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John Burbank

As the United States celebrates its 250th anniversary in
2026, communities across the nation are reflecting on the
people, places and events that shaped their local history.

The articles in this series have been researched and writ-
ten by members of the Richardson County Historical Soci-
ety and the Underground Railroad Museum Board, drawing
from historical records, local collections and years of pres-
ervation work dedicated to protecting our county’s heritage.

Join us over the coming weeks as we celebrate 250 years
of American history through the unique local stories that
helped shape our corner of the nation.

To commemorate America’s semiquincentennial, the
Falls City Journal is proud to present a special five-part se-
ries highlighting some of the early founders and influential
figures who helped establish Falls City. This is part four.
By Bob Nelson

A Theory About Why Jesse James Couldn’t Stop Wearing
the Gold Watch He Stole From Falls City’s First Mayor.

Jesse James was so moral he only stole from those who
fought to end the enslavement of four million people.

A Tale of Two J. Burbanks.

Of the two Falls City founders named J. Burbank, only one
of them owned the gold watch found on the corpse of Jesse
James.

Jesse James died with his boots and John A. Burbank’s
watch on.

Who Has Gotten a Worse Rap? John A. Burbank or Jesse
James?

John A. Burbank is arguably most known now as the
owner of the gold watch Jesse James was wearing when he
was by Robert Ford in St. Joseph in April of 1882.

According to numerous stories published that year,
James had worn the watch most every day since stealing
it from Burbank during a stagecoach robbery in Arkansas
eight years earlier in which Burbank was almost executed
because he was wrongly believed to be a reporter for the
Missouri Democrat, an anti-slavery St. Louis paper. Bur-
bank’s life was only spared when he corrected his assailants
by proving he was, in fact, the governor of the Dakota ter-
ritories.

Just wait: The story gets even stranger as it explains
much about stereotypes that exist in Richardson County to
this day.

Jesse James and his gang had stolen countless watches
during stagecoach, train, and bank robberies during his ca-
reer as an outlaw, during which, his admirers noted, he only
stole from “Yankees” while returning belongings to those
who had fought to maintain slavery. For this reason, Jesse
James was viewed by many whites in the former slave states
as a sort of neo-Confederate Robin Hood — stealing from the
rich Northern men made wealthy from the spoils of war, not
stealing from those poor souls struggling financially after
they lost fighting for the great cause of protecting their cul-
ture and way of life.

Jesse James, who convalesced at his mother’s home in
Rulo in 1865 after his first bullet wound, and his support-
ers argued that men like John A. Burbank, co-founder of
Falls City and its first mayor, didn’t go to the territories of
Kansas and Nebraska to block the advancement west of the
institution of slavery or end the enslavement of four million
African Americans. They went west to get rich.

Sadly, if anyone appeared to live down to that stereo-
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Falls City Council

approves audit of

Wartsila engine at power plant

The Falls City Council met at City Hall on Monday,
June 15, 2026. Councilpersons Frank Killingsworth and
Derrick Leyden were absent.

In the City Administrator’s Report, Gary Jorn stated
that his office had met with the auditors and was pushing
to complete the audit.

“So, we’re kind of pushing on them now to get them
moving so we get this done timely,” said Jorn.

Jorn also reported that his office was working with
a property owner on East 17th Street to complete the
property’s cleaning.

“Chief Baker and I went on Friday and talked to the
property owner,” Jorn said.

Jorn also addressed an issue about residents being
added to the council agenda to speak. Jorn stated that
the Nebraska Open Meetings Act requires the Council
to allow public comment during meetings. According to
Jorn, the Open Meetings Act requires the public body
to allow citizens to speak at some meetings, but not at
every meeting.

Administrator Jorn said an individual was recently
denied for repeatedly bringing the same matter before
the board.

“We’re working on it,” said Jorn. “So, you guys might
get phone calls over that issue.”

He also reported a significant expenditure on claims
related to OPPD and MEAN (Municipal Energy Agency
of Nebraska).

“They were originally set for like an ACH (Automat-
ed Clearinghouse), and for some reason, we did not get
them done in a couple; there were a couple of months on
each of them,” said Jorn.

