
A Photographic History 
of Early Kansas 

(Editor's Note: This is the second part of 
an article which was published in the Kansas 
Historical Quarterly, Feb. 1934 and May 
1937. We reprint the article by special 
permission of the Kansas Historical So­
ciety.) 

By Robert Taft

There are records of daguerreo­
typists working in Kansas slightly after• 
this date. ( 1854) Among these may be 
mentioned Rankin, Needles, Barker 
and Gregg of Leavenworth, Boles and 
DaLee of Lawrence, and Hathaway, of 
Weston, Mo., all of whom practiced 
before 1860. 

Surviving portrait daguerreotypes 
and arnbrotypes made by these men in 
this period (1854-1860) are much 
more common than are photographs 
of views or incidents. Among the 
latter class there are two outstanding 
in the collections of the Kansas State 
Historical Society. The first of these 
is a daguerreotype view of a Free 
State battery, taken at Topeka in 
1856. The daguerreotype, when found 
by the writer, was in a badly corroded 
condition, but by chemical treatment 
was restored so that it now con­
stitutes an interesting and valuable 
historic record. 

The photograph shows the cannon­
eers, their tent, ammunition and 
considerable landscape. Th is daguer­
reotype, I believe, is the earliest Kan­
sas photograph in the collection of 
the Historical Society. 

The second photograph, previously 
referred to, is an ambrotype of the 
Doy rescue party. This was made at 
Lawrence, in the summer of 1859, by 
A. G. OaLee. 

That other view photographs of 
this period were made cannot be ques­
tioned. For example, Frank Leslie's 
Illustrated Newspaper for October 4, 
1856, contains two woodcut prints of 
Kansas interest stated to have been 
copied from daguerreotypes. The first 
of these is a group of Free Slate 
prisoners, including Gov. Charles Rob­
inson and John Brown, Jr., among 
others, which is stated to have been 
copied from a daguerreotype made 
for Mrs. Robinson. The second shows 
a broad panorama of Kansas land­
scape and is entitled "U.S. Troops, 
near Lecompton, Kansas, Guarding 
Free State Prisoners, from a daguerreo­
type made expressly for this paper." 
The originals of both of these valuable 
daguerreotypes, if still in existence, 
would be a welcome addition to the 
records of l11e Kansas State Historical 
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Society. 
During ilie sixties of the Civil War 

I have little information as yet of 
photographic interest. The number of 
photographers in the state was doubt­
less increasing, and many photographs 
were doubtless taken, of which some 
surely have survived. The only one 
with which the writer is familiar is a 
view of Poyntz avenue, Manhattan, in 
the early sixties. It is of considerable 
interest, as it shows an emigrant train, 
pulled by the familiar oxen of the 
period, headed west through the main 
street of tl1e town. This photograph 
is well known in U1e state as it was 
reproduced lithographically in post­
card form some twenty-five or thirty 
years ago. 

The development of western rail­
roads at the close of the Civil War 
naturally focussed attention upon the 
West and its appearance, and demand 
was made for authentic photographs 
of this portion of the country. As a 
result, a number of photographers 
came west. I will describe the work of 
only one of these photographers, as it 
is of especial interest to Kansans. 

The photographer in question was 
Alexander Gardner of Washington, 
0. C. Gardner was a Scotchman
brought to this country in the fifties
by Mathew B. Brady, without doubt
the most widely known photographer
this country has produced.

Gardner achieved considerable re­
putation in his own right as a photo­
grapher and in 1863 opened his own 
gallery in Washington, D.C., and is 
probably best known from several 
excellent photographs of Lincoln. 
Gardner also followed the Army of 
the Potomac during the Civil War. 

In I 868 Gardner came west and 
obtained a number of photographs 
along the Union Pacific, Eastern 
Division, which at that time was under 
construction in Kansas. 

The Kansas State Historical Society 
is fortunate enough to possess a fairly 
complete set of these photographs in 
the form of stereographs, the indi­
vidual prints of which are approxi­
mately three inches square. "Gardner, 
however, as was quite common in the 
expeditionary photography of that 
day, also made larger photographs 
(8'' X 10" and 11" X 14") in addition 
to the stereoscopic views. It is un­
fortunate that none of these are in the 
archives of the Society. 

As these Gardner photographs 
depict towns, scenes and institu lions 
of this slate some sixty-five years 

ago they constitute an exceedingly im­
portant set of historical documents. In 
fact, the writer regards this set as the 
most valuable, liistorically, of all the 
fifteen thousand photographs pos­
sessed by the Kansas State Historical 
Society. 

comment 
"Noted with interest your review 

of basic texts on stereographs. I would 
like to suggest that one of the best 
ways to expand one's knowledge of 
stereography is by examining the 
pictures themseh•es, as often as pos­
sible, at one of the many public 
collections around the country. I 
mean not only such extensive and 
famous collections as that at the 
George Eastman House, but also 
those in some libraries, local his­
torical societies, university museums, 
etc. Of course. these institu lions 
can add much to our understanding 
through careful and intelligent organi­
zation and exhibition of the material 
in their curatorship. 

"Here at the Visual Studies Work­
shop a group of graduate students 
recently organized an exhibition 
meant to introduce fellow students 
and the Rochester community to 
19th Century stereos. Taken from 
the 4000 or so stereo images in the 
VSW collection, the show was an 
attempt to integrate the pictures 
and data about them with an under­
standing of the era out of which 
they were produced. To this end, 
design and sequencing of the show 
emphasized the people of the 19th 
Century: in their day to day activities, 
as reflected in their architecture and 
townscape, and as revealed through 
the subject matter and symbolic 
referents of the pictures they col­
lected and displayed· in their par­
lors. In a separate section, early 
20th Century views were presented 
so that the audience might make 
comparisons and draw their own 
conclusions from the differences be­
tween pictures from the different 
time periods. 

"The exhibit is no longer on the 
walls, but the collection is open (by 
appointment with the Research Cen­
ter) io all." 

Charles Desmarais, Visual Stud­
ies Workshop, 4 Elton Street, Ro­
chester, N.Y. 14607. 

• 

"I have read with pleasure "Im­
prints on Stereo Views" (Vol. 2, No. 
4, Sept-Oct. 1975, page 2). I have 
cards wiU1 two imprints that are not 
listed by the author: 3 Italian cards 
(views of Venetia) with imprint "naya 
fosographo" and 2 others are wiili 
imprint G. DEGOIX." Jean Jullien, 
Chambery, France. 




