history of wichita ks

The history of Wichita, KS is a rich tapestry woven from the threads of
indigenous culture, westward expansion, and industrial growth. As the largest
city in Kansas, Wichita has evolved from a humble trading post to a bustling
urban center known for its aviation industry, vibrant arts scene, and strong
community spirit. This article delves into the significant events and
milestones that have shaped the history of this remarkable city.

Early History and Indigenous Peoples

Before European settlers arrived, the area now known as Wichita was inhabited
by various Native American tribes, primarily the Wichita, 0Osage, and Kansa.
The Wichita people, from whom the city's name is derived, established a semi-
nomadic lifestyle centered around agriculture and hunting. They built earth
lodges and lived in villages along the Arkansas River, utilizing the river
for fishing and transportation.

By the mid-19th century, the expansion of European settlers into the region
began to disrupt the traditional lifestyles of these tribes. The U.S.
government's policies of relocation and assimilation forced many Native
Americans onto reservations, fundamentally altering the demographics and
culture of the area.

The Founding of Wichita

Wichita was officially founded in 1868 when two land speculators, George M.
Beech and his partner, established a trading post along the banks of the
Arkansas River. The site was strategically chosen for its proximity to the
Chisholm Trail, a major cattle-driving route that connected Texas ranches to
railheads in Kansas. This location made Wichita a bustling hub for cattle
drives, and it quickly attracted settlers, traders, and cowboys.

The city was incorporated in 1870, and with its growth came the establishment
of essential services and infrastructure. The arrival of the railroad in 1872
further accelerated Wichita's development, making it easier to transport
goods and people to and from the city.

The Growth of Wichita in the Late 19th Century

As the city matured, it began to diversify its economy beyond cattle trading.
Key developments during this period included:



e Agriculture: The fertile plains surrounding Wichita became prime
farmland, leading to the establishment of farms and agricultural
businesses.

e Manufacturing: By the late 1800s, Wichita emerged as a manufacturing
center, producing a variety of goods, including agricultural machinery
and textiles.

e Education: The establishment of educational institutions, such as the
Wichita Collegiate School in 1886, played a crucial role in shaping the
community.

These developments contributed to a population boom, with the city growing
from just over 1,200 residents in 1870 to more than 18,000 by 1880.

The 20th Century: Aviation and Industrial
Growth

Wichita's transformation into a major industrial city was solidified in the
early 20th century with the rise of the aviation industry. The first airplane
constructed in Kansas, the "Wichita Flyer," was built in 1910 by local
inventor and aviator, John W. North. This marked the beginning of Wichita's
long-standing association with aviation.

Key Events in Wichita's Aviation History

1. The Formation of Beech Aircraft Corporation (1932): Founded by Walter
Beech, this company became one of the first major aircraft manufacturers in
Wichita, producing iconic planes like the Beechcraft Model 17 Staggerwing.

2. The Establishment of Cessna Aircraft Company (1927): Founded by Clyde
Cessna, this company quickly grew to be one of the leading manufacturers of
light aircraft, further solidifying Wichita's reputation as the "Air Capital
of the World."

3. The Development of McConnell Air Force Base (1941): Originally known as
the Wichita Army Air Field, this base played a significant role during World
War II and continues to be a vital military installation.

By the mid-20th century, Wichita had become a focal point for aviation
innovation, attracting engineers, technicians, and skilled workers from
across the country. The city's economy flourished as companies such as Boeing
and Raytheon opened facilities, leading to a boom in job opportunities and
population growth.



Cultural and Social Changes

The post-war era brought significant cultural and social changes to Wichita.
The city became increasingly diverse as people from various backgrounds
settled in the area, contributing to its unique cultural fabric.

Key Developments in Cultural Life

- Arts and Entertainment: The establishment of the Wichita Art Museum in 1935
and the Orpheum Theatre in 1922 provided residents with access to cultural
events and artistic expressions.

- Education: The growth of local universities, including Wichita State
University (founded in 1895), played a crucial role in shaping the
educational landscape of the city.

- Civil Rights Movement: Like many cities across the United States, Wichita
experienced a civil rights movement in the 1960s, leading to increased
awareness and action regarding racial equality and social justice.

The Modern Era: Challenges and Resilience

Entering the late 20th and early 21st centuries, Wichita faced several
challenges, including economic downturns, the decline of the aviation
industry, and demographic shifts. However, the city's resilience and
adaptability have allowed it to navigate these challenges successfully.

Recent Developments

1. Economic Diversification: In response to the fluctuations in the aviation
sector, Wichita has worked to diversify its economy. This includes growth in
sectors such as healthcare, education, and manufacturing.

2. Revitalization Efforts: The city has invested in revitalizing its downtown
area, promoting new businesses, restaurants, and cultural attractions.
Initiatives like the Riverfront Master Plan aim to enhance the quality of
life for residents and visitors.

3. Community Engagement: Wichita has fostered strong community engagement
through various programs and initiatives that promote inclusivity and support
local businesses. Events such as the Wichita River Festival celebrate the
city's heritage and bring the community together.



Conclusion

The history of Wichita, KS, is a testament to the resilience and innovation
of its people. From its indigenous roots and founding as a trading post to
its emergence as the "Air Capital of the World," Wichita has continuously
evolved, adapting to the changing landscape of American society. Today, it
stands as a vibrant city that honors its past while embracing the future. The
journey of Wichita reflects the broader narrative of American history, marked
by growth, challenge, and community spirit. As the city looks to the future,
it remains committed to fostering economic development, cultural enrichment,
and social equity for all its residents.

Frequently Asked Questions

What year was Wichita, Kansas founded?

Wichita was founded in the year 1868.

What was Wichita's original economic base?

Wichita's original economic base was centered around the cattle industry,
serving as a trading post for cattle drives along the Chisholm Trail.

How did World War II impact Wichita's economy?

World War II significantly boosted Wichita's economy, as it became a major
center for aircraft manufacturing, with companies like Boeing setting up
production facilities.

What notable cultural institution was established in
Wichita in the 1930s?

The Wichita Art Museum was established in the 1930s, becoming a key cultural
institution in the city.

Which major event in the 1950s transformed Wichita's
downtown area?

The construction of the Wichita City Hall and the development of the Century
IT Performing Arts and Convention Center in the 1950s transformed the
downtown area.
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