Jorn said he discovered the discrepancies while rec-
onciling bank statements.

“So, we had to go back and make those payments.”

Issues with electric scooters and electric bikes were
discussed. Council members have been receiving phone
calls from the public about the misuse of E-Bikes and
scooters.

An educational campaign on the use of the equipment
was discussed as an option.

Jorn reported to the Council that he has reached out to
other municipalities and learned that Overland Park has
a 16-year age limit for E-Bike or E-Scooter use.

Chief Jamie Baker reported to the Council that the
newest dispatcher is completing her training and will
soon be on her own.

Resident Ron Kelly addressed the Board, asking it to
consider a parking restriction on 17th Street and on the
north side of 21st and Fulton.

Kelly said buses have difficulty on 17th Street when
people park on both the north and south sides.

He also said that vehicles, including emergency vehi-
cles, would have difficulty getting through to the north
at 21st and Fulton Street.

“I mean, you’ve got three or four parked on this side,
and you’ve got four on this side, it’s really hard to get
through there,” said Kelly.

Kelly said he asked the Council in 2021 to consider
changes to the areas in question.

Kenny Killingsworth advised the Board that residents
on the east side of 21st Street lack alley access and must
park on the street.

Kelly asked whether spacing could be adjusted to
remedy the issue.

Mayor Harkendorff said some families have multiple
kids driving and need the street for parking.

“I’'m just trying to stick up for the families that got
two or three kids driving,” said Harkendorff. “Where are
they supposed to go?”

Next, the Council approved a request from Bing Bin-
drum to forgo replacing the sidewalk at 901 Morton.

Bindrum told the Board that he had purchased eight
lots north of his property, and at the time, it was hard to
tell that a sidewalk ever existed in the area.

The Board approved an amendment to the Transmis-
sion Line and Substation Planning and Engineering by
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Top honor given to Sheriff’s Department employee

Chase Hardesty, a three-year em-
ployee of the Richardson County
Sheriff’s Department, was recently
recognized for his quick thinking
and calm demeanor during a 911
call. Hardesty, a dispatch supervisor,
was awarded the Life Saving Award
by NESCA (Nebraska Emergency
Service Communications Associa-
tion) during meetings at the end of
April.

Hardesty was surprised when his
name was called as the award recip-
ient.

“I didn’t even know I was getting

 the award until they started saying

the speech and everything,” said
Hardesty. “It meant a lot. I was very
caught off guard initially.”

The award is given to 911 dis-
patchers who perform exemplary

4 life-saving action.
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Hardesty received the award due

to the fashion that he fielded a call
in which an individual was contem-
plating taking his own life. The call
involved himself, Sheriff Rick Hard-
esty and Chief Deputy Jeremiah
Franks.

The dispatcher said the caller on
that day was “just having a really
hard time,” Chase said.

The dispatch supervisor immedi-
ately contacted OnStar, pinging the
vehicle to obtain the caller’s location.

“That way, I could better direct
our guys to there in a timely man-
ner,” said Hardesty. “That way, he
had a minimal amount of time alone
or left to his own vices. That way, he
wasn’t able to take action on any of
those thoughts.”

In dealing with stressful situations,
911 dispatchers need to remain calm
so as not to further excite an individ-
ual who is already agitated.
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HOroscopes

ARIES - Mar 21/Apr 20

Aries, physical activity can boost your mood and clear
your mind for some big decisions that are ahead this week.
Tackle some larger projects.

TAURUS - Apr 21/May 21

Indulge in simple pleasures this week, Taurus. They
will lead you to the happiness you deserve. You may dis-
cover a new favorite recipe or cozy nook to hang out.

GEMINI - May 22/Jun 21

Networking may feel less like a chore and more like a
party this week, Gemini. A chance encounter could open a
door to an excellent opportunity.

CANCER - Jun 22/Jul 22

Cancer, right now your home is filled with laughter and
shared memories. It’s a great week to host a small gath-
ering or a movie night with close friends to share all the
good vibes.

