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Students of American culture are accustomed to seeing the nation 
divided into regions at many scales. At one level phrases such as New 
England, the South, and the Middle West are used to define areas of 
supposed homogeneity, and the regionalization process continues at 
increasingly finer scales until neighborhoods and similar sized units 
appear. It is an important, but rarely asked, question whether or not 
these regional creations of academicians and others bear a re­
semblance to what one may call vernacular regions, those regions 
perceived to exist by people actually living in the places under con­
sideration. 

Vernacular regionalization is part of a larger issue of place aware­
ness or consciousness usually termed "sense of place." Such awareness 
has been a traditional concern of humanists and, in recent years, 
"sense of place" discussions have appeared with increasing frequency 
in popular publications. The issue has considerable practical im­
portance. Such varied activities as regional planning, business adver­
tising, and political campaigning all could profit from knowledge of 
how people perceptually organize space. It is ironic that modern 
America is discovering the importance of place awareness at the time 
when our increasingly mobile existence makes such a "sense" difficult 
to achieve. Few people now doubt the advantages, even the necessity, 
of being in intimate enough contact with a place to establish what 
Wendell Berry has termed "a continuous harmony" between man and 
the land.1 We lack information, however, on the status of our relation­
ship to the land. The study of vernacular regions perhaps can provide 
insights into this complex issue. The naming of a place and the con­
tinued use of that name are indications that its inhabitants are aware 
of its regional uniqueness. The place has meaning to them, and mean­
ing is a necessary prerequisite for ecological respect. 

Humanistic scholars from several fields have stressed the impor-
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tance of the experiential perspective for regional studies. More than 
three decades ago Howard Odum noted that, for a sociologist, " a 
region is an area of which the inhabitants feel themselves a part."2 

More recently cultural geographers have echoed his sentiments. Zelin-
sky, for example, has called "the condition of self-awareness on the 
part of participants," one of the principal characteristics of a culture 
area, and Tuan defines places (including regions) as "center[s] of 
meaning constructed by experience."3 

In spite of both the importance of and growing interest in place 
consciousness, few studies exist. We have cultural regionalizations 
based on religious, linguistic, political, or other similar data, but these 
measure self-awareness only indirectly, if at all. Humanistic discus­
sions of place often are highly personal, and, for a given time and 
location, often severely limited in number. It seems that social scien­
tists have been hesitant to delve into subjective place material while 
humanists have avoided social science methodology. A modest amount 
of research on place perception exists at the neighborhood level, in­
cluding demonstrations of discrepancies between vernacular regions 
and those created by social scientists.4 The situation at larger scales 
has barely been explored. As a case study, I examine in this study the 
vernacular regions of Kansas at several levels. First I look at how Kan-
sans perceive their association with two major American regional 
terms: Middle West and Great Plains. Their employment of direc­
tional names as regional labels follows, and then perceptions of more 
localized regions. Finally, I briefly discuss positive and negative at­
titudes toward place as indicated by regional labels. General concerns 
throughout the paper are on the relative intensity of the vernacular 
regions, the processes involved in their creation and maintenance and 
the relationship between these regions and those derived from tradi­
tional analyses. 

Vernacular regions at the scales under consideration here have 
been measured by others in two principal ways: directly by means of 
questionnaires, and indirectly through surveys of businesses and other 
organizations that use regional terms as part of their names.51 employ 
both approaches here. I patterned parts of the questionnaire and its 
administration after one developed recently for Texas, in order to pro­
vide broader perspective on the results.6 University students in in­
troductory geography and history classes at five sites throughout the 
state were asked four questions about their "home" county.7 My goal 
was to obtain a minimum of five respondents from each county, an ob­
jective achieved in ninety-eight of one hundred and five cases (Fig. 1). 
All but forty-two of the 1246 questionnaires in the final sample were 
administrated in classroom situations; the remainder were presented 
orally in telephone interviews with students at the University of Kansas 
selected, with the aid of a geographical directory, in an effort to con­
tact people from under-represented counties. 
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GOMERY 

FIGURE 1: Number of persons responding to questionnaire, by "home" county. 
Large dots denote cities where the questionnaire was administered; other names are 
cities and counties referred to in the text. 

70 50 30 
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FIGURE 2: The perceptual Great Plains in Kansas. Isolines indicate the percentage 
of questionnaire respondents who said that their home counties were part of the 
Great Plains. Areas above 70 percent are lightly shaded. Point symbols, here and on 
Figures 3-7, indicate where the particular regional name is used as part of a business 
or service organization name. Small symbols represent individual occurrences in 
cities smaller than 10,000 people. Large symbols refer to cities larger than 10,000 
people. The number above each large symbol is the number of individual occurrences 
of the particular regional name; the amount of shading inside the symbol indicates 
the number of occurrences per 10,000 people according to the following scheme: not 
shaded = less than 1.0, half shaded = 1.0-2.4, completely shaded = 2.5 or more. 

