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                 The country church was a vital part of 

the lives of the people settling on the prairie.  

Church 

groups or 

Sunday 

Schools, as 

they were 

called, 

were 

quickly or-

ganized 

and were 

served by 

circuit rid-

ers who 

preached 

at several 

points on 

the circuit.  

These 

groups often met in homes or a school house 

until a church could be built. The Lone Star 

Presbyterian Church denotes the strong relig-

ious faith of the settlers.  The charming white 

country church was built in 1915 about 13 

miles north of Gem, KS. in Rawlins County.   

But the history of the Lone Star starts many 

years earlier.

 On July 5, 1896, a small group of Dan-

ish settlers came together in the home of San-

ford Smith to organize a local Sunday School 

under the leadership of Mr. Lincoln Allen, a 

Sunday School Missionary.  Later the Sunday 

School was moved to a sod house and a year 

later, on May 18, 1897, the Lone Star Presby-

terian church was organized.  The name 

“Lone Star” was suggested by Mr. Allen as he 

saw the church as a bright and shining light 

all alone on the prairie.

 Construction of a wood frame church 

building started in early 1915 but a tornado 

swept through the area and left the partially 

completed church in rubble.  Not easily dis-

couraged, members quickly began rebuilding 

and the church was dedicated September 19, 

1915 by Rev. R.S. Weinland with a reading 

from Ephesians.

 Though the years the Lone Star 

Church has seen many changes.  In 1916 a 

cemetery was built north of the church and in 

1945 the building had a face lift inside and 

out.  The community repaired and replaced 

the walls, ceiling, glass windows and pictures. 

The church has also been served by a various 

of ministers including R.S. Weinland 1915-

1924, J.A. Armstrong, 1928-1936 and C.E. 

Hatfield 1941-1959.

 The Lone Star Church, like many 

buildings in northwest Kansas, has seen its 

share of new locations.  On August 19, 1965, 

the last meeting was held after 69 years of 

service to the Gem community.  Soon after, in 

June of 1966, Bernice Weinland, daughter of 

Rev. Weinland, bought the church and moved 

it to Brewster, KS  where it served as Brew-

ster Full Gospel Church until 1981 when the 

church was moved back to a location 5 miles 

north of Gem to serve as the chapel for the 

New Life for Girls Home.
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In 1988, Marvin and Alberta Barnett donated 

the Lone Star Church to the Thomas County 

Historical Society and that summer it was 

moved to the museum site.  

The pews and pulpit were donated along with 

the building.  The organ, donated by Ina 

Gray, is a Windsor Organ with six octaves 

and eleven stops.  The music rack lifts to re-

veal a storage area.  There is a notation that 

states:  Special Award to the maker of this 

organ, Universal Exposition, St. Louis, 1904.  

This organ was purchased from Montgomery 

Ward Catalog in 1916 or 1917 for about $45 

by Achile Bourquin for his daughter, Ina 

Adele Bourquin Gray, who wanted to take 

lessons

 

 The bell served to call worshipers to Sunday 

Service and could be heard for miles over the 

prairie before the silence was interrupted by 

appliances and machines.

 

The Lone Star Church still fills a niched in 

the community as the site for several wed-

dings, family reunions and church services.

  !

PRAIRIE MUSEUM OF ART AND HISTORY! PAGE #



Immigration/migration to NW Kansas 
 Following the Civil War, Kansas at-

tempted to lure immigrants to the state.   When 

the Kansas Board of Agriculture was formed in 

1872, its main task was to promote settlement in 

Kansas.  Agencies and individuals were also ac-

tive in promoting immigration into the West such 

as steamship companies, land companies, relig-

ious groups, newspaper editors, immigrants who 

wrote letters to back home and ethnic groups who 

encouraged settlement to their state.

 By 1880, Northwest Kansas was the west-

ern edge of the frontier.  Farmers were home-

steading in small groups and communities.  Some 

towns were already well established especially 

those along the railway.

Westward expansion was especially rapid in Kan-

sas and Nebraska.  In 1865 there were 140,179 

people in Kansas and the outer fringe of settle-

ment was at Salina.  During 1871 and 1872 the 

Concordia land office received 7000 homestead 

and 4000 pre-emption entries.  Settlers were from 

states such as Illinois, Iowa, Indiana, Pennsylva-

nia and Ohio. These states are called the North 

Midlands.  