LEO - Jul 23/Aug 23

Leo, today you are a beacon of light and a source of
inspiration. Use your unique position as a leader to spread
positivity and watch good fortune multiply.

VIRGO - Aug 24/Sept 22

Virgo, you are often a master of finding practical solu-
tions to tricky problems both at work and at home. Your
reliable nature is a great gift to those around you.

LIBRA - Sept 23/Oct 23

Libra, some diplomacy this week can help you nav-
igate a complex situation with ease. Find moments for
mindful meditation so you can create a calm atmosphere
wherever you go.

SCORPIO - Oct 24/Nov 22

If you are brave enough to voice it, a secret wish just
might come true, Scorpio. After some difficult days, you
can use a bit of magic and mystery to change your per-
spective.

SAGITTARIUS - Nov 23/Dec 21

You’re definitely a glass-half-full kind of person, Sag-
ittarius. This optimism will open doors to a new horizon.
A sudden urge to learn something new leads to an oppor-
tunity.

CAPRICORN - Dec 22/Jan 20

Discipline will be rewarded with a measurable success
that can feel very uplifting, Capricorn. Your hard work is
finally getting the recognition it deserves.

AQUARIUS - Jan 21/Feb 18

Be your most authentic self this week and watch how
it attracts those you want in your circle, Aquarius. A weird
coincidence may lead to a funny situation.

PISCES - Feb 19/Mar 20

Pisces, calmer waters ahead allow you to reflect on
yourself and recharge your emotional batteries. You may
emerge at the end of the week centered and ready for any-
thing.
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All things Nebraska

Resilient Nebraskans always say
‘it could have been worse’

By Paul Hammel, Retired Senior
Reporter for Nebraska Examiner

Back in the day, reporters
used to be able to hitch a
ride with the governor or
National Guard to the site
of a disastrous tornado or
flood.

One of those trips in-
volved a flight to
Coleridge, in northeast
Nebraska, after a tornado
had destroyed two farm
homes and damaged sev-
eral residences on the
north edge of the town.

At one of the farms, the
owner stood just outside
the now-bare foundation

where his house once
stood. The house was
gone.

“It could have been
worse,” he said. No one
had been injured or killed,
after all.

For some reason, that
quote has stuck with me
over the years. It could be,
I keep thinking — maybe
should be — the state mot-
to.

I can’t recall the number
of times I’ve heard the
same comment when vis-
iting the scene of a dev-
astating flood, a horrible
fire, or, like in Coleridge,
one heck of a nasty torna-
do.

But it kind of typifies
what Nebraskans are all
about. Despite homes
being washed away by
flooding, or burned to the
ground in a fire, or wiped
off the map by a tornado,
despite watching crops
burn up in a drought, the
phrase we often use is, “it
could have been worse.”

It says to me that Corn-
huskers are in it for the
long run. We’re not cut-
ting our losses and mov-
ing on due to some calam-
ity or disaster.

To be sure, Nebraska has
always been a place where
people traveled across, to
get somewhere else. It’s
fly-over country.

That was true back in the
pioneer days when wag-
on trains rolled up the
flat Platte River Valley en
route to Oregon, Utah and
other points west. It’s still
true today as semis and
SUVs rumble down Inter-
state 80 and jetliners leave
lazy contrails in the sky.

“Nebraska is an Indi-
an word for ‘long ways

across,” ““ is how the joke
goes.
But it’s also a place

where people stuck it out,
through thick and thin,
disasters and droughts.
There was always an
expectation that things
would get better, and that
it could have been worse.

Nebraskans  persevere,
through all kinds of weath-
er. They stay on. They
don’t move on. (Unless,
of course, it’s to follow
the football or volleyball
team, or to go to a NA-
SCAR race.)

The state motto has
sparked more debates than
I can remember.

“Equality Before the
Law” is the official state
motto, the one on the state
flag and seal. It’s a unique
expression that everyone,
black, white and other-
wise, should be viewed
equally, with equal rights.

Nebraska was granted
statehood back in 1867
only after it dropped a
“whites only” voting pro-
vision in its constitution,
according to the Nebraska
State Historical Society.
You know, “equality be-
fore the law.”