FIGURE 3: The perceptual Middle West in Kansas. Isolines indicate the percentage 
of questionnaire respondents who said that their home counties were part of the Mid­
dle West. Areas above 70 percent are lightly shaded. Point symbols indicate where 
Middle West (or Midwest) is used as part of a business or service organization name 
(for details see Figure 2 caption). 
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NORTHWEST(ERN) KANSAS NORTHEAST(ERN) KANSAS 

SOUTHWEST(ERN) KANSAS * Northwest(em) Kansas 
A Southwest(ern) Kansas 
• Northeast(ern) Kansas 
• Southeastern ) Kansas 
• Central Kansas 

SOUTHEAST(ERN) KANSAS 

FIGURES 4-5: Selected directional terms as perceptual regions. Boundaries are 
based on questionnaire responses and enclose areas where the labeled terms are 
dominant. Point symbols indicate where particular terms are used as part of a 
business or service organization name (for details see Figure 2 caption). 

NORTH CENTRAL KANSAS 

• West(ern) Kansas 
• East(ern) Kansas 
* East Central Kansas 
• North Central Kansas 
A South Central Kansas 

SOUTH CENTRAL KANSAS 

o u , u , u 10 30 30 10 « Flint Hills 
A Gyp(sum) Hills 
• High Plains 

FIGURE 6: Prominent local vernacular regions (those listed on 30 percent or more of 
questionnaires from two or more adjacent counties). Isolines indicate the percentage 
of questionnaire respondents who volunteered the particular term. Areas above 50 
percent are shaded. Point symbols indicate where particular terms are used as part 
of a business or service organization name (for details see Figure 2 caption). 
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* Tri-State Area T Solomon Valley 

• Smoky Hill Area • Arkansas (Ark) Valley A Kansas (Kaw) Valley 

FIGURE 7: Less prominent local vernacular regions (those listed on between ten and 
thirty percent of questionnaires from two or more adjacent counties). Isolines in­
dicate the percentage of questionnaire respondents who volunteered the particular 
term. Point symbols indicate where particular terms are used as part of a business or 
service organization name (for details see Figure 2 caption). 

POSITIVE TERMS MISCELLANEOUS TERMS 
O God's Country # wheat reference p prison reference $ rich reference 
* Golden Belt E ethnic group reference D suburia reference B Bible Belt 
A Golden Plains 

FIGURE 8: Positive and miscellaneous vernacular terms. Symbols indicate individual 
responses volunteered on the questionnaires. r 
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d "desert" 
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t "tornado alley" 

CULTURAL TERMS 
• "boondocks", "boonies". "outback", and "sticks" 
* "ghetto", "slums" 
A "snob hill" 
D other 

FIGURE 9: Negative vernacular terms. Symbols indicate individual responses 
volunteered on the questionnaires. 
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The practice of using university students to sample regional opin­
ion has ample precedent, but the reader should keep in mind the age 
and other biases inherent in this research decision. For example, it is 
possible that the college students sampled represent a more urban 
background than is normal for each county. Assuming that urban 
people would not be quite as familiar with local regional terms as 
rural ones would be, this would make the regional measures presented 
here somewhat conservative. Another bias may be that younger people 
have a more negative attitude toward their home county than does its 
general population. I address this issue in the text section on positive 
and negative images.8 

Small sample size in many of the counties limits the reliability of 
the questionnaire data, but this problem can be ameliorated by simul­
taneously mapping regional phrases used in telephone directories as 
parts of business and service organization names. I examined current 
telephone books for every Kansas town, and made counts of all re­
gional terms encountered. The initial lists were then modified slightly 
by eliminating branch offices of businesses and by adding all high 
school athletic conferences that bore regional names. Each member 
town of such a conference was counted and mapped separately. 

The questionnaire and business survey data together produce a 
reasonably representative picture of Kansas vernacular regions. The 
business survey provides a check on the age and other possible biases 
associated with the college questionnaire sample; the questionnaire in­
formation helps to overcome the problem of small sample size of re­
gional business names in the more rural parts of the state. Most of the 
distribution maps illustrating this article carry information from both 
data sources (Figs. 2-7). In most instances isolines are employed to pre­
sent the questionnaire information for a given regional term; point 
symbols generally mark locations of businesses using the same name. 

the great plains and the middle west 
A logical place to begin a consideration of how Kansans see their 

regional associations is with the terms Great Plains and Middle West. 
These names are applied frequently to all manner of situations, from 
weather forecasts and agricultural systems to political attitudes and 
food preferences. Everyone knows the phrases, it seems, but, when one 
looks for precise definitions and delimitations, little consensus 
emerges. One person's Middle West may be only east of the Mississippi 
River, for example, while another's may lie completely to the west of 
that river. When the Middle West is considered in conjunction with 
the Great Plains, even greater confusion seems to exist. Geography 
textbooks tend to view the two places as mutually exclusive in physical, 
economic, and even cultural senses.9 The boundary passes north and 
south through Kansas at various locations between one-third and two-
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thirds of the way across the state. Is this the way Kansans perceive the 
situation? A personal experience suggests not. When I first taught the 
regional geography of the United States at the University of Kansas 
and was ready to lecture on the general midsection of the country, I 
decided to have my students define this "obvious" boundary. I deter­
mined the home towns of the group, arranged them in a general east-
west sequence, and then, in class, systematically asked each student 
which regional term they used. Contrary to my expectations, the Mid­
dle West did not stop midway across the state, but extended far into 
Colorado. Great Plains was a term known to most but was seen to op­
erate at a different, somehow inferior, level from the Middle West. 