 Foreign born ethnic settlements did not 

predominate during the boom in Northwest Kan-

sas.  Most immgrants were American born of 

European decent with German heritage predomi-

nating.

 Nicodemus, in Graham County, was set-

tled in 1879 by a group of blacks called "exodust-

ers."  This term referred to the exodus of blacks 

from the South to Kansas in 1870s and 1880s.  

The message of a new town in Kansas was dis-

tributed in Kentucky and Tennessee.  Black set-

tlers responded by moving west to Nicodemus in 

1878 and by 1886 the community grew to 200 

people.  In 1996, Nicodemus was designated a Na-

tional Historic Site and is park of the National 

Park Service.

 Decatur County was settled by a group of 

Hungarian Germans in 1876 with a Moravian 

group from Czechoslovakia coming in 1885.  A 

settlement of Swedes also came in 1885 and built 

the Lund Covenant Church.   

 Gove County, another county settled early, 

had 76 people born in Russia and other Germans 

from Ellis County.  German Dunkards from Ne-

braska also settled 

there.

 German-

Russians who left 

war-torn Germany 

for Russia in the 

1700s preserved 

many of their Ger-

man customs. Some 

were Mennonites, 

while others were 

Catholics and lived 

along Russia's Volga 

River; they were 

known as the Volga-

Germans. 

Logan County also 

had Germans from 

Ellis County and 

Russian families 

from further east.  A 

group of African-

American families 

starting in 1885  

also settled in the 

county.

 Rawlins 

County had a very 

diverse settlement with the Austrian-Hungarian 

settlers in 1877.  Scandinavian countries were 

represented with Swedish immigrants and the 

Danish settlers of the Lone Star Church.  Mo-

ravian Catholics also settled in Rawlins County.  

Tully, a small settlement in the SE corner were 

Irish Catholic.

 Thomas County immigrants were 1/3 

southerners.  Missouri colonists of German heri-

tage settled near Gem.  German Mennonites set-

tled in the southern part of the county.  Sherman, 

Wallace and Cheyenne followed similarly in their 

settlement.   Along with the small groups of for-

eign immigrants were the early settlers from the 

North Midlands.

 Immigration from Mexico started between 

1900-1920.  The immigrants came to Kansas for 

work on the railroads but many also did field 

work in the beet fields. Mexican immigrants con-

tinue to come to Kansas for a variety of reasons. 
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The 1870 Census revealed 
that there were over 
30,000 Danish born people 
in the United States. Most 
were living in the agricul-
tural regions of Iowa, Min-
nesota, Wisconsin, Illinois 
and Kansas. Danish immi-
gration reached its peak in 
1882 when 11,000 people 
arrived. 
Most 
were 
small 
farmers 
and 
labor-
ers. Between 1820 and 
1920 over 300,000 immi-
grants came from Den-
mark.  An investigation car-
ried out in 1978 revealed 
that since 1820 over 
364,000 people emigrated 
to the United States from 
Denmark. This amounted 
to 0.7 per cent of the total 
foreign immigration during 

this period. 

 



Knudson Story

Original story by Jerry Knudson

 

 Anna Christiansen was born in Vildbjerg, 

Denmark on September 30, 1861.  At the age of two 

Anna and her family moved to Vinding. She was 

confirmed in the Lutheran Church, the state religion 

of Denmark.  It had been during the 

Reformation that the Lutheran religion replaced the 

earlier Viking rituals.  Some scholars believe that the 

dissatisfaction with the strictness of the church was 

one motivation for immigration to America.  It was 

in Vinding that Anna met Jens Christian Bach Knud-

son.  

 There, Jens Christian Bach Knudson was be-

trothed to Anna.   Jens was looking for opportunity 

and a friend in Osborne County Kansas wrote him 

telling of land in Kansas.  Jens and his bother Hen-

drik set out for America.  They were told by another 

Danish immigrant, “Do not bring any clothes or ap-

parel with you. It is much cheaper here than in Den-

mark.  If you have some clothes, then you must sell 

them before you leave.  They would just be in your 

way on the journey.  All you need is a carpetbag you 

can carry and take with you wherever you go.  