We’ve also had a vari-
ety of other state mottos,
mostly for tourism.

I personally liked “Where
the West Begins,” a 1960s
pitch, because Nebraska
really is where “the West
Begins” (and that’s some-
where west of North Platte
or thereabouts).

There’s been a variety
of other tourism taglines,
but the one that stirred
the most controversy was
“Honestly, it’s not for ev-
eryone.”

That motto, since moth-
balled, was hailed by mar-
keting types as edgy and
directly confronting the
idea that Nebraska was flat
and boring. That slogan
won some awards, and a
survey said that interest in
visiting the state increased
after we admitted the state
“wasn’t for everyone.”

But Gov. Pillen and oth-
ers called it “nonsense”
and a putdown. They said
it hurt efforts to lure new
residents to the state, and
was contrary to econom-
ic development slogans
stating that Nebraska was
“open” for business and
new folks.

(I’ve always thought
that the state’s best tour-
ism pitch would be show-
ing on-coming motorists
flashing the one-finger
wave, the friendly greeting
to strangers that is unique
to Nebraska (and kind of
unheard of elsewhere).)

But for my money, the
state motto, while nice,
could use an upgrade.
And “It Could Have Been

Worse” works for me.

Paul Hammel has covered the
Nebraska state government and
the state for decades. Prior to
his retirement, he was senior
contributor with the Nebraska
Examiner. He was previously
with the Omaha World-Herald,
Lincoln Journal Star and Oma-
ha Sun. A native of Ralston,
Nebraska, he loves traveling
and writing about the state

Did you know?

The Second Continental Congress unanimously adopted
the Declaration of Independence on July 4, 1776. The Li-
brary of Congress notes that marked an official announce-
ment of the colonies’ separation from Great Britain, but it
would be awhile before celebrating American independence
on July 4 became commonplace.

According to the LOC, it was not until the conclusion of
the War of 1812 that festivities celebrating American inde-
pendence became the norm. Curiously, even though the War
of 1812 officially concluded in 1815, Congress did not pass a
law making Independence Day a federal holiday until 1870.

Since then, Americans have celebrated July 4 in numer-
ous ways. Backyard barbecues and community fireworks
displays are popular ways to celebrate the holiday. Some
even experience life-changing moments on July 4, when the
country still holds naturalization ceremonies at which many
individuals officially become U.S. citizens.

STATEPOINT CROSSWORD
THEME: TV MOMS

ACROSS

1. Ionic and Corinthian prede-
cessor

6. Good times

9. Al fodder

13. Offer two cents

14. Doctor Dolittle, e.g.

15. Interior designer’s concern
16. Not fiction, pl.

17. Big head

18. Fear-inspiring

19. ¥”Good Times” mom

21. *”The Sopranos” mom

23. Possessive pronoun

24. Gumbo pod

25. Protrude

28. Catcher’s catcher

30. *Marvelous Midge Maisel’s
first name

35. “Metamorphoses” poet

37. Chows down

39. Millionaire maker

40. Time for eggnog

41. Sure sign of fire

43. “Frasier” actress Gilpin
44.TSA PreCheck alternative
46. Mosque V.I.P.

47. Arabian bigwig

48. Received salary

50. At the apex

52. Masseuse’s office

53. “Where the Red
Grows”

