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Wolf House celebrates its sesquicentennial with 1880s talks and tours
Gloria Freeland
Contributing writer
The
evening
was
billed as a way to experience the sights, smells,
tastes and feelings of
the 1880s in Manhattan,
Kansas. Audience members went back in time
as staff members of the
Riley County Historical
Museum showed photos,
served tea and biscuits,
and described what life
was like during that era.
The event, “Glitter
and Gloom,” was one
in a three-part series
— “Time Travel to the
1880s” — to commemorate the sesquicentennial of the Wolf House,
built of native limestone
by John Frank in 1868.
The next talk, “Bonnets, Bustles and Boot
Straps,” will be at 7 p.m.
Thursday, March 15, at
the Manhattan Public
Library. A special moonlight tour of the Wolf
House Museum, 630 Fremont, will be at 7 p.m.
Thursday, April 19.
The Frank family
operated the home as
a boarding house from
1868-1875, when it was
purchased by the George
Hazard Perry III family. They continued operating it as a boarding
house until 1938. The
John Hepler family then
owned it from 1938 until
they sold it to Max and
Lucile Wolf in the early
1940s. Lucile Wolf donated the house and its
furnishings to the Riley
County Historical Society in 1982.
It opened as the Wolf
House Museum in 1983
under the direction of
Edna Williams, who
served as curator until
her retirement in 2014.
The Wolf House showcases furniture, dishes,
bedding and other items
that would have been
used during the 1880s
— the period that coincided with what was often called the Victorian
Era or the Gilded Age.
The latter term came
from Mark Twain’s 1873
novel, “The Gilded Age:
A Tale of Today,” which
satirized a time of social problems in the U.S.
masked by a thin veneer
of wealth for a few. It was
a time of rapid economic growth, expansion of
industrialization, and an
influx of millions of impoverished immigrants.
At the “Glitter and
Gloom” event, Cheryl
Collins, director of the
Riley County Historical
Museum, discussed facts
and figures about life
in Manhattan and Riley

County during the 1880s.
In the 1880 census,
Manhattan had a population of 2,104 and Riley
County had a population of 10,420. Most people heated their homes
with coal, cooked with
wood, and used kerosene
lamps for lighting. By
1884, the city had an organized fire department;
by 1887, a water system;
by 1894, city-wide phone
service; and by 1899, a
sewer system. Most people walked or traveled
by horse on unpaved
streets. The Union Pacific, Leavenworth, Kansas
and Western (LKW) and
Chicago-Rock Island-Pacific railroads served
Manhattan at the time.
Electricity was turned
on in Manhattan on New
Year’s Eve 1889, and incandescent lights were
installed on Poyntz Avenue in January 1890.
“I can just imagine
what an exciting spectacle that was for Manhattan residents,” said
Allana Parker, curator of
design at the Riley County Historical Museum.
Parker also discussed
food and health in the
1880s.
Manhattan had seven physicians and three
druggists, but people
still used strange concoctions and tonics, believing they were good
for anything that ailed
them. Examples Parker
mentioned were Brown’s
Pepsin Tonic, Mentholatum and asafoetida.
She passed around
small bottles of the latter two. Most people are
familiar with Mentholatum, but not asafoetida,
a resinous gum derived
from a perennial herb
native to Iran and Afghanistan. It was used as
a topical treatment for
abdominal injuries and
was also put into bags to
ward off diseases.
In 1880, Kansas State
Agricultural
College
(KSAC) — now Kansas
State University — had
276 students and 11 faculty members. Tuition
was free, with the exception of a $3 lab fee for
those taking chemistry.
Every morning, all students were expected to
take part in calisthenics
drills.
George Fairchild was
KSAC’s president from
1879-1897.
Anderson
Hall, now the college’s
administration building,
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The historic Perry Home (now the Wolf House), circa 1890.
was completed in stages during his tenure as
president. The campus
grounds included flower gardens and greenhouses that were used
to grow vegetables and
fruit trees.
The
Wolf
House,
which was owned by the
Perry family at the time,
served as a boarding
house, where students
and faculty paid $2.50-3
per week.
Nellie Sawyer Kedzie,
an 1876 graduate of
KSAC, taught domestic
science at the college
from 1882-1897. She was
promoted to full professor in 1887, becoming the
first female department
head at KSAC. She lobbied the Kansas legislature to build a domestic science hall, which
was eventually named
Kedzie Hall in her honor.
The museum staff
served Tetley Tea and
an updated version of
Kedzie’s biscuits at the
“Glitter and Gloom”
event.
The Wolf House has
undergone
numerous
changes since it was
built in 1868. The original stone home had two
stories that contained
a hallway, dining room,
parlor and two upstairs
bedrooms and a one-story kitchen. In 1883, a new
kitchen and upstairs
bedroom were added
and the orientation of
the front staircase was
changed. About 1938, a
modern kitchen was added to the north side of
the house. In the 1940s,
the Wolfs added a back
porch and extended the
kitchen.
Max Wolf was a photographer and Lucile
Wolf, a 1913 graduate of