To elicit a more comprehensive set of perceptions by Kansans re­
garding their affiliation with the Middle West and the Great Plains, 
students were asked directly on the questionnaire whether or not their 
"home" counties were part of these places. A separate question was 
posed for each term, so as not to imply that the two regions were 
necessarily mutually exclusive.10 

As best as I can determine from an examination of the journals 
and maps of the major explorers and travellers in the trans-Mississippi 
West, the term Great Plains was first employed in the late 1840s. 
Neither Pike nor Long mention it, but after being used on an 1848 
map by John C. Fremont, it appears frequently.11 John Wesley Powell 
used the term throughout his famous Report on the Lands of the Arid 
Region of the United States in 1878, and subsequently it was accepted 
by scientists as the name for a major physiographic division of the 
country. A study in 1903 marked its eastern boundary in Kansas as the 
Flint Hills, and modern students have adhered to this practice.12 Non-
physical scientists apparently have been slower to adopt the Great 
Plains label. The widely circulated travel accounts of Albert Richard­
son (1857-67), Horace Greeley (1859) and Samuel Bowles (1869) do 
not contain the phrase, and it may well not have been until Walter P. 
Webb published his influential The Great Plains in 1931 that the 
general public was exposed to a broader, more humanistic perspective 
on the term.13 

The Great Plains in Kansas as perceived by Kansas students 
matches precisely the region as defined by physiographers (Fig. 2).14 

The Flint Hills obviously form the transition zone with the fifty per 
cent isoline on one of its flanks and the seventy per cent one on the 
other. Perhaps the most interesting aspect of the map is the low fre­
quency in which Great Plains appears as part of a business name. 
With forty-one occurrences it is far outranked by Middle West and is 
even exceeded by several regionally more restricted labels (Figs. 3-4, 
6-7). This low response suggests that, although Kansans know the 
name Great Plains, it is not part of their vernacular usage. Another 
indication that this is the case comes from the questionnaires. Nearly a 
fifth of the respondents who acknowledged that their counties were in 
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the Great Plains followed their "yes" with an "I guess" or similar hesi­
tant phrase. In spite of Webb's efforts, Great Plains residents ap­
parently still do not use the term easily.15 

The history of the phrase Middle West is not nearly so easy to trace 
as is that of the Great Plains. My initial research with popular 
literature suggests that the name goes back no farther than the 1890s, 
when it, for some reason, replaced Middle Border, Old Northwest, 
and perhaps other terms. The connotations of Middle West as a 
regional label remain largely unexplored, but my impression is that its 
usage has been restricted to the human rather than the physical 
realm.16 

Kansans obviously see the Middle West in their state quite dif­
ferently from the way they do the Great Plains (Fig. 3). The term finds 
acceptance at a fairly high and uniform level across the state. A ma­
jority of people from every county said that their home areas were part 
of the Middle West, and the figure was sixty percent or above in all 
but two southeastern counties. A second important point in contrast 
with the Great Plains situation is that Middle West appears to be 
widely used as a vernacular term. Middle West (or Midwest) appears 
no less than 322 times as part of a Kansas business name, a figure 
nearly eight times the total for Great Plains usage. 

The variations in intensity shown on Figure 3 are intriguing, but 
should not be overly stressed. In the first place the variations are 
rather minor, with only four counties above ninety percent and eleven 
counties below sixty-five percent. More importantly, the business 
name data distribution fails to match the isoline pattern. With these 
caveats understood, the obvious association of the two major regions 
of lower response in eastern Kansas with the Flint Hills and their graz­
ing economy may be noted. Perhaps the pastoral life style leads resi­
dents to dissociate themselves from the Middle West to a degree, 
preferring "West" as an identifier. Consistent with this interpretation 
would be the east-west corridor of higher Middle West perception 
separating the two Flint Hills lows, with its relatively large and urban 
population clustered along the Kansas River and Interstate Highway 
70. Were it not for the rise of Middle West allegiance in extreme 
southwestern Kansas one could interpret the three areas of lower 
response in western Kansas as a gradual transition of allegiance from 
Middle West to "West" and "Southwest." Indeed five people from 
southwestern counties specifically noted on their questionnaires that 
they felt this to be the case. Such a falloff also would be consistent with 
the findings of another survey of the extent of the Middle West.17 The 
temptation to dismiss the higher isoline in the extreme southwest as an 
irregularity caused by small sample size is thus strong, but the rela­
tively high frequency of Middle West as a business name in such towns 
as Liberal, Dodge City and Garden City makes one cautious. The 
situation obviously needs more study. 
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It seems clear from the information on Figures 2 and 3 that 
students of American regionalization should exercise caution when 
dividing the midsection of the country into Great Plains and Middle-
western components. Certainly obvious physical differences exist be­
tween the Great Plains and the area to its east, and in many cases these 
distinctions have led to agricultural and other economic differentia­
tion. It does not necessarily follow, however, that there is a division of 
basic cultural values. However defined, the Middle West and the 
Great Plains were settled by peoples of similar heritage, and strong 
Middle-western allegiance obviously occurs to the westernmost extent 
of the Kansas plains and quite possibly beyond. A recent study dem­
onstrates the inconsistent nature of Kansas in cultural terms, finding 
significant east-west variations across the state in such measures as 
choice of given names, rates of magazine subscription, and church 
membership ratios, but no such pattern in linguistic or religious 
denomination data or in a survey of "western" attitudes.18 Although 
conclusive statements certainly are not justified from the data at hand, 
it seems reasonable to assume that, in a broad cultural sense, the 
Great Plains may be considered as a subdivision of the Middle West, 
an area that identifies itself with the larger region yet possesses a 
measure of distinctiveness brought about by such factors as climate 
and isolation. 