Above all, do not bring a suitcase with you:  that will 

bring you more inconvenience than you can imag-

ine.”

 Most early immigrants sailed from Hamburg 

in Germany but by the late 1860s it was possible to 

sail from Copenhagen to New York.  This is how 

Jens and Hendrik came to American in 1880.  After a 

several month journey filled with seasickness and 

intestinal disorders, they traveled by train in an im-

migrant sleeper to Kansas.  Anna and her bother 

Ebbe followed a year later.

 JCB and Anna were united in marriage in 

Jewell County, Kansas on May 11, 1981.  Anna wore 

a black wedding dress that she brought from Den-

mark, which was the custom there.  Then JCB, his 

wife Anna and Hendrik traveled by ox drawn wagon 

to the homestead sites in Rawlins County.  

 Earlier conflict with the Native Americans 

had ceased by the time they arrived but settlers were 

watchful and some fearful.  The Knudson family 

tells the story “one day when JCB was gone and 

Anna was alone with the children, a small group of 

Indians – dirty, ragged and perhaps hostile-showed 

up.  Rather that show fear, Anna showed compas-

sion.  She simply fed them as best as she could and 

they went peacefully away, gesturing their thanks. “

 Once the settlers’ established adequate hous-

ing, the settlers constructed schools and places of 

worship.  The Knudson family helped to establish 

the Lone Star Presbyterian Church.
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Wind, weather and the plains
 Blizzards were very dangerous for those 

living on a treeless prairie with no roads.  People 

getting caught out in a blizzard were unable to 

find their way home.  Some settlers stretched a 

rope from the house to the barn for use during 

blizzards.  A blizzard in January of 1886 took the 

lives of several individuals who were lost.  Live-

stock froze to death or were suffocated by the 

snow. 

 Wind driven fires were a great danger on 

the prairie during late summer and fall when the 

dry grasses covered the vast lands.  In the early 

days when very little of the land had been plowed, 

a strong wind could carry a fire for several miles 

over the prairie grasses with nothing to confine 

the fire once it was started.  Farmers quickly 

plowed fire guards to protect their crops, build-

ings, livestock and their lives.

 Alternating patterns of drought and rain-

fall caused the settlers the most difficulty.  De-

creases in population have followed the drought 

cycles.

 

Tornadoes can form just about anywhere in the 

world but they are most frequent in the United 

States.  A large percentage of U.S. tornadoes 

strike in the Central Plains between Texas and 

Nebraska, a region often referred to as "Tornado 

Alley." Tornadoes are most frequent during May 

and June, but they can strike in any month of the 

year. In 1915, the weatherman recorded 31.81 

inches of moisture.  The rains and snows kept 

threshing from being complete until February.  In 

May Colby recieved a five inch rain with a tor-

nado which hit the city of Colby and did extensive 

damage.

Fike Park 

Photo taken from top of the Thomas County Courthouse 
while under construction.  The low area is Carp Lake or 

later named, Fike Park. 

Legends say the area was a buffalo wallow or 

natural depression that holds water. It also states 

that tornadoes don’t  strike a buffalo wallow or 

such a depression.  An 1890 newspaper reported 

that the favorite occupation of the young people 

during the pleasant spring evenings was boating 

on the lake.  It was formed by the railroad grade 

and would only fill up during times of heavy rain-

fall.  At other times, the livery stables would use 

it to deposit manure, which made sanitation an 

issue.  Improvements to convert the area into a 

park started in 1907 when J.N. Fike was mayor.
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Faith

A priority of early settlers was to establish 

places of worship.  Like the schools, some of the 

early services were conducted in homes or 

soddies.  By 1888 there were thirteen churches in 

the county.  The settlers enjoyed an active social 

life, often centered around the church and school.

The First Presbyterian Church organized in 
Colby in "''( and the original building was a wooded 

building with a steeple.  A new brick church was 
dedicated on June $, ")#$.  Many of the ministers of 
the First Presbyterian Church also served the Lone 
Star Church.  The Communion Set from the Lone Star 
Church was given to the First Presbyterian Church and 
is now on exhibit in the Lone Star Church.  The 
current First Presbyterian congregation enjoys the use 
of the Lone Star Church several times a year.