KSAC, was a homemaker. Lucile and her sonin-law Whitney Bradley
also donated the Mansfield
House,
Moses
House and Wolf Photography Studio to the
Riley County Historical
Society. These buildings
are part of future development plans.
Since it became a
museum, Riley County
Historical Museum staff
members, Riley County
Historical Society members and former curator Edna Williams have
worked to restore and
renovate the Wolf House
and the grounds on the
Wolf House Historic Site.
Williams was among
those
helping
raise
funds and doing historical research to ensure
the house renovations
were consistent with the
various time periods.
“Each room tells its
own story,” Williams
said in a recent interview, noting also that all
renovations have been
documented with photographs.
She said among the
findings during restoration work was a black
line about three feet
high in the parlor. The
line was from the 1951
Manhattan flood and,
when the water receded
through the outside door,
it left a layer of “flood
mud” on the limestone.
She said the museum
still has a hunk of it.
In addition to helping
with research, renovation and fund-raising,
Williams also has assisted museum staff, historical society members
and other docents with
annual Wolf House tours
for area fourth graders.
These tours began in
1994, and Williams said
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House Historic Site at
the Greater Manhattan
Community Foundation
(GMCF), and that fund
will be part of the GMCF
“Grow Green” event on
April 20.
The Manhattan/Riley
County Preservation Alliance provides an annual grant to the Wolf
House Museum in support of ongoing maintenance of this historic
property.
Since 1989, the City of
Manhattan has provided a grant for the partial support of the Wolf
House Museum.
Gloria Freeland is an
assistant professor in the
A.Q. Miller School of Journalism and Mass Communications at Kansas State
University. She writes a
weekly blog — “Kansas
Snapshots” — and she
is a member of the Riley
County Historical Society.
This article is one of an occasional series written by
RCHS members.

Open House
March 23,24 & 25
Fri. - Sat. - Sun.

Get Ready for Spring!
: Black Gold Potting Soil

Specials Soil Amendments & more
We Have a Good Thing Growing for You!
Horticultural S ervices

2 mi E. of Manhattan on Hwy. 24

M-Sat. 9-6 Sun. 12-6
776-5764 M-Sat. 9-6 Sun. 12-6
776-5764
Since 1970 hortservinc.com

Garden Center

hortservinc.com

Since 1970

“Your Repair Specialist”
— Since 1978 —
Manhattan Shoe Repair is a
full service shoe, and leather
goods repair shop. We carry
a large selection of shoe
care items, handbags,
wallets, and belts.
After 39 years in business
and 51 years experience.
I still love what I do!

– Gary Gordon, Owner
REPAIRING
• Shoes • Purses • Luggage
• Leather Coats • Backpacks
• Harness • Boots • Ball Gloves

Manhattan Town Center #160
Manhattan, KS

785-776-7908

Comfortex Shades
Wyman
Fabrics

the school children always seem to be interested in hands-on activities, such as washing
clothes, preparing food,
and learning proper dining etiquette. This year’s
fourth grade tours will
be April 23 through May
4.
“The kids ask, ‘Is it
real?’ and if it’s not, they
lose interest fast,” Williams said.
Future areas of the
home slated for renovation include the 1860s
kitchen, the 1880s kitchen, the 1930s kitchen, the
back stairway and one
upstairs room.
The Riley County
Historical Society established the Friends of
the Wolf House to raise
funds for Wolf House
Site projects and established a Wolf House
endowment within the
society’s
investment
funds. Ron and Dixie
West established an endowment for the preservation of the Wolf
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