The importance of understanding the relationships among al­
legiances to Middle West and Great Plains in Kansas and elsewhere 
lies in differing public conceptions of these terms. Although lucid 
essays on the personality of each region exist, these remain of limited 
utility in the absence of accurate spatial information.19 If my study 
resolves some questions about the distribution of the two labels, it 
opens the issue of possible Kansas associations with "West1' and 
"Southwest". The possibility that associations change through time re­
mains completely unexplored. 

directional terms 
At a scale of allegiances or identifications intermediate between 

Middle West and such smaller places as river valleys, directional terms 
often are employed as regional labels. It is interesting to speculate on 
the accuracy of this usage. For example, if "western", when used to 
describe a part of Kansas, has the positive connotations characteristic 
of the word "West" generally in America, one might expect people 
from central sections of the state to associate themselves with it. On 
the other hand, if "western" is perceived to have more of the image of 
rural backwardness suggested by certain studies of plains states 
culture, the vernacular boundary of "western" Kansas might be lo­
cated far toward the Rockies.20 

To provide information on the usage of directional terms, business 
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name data again were combined with questionnaire responses. With 
the business names, only those that included the word Kansas or its ab­
breviation as part of the title were included. This restriction was 
necessary to avoid confusions over whether a given directional term 
referred to a section of a city or perhaps of the country as a whole, 
rather than of the state. The wording on the questionnaire item was as 
follows: 

Residents of most parts of Kansas identify their home counties 
by using one of the compass directions. Which, if any, of the 
following terms is used locally to identify the location of your 
county? If appropriate, more than one blank can be checked. 
Check only terms you have heard used by the inhabitants of the 
county. 
— East(ern) Kansas — Central Kansas 
— North(ern) Kansas — East Central Kansas 
— South(ern) Kansas — North Central Kansas 
— West(ern) Kansas — South Central Kansas 
— Northeast(ern) Kansas — West Central Kansas 
— Southeast(ern) Kansas — None of these are used by local 
— Northwest(ern) Kansas people to describe my county 
— Southwest(ern) Kansas — Other (please specify) 

Of the thirteen positive choices offered on the questionnaire, 
eleven were noted to be dominant in at least one county apiece (Figs. 4 
and 5). Only "northern" and "southern" were not used, hardly a sur­
prising result given the shape and compass orientation of the state. 
Because of an obvious need for subdivision along the long axis, "north 
central" and "south central" are much more common terms and oc­
cupy larger areas than "east central" and "west central". 

The business name data reveal some details of the directional term 
vernacular regions. Most interesting, perhaps, is the use of "east" and 
"west". Whereas these terms appear in logical distributions on the 
questionnaire responses, they definitely have been skewed by the 
business community. "East(ern)" is restricted almost exclusively to the 
eastern three columns of counties, no matter whether it appears as 
"northeast(ern)," "southeast(ern)," "east central", or in its unmodified 
form. "West(ern)," in contrast, ranges in its various forms over five or 
six columns of counties and even makes solitary appearances in Saline 
and Sedgwick Counties, definitely in the eastern half of the state. It is 
also revealing that "west(ern)" in its unmodified form is used more fre­
quently than "east(ern)" and "east central" combined, despite the 
much greater population of eastern Kansas. A similar situation exists 
for "northwest(ern)" and "northeast(ern)". Apparently "west(ern)" is 
seen by Kansas businessmen to have an overall positive image about it. 
If there are negative associations borne of the dryness, flatness and 
isolation of the area, these are more than counterbalanced by such 
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traditional positive images of the West as friendliness and in­
dependence.21 

prominent local regions 
A certain degree of predictability applies to the choice of direc­

tional terms as regional labels, and existing studies provided hints as 
to what this Kansas survey might reveal about the Middle West and 
Great Plains. At a more local level, however, there are almost no 
guidelines. Questions of all kinds occur. Are local regions more likely 
to bear human or physical labels? What role do promotional efforts 
play in name popularity? What kinds of places are perceived most 
intensely? 

The questionnaire item used to gather information on local ver­
nacular regions was worded as follows: 

Many parts of Kansas have a special regional name, or popular 
name. Examples of such popular names from adjacent states 
are "Sand Hills" (in Nebraska), "Western Slope" (in Col­
orado), "Little Dixie" (in Oklahoma), and "Boonslick" and 
"Ozarks" (in Missouri). What popular name is used to describe 
the area containing your home county in Kansas? If more than 
one popular name is used, list all of them. If none are used, 
please so indicate. 

Where at least thirty percent of the respondents from two or more ad­
jacent counties listed a particular vernacular term, a "prominent" 
local region was said to be defined (Fig. 6). "Less prominent" local re­
gions were those mentioned by between ten and thirty percent of the 
respondents (Fig. 7).22 

Six "prominent" local regions exist in Kansas, led in intensity by 
the Flint Hills. It perhaps should come as no surprise that in relatively 
flat and sparsely populated Kansas, physical features, particularly 
hills, should be items that have strong holds on the local consciousness. 
With the exception of Dust Bowl all of the names date from the nine­
teenth century. Promotional names for regions, those coined by gov­
ernment bureaus, chambers of commerce, and other boosters, were 
mentioned only infrequently by respondents. Such names are not yet 
part of the Kansas vernacular, even though in Texas they are reported 
to be dominant in several places.23 

The Flint Hills is by far the most strongly perceived regional label 
in Kansas. In its heartland over seven out of ten respondents volun­
teered the term, and the fifty percent isoline encompasses most of nine 
counties. Telephone book data mirror the questionnaire information 
perfectly, even to the identification of the regional core in Chase and 
Lyon Counties. Eight Emporia businesses use the term, but this is far 
exceeded on a per capita basis by the six occurrences in the small twin 
towns of Cottonwood Falls and Strong City. Another indication of the 
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strength of Flint Hills as a regional term is its frequent use as a 
reference location by people living throughout eastern Kansas. 
Twenty questionnaire respondents from outside the nine county core 
area noted that their locales were "near" or "at the edge of" the Flint 
Hills. 

The high level of perception accorded the Flint Hills probably is 
only partly a function of its physical distinctiveness. The core of the 
area is a layered benchland composed of slightly dipping limestones 
and shales augmented by occasional lenses of flint. Its local relief 
averages about 350 feet, a high figure for Kansas, but not greatly ex­
ceeding the relief of the cuesta plain occupying eastern Kansas gener­
ally. The regional uniqueness is more a product of vegetation and 
historical land use. The Flint Hills is a ranching island in the midst of 
farming country, a place of immense, sometimes almost overwhelm­
ing, prairie vistas. A sparse population is tucked away in valleys, leav­
ing a landscape that strikes many travellers along Interstate Highways 
35 and 70 as primeval. 

The Flint Hills name dates from at least the early 1870s, but 
originally was a geological term more than a regional description. 
Physical scientists still use the phrase in this earlier way and, as a 
result, portrayals based on geology and soil tend to be smaller in area 
than the one outlined here and shifted about half a county's width to 
the west. By the second decade of this century, however, the Flint Hills 
term came to have a broader definition in the public mind, a name for 
the general area where cattle ranching predominated. The present 
study confirms this, the delineation matching closely that found in an 
earlier survey of the big pasture country.24 

After the Flint Hills the two regions of greatest local relief in Kan­
sas are the Blue Hills and the Gypsum (Gyp) Hills. Like the Flint Hills, 
both are essentially cuesta landforms. With their 200 to 300 foot 
escarpments facing eastward, they were easily visible to westward mov­
ing travellers and were named by at least the middle of the nineteenth 
century. This combination of physical and historical visibility seems to 
be the reason for their recognition today. According to the results 
from the questionnaires, the vernacular regions match the cores of the 
physical features. A certain confusion surrounds both of the names. 
"Blue" is alternately said to derive from the color of the Pierre Shale 
present in the area or "in allusion to the bluish haze the atmosphere 
frequently presents when looking at the hills from a distance."25 The 
"Gyp" story is a bit more complicated. Standard physiographic 
sources label the escarpments of south Kansas as the Red Hills, a term 
apparently coined by G.I. Adams in 1903.26 Red is an accurate de­
scriptive word, referring to the color of the local Permian sediments, 
but residents use the term only for a small area in Clark County. Cedar 
Hills is used for another small section in eastern Barber County, but 
the bulk of the region is known as the Gyp Hills, a name com-
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memorating the resistant gypsum layer that caps the escarpments. 
One can understand Adams's motives in desiring a general term for 
the physiographic unit, but by not checking on local usage, he created 
a needless gap between academic and vernacular terminology. 

No telephone book entries use Blue Hills as part of their name and 
only one incorporates the Gyp Hills phrase. Both situations probably 
can be explained by the limited size of the regions and their small 
populations. The Sand Hills, another of the "prominent" local ver­
nacular regions in the state, similarly lacks telephone entries but oc­
cupies a larger area and has a larger population in its immediate 
vicinity than do either the Blue or the Gyp Hills. This avoidance of 
Sand Hills as a business name suggests that the region may be per­
ceived in neutral or perhaps even in slightly negative terms, recognized 
but not loved. The actual physical extent and relative size of the sand 
fields are accurately mirrored in the vernacular regionalization, 
however. 

Since Kansas repeatedly has been described as the quintessence of 
a plains state, it is of special interest to see the form and extent of this 
term's vernacular usage. Although a considerable variety of plains 
phrases were listed on the completed questionnaires, the only one to 
meet even a minimal criterion of being noted by ten percent of the 
respondents from two or more adjacent counties was High Plains.27 

Great Plains, the term used by academicians to describe the whole 
region from the Rocky Mountains eastward for 500 or 600 miles, was 
listed only thirty-four times on the questionnaires, half the total for 
High Plains.28 

It has been asserted that High Plains is an older term than Great 
Plains,29 although I can find no corroborative evidence of this in the 
academic literature. Whereas Great Plains occurs on John C. Fre­
mont's map of 1848 and on many subsequent ones, I find no printed 
reference to High Plains before 1901.30 In that year W. D. Johnson 
published "The High Plains and their Utilization," a classical work 
defining this area as the nearly undissected portion of the Great Plains 
extending from the Llano Estacado in Texas to the vicinity of the 
Platte River in Nebraska.31 Johnson's usage implies that the definition 
he employs was common knowledge at the time of his work; this in 
turn suggests that High Plains has long existed as a vernacular expres­
sion. Certainly the region is strongly perceived today, both on the 
questionnaire responses and the business name survey. 

Academicians since the day of Johnson have followed his pro­
cedure of making the High Plains a subdivision of the Great Plains, 
with its Kansas portion extending from the Colorado border eastward 
to the Blue and Gyp Hills.32 The vernacular region approximates this 
in a general way, but is more restrictive. North of the Arkansas River 
one must use the marginal ten percent isoline to touch the academi­
cian's eastern border; in the south, even this is inadequate. A possible 
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explanation for the discrepancy in the south involves population loca­
tion and competition of regional names. Whereas most of the north­
western Kansas population is found on the upland, southwestern Kan-
sans cluster in the Arkansas Valley. These people might well identify 
more closely with the more immediate labels of Sand Hills and Arkan­
sas Valley than with a plains term. 

Promotional efforts by various news media seem to play a greater 
role with the High Plains label than with the terms previously dis­
cussed. Many questionnaire respondents noted that radio stations 
KXXX of Colby and KLOE of Goodland both advertise themselves as 
"The Voice of the High Plains," and Goodland television features the 
"High Plains News." The term also is frequently used on agricultural 
and weather reports by radio stations ranging from Amarillo, Texas, 
and the Oklahoma panhandle throughout the western third of Kan­
sas. An influential agricultural newspaper, The High Plains Journal, 
is published in Dodge City, and a high school athletic conference in 
extreme southwestern Kansas also bears the name. The widespread 
use of the High Plains phrase by the media suggests that the term is 
seen in a positive light in western Kansas, and this popularity probably 
explains why businesses even beyond the ten percent isoline of the 
perceptual region use the name. One finds examples as far east as 
Salina and Wichita. Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to assume too 
great a role for the media in the popularity of the name High Plains. 
Golden Plains, a term promoted by station KXXX in Colby even more 
actively than it does High Plains, was listed on the completed ques­
tionnaires only three times. 

Unlike the other regions on Figure 6, Dust Bowl is both a physical 
and a human term, and is a name whose origin is known precisely. It 
was coined at Guymon, in the Oklahoma panhandle, in April of 1935, 
to describe the aftermath of a large dust roller. As drought conditions 
worsened in the general area throughout the year, Dust Bowl was 
adopted as a regional descriptive term.33 There is thus a definite 
historical component to its usage, and I was surprised to see it appear 
so regularly on the completed questionnaires. In telephone interviews 
some local residents agreed that the term was used only in a historical 
sense, but the majority felt that it had current applicability. Dust 
storms are a part of the natural cycle in the area, they said, occurring 
before the famous 1930s and continuing to the present.34 The majority 
of the twenty-five people interviewed on the subject also felt that Dust 
Bowl today was something of an "insider's" term, a phrase residents 
use among themselves but see as derogatory if used by non-residents. 
This feeling is partially confirmed by the absence of the phrase as a 
business term. 

less prominent local regions 
When the criterion for defining a vernacular region is dropped 
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from thirty to ten percent of the respondents from two or more adja­
cent counties, seven additional areas appear on the map (Fig. 7). As 
was the case with the more strongly perceived regions, physical terms 
predominate, but valleys replace hills as the most popular feature. 
The relative popularity of hills and valleys is intriguing. The valleys 
certainly are more productive regions in an economic sense and con­
tain a larger proportion of the state's population; with their blufflands 
they are also areas of considerable local relief. Perhaps the hills derive 
their stronger recognition in part simply by being somewhat exotic, 
removed a bit from the population clusters. 

Little needs to be said about the specific valley regions. The 
Arkansas, Kansas, and Solomon Rivers are the largest in the state by 
most measures, and are the ones one would expect to be recognized. 
The Kansas River was virtually always referred to by respondents as 
the Kaw, a nickname which predates the settlement period;35 Ark was 
used for Arkansas approximately half the time, especially by people 
living where the river exits from the state at Ark (never Arkansas) City. 
The appearance of the small Sugar Valley on the map is a definite 
anomaly, especially when several much larger streams including the 
Neosho and Republican Rivers were rarely mentioned on the ques­
tionnaire sheets. 

It was predictable that the Smoky Hills would appear on this map, 
for after the Flint, Blue, and Gyp Hills, it is the most rugged area in 
the state. These hills are composed of Dakota Sandstone, a reddish, 
somewhat irregularly bedded rock that is visually quite distinct from 
the whitish, more uniform limestones that dominate most other parts 
of Kansas. As was the case with the Blue and Gyp Hills, the vernacular 
region matches the most rugged part of the physical area. 

Tri-state, one of the two human terms to appear on Figure 7, ob­
viously derives its name from the proximity of Colorado and Nebraska 
to northwestern Kansas. Its popularity is reinforced by three business 
names and by frequent reference on Goodland's station KLOE. Anal­
ogous regional term usage has developed in two other corners of the 
state, but because of boundary locations, name competition occurs 
and no term has become dominant. "Tri-state" and "four-state" coex­
ist in the southeast and, in the southwest, these two are joined by "five-
state." For some reason, similar terms are rare in northeastern Kansas. 