CUMBERLAND CHURCH

United Brethren Church in Christ     
One of the first places of worship in 
Thomas County was the Filer S. See 
home at Cumberland.   A sod school 
house and another small frame build*
ing were used until the frame build*
ing was built in ")"(. The congrega*
tion moved to Colby and dedicated a 
new building in ")(" on east 'th.

Harrison Chapel, an early Methodist  
Church. It was NW of Rexford, built 
in "'') and used until ")+#

The first Catholic Church built in 
"')+.

")+'*"'$'

 On. Nov. &, ")$', it burned to the 
ground. 

On the site a new basement was built 
and used until the present church 
was dedicated in ")&#.
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History of Weather Observations at Colby

Thomas Jefferson encouraged citizens of the new country 

to maintain weather records as a means of describing an 

important resource. His example produced some early 

records along the east coast, but weather observations 

did not come to the Plains until the 19th century. At that 

time, the Surgeon General suspected that there was a 

connection between the health of the army's soldiers and 

the weather. He ordered the physicians at each army 

post to take and maintain weather records. So it was 

that the earliest weather records in Kansas were started 

at Ft. Leavenworth (1836), Ft. Scott (1843), Ft. Wallace 

(1870), Ft. Atkinson (1850), Ft. Larned (1860), Ft. Dodge 

(1867), and Ft. Ellsworth (1866). Little use was made of 

these records; they were shipped to the War Department 

in Washington and stored. As the need for a military 

presence declined on the frontier, many of the outposts 

were abandoned along with their weather stations.  In-

vention of the telegraph provided a means for dispersing 

weather information at a speed that would eventually 

make weather forecasting possible. Control of the Army 

weather observation program then changed from the 

Surgeon General to the Chief Signal Officer. Volunteer 

observers were sought to keep weather records at their 

place of residence. Not surprisingly, the majority of the 

early observing stations in Kansas were along the route 

of the Union Pacific railroad, where there was easy ac-

cess to the telegraph.  In 1886, the Chief Signal Officer 

assigned Sgt. T. B. Jennings to Topeka to extend the 

network of voluntary observers across the state. His ef-

forts led to the establishment of a weather station in 

Colby on June 1, 1888, with C. E. Bennett as the ob-

server (Table 1). Mr. Bennett ceased to function in this 

capacity on July 31, 1889, and the station was closed un-

til being restarted by Charles Buschow on May 7, 1892. 

Daily weather records have been made continuously in 

Colby since that time.  Taken from Climate of Northwest-

ern Kansas, Northwest research Extension Center, Report of 

Press 594  

         The Colby Branch Experiment Station
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The Colby Branch 

Experiment Station 

was established in 

1914 with the ex-

press purpose of 

finding solutions to 

agricultural prob-

lems created by the 

weather of northwestern Kansas. At the time of 

its founding, the area was beset by soil blowing 

from cultivated fields and being deposited in 

drifts several feet deep along fences and in 

ditches. Since the official weather station was 

located downtown at 4th and Garfield, with G. 

H. Kinkel as observer, the early weather records 

kept at the Experiment Station were unofficial 

and did not become part of the weather ar-

chives.  In 1935, 

J. B. Kuska be-

came the official 

observer in 

Colby at his 

home at 585 N. 

Court. Mr. Kuska 

was the head of 

the USDA Dry 

Land project at 

the Colby Branch 

Experiment Sta-

tion, so the offi-

cial weather station in Colby became closely 

linked with the research activities.! When Mr. 

Kuska retired as the weather observer in 1957, 

it was only natural to move the official weather 

station to the experiment station, where various 

members of the staff have continued the 

weather records begun before the turn of the 

century.



 

 Below are graphs and charts on the immigration, population and precipitation levels of Thomas County 
Kansas. 
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Prairie Museum of Art + History
Thomas County Historical Society
1905 S. Franklin
Colby, KS  67701
785 460-4590
www.prairiemuseum.org
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