Hedgerows, Barbed Wire and Stone Walls

The Fort Riley landscape is typical Flint Hills prairie, dominated by rolling meadows with gallery forests along the streams and rivers.  The Flint Hills were shaped by decades of erosion, drought and floods.  The native vegetation evolved to withstand extremes in temperatures and heavy impacts by large grazers, including bison, deer and elk.  Early settlers though brought many changes to the vast sea of prairie.  Some of those are still visible on Fort Riley.  Most notable are permanent structures that were meant to contain livestock or in some cases to keep them out of crop fields.  Most soldiers and outdoorsman on the fort have probably noticed long rows of gnarled and twisted Osage orange trees, complete with a few strands of rusty old barbed wire.  An occasional rock wall is apparent, stretching across the grasslands of Fort Riley.  

Osage orange is not native to Kansas, but is well adapted to the area.  The natural range for these fiercely armed trees extended north from Texas to about central Oklahoma.  Before the invention of barbed wire, these living fences were the most practical solution for corralling livestock.  When planted close together, these trees become entangled to form a nearly impenetrable barrier.  Osage orange is long lived, with many trees approaching the century mark.  The stems of these trees continued their contribution to ranchers in the barbed wire age while serving as an excellent source for fence posts.  The wood of Osage orange is hard and durable and can stand for decades.    

Stone walls are not as common as hedgerows on Fort Riley, but evidence of these structures still remain.  While the material to create a stone wall was almost limitless in the Flint Hills, the time and energy to create them was intense.  The history of using stonewalls for livestock fencing came from Europe, where use of stone walls continues today.  Although the initial construction was labor intense, they could stand for generations will little maintenance.  Some stone walls were elaborately built, with several layers of horizontally laid rock and a single layer of flat limestone on top laid at an angle to dispel water.  

Within many hedgerows are a few strands of rusted barbed wire.  The barbed wire industry began in 1872 when three men – Joseph Glidden, Jacob Haish and Isaac Ellwood decided they could improve the current standard of livestock fencing.  The first strands of barbed wire were created on a Dekalb, Illinois farm.  Using parts of an old coffee grinder, the three men fashioned “S” shaped barbs.  Then two strands of straight wire were attached on one end to a tree and the other end to a grinding stone and twisted, securely attaching the hand-fashioned barbs.  Although the process is much more efficient, the same method is still used today.

The popularity of barbed wire boomed in the late 1800’s.  Farmers, ranchers and blacksmiths tried their hand at creating the perfect barbed wire.  Hundreds of patents were developed.  Even more was created and sold locally without legal protection. After much trial and error, the seemingly endless varieties of barbed wire have been reduced to only a few patents currently in use today.  Consequently, with the many styles of barbed wire created over the years, collecting became a common pastime.  One of the largest barbed wire collections in the U.S. is not far from here in LaCrosse Kansas.  The “Devils Rope” museum has over 2000 wire varieties on display along with every fencing tool imaginable.

Please note that it is illegal to remove any artifacts from federal property including barbed wire.  For more information, please contact the DES, Conservation Office at 239-6211 or stop by building 1020 Huebner Road.
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