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How coal 
saved Gray 
Co.
By Fritz Springmeier

The Jacksonian

In the early decades of 
settlement in Gray Co., 
what would you need 
to survive? You would 
need water, food, shelter, 
income and last but not 
least fuel. In our day and 
age, all of these items can 
be had relatively easy in 
Gray Co. But for those who 
settled Gray Co., little of 
this was to hand when 
they came. There were 
buffalo and grass for cattle, 
and those were sources 
of food and income. And 
there was water in the 
Arkansas River. Beyond 
the river, people had to 
hand dig wells, which is 
why in 1887-88 the settlers 
in nearby Greensburg 
hand dug a well 32’ wide 
and 109’ deep. The settlers 
in Gray Co. were also hand 
digging wells, except they 
didn’t make them that 
deep. Several inventions 
solved the problem of 
water: drilling rigs and 
windmills, and later irri-
gation pumps. But what 
solved the problem of 
fuel?? That is what this 
article is about.

Because the solution to 
Gray Co.’s fuel crisis came 
over a century ago, the 
story about it has been lost. 
In short, coal saved Gray 
Co. from being abandoned 
by the settlers. It was not 
any fancy invention that 
solved the problem, it 
was simply the railroad 
bringing in coal for the 
settlers to buy. Had this 
not occurred it is safe to 
say the county would have 
been abandoned.

That sounds like an 
overstatement, until you 
realize what the 1880’s 
were like. They were 
called the “little ice age of 
the 1880’s.” Late 1883, the 
huge Krakatoa volcano 
spewed ash into the atmo-
sphere that stayed in the 
atmosphere globally for 
years and blocked the 
sun. The next winter 
(1884-85) was brutal. 
When January 1886 came, 
western Kansas got hit 

brutally. Then the next 
winter from November 
1886-1887 was even more 
brutal for western Kansas. 
People burned their fur-
niture and clothes as fuel 
and then still froze to 
death. The little coal, that 
western Kansas had, made 
a big difference. So now 
you can understand that 
the Gray Co. settlers, with 
no natural fuel sources, 
would have abandoned the 
county had coal not been 
available. Now you may 
say, “Yes but the trains 
were running back then, 
so what’s the issue?”

When you learn what 
happened in real life you 
will realize why people 
i n  w e s t e r n  K a n s a s 
were repeatedly greatly 
alarmed.

As the winter months 
o f  N o v e m b e r  1 8 8 7 
approached, the company 
that shipped coal from 
Colorado to Kansas was 
a thousand cars of coal 
behind on its deliveries 
to western Kansas! In 
other words, nothing 
was getting through to 
the local dealers here in 
Cimarron, Garden City 
and Dodge City. In the first 
week of December 1887, 
150 local farmers stopped a 
train in Syracuse, KS and 
swarmed over it and took 
all its coal. The situation 
was “steal or freeze”. A 
similar situation occurred 
in Greensburg in 1902. The 
dealers had been unable to 
get their orders for coal 
delivered, so the local 
farmers with 40 teams and 
wagons took control over 
a railroad coal car, broke 
its seal, and emptied it. In 
neither case was anyone 
prosecuted, as everyone 
understood how serious 
the situation was. Coal 
cars were also seized in 
Kinsley in 1887, Leoti in 
1887, and Elk Falls, KS 
in 1888. On the flip side, 
the railroad was often 
running short over the 
years and confiscating 
coal that was going to 
others. The local news-
papers back then reported 
such situations over the 
years. Our local Gray Co. 
newspapers also kept a 
close watch nationwide 
on all the coal miner 
strikes, which frequently 

happened.  T he ter m 
“coal famine” was used 
frequently. 

Now that the reader has 
the basic picture, let’s 
rewind things and look 
at the situation closer.

The original settlers to 
Gray Co. did not always 
understand what they 
were getting into, as the 
people selling and promot-
ing land out here quite 
frankly exaggerated and 
lied. When they arrived, 
there was no wood for 
fires, so they improvised 
by burning dung: cow 
chips and buffalo chips. 
A fire made with chips had 
to be constantly tended 
or it burned out quickly. 
(As a girl in the 1930’s, my 
mother’s first chore in the 
morning on the farm here 
in western Kansas was 
collecting cow chips for 
fuel.) 

This author was able to 
find letters and memoirs 
of about 20 pioneer settlers 
to this area. One pioneer 
on the Gray/Ford Co. line 
wrote, “We gathered cow 
chips for fuel, both for heat 
and cooking.” Another 
said, “She [mother] cooked 
over a fire, the fuel for 
which was mostly cow 
chips for many years. 
Lois was born during a 
blinding blizzard when 
the temperature was 23 
degrees below zero and 
the snow was 22 inches 
deep on the level. Luckily, 
we had gathered 3 ½ loads 
of cow chips for fuel for the 
winter and our house was 
cozy and warm.” Another 
pioneer a few miles further 
south near Fowler said she 
was able to burn green cot-
tonwood for fuel. A fourth 
said, “We had to go several 
miles to fill our sacks to 
get enough [chips] to burn 
for a few days.” A fifth said 
that they had no coal or 
chips, and resorted to 
burning grass and weeds. 
J.A. Evans advertised his 
corn sheller in the Jackso-
nian newspaper as a way 
to get corn cobs to use as 
fuel when coal was scarce.