55. Likewise

57. *’Arrested Development”
mom

61. *”Fresh off the Boat” mom
65. Circumvent

66. French vineyard

68. Open disrespect

69. Dewey Decimal System, e.g.
70.252-gallon cask

71. Cause anxiety (2 words)
72. Back talk

73. Extra point

74. Vanish without this

6 7 8

13

14

DOWN

1. Take of a hat, e.g.

2. Traditional October birthstone
3. Puerto follower

4. Opening, colloquially

5. #55 on periodic table

6. Part of an eye

7. *’Married with Children”
mom

8. Investor’s asset

9. Hold as a conviction

10. Unit of land often featuring a
home

11. Load sixteen tons, e.g.

12. Geometry calculation

15. Divert from course

20. Between washes and styles
22. Casino’s pull

24. Foot rest

25. *#’Stranger Things” mom

26. Throat dangler

27. Mosaic artist

29. *”Friday Night Lights”” mom
31. Tug-of-War gear

32. List entries

33. Like anchor aweigh
34.*”Schitt’s Creek” mom

36. Martin of Rat Pack

38. 3-handed card game

42. Bring character to life

45. Response to stimulus

49. Ctrl+Alt+____

51. Lemony cream dessert

54. Right-hand page

56. Academy Award

57. Orchid garlands

58. Forearm bone

59. Cow chow, pl.

60. “Beware the ___ of March”
61. *’The Handmaid’s Tale”
mom

62. Letter before kappa

63. Nile dweller, for short

64. Writer Rice

67.___ _-DMC.
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75 Years Ago, June 24, 1951 to June 30, 1951

A huge cottonwood tree, beneath which many fishermen napped, crashed over the bridge
at the mouth of the Nemaha River during a weekend flood, threatening to take out the struc-
ture. The great cottonwood, known as the “squirrel tree”, stood on the east bank of the river,
30 yards south of the bridge.

A twelve-precinct survey reported farmers had approximately 75% of the corn planted in
the county.

Montgomery Ward advertised regular softballs or bats for sale for 89 cents and a 12-month
Commander battery for just $5.97.

A crowd of over 600 attended the performance of the famous “Wings Over Jordan group
at the auditorium. The all-black chorus group traveled nearly 50,000 miles per year performing.

The FBI added Anthony Brancato to its 10 Most Wanted List. The tough hoodlum was
one of four gunmen to rob a Las Vegas casino the month prior. Brancato, 36, hailed from Kan-
sas City, Missouri.

After a year on the war front in Korea, Sgt. Raymond B. Smith called his parents from
San Francisco, stating he was on his way home. Sgt. Smith served as an artilleryman with the
225th Division, which had moved up from Japan to the combat zone a week after the Korean
War began.

Veteran St. Louis Cardinal scouts Joe Monahan and George Silvey were in St. Joseph,
holding tryout camps. Expenses incurred by attending the camp would be refunded to all play-
ers who were signed to contracts by the Red Bird scouts.

Puppies for Sale—One male Scottie, 8 months old, $8.00. One female Fox Terrier, 1-year-
old, $2.00. One male Rat Terrier, 1-year-old, $3.00. House and yard puppies. 807 East 11th
Street, Phone White 297.

Water lines from Rulo to Falls City had been repaired. The lines from the wells on the
Missouri River had been in use since June 1941. The Layne-Western Company owned and op-
erated the line at the time, and the city merely purchased water from the company. The contract
had a clause allowing the city to purchase the system, which it did in 1946.

Tony Schroedl, who had recently purchased the Rivoli Theater, announced that the busi-
ness would be closed for an extensive remodeling and repairing job.

Governor Peterson told the Central Nebraska North-South Highway Association that big
truckers should pay for state highways because they were the heaviest users of them. Peterson
cited a recent survey by college analysts that said truckers should pay one-third of all road costs
in the state.

Three experimental plantings of bi-colored lespedeza, a woody perennial shrub, were set
out in the area through the cooperation with the Falls City office of the soil conservation dis-
trict.

50 Years Ago, June 24, 1976 to June 30, 1976

The Falls City Business and Professional Women’s Club was restoring the Falls City Mu-
seum at Prichard Auditorium as its contribution to the local Bicentennial celebration.

Over 300 people who would be directing and making solicitations for the Community
Hospital’s $640,000 fund drive for an addition for approximately 20 new beds attended an
informational meeting at Prichard Auditorium. Tom Aitken, St., was the drive chairman, Dick
Wilson headed the Rural East campaign, and Glenn Merz headed the Rural West campaign.
Edgar Roesch was in charge of the drive in Falls City.

Jim Sheets took over as president of the Falls City Lions Club for 1976-77. Sheets took
over from Ray Koopman, who had previously handled the duties.

George Brett led the American League with a batting average of .359, while teammate
Hal McRae was second at .347. Brett also led the league with 97 hits, while McRae led the AL
with 17 doubles.

