elements and success-
fully proved up hundreds of  
homesteads, is a perfect place 
for people looking to go back to 
that kind of  lifestyle, “We had 
some hunters come out during 
the pandemic and they loved the 
way we managed out here. They 
were remote workers who only 

need good Internet connection 
in order to be employed. I feel 
this type of  life, living a modern 
homesteading life, could be very 
attractive for people like those 
hunters.”

Fickenscher and her husband 
Bruce live in Kiowa County near 
Chivington in a haybale house 
they built in July 2003. The 
house is extremely economic 
with its natural insulative value 
staying warm in the winter and 
cool in the summer. The Fick-
enschers had been interested 
in building a house of  natural 
materials found in the area and 
attended some workshops in the 
mountains where haybale houses 
were becoming a breakthrough 
way to build well-insulated and 
healthy homes.

Brenda says the insurance 
was the hardest part of  getting 
the house built because no com-
pany had ever heard of  a house 
made of  haybales. “We finally 
found a program at the Arizona 
Farm Bureau that went with us.”

Next, they found a local con-
tractor who had zero experience 
in building such a house but had 
a positive attitude and was will-
ing to learn the process. David 

Murdock, the contractor, then 
brought in local help and fairly 
quickly the house was built.

Brenda describes the process 
of  building the house, “The 
foundation is a cement pad with 
spaced heating tubes that create 
radiant heat running through-
out. The structure is supported 
by four major support posts on 
the corners and wood frames 
for the windows and the doors. 
The strawbales, yes normal 
sized rectangular haybales, were 
bought from a farmer down in 
the Arkansas Valley and they 
were kept dry inside a local 
building until ready to be used. 
The haybales were strapped 
tightly together with metal 
strapping and literally piled up 
forming the various walls on 
the exterior and interior of  the 
house. The electrical and plumb-
ing conduit were added and then 
the whole interior and exterior 
wall systems were finished with 
colored stucco.”

Brenda laughs relating the 
story that while they were build-
ing the house, they got plenty of  
ribbing from the locals includ-
ing references to the story of  
the “Three Little Pigs” and how 

The walls of  the haybale house shows how the haybales were 
piled in to create the house’s insulative performance.
Brenda Fickenscher

Part of  the sustainability of  the haybale house includes ra-
diant heat that was installed in the entire floor foundation. 
Brenda Fickenscher
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easy their haybale house could be blown away or 
burned down.

“But really, the house is very solid. It’s consid-
ered a healthy house and it breathes. The house 
literally wouldn’t burn down, except for the wood-
en materials, because the fire couldn’t get enough 
oxygen. It’s mouse free. The walls are rated at an 
R52 factor for insulation. We don’t have air con-
ditioning as we situated the windows so that they 
pull air through the house. Between the radiant 
heat and using the wood stove in the winter we 
stay plenty warm. We use propane for just the wa-
ter heater, oven, and freezers. We’ve talked about 
converting to solar but haven’t made that jump 
yet.”

The Fickenschers, who themselves grew up 
on farms and who raised their children on the 
farm and in the 4-H lifestyle, have gone back to 
the homestead way of  living trying to simplify 
as much as possible. They stay very busy on their 
homestead and really don’t watch a lot of  televi-
sion, although they have a TV. They do make sure 
they carry their cell phones.

Their days are filled with maintaining their 
very large garden, cooking from scratch, canning 
and preserving their food, and raising lambs for 
meat, wool and yarn for the many rugs, sweaters, 
caps etc that Brenda crochets and knits. She also 
quilts and sews clothing.

“We hardly ever eat out. We cook what we 
produce. We will buy beef  locally, but we mostly 
eat a lot of  lamb that we slaughter ourselves. We 
also raise chickens for eggs and for protein. Bruce 
hunts and does his own processing. We have some 
sheep or sometimes a milk cow where we get our 
milk and can make biproducts from. We collect 
our own wood for the heat stove. Sometimes in the 
winter we have to horseshoe with a sled up to a 

The Navajo Churro flock is a the main focus of  the Fickenscher’s 
50 acre homestead located in Kiowa County. Brenda Fickenscher
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stand of  old trees in order to cut 
enough wood.”

Brenda stays busy maintain-
ing her pride and joy—her Na-
vajo-Churro Sheep herd. The 
Churro is a rare breed of  do-
mestic sheep that originated 
with the Spanish Churra sheep 
obtained by Navajo, Hopi and 
other Native American nations 
around the 16th Century during 
the Spanish Conquest. A Unit-
ed States government-spon-
sored reduction program and 
cross-breeding decimated the 
Navajo flocks until the Churro 
nearly became extinct. Resto-
ration of  the breed began in the 
1970s when breeders began ac-
quiring Churro phenotypes with 
the purpose of  preserving the 
breed and revitalizing the Nava-
jo flocks.

The Fickenscher’s flock is 
pure bred, and they keep meticu-
lous records and practice culling 
as needed. The flock grazes on 
the 50 acres of  the Fickenscher’s 
homestead in a purposeful cell 
grazing land management pro-
cess that, depending on the 
quality of  grass, requires them 
to move the flock ever 7-10 days 
to one of  the five cells.

The breed is renowned for 
its hardiness and adaptability to 
extreme climates. The Churro 
requires low maintenance, are 
resistant to disease and produce 
lean meat. They are raised pri-
marily for their wool.

“The Churros did amaz-
ingly well during the extreme 
drought we recently went 
through. They will eat weeds, 
yucca and shrubs in addition to 
grass. They do really well in the 
winter, and we had no trouble 
with them through the intensive 
cold snap where we saw -20 be-
low temperatures in February. 
Some of  the benefits the Churro 
provides is breaking up the sod, 
naturally adding nitrogen and 
potassium into the soil and their 
wool makes for excellent garden 
mulch.”

Brenda is most excited about 
the specialty yarn her Churros 
produce. “They have six natural 
colors of  yarn that come from 
the Churros including White, 
Champaign, Tan, Brown, Smoke 
and Black.”

She uses a homemade loom 
and weaves rugs with the yarn 
her Churros produce. She also 
sells beautiful Churro pelts to 

buyers as far away as the east 
coast.

The Fickenschers model what 
modern homesteading is all 
about. Since building their hay-
bale home and developing their 
Navajo Churro flock they have 
developed a way of  life that is 
sustainable, economical, self-re-
liant and independent. They 
only depend on their own work-
ing knowledge and the ability to 
do the daily work. They know 
that if  the grid went down to-
morrow, they would be able to 
continue on with life as it is to-
day.

Just as Thoreau felt the need 
to return to the simple life, and 
the original homesteaders who 
settled the place we now call 
home were called to leave a leg-
acy of  independence and self-re-
siliency, the current inhabitants 
of  the Great Plains are begin-
ning to feel that certain pull to 
the land. Back to the roots that 
were planted so firmly into the 
prairie soils more than a hun-
dred years ago. Perhaps it’s not 
too late for us to slow down, lis-
ten to the land, and learn how 
to live in a more purposeful and 
sustainable way.

The wool from the Churros is sent to the mill to be turned into 
six different colors of  yarn used at the homestead to weave 
clothing and household goods. Brenda Fickenscher

The Churro pelts are processed at a local taxidermist in Lamar 
and then sold either locally or online. One lady from Pennsylva-
nia swears the pelt helps to relieve her arthritis. Brenda Fickenscher
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