Fa r mer s  a l so  to ok 
wagons into “No man’s 
Land” (the panhandle of 
Oklahoma) and cut all the 
trees and hauled it back to 
Kansas for firewood. This 
No Man’s Land was also 

called the Public Land 
Strip and the Cimarron 
Territory. It was not 
part of Oklahoma until 
later. Before the Public 
Land Strip was given to 
Oklahoma in 1890, SW 
Kansans had cut down 
and hauled away all its 
wood.

C o a l  h a d  b e e n  a 
p r e c i o u s  c o m m o d -
ity during settlement. 
A steam locomotive 
consumed a ton of coal 
in a run of 15 miles. The 
Atchison, Topeka and 
Santa Fe railroad had 
explored to find coal 
in Kansas. They devel-
oped the coal mines in 
Osage City, KS and built 
the town. In 1906, the 
AT&SF was using 2,300 
tons of coal daily for its 
trains, and it was not 
the only train company 
in Kansas. In 1906, the 
Jacksonian (9/6/1906) 
reported that Kansas 
produced 6 ½ million 
tons of coal annually 
worth $9,410,632. So there 
was some coal that could 
reach Gray Co. from the 
east, but most came from 
Colorado, and it was 
the best. Lodes of coal 
existed, and enough 
coal was known about 
to provide for the nation’s 
insatiable need for coal, 
the problem was mining 
it. The life of coal miners 
back then was brutal, 
and they repeatedly 
went on strike for more 
tolerable conditions. 
The miners in Kansas 
almost all belonged to the 
United Mine Workers of 
America. Strikes by coal 
miners repeatedly dis-
rupted the supply chain 
throughout the nation. 
To illustrate how critical 
the coal supply was, when 
Kansas coal miners went 
on strike in November 
through December 1919, 
the governor of Kansas 
got the National Guard 
and army troops, seized 
the mines, and had vol-
unteers keep the coal 
production going until a 
settlement was reached.

Cimarron was a hub 
for coal in this area, 
with people coming 
from Meade, Monte-
zuma, Fowler and even 
Ingalls to buy coal. The 

two biggest Cimarron coal 
dealers were O.D. Lemett 
(whose ads the author 
found from 1892 to 1907), 
and W.F. Rhinehart (who 
ads were spotted from 1906-
1907). Both had places of 
business on Main St. close 
to the railroad tracks. 
Rhinehart sold his grain 
elevator and coal business 
on December 19, 1907 to 
Farmer’s Union. Cimarron 
Lumber Yard (1891) and St 
John & Marsh Co. (1887) 
were also spotted in the 
old papers selling coal 
in Cimarron. These four 
businesses were likely in 
business selling coal more 
than what was spotted in 
the old newspapers. Also 
from 1892 until at least 
1903, there were dealers 
in Ingalls, one of which 
was Francisco Bros. & Co. 
under James F. Francisco.

In 1884 the little ice age 
descended upon Gray Co. 
The winter of  1884-85 was 
brutal, but people hung in 
there. 

Then the blizzard of  
1886 hit in January 1886 
killing 30 people in western 
Kansas and killing 75% of  
the livestock. Railroads 
were paralyzed. When a 
train stalled in the face of  
the storm, its cargo of  live 
hogs froze. There were 
fierce winds, and 36 hours 
of  continuous blizzard. 
The Cimarron New West 
newspaper reported, “In 
January 1886 freight traffic 
was suspended for many 
days, and for weeks. Coal 
was scarce, and in some 
towns s idewalks  and 
lumber were burned for 
fuel.” Cattle blundered 
into barbed wire fences 
and froze in the drifts. The 
wind chill temperatures 
got to 40 below zero.

As bad as January 1886 
was, the next year January 
1887 was worse!! A ten-day 
storm blew in and in 16 
hours deposited 16” of  snow. 
The actual temperature 
dropped to 46 below zero. 
100,000 of  the remaining 
cattle in western Kansas 
died. After that blizzard 
no one continued raising 
open range cattle in SW 
Kansas. Snow packed up 
to six feet deep on the open 
range. In the 1886 winter, 
one homesteader had the 
cattle climb the snow drift 

and eat the grass growing 
on his sod house roof.

N e x t  w i n t e r,  o n 
December 2, 1887, the Gray 
County Echo newspaper 
reported “All along the 
line of  the Santa Fe road 
in western Kansas there 
is a scarcity of  coal.” A 
typical statement from 
those years is something 
the Cimarron New West 
newspaper said 12/29/1892, 
p.4: “An order for 6 cars 
[of  coal] is generally filled 
by one carload.”

The 1880’s were the 
worst of  the blizzards, 
but there were other 
bad winters in Gray co. 
including the winter of  
1935-36. Let’s look at one 
in Cimarron in 1906.

1906  proved  to  be 
a stressful winter. O.D. 
Lemett tried to order lots 
of  coal ahead of  time, but 
in September he began 
realizing that stocks were 
not going to be sufficient 
for winter. Various people 
thought he was alarmist. 
Because people from south 
Gray Co. and Meade and 
Fowler came to Lemett’s 
business in Cimarron, he 
sold 150 tons of  coal to 
these outsiders and ended 
up in November facing 
winter with nothing to 
sell .  The Jacksonian 
11/22/1906 reported that 
there was “not a lb. of  
coal in Cimarron for sale” 
and “few in the county 
have fuel of  any kind.” 
The people of  Cimarron 
were without coal. They 
appealed to their mayor 
Ellis  S.  Garten,  who 
was also the editor of  
the Jacksonian for help. 
Someone mentioned that 
the Santa Fe railroad 
had two cars full of  coal 
on a siding in Cimarron. 
Acting as the person 
in charge of  Cimarron, 
t h e  m ayo r  i l l e g a l l y 
confiscated the two coal 
cars and sold lots of  1,000 
lbs. of  coal to about 100 
persons. One car was 
originally consigned to 
Coats, KS and the other 
was for railroad use. Well, 
the people of  Cimarron 
helped themselves, and 
the mayor fully expected 
to be arrested and lose 
his position, but he didn’t. 
He was probably simply 
asked to pay for the coal.

Again, the author finds 
much more to write, but 
realizing enough has been 
said will wrap this up. 
The takeaway is this, coal 
had to be imported for 
Gray Co. to survive the 
brutal winters. While the 
supplies of  coal were often 
marginal, what did get to 
the county kept people 
alive. Had the railroad 
not been hauling coal to 
southwest Kansas, the 
settlers would have had 
no choice but to leave 
or die.

TICK ATTACK
Richard P. Holm, MD

When we say “tick” in 
the clinic, we’re not talking 
about unusual twitches 
or the recurring beat of 
a clock. Usually tick-talk 
is about a group of small 
bloodsucking and disease-
spreading bugs. Ticks are 
cousins to spiders, mites, 
and scorpions, and these 
buggers are NOT insects. 
Insects have three segments 
to their bodies and six legs, 
while ticks have fused 
bodies with two segments 
and eight legs. Ticks are 
distinguished by how they 
grab onto passing animals 
and climb upwards to find a 
dark quiet spot to suck their 
victim’s blood. Common 
carriers of ticks are mice, 
squirrels, cats, dogs, and 
deer.

Entomologists estimate 
that ticks evolved into 
blood-feeding parasites 
about 120 million years ago; 
3500 years ago, tick fever 
was described by Egyptians, 
and 2500 years ago, Homer 
wrote  about  t icks  on 
Ulysses’ dog. These they 
are found throughout the 
world, especially in warm 
and humid climates. Ticks 
require a blood meal, and, 
be warned, most illnesses 
are spread by these tiny, 
smaller than a sesame seed, 
bugs.

Ticks carry various 
infectious diseases which 
they inject into animals 
and humans. Every year, 
more than 40,000 cases 
of  tick-borne illness is 
reported in people in the 
U.S., but the CDC estimates 
that ten times that number 
of cases go unreported. 
The worse news is that 
ticks are expanding their 
territories and the number 

of diseases they spread are 
increasing. In our part of 
the country, we have the 
American dog tick (often 
incorrectly called the 
wood tick) which carries 
Rocky Mountain spotted 
fever and Tularemia. In 
Minnesota and Wisconsin 
the blacklegged tick carries 
Lyme disease, ehrlichiosis, 
and babesiosis. In the 
Black Hills, Colorado, 
and Montana the Rocky 
Mountain  wood t ick 
carries Colorado tick fever.

We encourage outside 
activity, but preventative 
measures should be taken 
whenever going outside 
into grass, weeds, garden, 
or woods. In the spring and 
summer, tuck pants into 
socks so the buggers can’t 
climb up into private areas; 
apply tick repellant on 
lower clothing; and check 
for ticks at the end of the 
day. Remove these suckers 
with tweezers, pinching 

as closely to the point of 
attachment as possible and 
gently pulling until she lets go, 
while avoiding squeezing the 
body of the tick. Antibiotics 

( E DI T OR ' S  NO T E: 
This Prairiedoc article 
on TICKS is quite an 
important subject. I have 
had several of my best 
friends get Lyme disease 
from ticks, and their lives 
were seriously damaged. 
They managed to keep 
living, but their lives 
were seriously impaired. 
They went from vigorous, 
active individuals to 
persons barely holding 
on to life. Lyme disease 
has occurred as close by 
as Scott Lake. While our 
population of ticks is not 
as numerous as eastern 
Kansas, they are out here 
too. Plus many of us will 
travel and camp out in 
other places. Last time 
my family camped out in 
eastern Kansas, all the 
boys got ticks. My friends 
who live in SW Missouri 
check their children each 
evening for ticks. Because 
the tick problem and tick 
population is not as great 
in SW Kansas, I am glad 

to post this article so that 
we are not complacent 
and allow ourselves to be 
surprised.)

should be started if any rash, 
fever, or illness follows a 
tick bite.

Spring is coming soon, 
so be prepared for a tick 
attack.

Krakatoa Volcano 
Aug 1883