The Rev. Edward H. Flannery, a leading Roman Catholic theologian, foresaw the disap-
pearance of Christian antisemitism and predicted peace in the Middle East.

For Sale—Mutt and Jeff Drive In. Cash or contract. Miller-Monroe Co. Broker. 245-2722.

Golf ball-sized hail hit the area as Harry Strasil, Jr. showed off a display of the hailstones.

Jr. and Opal’s Fireside Inn. Help Celebrate Our First Year in Business. Free hors d’oeu-
vres, free dance and happy hour on Wed., June 30.

The Falls City delegation to the United Nations’ youth pilgrimage left for New York. Falls
City delegates included Julie Giles, Cindy Gerdes, Beth Phillips and Greg Weintert. The trip
was sponsored by the Odd Fellows and Rebekah Lodges.

Darren Trull and Joe Lunsford combined for a no-hitter as Southside Inn defeated Rotary
10-2, in Pee Wee League action. Trull, Bill Lotter and Mark Zentner doubled for the only hits
for the victors. Meanwhile, in Junior Midget League action, Kevin Scheitel threw a no-hitter
as Scheitel Feed defeated Stephenson Drug, 12-1.

The hospital fund drive got off to a quick start, with Richardson County Bank and its
officers, staff and directors donating $37,500. First National Bank and Trust and its directors
donated $20,500.

Nelson Merz was named the new president of the Falls City Rotary Club.

Dr. H.E. Tracey, a dentist in Falls City for 33 years, announced his retirement in the near
future.

25 Years Ago, June 24, 2001 to June 30,2001

Work was on schedule, and officials anticipated an opening date of November for the
960-inmate prison in Tecumseh. The maximum/medium security prison had the capabilities of
housing 32 death row inmates. Officials expected to fill the facility within 6 to 7 months. The
$73 million prison was comprised of 350,000 square feet of building space.

Thirty-four volunteers from various community groups performed a facelift on the prop-
erty at 2321 Crook Street. The project leader was Ken Kunce.

Three recent graduates of Falls City High School were awarded Midland Lutheran Col-
lege scholarships. Sarah Rasmussen, Devon Kottich and Sarah Baker all received scholarships
to the Fremont-based school.

Juniors’ pitcher Trevor Godemann threw five strong innings, striking out five in a 17-4
win over Lincoln Christian.

Ten volunteers from Salem donated approximately 50 hours of community service
to scrape and paint the village equipment building. Volunteers included Casey and Colton
Strauch, Mary Jane Wessel, Trudy and Gary Rowley, Sandy Catlin, Jon and Kelli Kean and
Loretta Porter.

Burger King in Falls City advertised all-you-can-eat biscuits and gravy on Sunday morn-
ings for just 99 cents.

Ryan Held was named the head football coach at Peru St. College, following the surpris-
ing resignation of coach Dick Strittmatter.

The Falls City American Legion Juniors defeated Auburn, 12-7, in an upset of the SE Ne-

braska League leader. Phillip
Bahr earned the win on the
mound, while Brent Shubert
was 4-for-5 with a double
and three RBI.

Total Entertainment
Center advertised a 4th of
July Special. Rent 3 movies,
get 1 free on Tuesday, July 3
and keep until Thursday, July
5.

Joe and Margie Fleskos-
ki celebrated their 50th wed-
ding anniversary by taking a
seven-day cruise to Alaska.

BURBANK

-Continued from Page 1

type of post-Civil-War Re-
publican  cronyism  and
graft, it was John Burbank,
who, when he was robbed
by Jesse James, had just
been removed as governor
of the Dakotas for what re-
form-minded Republicans
and all Democrats argued
was a series of ethically chal-
lenged business dealings.

Burbank’s Republican de-
tractors and James’ neo-Con-
federate apologists made
strange bedfellows after the
robbery — both sides argued
there was some poetic jus-
tice in Burbank losing cash
and fancy jewelry worth the
equivalent of $60,000 today.