Balkans, in southeastern Kansas, is a term similar in several ways 
to Dust Bowl. Both names date from specific occurrences and refer to 
aspects of local history that some would like to forget. The terms are 
anathema to businesses but sometimes are used with a certain degree 
of pride by local residents. The Balkans appellation derives from the 
era of deep-shaft coal mining in northern Cherokee and eastern Craw­
ford Counties. The mining boom was accompanied by "prolonged and 
bitter strikes, rioting, occupation by state militia, killings, thefts, rob­
beries and habitual breaking of the Kansas prohibitionary liquor 

87 



law."36 Continuing trouble supposedly led Walter Stubbs, the Kansas 
governor from 1909 to 1913, to exclaim that the region "is just like the 
Balkans," a reference, of course, to the European region that was then 
a center of discord.37 The appropriateness of the analogy is 
strengthened by the presence in southeastern Kansas of an ethnically 
mixed population, including many people of south European ances­
try, as well as an extended economic decline in the area after 1930.38 

Judging from the remarks made on the completed questionnaires, 
some people, remembering the poverty and lawlessness connotations, 
see Balkans as a derogatory word; others interpret it positively, as a 
symbol of the region's unique ethnic heritage. The focus of the term's 
usage today is Pittsburg, in Crawford County, the center of the local 
coal industry. Montgomery County appears as an outlier even though 
it lacks coal, probably because it also has a mineral industry heritage, 
particularly zinc smelting, and an ethnically mixed population. 

positive, negative and miscellaneous perceptions 
The assertion that Great Plains residents suffer from a slight in­

feriority complex was mentioned briefly in the discussion of direc­
tional terms. More insight into this issue as well as other aspects of 
regional consciousness is possible by dividing the questionnaire 
responses into positive and negative perceptions. If one considers 
Great Plains to be more descriptive than laudatory, the positive list 
consists of only three items and a total of twelve responses: Golden 
Belt, Golden Plains, and God's Country (Fig. 8).39 Golden refers to the 
color of wheat at harvest as well as to the money it represents. The 
meaning of God's Country is less clear. It would seem to be com­
plimentary, but one of the three users of the phrase followed it with 
"nobody else would want it." 

Negative perceptions of Kansas might be expected to emphasize 
physical elements of the environment, following the lead of many 
plains novels. Only nine responses fit into this category, however. One 
reference to "barren" and two to "desert" were reported from the 
western half of the state, two to "tornado alley" in the east, and four to 
strip mining pits in the coal county of Crawford (Fig. 9). Negative 
cultural references were over six times as common as negative physical 
ones.40 The most widespread of these derogatory terms were "boon-
ies," "boondocks," and "sticks", words suggesting a dissatisfaction with 
ruralness, with being isolated from the perceived mainstream of the 
country. On a per capita basis, western Kansans used these words 
more frequently than did easterners. It is well to keep in mind the age 
of the respondents while assessing these (as well as the other) negative 
images. Home frequently looks less than perfect to eighteen to twenty-
two year old people anxious to see what the wider world has to offer 
them. 
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Although detailed investigation of the Kansas image lies beyond 
the scope of this study, several lines of evidence suggest that negativism 
is not restricted to my college sample. Studies conducted in the 1960s, 
for example, revealed that college students from Alabama, Califor­
nia, Illinois, Minnesota, and Pennsylvania generally rated their home 
states as highly desirable places in which to live, whereas students from 
North Dakota, a plains state like Kansas, saw their homes as only 
moderately desirable. Using current data, when the ratio of positive to 
negative home county images is compared for young Kansans and 
young Texans, the Texas self-perceptions are much more positive.41 

Interpretations of Kansas appearing in the popular literature also sup­
port this view, routinely beginning with an admission of the state's na­
tionwide poor image. Stephen Darst's words from 1974 are typical: 

When outsiders think of Kansas at all they are apt to dust off 
shopworn images of cow towns before the turn of the century 
. . . or the type of changless life depicted in the movie "Picnic" 
with its opening longshot of mammoth Hutchinson grain ele­
vators looming beside the Santa Fe tracks that stretch endlessly 
away into an all-pervading flatness, moral, cultural, social, 
topographical, political.42 

Some authors proceed to justify the image and others to challenge it, 
but the important point is that virtually all recognize that it exists. 

Two highly localized areas of negative self-images deserve discus­
sion. Over a third of the respondents from Wyandotte County said 
that people described their Kansas City home as a "ghetto" or "the 
slums." In sharp contrast, adjacent Johnson County, along with Doug­
las County, were occasionally given the label "snob hill." As I have 
described more fully elsewhere, the Wyandotte-Johnson County line is 
the sharpest cultural divide in the state.43 Wyandotte County is a blue-
collar, industrial area. It votes Democratic and contains large ethnic 
and black populations. In all of these ways it contrasts with the rest of 
Kansas. Johnson County is almost the antithesis of Wyandotte County, 
being the personification of well-to-do suburbia. The term "snob hill" 
specifically refers to Mission Hills, perhaps the most prestigious ad­
dress in the greater Kansas City area. The use of "snob hill" in Douglas 
County is connected to the University of Kansas there, whose campus 
occupies a hilltop and traditionally attracts large numbers of Johnson 
County students. By extension the term also is used in the friendly 
rivalry that exists between this school and Kansas State University. K-
State alleges that KU is "snob hill"; KU responds that K-State with its 
agricultural school, is "silo tech." 

More insight into the sharply contrasting self-images of the Kansas 
City area counties can be seen on Figure 8. Several Johnson Countians 
used "suburban" and "rich" to describe their home. Most of these 
references appear to be purely descriptive, but a few respondents used 
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the terms in derogatory ways. Two "suburbias" were prefaced by 
"faceless," two "riches" were paired with "snob" and four other people 
wrote "rich bitch area." Leavenworth County has an identity quite 
distinct from either Johnson or Wyandotte. In reference to the one 
federal, one military, and two state prisons in this county of only 
30,000 people, over half of the local respondents called their home the 
"prison area" or a similar term. 

Three other miscellaneous regional perceptions were volunteered 
on the questionnaires with enough regularity to deserve mention: 
ethnic references, wheat references, and Bible Belt. The first two 
categories were reported in straight-forward, accurate fashion. Wheat 
production is concentrated in the south central portion of Kansas, very 
much as the perceptual map has it. The ethnic references are also fac­
tual: Volga Germans in Ellis County, Czechs in Ellsworth County, 
Italians in Crawford County, and Slavs in Wyandotte County. No eth­
nic slurs were written. An interesting anomaly is the omission of any 
reference to the numerous Mennonite settlements of central Kansas. 
Bible Belt was mentioned only seven times on the questionnaires, but 
six of these are clustered in the south central part of the state. One can 
hardly generalize from this small sample, and I am not even sure 
whether the term was used in a derogatory or a positive sense. There is 
no obvious correlation between this location and high rates of either 
church membership or fundamentalist church orientation, but the lo­
cation is such that it could link up with the indications of a perceptual 
Bible Belt found in northern and eastern Texas by a procedure iden­
tical to the one used here.44 A specific Bible Belt questionnaire needs 
to be given. 

conclusion 
Vernacular regions are a matter of considerable practical im­

portance. For people trying to discern general culture or humanistic 
areas for planning and other purposes, perceived regions are the ones 
that matter. This study underscores the need for additional research 
by noting several types of discrepancies between traditional regionali-
zations and vernacular ones. Vernacular regions exist that rarely are 
recognized as distinct places today by social scientists, and the con­
verse condition may also occur. The Dust Bowl and the Balkans are 
examples of the former situation; the Great Plains is perhaps one of 
the latter. There also are cases, such as the Flint Hills, where perceived 
location and extent are somewhat different from those found in stand­
ard academic sources. Name discrepancies occur as well, as the exam­
ple of Red Hills—Gyp Hills demonstrates. The fact that some areas 
clearly lack "prominent" local regional names also may have impor­
tant implications. Are there differences in levels of group identity or 
ecological consciousness between these areas and those, such as the 
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Flint Hills counties, which are strongly regionally affiliated? If group 
identity levels vary in this way, perhaps they may be reflected in such 
measures as out-migration rates and number of natives returning to 
the regions after college graduation or retirement. 

Comparisons between vernacular regions and traditional cultural 
regions are difficult to make for Kansas because detailed work with 
linguistic, political, religious and similar data is not abundant . Never­
theless, two interesting observations are possible. A recent summary of 
linguistic information for the state suggests that several North 
Midland terms fade from use in extreme western Kansas, and that sev­
eral Southwestern words have their eastern limit there. The percen­
tage of people belonging to churches also increases in that area.45 This 
information may help to resolve the discrepancy between the question­
naire and the business name survey data on the decline of Middle-
western allegiance in western Kansas and suggests that the term High 
Plains may carry meaning to its residents beyond mere physical de­
scription. The only other section of Kansas indicated to have distinc­
tiveness by cultural measures is the southeastern corner. Several South 
Midland and Southern words have been recorded there and both a 
political and a religious regionalization of the nation suggest a 
Southern association for this area.46 These findings are at odds with 
my vernacular survey unless the term Balkans has overtones of 
"Southerness , , in addition to those traits discussed in the text. Detailed 
field study in this area is needed. 

Monitoring the changing strengths and types of vernacular regions 
over a period of years is another promising avenue for research. 
Perhaps one could develop a measure of local attachment from such 
data that would be useful for cultural ecologists and others interested 
in "sense of place.1' Periodic surveys also should reveal something of 
the relative strengths of folk and popular culture. As stated elsewhere 
in this paper, promotional terms generated by government bureaus, 
chambers of commerce, and their kin apparently have received little 
acceptance in Kansas. Such terms continue to be placed before the 
eyes and ears of the people, however, and one wonders not only when 
and where they will "take root," but what acceptance will mean in a 
cultural sense. 

notes 

I wish to thank Charles Cantiello for compiling the telephone book data on which 
this study is partially based and the following people for distributing questionnaires at 
their respective campuses: Charles Bussing, Kansas State University; Robert Hilt, 
Pittsburg State University; Paul Phillips, Ft. Hays State University; and William 
Phillips, Emporia State University. My colleagues at Dartmouth provided valuable 
comments on early drafts of the paper. 
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