According to a 1911
Richmond Palladium-Item
story, after the robbery, Bur-
bank returned to his home in
Richmond, Indiana, where
he served for the remainder
of his career as “post office
inspector and had exclu-
sive charge of all post office
buildings in the United States
rented by the government.
He was the only person who
ever held that position for
the office was discontinued
upon his retirement.”

The story failed to men-
tion a key detail of John
Burbank’s past — his broth-
er-in-law and close political
ally was Oliver P. Morton, a
former Northern Democrat
who abandoned his party in
1856 due to the crimes of the
pro-slavery wing of his party
in Kansas that year. Oliver
P. Morton (no relation and
greatly disliked by J. Ster-
ling Morton) nearly won
the governership of Indiana
in 1856, with John A. Bur-
bank’s financial help, as the
“anti-Nebraska” candidate
(the term then used for those
who saw the Kansas-Nebras-
ka Act, formerly the “Ne-
braska Bill,” as a pro-slavery
conspiracy to make Kan-
sas a slave state). Oliver P.
Morton ran for lieutenant
governor as a Republican in
1860, won, then quickly be-
came governor when Henry
Lane (no relation but close
political ally to Falls City
co-founder James H. Lane)
stepped down as governor
to become a U.S. senator.
O.P. Morton would quickly
become known as a leading
“war governor” as Indiana
supplied massive amounts of
funding and volunteers to the
early Union cause, and, in so
doing, made himself and his
associates deeply appreciat-
ed by Abraham Lincoln and
his top administrators and
military leaders such as Ul-
ysses S. Grant.

If this sounds complicat-
ed, just wait. It gets worse.

John A. Burbank was a
more conservative, busi-
ness-oriented ~ Republican
like his brother-in-law OI-
iver P. Morton. Like many
northern Democrats, they
supported laws limiting the
rights of Blacks in their state
at the same time they only
hoped to limit slavery’s ex-
pansion, not bring about its
demise.

John A. Burbank’s broth-
er, Joseph Edward Burbank,
however, had much more
radical ideas. Maj. J.E. Bur-
bank, unlike his brother, was
vocal in his belief that the
United States was funda-
mentally failing to meet in
reality the proposed Enlight-
enment ideals of the coun-
try’s founding document.
While J.E. Burbank also sup-
ported John’s brother-in-law
in his bid to lead Indiana, he
argued the new Republican
Party needed to fight both to
end slavery and eradicate the
“black-exclusion” laws then
marring the legal codes of
several border states.

It is Joseph, not John,
who started a little fun-lov-
ing, satirical newspaper in
Richmond, Indiana, in 1855
called the Broad Axe of
Freedom and the Grubbing

Hoe of Truth that quickly
morphed into a fiercely an-
ti-slavery journal. It is Jo-
seph and his writing partner
Sewell Jamison who agree to
take their press by steamboat
to the northern Kansas river
town of Doniphan, then haul
it by wagon to a hilltop over-
looking the Great Nemaha
River and, just beyond that
river, the northern border of
the territory of Kansas.

Where, Joseph Burbank
and Sewell Jamison quickly
make the Falls City Broad
Axe of Freedom and Grub-
bing Hoe of Truth arguably
the fiercest critic of slavery,
its apologists, and the ad-
ministration officials and
fire-eating slaveowners who
tried from 1855 to 1859 to
foist slavery on Kansas with,
first, violence, then, increas-
ingly — as a viable military
free-state force headquar-
tered at Falls City -- just
widespread fraud.

Joseph later serves in
the Union Army and rises
to the rank of major. John
lands an appointment to
be the administrator of the
Great Nemaha Indian Agen-
cy headquarter close to the
Falls of the Nemaha and the
home of Sauk and Fox chief
Mas-sau-quit and his clan at
“Sauktown.” Maj. Burbank
suffered a profound brain
injury during the war, but
was able to continue serving
as an army quartermaster at
several frontier forts until
retiring to a small ranch in
western Nebraska.

Later in life, Maj. Bur-
bank described in a short
reminiscence in the Journal
the tough road not only for
winning the county seat of
Richardson County for Falls
City, but for any efforts to
aid the formerly enslaved
reach lowa when slavehold-
ers like Huston and Stephen
Nucholls controlled many
of the river towns between
Rulo and Nebraska City.
Maj. Burbank described the
perception of him within
the pro-slavery community
while putting to rest any idea
that Nebraska was either free
of slavery or safe for those
hoping to reach freedom far-
ther north:

Our convention was held
in St. Stephens. Huss Nuck-
olls had a crowd of hoodlums
around him chiefly engaged
in returning slaves back to
their masters in Missouri.
When they heard (I had been
nominated from Falls City),
they approached Nuckolls,
expressing their refusal to
vote for a damn black re-
publican from Falls City, but
Huss satisfied them that if
they went back on Burbank,
Falls City would go back on
him.

In 1869, new president
Ulysses S. Grant gave John
A. Burbank one of the most
coveted of federal appoint-
ments in the west — the gov-
ernorship of the Dakotas,
where the race was on to
build railroads to the gold
fields and other resource-rich
areas of the region.

At the same time he was
governor, John received
significant incomes from
railroad companies and re-
al-estate investments and
was widely viewed as an ab-
sentee leader. His tenure is
still mentioned in South and
North Dakota legislative and
legal debates as the reason
for both states’ strong con-
flict-of-interest  regulations
on elected officials.

Radical reform-minded
Republicans such as James
Garfield of Ohio would later
cite Gov. Burbank and other

life-long allegedly overpaid
and underperforming polit-
ical appointees as examples
of the moral decay of “The
Party of Lincoln” that he
hoped to reform after his
election in 1880. Garfield,
like other reform-minded
Republicans, hoped to re-
focus the party on issues of
civil-service reform and ex-
panding, not retreating from,
Reconstruction-era efforts to
protect the civil rights of Af-
rican Americans and expand
the rights of women.

His platform was sim-
ply a return to the radical
egalitarian ideals touted in
the mid-1850s by many of
those who had marched into
Kansas through Iowa and
down over the later town-
site of Falls City in 1856 to
break a pro-slavery embargo
of the Missouri River, then,
in the years following, as a
path to run guns and supplies
to free-state fighters while
maintaining a safe route for
African Americans fleeing
slavery in Missouri and Ar-
kansas, the most famous of
whom were the 11 enslaved
men and women and one
infant aided from slavery
by John Brown, John Kagi,
Aaron Stevens, John Ritchie
and other famous abolition-
ists who stayed at least one
night at the house and barn of
David and Ann Dorrington
(where the Collection Muse-
um now sits.)

John A. Burbank and Ma-
jor Joseph E. Burbank’s re-
sumes would become fused
in later efforts by historians
to identify early town lead-
ers and, with that, which
town founders were, in es-
sence, focused on advancing
freedom for themselves and
fellow whites and those who
genuinely seemed motivat-
ed to aid the new states of
Kansas and Nebraska come
closer to offering the breadth
of human freedom deemed a
natural right in the Declara-
tion of Independence.

Town founder Maj. J.E.
Burbank’s resume suggests
he was willing to speak and
act to advance a more univer-
sal concept of liberty. Town
founder John A. Burbank,
both later Republican re-
formers and those like Jesse
James committed to robbing
wealthy Republicans and
murdering  reform-minded
ones, seemed at least some-
times dedicated to personal
rather than public gain.

Jesse James treasured
wearing and showing off his
gold watch with its heavy
gold chain stolen from a
Union man who had benefit
greatly from being on the
winning side.

One can only speculate if
James would have murdered
the abolitionist Burbank, a
man who had journalistic ties
to the Missouri Democrat
and one of that paper’s most
controversially  anti-slav-
ery writers, James Redpath,
who was not only a silent
partner in the effort to boom
Falls City, but arguably the
leading voice in attempts to
frighten pro-slavery ruffians
like Jesse and Frank James.

Why would people like
the James brothers want to
kill Redpath?

Why did Huston Nuck-
olls and other slavery en-
thusiasts, including those
who sheltered Jesse James in
Rulo after murderous raids
on abolitionists in Kansas,
threaten to burn Falls City to
the ground on more than one
occasion?

The following clip from
the James gang’s most hated
newspaper gives a clue:




