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Introducing The OSI Publications Series in Ozarks History and Culture
The Ozarks Studies Institute (OSI) of Missouri State University seeks to preserve 
the heritage of the Ozarks, its culture, environment, and history by fostering a com-
prehensive knowledge of Ozarks’ peoples, places, characteristics, and dynamics. The 
Institute promotes a sense of place for residents and visitors alike and serves as an ed-
ucational resource by collecting existing—and discovering new—knowledge about 
the Ozarks and by providing access to that knowledge.
	
Following Living Ozarks: The Ecology and Culture of a Natural Place (2018),  
TechnOzarks is the second volume in the OSI series. Along with its companion  
journal, OzarksWatch, the series aims “to introduce the Ozarks to the world,” and  
vice versa.

What readers have said of the first volume, Living Ozarks:

Authors in this anthology are aware of tourism’s fantasies that overlay geology’s 
reality and that the Ozarks’ fragile natural landscape requires stewardship. We 
know that the environment shapes all creatures that live within it, including us. 
We must be prepared to address our presence as part of the natural—what is the 
cost to absorb our footprint?

—Lynn Morrow, editor, Ozarks in Missouri  History: 
Discoveries in an American Region 

Any discussion of sustainability in the Ozarks must involve not only the natural 
environment, but also elements not commonly thought of as natural resources: 
the history, the heritage, and the people. These are key elements that make this 
region unique and attractive to outsiders and tourists and give the Ozarks its 
unique identity. Living Ozarks: The Ecology and Culture of a Natural Place brings 
this point home in a decisive and definitive work.

—Paul W. Johns, author, Unto These Hills:
True Tales of the Ozarks

Published by the Ozarks Studies Institute, an initiative of the Missouri State  
University Libraries. Copyrights of materials remain in possession of the authors, artists, 
owners, and first publishers. For inquiries, contact:
	 Duane G. Meyer Library
	 901 South National Library
	 Springfield MO 65897
	 417.836.4525

Book cover and layout design by Jesse Nickles.
Cover photo: The Chadwick Flyer stopping in Ozark, Missouri (ca. 1909). 
	 Courtesy of the Richard Crabtree Collection.
Half-title page photo: Neosho-built engines in a Saturn V rocket  (ca. 1967). 
	 Courtesy of Larry James.
Interchapter I image (p.lii): Streetcar in the Town Square (1919).
	 Courtesy of the History Museum on the Square, Springfield, Missouri.
Interchapter II image (p.92): Lily Tulip Cup Corporation (1951).
	 Courtesy of the History Museum on the Square, Springfield, Missouri.
Interchapter III image (p.184): X-ray photoelectron spectrometer, JVIC (2016).
	 Starboard & Port Photography, courtesy of Allen D. Kunkel.
Image facing Notes on Contributors (p. 282): Panorama at West Shops in Springfield,  
	 Missouri (1927). Thomas Railroad Collection, MSU Special Collections and Archives.

ISBN-13: 978-1-7321222-2-2
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data:
	 Names: Peters, Thomas A. 1957- editor. | Durham, Paul L., editor. 
	 Burris, Greg, writer of foreword.
	 Title: TechnOzarks : essays in technology, regional economy, and culture /
	 edited by Thomas A. Peters, Paul L. Durham ; foreword by Greg Burris.
	 Description: Springfield, Missouri : The Ozarks Studies Institute of 
	 Missouri State University, 2019.
	 Notes: Includes bibliographical references.
	 Identifiers: ISBN 978-1-7321222-2-2
	 Subjects: LCSH: Technology—Ozark Mountains Region. | Technology—
	 Social aspects—Ozark Mountains Region. | Technology—Economic aspects—			 
	 Ozark Mountains Region. | Ozark Mountains Region—Social life and customs. | 			
	 Ozark Mountains Region—History.
	 Classification: LCC T14.5.T43 2019 | DDC 303.483—dc23



x x x x i

In his Journal of a Tour into the Interior of Missouri and 
Arkansaw (1821), Henry R. Schoolcraft—the region’s 
first English-speaking “tourist”—records his impres-
sions of Finley Creek and the environs south of mod-
ern-day Springfield. His diary entry for January 4, 1819 
follows: 

The prairies, which commence at the distance of 
a mile west of this river, are the most extensive, 
rich, and beautiful, of any which I have ever seen 
west of the Mississippi river.… The lands consist of 
a rich black alluvial soil, apparently deep, and cal-
culated for corn, flax, and hemp. The river-banks 
are skirted with cane,… and the lands rise gently 
from the river for a mile, terminating in high-
lands, without bluffs, with a handsome growth 
of hickory and oak…. Taking these circumstances 
into view, with the fertility and extent of soil, its 
advantages for water-carriage, and other objects, 
among which its mines deserve to be noticed, it 
offers great attractions to enterprising emigrants, 
and particularly to such as may consider great 
prospective advantages an equivalent for the 
dangers and privations of a frontier settlement. 
The junction of Findley’s Fork [sic] with James’ 
River, a high, rich point of land, is an eligible spot for 
a town, and the erection of a new county … would 
soon give the settlers the advantages elsewhere 
enjoyed in civil communities…. A water commu-
nication exists with the Mississippi. Steamboats 
may ascend White River to the mouth of its Great 
North Fork. Keelboats of twenty tons burthen 
may, during the greater part of the year, ascend 
to the mouth of James’ River; and boats of eight 

tons burthen may ascend that to the junction of 
Findley’s Fork,… to which the navigation may be 
continued in smaller boats, thus establishing a 
communication by which the peltries, the lead, and 
the agricultural products of the country, could be 
easily, cheaply, and at all seasons, taken to market, 
and merchandize brought up in return. (pp. 58-59; 
emphasis added)

Like most tourists or “prospectors” of his age, 
Schoolcraft sees the present but looks to the future. 
Resources—mineral, wildlife, and agricultural espe-
cially—when matched with adequate transportation, 
conspire to make this “an eligible spot for a town, 
and the erection of a new county.” There was money 
to be made by those “enterprising emigrants” who’d 
be willing to endure “the dangers and privations of a 
frontier settlement.” Equally important, their collec-
tive work would transform wilderness into a “civil 
communit[y],” a place where the amenities of culture 
and the good life could be pursued. I’m willing to 
declare Schoolcraft’s Journal the region’s first piece 
of published Ozarks “boosterism.” I’d also declare 
Schoolcraft’s predictions, made 200 years ago, to have 
proved true.
	 The following is an essay in the history of a place 
and an idea: specifically, of technological innovation 
and its role in creating a progressive, future-oriented 
“booster” image for early Springfield and the Ozarks. 
In recent years, historians have focused on the region’s 
economy and politics; on its shifting demographics; on 
ecology and shifting practices in land-use; on indus-
try—agriculture, mining, and manufacture—and 
on technologies under discussion here: the railroad 

Inventing the Ozarks (I):
On the Confluence of Technology, Regional Economy, and Culture
James S. Baumlin

(arriving in 1870), the automobile (in 1901), and radio 
broadcast (in 1921).3   From the start, let me state that 
this is not a local history of the railroad per se, or of the 
motorcar, or of radio telecommunication; it is, rather, 
an exploration of attitudes and aspirations of Spring-
field as a town and of the Ozarks as a region whose 
growth rested in the possession and exploitation of 
such technologies as these. 
	 “The booster spirit was strong in Springfield,” 
writes Charles K. Piehl of the decades following the 
Civil War (p. 89). The first big “boost” came in 1870, 
when the region’s “bright and happy future, the 
subject of our wishes for many long years,… arrived” 
with the railroad.4 A second boost or “boom” came in 
1887, when Springfield merged with “New Town” or 
North Springfield. As the August 19, 1887 issue of the 
Springfield Daily Leader reads, the newly consolidated 
town “booms and booms and keeps on booming. It is a 
perpetual motion boom.” This booster-boomer spirit 
lasted well into the 20th century; arguably, vestiges of 
it remain to this day.
	 Though the Chamber of Commerce organized 
in 1919, prominent businessmen had long supported 
“the Springfield Club” and the northside “Commer-
cial Club.” By these and other “business fraternities,” 

3. See Lynn Morrow and Linda Myers-Phinney, Shepherd of the 
Hills Country: Tourism Transforms the Ozarks, 1880-1930s, and 
Brooks Blevins, A History of the Ozarks, Volume 1: The Old Ozarks. 
See also essays gathered in several collections: Lynn Morrow, 
The Ozarks in Missouri History: Discoveries in an American Region; 
Stephen L. McIntyre, Springfield’s Urban Histories: Essays on the 
Queen City of the Missouri Ozarks; and William B. Edgar, Rachel 
M. Besara, and James S. Baumlin, Living Ozarks: The Ecology and 
Culture of a Natural Place.

4. “Speech of Hon. John S. Phelps,” from Opening of the Atlantic 
and Pacific Railroad (p. 8). For discussion of the arrival of the 
railroad and the rivalry between “Old Town” and North Spring-
field, see Piehl’s “Race of Improvement: Springfield Society, 
1865–1881,” in Morrow (pp. 71-100).

I take this opportunity to thank colleagues Craig A. Meyer, 
Elaine Stuart, Lynn Morrow, and Cathie English for help in im-
proving early versions of this essay.	

boosters sought to attract outside investment and set-
tlement through the promise of cheap land, civic order, 
scenic beauty, and urbane culture.5 Natural resources 
abounded; needful were the tools to extract, refine, 
transport, and sell the same. Enter the technologies—
trains, autos, radios—that promised a healthful, 
prosperous, comfortable Ozarks lifestyle. In his arti-
cle, “The Small City in American History,” Timothy R. 
Mahoney distinguishes towns from small cities from 
major metropolises, particularly as these evolved in 
the Middle West.6 Typical of the small town, Mahoney 
notes, “is that at one time, many, if not most, of its 
citizens imagined themselves to be living in a ‘future 
metropolis’ or at least a significant regional center” (p. 
316), the economy and culture of such towns having 
been “constructed within the framework of a ‘booster 
ethos’” (Mahoney, p. 316):

In towns across the country a predominantly 
American-born middle-class elite articulated 

 5. “I believe that a man should be proud of the city in which he 
lives and that he should so live that the city will be proud he lives 
in it.” This anonymous quote stands on the back page of the 
Chamber’s first official publication, Springfield Greets You (1919). 
We can take it as the Chamber’s boosterish civic motto.

 6. “In the urban history of the United States,” writes Mahoney, 
“two predominant narratives have emerged: that of the metropo-
lis and that of the small town” (p. 314). He continues: 

The former is the story of regional and national centers of 
economic development that enjoyed steady, even rapid, 
growth and became focal points of the emergence of the 
modern nation. The latter is the story of local or regional 
centers that played peripheral, secondary, or reactive roles in 
the national economy…. What is missing, of course, is a story 
line for those urban places in between the small town and the 
metropolis: small cities of America. (pp. 314-15)

From the Civil War through the Second World War, Springfield 
fit fairly neatly into the small-town economy and ethos, as Ma-
honey describes it. After World War II, Springfield evolved into 
one of those “small cities of America,” making for new opportu-
nities and challenges (some of which will be described below). 
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a local boosterism. According to this view one 
achieved success in work and enjoyed the satis-
factions of family life through self-control, hard 
work, and religious faith. Middle-class citizens 
built a successful town by developing the town 
economy, establishing a system of law and order, 
founding institutions, creating a civic life, and 
formulating booster policy. (p. 316)

In Springfield from the 1870s and 1880s through the 
1920s, Mahoney’s description is spot-on: for, “at the 
core” of its booster ethos “was a strong entrepre-
neurial impetus that distinguished most towns in the 
Midwest from those in the upland South and New 
England” (p. 317). This ethos is on full display in A 
Booming City (1887), a pamphlet published by the local 
real estate firm, Lapham and Bro. Though its “com-
mercial importance” came “by slow stages, covering a 
generation,” Springfield “awoke a few mornings since, 
to find itself confronted by that young Samson of the 
West, the ‘Boom,’ which, with his magic wand, makes 
towns of villages and cities of towns” (p. 8; emphasis 
added). 
	 Within this booster-boomer ethos resided an opti-
mism over the future that Springfieldians pursued, 
not just as businessmen but as entrepreneurs—inves-
tors speculating in land, industry, and technology. The 
local newspapers spurred inventors on, reporting on 
their innovations and calling for more; booster adver-
tisers spread the word, “letting the world know that 
Springfield is up and coming—not going or standing 
still” (January 19, 1927 Leader and Press). In its prac-
tice of entrepreneurship, the Ozarks yoked economy, 
ecology, technology, and culture together. Exploitable 
resources proved the region’s great attraction: Enter 
the entrepreneur. Geographic isolation (caused by the 
daunting terrain) proved the region’s great challenge: 
Enter technology—specifically, the innovations in 
manufacture and transport that would bring region-

ally produced goods to markets state- and nation-
wide.7 In local history, the inventor needed the inves-
tor, and vice versa. With every innovation in transport, 
communication, or manufacture, someone had to buy 
it, bring it to Springfield, and adapt it to local condi-
tions. Springfield’s booster ethos enabled this synergy 
by uniting capital and labor, exploiting the regional 
ecology while growing the regional economy. 		
	 Before automated assembly lines and prefabri-
cated components, most items of local manufacture 
were assembled manually from machine-tooled parts. 
If an engine or some item broke, it would be repaired 
in a local shop by skilled labor. Parts might be tooled 
on site and the item rebuilt—and even, perhaps, 
“improved” by some adjustment, however minor. 
In this manner, as Pagan Kennedy notes, the local 
factory “turned workmen into inventors” (Inventol-
ogy, p. 5). Tools and technologies that served in one 

7. We need to remember the 210 miles separating Springfield 
from St. Louis; the 155 miles separating Springfield from Kansas 
City; the 195 miles separating Springfield from Tulsa; the 260 
miles separating Springfield from Wichita; and the 295 miles sep-
arating Springfield from Memphis. Even as railways arrived from 
each compass point, the region remained in relative isolation, 
given these distances. If a train broke down or needed service, 
it would be fixed here, with parts at hand. One cannot overstate 
the innovative energies of “the Frisco” and other local machine 
shops: As their engineers and machinists proved time and again, 
necessity is the “mother of invention.” 

After the railroad came the automobile; but it, too, was ham-
pered by terrain. Begun for bicycles and taken up by the automo-
bile, the national Good Road Movement made crawling progress 
through southwest Missouri: From the 1870s through the 1920s, 
Ozarks roadways were notoriously bad. Writing in 1915, Jonathan 
Fairbanks and Clyde Edwin Tuck see little improvement from 
pioneer days:

If the reader will take a map of Missouri, and trace the route 
of that little caravan of pioneers, he will find that they cov-
ered probably 250 miles of the roughest hill country in the 
Ozarks, a route which even today, with all the improvements 
in roads and bridges that have been made in eighty-four-
years, would put any automobile on wheels out of business. 
(p. 685)	

terrain underperformed or broke down in another. 
Local conditions—the difficulty of transport partic-
ularly—made practical problem-solving part of one’s 
job. A survey of patents registered to Springfieldians 
from the 1870s through the mid-1920s shows that 
most were transportation- or work-related, aimed at 
improving safety, speed, and efficiency, reducing costs, 
or increasing profits. 
	 So, while future-oriented boosterism remains 
an abiding theme, local innovation provides its twin 
thesis: The region’s achievements follow predictable 
patterns in what might be called entrepreneurial 
technoculture. Local industries faced local problems 
tied to local conditions of terrain that demanded local 
solutions. While Springfieldians innovated for health, 
hearth, and home—medicines, clothing, cookware, 
stoves, and other domestic items were registered with 
the U.S. Patent Office—most innovations served 
industry (mining and agriculture especially), power 
supply, and transportation (the railroad and, by 
the 1910s, the automobile). At the time, these were 
“emerging technologies” of national import. From 
the turn of the 20th century to the Great Depression, 
Springfield enjoyed decades of industrial/mechan-
ical/technological innovation. The twin themes of 
boosterism and entrepreneurship played their part in 
creating a distinctively modern Springfield: that is, an 
urbanized, industrialized Springfield whose Ozarks 
hinterland provided resources and markets as well as 
recreation. Though this present survey takes 1929 as 
an endpoint, the booster-boomer promise of future 
prosperity was fulfilled, in large part, by Springfield’s 
growth through the latter half of the 20th century. 
	 It’s worth asking whether Springfield of the 2020s 
will prove as innovative, in its own way, as Spring-
field of the 1920s. Futuristic in their time, the “big 
machines” of previous decades yield to today’s nan-
otechnologies, which are carrying us headlong into 
the “digital futures” of 21st century technoculture. 

Does the region’s need to attract new entrepreneurs 
return us to boosterism? The question is worth asking, 
though it’s not yet time to answer. We need first to fin-
ish outlining the thesis and underlying technocultural 
assumptions, not just of this present essay, but of the 
volume it serves to introduce. 

✴✴✴
	 We are not here to dwell on the past—we are to 		
	 consider the present and the future.
		  —“Speech of Hon. John S. Phelps,” from Open-

ing of the Atlantic and Pacific Railroad, 
and Completion of the Southwest Pacific  

Rairoad to Springfield, Mo. (1870)

	 Technology in the modern episteme is meant to 		
	 bring the future under human control.
		  —J. Macgregor Wise, Exploring Technology 
		  and Social Space (1997)

In Living Ozarks—first of the OSI Publications Series 
in Ozarks History and Culture—the focus lay in inter-
sections of culture and ecology: in the role that nature 
(in its rich resources of land, water, and wildlife) has 
played in creating, and sustaining, the Ozarks as we 
experience it today. In this second volume, Techn- 
Ozarks, the focus lies in intersections of culture and 
technology: in the role that innovation (in agriculture, 
transportation, communication, and commerce) has 
played in building the Ozarks, adjusting its tools and 
industries to the region’s unique features (and, in the 
process, reshaping its landscape). We have learned to 
enjoy the land and conserve its resources; such was the 
message of Living Ozarks. We continue to learn how to 
use the land and its resources wisely; such is a message 
of TechnOzarks. 
	 What is “the Ozarks,” as explored in this present 
anthology? Increasingly urbanized; no longer iso-
lated geographically; having brought some natural 
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resources (mining, logging) to near-exhaustion while 
expanding to newer, “renewable” sources (hydroelec-
tricity, solar- and wind-power); having survived the 
transition from a primarily production-based to a ser-
vice-based economy; seeking its share in an expanding 
global market whose prized commodity is not mined 
or grown or manufactured goods, but is information. 
Such describes the current state of the Ozarks gen-
erally, and of Springfield in particular. TechnOzarks 
offers essays in the history of innovations that have 
built the Ozarks into a vibrant culture and economy. 
TechnOzarks also—in the spirit of the region’s first 
English-speaking explorer, Henry R. Schoolcraft—
aims to see the future already contained, in germ, in 
the present. 
	 The future poses its challenges; we can name 
several already. Will a fully modernized, globalized 
Ozarks lose its character as a unique “natural” envi-
ronment, a place of healthful recreation and refuge? 
(When climate change takes its seemingly inevitable 
toll, will we have kept a sufficient supply of water and 
arable land?) Will Ozarkians celebrate, or lament, 
the region’s assimilation into the global economy 
and, by extension, into the “global village”? (As time 
and space continue to shrink, will events occurring 
“around the world” and “around the block” affect 
us equally?) These and other challenges are posed 
as questions whose probing belongs not to science 
or technology alone, nor to business or government, 
but to an informed citizenship whose future health 
and prosperity lie in the balance. And it is, indeed, the 
Ozarks’ future that we seek, in that “technology,” as J. 
Macgregor Wise tells us, “is meant to bring the future 
under human control.”
	 In saying that the Ozarks today is transiting from 
a “modern” to a “postmodern” culture and economy, 
we’re compelled to police our terms, starting with 
modernism. What does that mean or entail? In hazard-
ing an answer, we look to four markers of modernity, 

each implicated in technology. A “modern” Ozarks is 
urbanized, with housing, businesses, entertainments, 
workplaces, schools, government offices, and other 
services concentrated into major city centers encircled 
by suburbs and exurbs; it is industrialized, connected 
to (and participating in) a regional, national, global 
production-economy; it is integrated into networks of 
transportation carrying goods (and people) quickly and 
efficiently across expanses of land and sea and air; and 
it is integrated into networks of communication carrying 
information accurately and instantaneously across the 
globe. Though the region remains primarily rural, its 
natural resources in land, water, agriculture, and min-
erals have long been exploited: grown and harvested, 
extracted, refined, machined, packaged, shipped, and 
traded. And there’s a further resource upon which a 
modernized Ozarks depends: Beyond production and 
transportation of goods, the region’s development 
rests in an abundant, accessible supply of energy. Out 
of these markers—urbanization, industrialization, 
transportation, and communication, with energy as an 
underlying resource—our modernized version of the 
Ozarks has been “built.”	
	 Geographically, the Ozarks describes a place on 
a map with defining features of topography; geolog-
ically, the Ozarks has its distinctive features above 
and below ground; ecologically, the Ozarks has its 
flora and fauna, though these have changed over 
time through human intervention; ethnographically, 
the Ozarks has seen its share of displacements and 
migrations. As an inhabited space, the region’s great-
est changes have come through technology: that is, 
through industries and machines and tools and tech-
niques (and the socialized/institutionalized knowl-
edge of their uses) that have transformed the land-
scape. Driven by technology, the Ozarks has turned 
from “wilderness” to “pioneer settlement” to “tim-
berland and mining land” to “vacation land.” This last 
development—a.k.a. the tourism industry—remains 

central to the region’s self-promotion today. To many 
outsiders, the Ozarks is sold as a nostalgic image, an 
old-time Hill Country marked by lakeside condos, 
rentable bass boats, and commodified pop culture, 
Branson style. For most Ozarkians, the situation “on 
the ground” is more complex. While capital wealth 
and trained labor concentrate in urban centers, many 
of the region’s historic smaller towns (often premised 
on single industries: mining, logging, livestock, textile 
and clothing manufacture, etc.) have fallen on hard 
times. Agribusiness has largely replaced the rural 
subsistence farming that, for more than a century, sus-
tained families on smallish plots of land. But industry, 
economy, ecology, and culture intertwine: Where any 
one of these goes into decline, the rest suffer. 
	 A vast literature has grown around the history 
and sociology of technoscience.8 Compared to this 
literature, ours is a pencil sketch of the technologies 
that have shaped, and will continue to shape, the 
Ozarks in its economy, ecology, and culture. We lack 
space to explore adequately the ways that technology 
commands each aspect of contemporary life, down 
to the very definition of our humanness. (Are we the 
masters or servants of technology? Has technology 
and its “built spaces” replaced nature as our habitus or 

8. See, for example, the rich gathering of materials in David M. 
Kaplan’s Readings in the Philosophy of Technology (2009). Though 
this present essay ends by questioning the social, political, and 
ethical implications of contemporary technoscience, my ap-
proach remains social-constructionist: a fancy phrase, but not 
too difficult to apply. The social-constructionist model assumes a 
two-way street between material technology and human society. 
Within the social-constructionist model, writes Kaplan, “society 
simultaneously shapes technology as technology shapes society” 
(p. xviii). He explains:

Far from being applied science, technology on this model is 
more like embodied humanity. Technologies are part human, 
part material, and always social…. The advantage of viewing 
technology in this way is that it calls attention to the way 
that humanity, technology, and the environment are bound 
up together in a relationship of mutual constitution. (Ka-
plan, p. xviii; emphasis in original) 

dwelling place?) For now, we’re content to focus on the 
markers of modernity described above—that is, on 
energy supply, communication, transportation, indus-
trialization, and urbanization—and on the roles these 
have played in “boosting” Springfield and the Ozarks, 
building the region into its current recognizable form. 

1. The Iron Horse Arrives
On May 3, 1870, the railroad had at last arrived in a 
depot north of Springfield, carrying dignitaries from 
St. Louis, Jefferson City, and other points along the 
way. Disembarking to cheering crowds, cannons firing, 
and “flags fluttering in the breeze,” they spent the 
day celebrating and speechifying. First to speak was 
Springfieldian and future Missouri governor, John S. 
Phelps (1814-1886):9 

 
Many of you perhaps have had business relations 
for years with some of the people of this city … yet, 
as this is your first visit to our beautiful country, 
you can hardly appreciate the difficulties under 
which we have labored without an easy and expe-
ditious connection with the other portions of the 
State. We were almost in an isolated condition; 
access to our country could only be obtained by 
days of tiresome and weary travel over rough and 
rugged roads, and through a hilly and mountain-
ous country, whilst for years you have been in the 
enjoyment of railroad communication. (pp. 7-8)

Such were the region’s past circumstances, dictated by 
terrain. As for the future, it had just arrived—by train: 

9. I quote from the commemorative pamphlet, Opening of the 
Atlantic and Pacific Railroad, and Completion of the Southwest Pa-
cific Railroad to Springfield, Mo., May 3, 1870. The title page gives 
“Springfield / 1870” as the place and date but lists no author or 
press. The Southwest Printing Office of North Springfield—pub-
lisher of The Springfield Republican—is a likely local candidate, 
with the railroad serving as underwriter.
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Everything which can be produced in the United 
States can here be produced in superabundance, 
except the ice of Alaska, the cotton and rice of 
Carolina, and the tropic fruits of Florida…. The 
bright and happy future, the subject of our wishes 
for many long years, has just arrived upon us. No 
longer shall we be compelled to travel by stage on 
bad and dangerous roads, over a broken, hilly and 
mountainous country, to reach the commercial 
emporium of our State…. [A]nd though I have spo-
ken of hills and mountains between this city and 
St. Louis as objects we dreaded in our journey, yet 
those hills and mountains are rich in minerals, and 
will soon greatly contribute to swell the volume of 
wealth of our State. (pp. 8-9)

Phelps overstates the region’s “superabundance,” but 
he was right about the role of rail transport.10 

	 The epoch of modernism begins with mechanized 
production—a.k.a. “the Industrial Revolution,” which 
(as we’ve all been taught) began in coal- and iron-rich 
England in the 18th century and, crossing the Atlantic, 
exploded through Yankee ingenuity and entrepre-
neurship, moving steadily westward across the North 
American continent as rivers and railroads allowed. Its 

10. While repeating the typical futurist tropes, the rest of 
Phelps’s speech is remarkable in calling for global commerce and 
immigration. The laying of tracks, he knew, would continue south 
to the Gulf and west to the Pacific: 

But let us remember that we are seeking to extend and 
enlarge our commerce with China, Japan, and the East India 
trade which is rapidly increasing. As our business relations 
with the people of China and Japan shall become more ex-
tended, these nations, with their abundant population, will 
furnish many emigrants to this country. And why shall they 
not come among us, if they shall desire to do so?... Why shall 
they not, by their industry, add to the wealth of this nation; 
and why shall they not become citizens, if such shall be their 
wish? Shall we repel laborers from coming amongst us? We 
say let them come…. (p. 13; emphasis added)

Now that’s globalism, expressed in 1870s Springfield.	

slowed arrival into the Ozarks—lamented by Phelps, 
above—is explained by the lack of efficient transport, 
whether by river or by rail. During its pioneer days, 
amenities of modern culture dribbled into rather than 
flooded the Ozarks; how quickly things changed can 
be gauged by a report in The Springfield Daily Leader 
for May 26, 1870, some three weeks after the formal 
opening of the depot of the Southwest Pacific Rail-
road on Commercial Street in that “new town” to the 
north of old Springfield:

Boonville Street, from early morning to late in the 
evening, is crowded its entire length with wag-
ons and teams hauling goods from the depot. In 
their new relation to the markets of the country, 
our merchants are no longer kept “waiting for 
the wagon.” Goods that were formerly from ten 
days to three weeks in transit from St. Louis now 
arrive in twenty-four hours…. Our merchants … 
can now largely increase their stocks on the capital 
invested, and assort their stocks to please custom-
ers. There is no longer danger of goods becoming 
old and unsalable on their hands. Country mer-
chants coming in find the stocks in our market 
all that they could wish,… and when we take into 
consideration that goods of all descriptions are 
offered at St. Louis prices,… we cannot see why any 
should go beyond us for their supplies.

No longer a group of pioneers “waiting for the wagon” 
to bring in goods, the townspeople became suppliers 
to the larger Ozarks region. By this report, the railroad 
transformed both Springfields, the “old town” and the 
“new” together.11

11. Indeed, much of the story of post-Civil War Springfield 
revolves around iron rails, beginning with the building of two 
separate, incorporated towns: “Old town” Springfield, whose 
town square (intersected by Boonville-South Street and College 
Street-St. Louis) served as its business center, and “new town” 
North Springfield, centered around Commercial Street. In 1878, 

 

Many appellations have been applied to the 
present epoch … such as the electric or steam age; 
none of the terms, it seems, being broad enough. 
But if we should christen it the age of invention, 
we would evidently not go far amiss…. If we look 
at the far-reaching effects of the inventions of 
only a few such wizards as Edison, Tesla, Bell, and 
Maxim, we would see the appropriateness of the 
last-named phrase to this the greatest age since 
the dawn of the world’s history. 
—Jonathan Fairbanks and Clyde Edwin Tuck, Past 

and Present of Greene County, Missouri (1915)

In the epigraph above, Fairbanks and Tuck offer to 
christen their own “present epoch” as “the age of 
invention.” And rightly so. But even as they list the 
age’s great inventors—Edison, Tesla, Bell—they give 
credit to those lesser-known names who, “by mere 
commonplace hard work,” have improved the lives and 
labor of their fellows. These include inhabitants of the 
Ozarks:

Here and there, in every civilized nation may be 
found someone … who has by his genius or talent 
or, perchance, by merely commonplace hard work, 
produced some device that has lightened or facil-
itated man’s work, and therefore added his little 
quota to the great aggregate force that is lifting 
from humanity’s shoulders “the burden of the 
world.” (p. 1923)

a second track located on Main Street (just north of the town 
square) brought the St. Louis-San Francisco Railroad into down-
town Springfield. Though fierce cultural-economic rivals at first, 
the two towns merged in 1887. 

Here's the point: Transportation technology—here, the 
placement of railroad tracks—shaped the city’s map-grid as we 
know it today. Road construction has continued this gridwork, 
cutting and dividing (and defining) neighborhoods, shopping and 
entertainment districts, industrial zones, and so on.

This description holds for the region’s early inventors: 
In the main, they were farmers, shop men, and machin-
ists—laborers who, by “some device” of their own 
making, sought to lighten or facilitate their own daily 
labor. In celebrating the lives of Greene Countians, 
Fairbanks and Tuck singled out these sorts of men. 
	 Thus far, we’ve considered what the train did for 
Springfield; reversing the terms, we can consider what 
Springfieldians did for the train—and for other technol-
ogies. Just as the railroad demanded its accommoda-
tions of terrain, so the local technologies of farming, 
mining, logging, and rail-less transport demanded 
their own adaptations. Local newspapers took pride in 
reporting on inventors and their innovations. A survey 
of inventions from the 1870s through the 1920s attests 
to the interrelatedness of local needs and available 
technologies. The rocky, root-riven Ozarks soil put 
farmers and their implements to the test: Tired of 
repairing broken coulters and ploughshares, back-sore 
from piling up rocks and pulling out stumps manually, 
the region’s farmers began improvising.12 All forms 
of transport were studied, but rail received the most 
attention, leading to local innovations in ground-lev-
eling and the laying of track; in strengthening car cou-
plers for train safety; and in improving tools and tech-
niques to make engine maintenance/repair quicker,  
safer, and more efficient.13 These were developed by 

12. Writing in 1915, Fairbanks and Tuck note the evolution of 
regional agriculture and technology: 

In pioneer days when farming implements and machinery 
were of the crudest kind, requiring a goodly supply of both 
muscle and grit,... brawn, more than brains, was needed … in 
order to rescue the fertile soils from the wilderness of forest 
and prairie growth. In these modern days of worn and worn-
out soils and the abandoned farm, with the most improved 
labor-saving farm machinery, the business of farming needs 
brains more than brawn, that our soils may be rescued from 
the wilderness and desert or wasted fertility that has stifled 
and depleted them. (p. 1002; emphasis added)

13. In surveying patent records for the years 1870 through 1929, I’d 

✴✴✴
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the railroad employees themselves. It was their own 
daily labor that they sought to make quicker, safer, 
less repetitive, and more efficient: They saw a need, 
took the materials at hand, and adapted them to local 
conditions.
	 Today’s innovator-entrepreneur tends to look 
beyond “merely local” needs, applications, and mar-
kets. Still, the problem-solving model remains more 
or less unchanged. In today’s parlance, might we call 
Springfield Wagon Company the region’s first suc-
cessful “startup”? From 1872 to its closing in 1951, the 
company’s innovations in manufacturing wheel hubs 
and related components allowed its wagons to conquer 
the rugged Ozarks fields and roads. After dominating 
markets in Missouri, Arkansas, Texas, and Oklahoma, 
Springfield Wagon came to monopolize this aspect 
of rural rail-less transport, becoming sole provider to 
the U.S. Army. By 1925, virtually all wagons produced 
commercially in the United States were produced by 
the Springfield Wagon Company. But, while impres-

estimate that some 300 were registered to addresses in Spring-
field, Missouri (Annual Reports for the years 1872-1876 and 1926-
1929 are unavailable online.)

The forty-eight patents in agriculture included a harvest-
er-rake (1870); a cultivator (1878); a hand corn-planter (1879); a 
hedge trimmer (1880); a horse hay-rake (1882); a combined plow 
and harrow (1884); a wire and-picket-fence-making machine 
(1888); a post-driver (1891); a hand planter (1900); and a machine 
for cultivating orchards (1901).
	 Of the ninety-four patents in transportation, the following 
brief selection served the railroad: a train chimney (1870); a clamp 
to hold ratchet drills for drilling railway rails (1877); a car-coupler 
(1883); a railway-joint (1892); a railway bridle-rod (1904); a ditch-
ing machine (1904) for road excavation; a frogless railway switch 
(1907), being a rail section where trains cross over and change 
tracks; a brake-shoe brace (1908); concrete tie and rail-fasten-
ing (1909); a railway crossing (1911); a stop for railway switches 
(1915); a rail anticreeper (1915) to slow lateral displacement of 
track; a guard for railway frogs (1920); and a whistle-operating 
mechanism (1925). 
	 By the 1910s, patents servicing autos included a device for 
raising and supporting automobiles (1916); a fuel supply to inter-
nal combustion engines (1917); and an acetylene-gas mixer (1917) 
for headlights.	

sive in themselves, the Wagon Company’s successes 
were overshadowed by the individual achievements of 
its co-founders and early shareholders—F. J. Under-
wood and H. F. Fellows above all. 
	 Singlehandedly, Flavius J. Underwood (1831-1914) 
“secured about twenty patents,” note Fairbanks and 
Tuck:

[H]e built the first successful two-horse cultiva-
tor, which has revolutionized agricultural work, 
especially in the corn producing states. He enjoys 
the distinction of being the first person to advo-
cate and demonstrate the circulation of steam for 
the purpose of heating buildings, which method 
is now so universally employed. Among his many 
inventions is a coal chute which he patented in 
1904 and which is widely used. He believes his 
best invention is a machine for boring out hubs in 
which to insert boxes. (p. 1083)

While the last item above pertains to wagons, his 
other inventions served other purposes: tool manufac-
ture, home heating, and farming. In fact, Underwood’s 
body of work demonstrates the regional interconnect-
edness of industrial agriculture, tool manufacture, 
and efficient rural transportation. And though his 
inventions were used nationwide, each supplied a local 
need or solved a local problem—for which reason “his 
name,” declare Fairbanks and Tuck, “is deserving of a 
high place among the successful inventors of his day” 
(p. 1083).
	 If Underwood represents the entrepreneur-in-
ventor, Homer F. Fellows (1831-1894) represents the 
business-entrepreneur who anticipated—and pro-
moted, purchased, invested in, or managed—virtually 
every “emerging technology” of his lifetime, bringing 
them to Springfield. In 1859, “he was one of the stock-
holders of the first telegraph line through Springfield” 
(Fairbanks and Tuck, p. 1366). He also “built the first 

telephone line that came into Springfield,… which 
connected his office and residence” (p. 1366). In 1870, 
he was among the first to open business in North 
Springfield. In 1871, he built Springfield’s first grain 
elevator. During the Panic of 1873, he rescued Spring-
field Wagon from bankruptcy “and remained manager 
of the wagon factory the rest of his life” (p. 1367). In 
1881, he was “the chief promoter of the Springfield 
street railway system” (p. 1366), serving for years as 
company president. He was a chief shareholder in “the 
Kansas City, Ft. Scott & Memphis railroad, which was 
made a part of the Frisco System in 1900” (p. 1367). 
And “he was one of the organizers of the Springfield 
Water Works” (p. 1367), serving for years as its presi-
dent. Twice elected mayor, he was a longtime member 
of the school board. Upon his passing, he was properly 
eulogized. As Homer Barlow Stevens writes, 

Homer F. Fellows was an esteemed and valued cit-
izen—public-spirited, strong in courage, clear in 
judgement, unimpeachable in character, and faith-
ful to every trust reposed in him.… His character as 
a man of enterprise and genius is quite apparent. 
He was broad in his conceptions as he was upright 
in his methods. He was a public benefactor, the 
results of whose life have been a prominent factor 
in the development of this city and community …. 
(p. 312)

The words “public” and “citizen” resonate in the 
passage above. Together, they embody the American 
Midwest “booster ethos,” as Mahoney describes it: “Cit-
izens” like Fellows “built a successful town by develop-
ing the town economy,… founding institutions, creating 
a civic life, and formulating booster policy” (p. 316). 
Fellows was lionized in his lifetime, not for creating 
private wealth, but for creating “a city and community.” 
As a business-entrepreneur, the “innovation” to which 
he made real contributions was Springfield itself.

2. Cars and Roads
Fellows’ wagons were custom-made for the Ozarks 
terrain; nonetheless, the challenge of rail-less trans-
port lay beneath, not upon or above, the wagon’s 
wheels. By the turn of the 20th century, iron rails 
had tamed the region in part; where trains could not 
reach, one still relied “on bad and dangerous roads,” as 
Phelps described them, roads that traversed “a bro-
ken, hilly and mountainous country.” Invention had 
its incentives: “Invent it and you are wealthy for life,” 
declares an article in the October 9, 1908 News-Leader. 
And that “it,” for which “the wealth of a Rothschild is 
waiting,” was “the invention of a satisfactory paving 
material.” One might note that tarmacadam—a pav-
ing mixture of petroleum-based asphalt and sand—
had been put into mass production just the year prior. 
But the surfacing material was difficult to transport 
and had yet to reach southwest Missouri. Besides, the 
article’s author lacks vision of the future use of road 
surfacing, as his follow-up sentence suggests: 

At present what is good for the wheels is bad for 
the hoofs, and vice versa. That is to say, where the 
road is smooth and the wheels run easily there 
is no grip for the hoofs; and where it is rough 
the vehicle is hard to drag…. What is wanted is a 
smooth, hard, absorbent surface, with at the same 
time the perfect grip.

Today’s inventologist might point to the author’s 
“design fixation” (Kennedy, p. 246), which cannot see 
beyond the horse-drawn carriage. It’s for a horseless 
carriage—the automobile—that the Ozarks’ roads 
would eventually be improved.14 

14. Another example of design fixation comes from the January 
11, 1900 Springfield Leader and Press: “If an automobile can be 
invented to navigate some of our bad streets, our people would 
no doubt invest heavily.” Put baldly, the problem lay not with the 
automobile, but with the streets. 
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	 At the turn of the 20th century, few Ozarkians had 
as yet seen a working automobile, though most had 
heard of it and many recognized its potential.15 A tech-
nology in itself, the gasoline-powered internal com-
bustion engine provided the energy source that would 
drive the industries of rail-less transportation. To this 
day, road construction remains a work in progress; still, 
the decades ensuing (from the 1920s through the ’60s) 
turned the Ozarks into a spiderweb of asphalt-con-
crete roadways, with motor vehicles—cars, buses, 
trucks—carrying goods and passengers far beyond the 
reach of rail. By the 1970s, passenger rail transporta-
tion had left the region, unable to compete. 

✴✴✴
“We are approaching the age of the automobile,” 
declares an article in the August 4, 1899 issue of the 
Springfield Leader and Press:

In this age of applied science, our old equine friend 
is passing away. That he may still be seen ambling 
unapprehensively up and down the streets of our 
different American cities is quite true, but now 
that the automobile has passed out of the exper-
imental stage of its existence and is firmly estab-
lished in popular favor, it is simply a matter of time 
till the merchant and the millionaire, the drayman 
and the doctor, will all “mote” about the face of 

15. It’s easy to forget the impact that one-time revolutionary 
technologies have on our worlds, since these tend “to become 
invisible” during daily use, retreating into the white-noise 
background of our lives and environs. (As a rule, technology calls 
attention to itself only when it breaks down or needs human 
management.) John Sellars, director of Springfield’s History 
Museum on the Square, tells of an oldster living at the turn of 
the previous century, when the technologies of modernism were 
making their way into the Ozarks. Asked which “first sight” of 
which invention most impressed him, it was not the high-fly-
ing airplane but the dust-throwing automobile that caused the 
greatest wonder. For, “if that were possible,” said the old Ozarker, 
“anything could follow.”

this earth for business or pleasure, as the case may 
be.

In 1899, apparently, a “drayman” or beer brewer was 
sufficiently well-heeled to be mentioned alongside a 
doctor or merchant. For the common man, however, 
price remained an issue: “During the last year or two 
great improvements have been made in the building of 
automobiles, and the only problem now … is the ques-
tion of reducing the cost of construction.” 
	 A group of local entrepreneurs thought they had 
found a solution. “THE AUTOMOBILE: A Company 
Forming to Operate This Latest Fad in Springfield,” 
reads a headline in the August 21, 1899 issue of the 
Springfield Leader and Press: 

Springfield will soon be decidedly in fashion. 
Springfield is to have the latest fad on record—the 
automobile. A company is now being formed hav-
ing for its object the purchasing and operating of 
this new vehicle….
	 It is intended to purchase the patterned por-
tions of the machine and have them put together 
and the balance manufactured in the city. By this 
procedure it is claimed a saving of at least one-
third may be made…. The company will start oper-
ations with two carriages, two hacks or buses, and 
one baggage wagon. As business demands it other 
vehicles will be added to their stock.

Here’s a typical Ozarks-style improvisation: Buy what 
you can’t make for yourself and manufacture the rest 
at home. The plan fell through, however, leaving the 
town car-less. A year later, in its April 21, 1900 issue, 
the Springfield Leader and Press gave the headline, 
“Automobile for Springfield.” “The Pickwick Livery 
Company has ordered an automobile,” the article 
notes, “which will run from the depots to the hotels. 
It will cost about $4,000, and it will be here just as 
soon as the factory can turn it out. It will be the first 

automobile in Springfield.” Did it arrive, in fact? In its 
newspaper ads through 1901, the Pickwick Livery & 
Transfer Co. makes no mention of an automobile—
which, surely, would have been a “draw” for business. 
	 It was on April 7, 1901, that local history was made. 
In its April 8 issue, the Springfield Leader-Democrat 
reported “a strange vehicle on the streets yesterday”:

People gathered about to make a close inspection 
and see how it was made and horses shied at it. It 
was no more or less than an automobile, propelled 
by gasoline and made by a young colored man of 
Springfield. The trip of this first horseless carriage 
made in Springfield was not entirely successful 
but the vehicle moved and could be steered and 
stopped at will. It did get a rapid move on it and 
there are some glaring faults in its construction[, 
but] the young colored man has the right principle 
and he can perfect the machine so it will carry him 
on smooth streets at a rapid rate.

The “young colored man” abovementioned was 
Springfield’s own Walter Majors, an African American 
who built the town’s first workable car. Surely cars 
had driven through town, given their use in promotion 
and product advertising. But this one, made at home 
in Majors’ garage, drove up Commercial Street, came 
to an idle, and drew a crowd. The auto had arrived and 
was here to stay.16 

16. The automobile stayed, but Majors didn’t: In 1907 or ’08, he 
left for St. Louis. Still, he often returned to a hero’s welcome, 
having “spent the greater part of his life in Springfield” and 
remaining “widely known among the older railroad men,” with 
whom he had worked. I quote from the September 24, 1916 issue 
of the News-Leader, whose headline reads, “‘Duck’ Majors Here 
on 4,000-Mile Auto Tour.” The article continues: 

Walter L. Majors, colored, better known as “Duck” Majors, 
who built and operated the first gasoline car in Springfield 
in 1896, and [is] now head of the Oxford College of Hair and 
Beauty Culture at St. Louis, arrived in Springfield last night 
in a specially equipped “Speedwell” six-cylinder 70-horse-

	 By 1902, Springfieldians could buy cars from Mar-
tin Howard & Co. Other dealers entered the market. 
By 1903, the automobile was a regular downtown 
sight, sharing the road with streetcars and horse-
drawn carriages. By 1904, cars were racing at the Fair-
grounds. And causing accidents: “J. M. DOLING WAS 
HURT,” reads a headline in May 25, 1904 Springfield 
News-Leader, whose subject-line adds, “Horse Became 
Frightened At Automobile And Buggy Overturned.”

Hon. J. M. Doling, ex-member of the legislature 
and owner of Doling Park, was the victim of a seri-
ous runaway accident yesterday afternoon.
	 About five o’clock Mr. Doling, who was return-
ing from the public square, met an automobile, 
which caused his horse to make a sudden turn. The 
buggy was overturned, but fortunately did not 
fall upon the occupant. Mr. Doling however was 
thrown violently to the ground.... The patient has  
 

power automobile. Majors will leave Friday for St. Louis, 
completing a 4,000-mile tour of the Middle West….

In this particular visit, “he came … to demonstrate the advantages 
of his college to colored residents of Springfield.” We’re told, too, 
that he “will speak at the negro churches here before leaving.” 
Surely his lay-sermon covered more than the college. For Spring-
field’s African American community, Majors exemplified success 
in innovation and business. He was a walking (rather “motoring”) 
advertisement for the St. Louis college, the Springfield commu-
nity—and for his fancy Speedwell “Six,” a five-seat touring car 
whose 1913 version cost a whopping $2,850 fully equipped. And, 
on this trip, the local roads posed more problems than racial 
prejudice:

Roads in Michigan, Illinois, Iowa, Kansas and Oklahoma are 
in excellent condition compared with Missouri roads, Majors 
said. With good roads leading into Springfield, he said, 
scores of tourists would pass through here daily. At every 
point he stopped, Majors encountered unusual hospitality 
and at many points was assisted in changing tires by white 
men who disregarded color prejudices.

For further discussion of Walter Majors’ achievement, see the 
essay by Richard Schur, included in this present volume. 
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sustained a severe gash on the left cheek and ... six 
stitches were taken....
	 He does not blame any person for the accident, 
saying that the horse jumped suddenly and it could 
not be avoided. He expects to be all right in a few 
days and is thankful that it was no worse.

It was a clash between technologies—between a 
horse-drawn and a horseless carriage. And, in Dol-
ing’s case, the newer technology “won.”17 By 1906, one 
could rent a chauffeured car in town by the hour. And 
Ozarkians were out testing the technology’s limits. 
The September 1, 1906 issue of the Springfield News-
Leader reports on a “LONG AUTOMOBILE TRIP.” 
The paper’s readers would smile at the news that “Mr. 
and Mrs. F. T. Snapp left from their home in Joplin in 
their automobile” (a Buick, we’re told), and “made the 
trip to Springfield in nine hours, covering ninety-eight 
miles.” From Joplin to Springfield in nine hours: Not 
bad!
	 In 1915, Fairbanks and Tuck give the following 
assessment: Though “it has not been so very many 
years ago since the first automobile made its appear-
ance in Springfield,” the auto business “has grown 
with perhaps greater strides than any other line in the 
twentieth century” (p. 972). They continue:

These autos are not only to be found in the larger 
cities, but in almost every city and town in the 

17. I’m uncertain as to the first Springfield fatality, though Fair-
banks and Tuck give a gruesome account of Albert N. Hanson: 

The death of Mr. Hanson occurred on April 16, 1915, as the 
result of an accident. He was driving across the street in 
his automobile when a street car crashed into his machine, 
hurling him from his seat a distance some twenty feet, his 
head striking the curbing. Burning oil from the gasoline tank 
of the automobile was scattered over him and the oil took 
fire, igniting his clothing. Help reached him immediately, but 
he remained unconscious to the end which came a few hours 
later, as a result of injuries to the head. (p. 1078)

Union, and even on the wide plains of the West 
and in mountainous districts. One finds them in 
many of the rough, poor sections of the Ozarks. 
People not only enjoy riding in them, but they 
realize that they are time savers and thus in many 
instances money makers. Those engaged in this 
line of business, whether in manufacture, selling 
or repairing, are making a success. (p. 972)

Thus the automobile and its technologies (in manufac-
ture, sale, and repair) contributed mightily to Mid-
west entrepreneurship: By the 1920s, “the age of the 
automobile” had arrived, scratching its way through 
“rough, poor sections of the Ozarks.” It was an age, 
not just of the automobile, but of roadbuilding; and 
it was an age dominated by the likes of John T. Wood-
ruff (1868-1949). His story has been told elsewhere, so 
what follows is a summary.18

	 Though he began as a “railroad man,” working as 
an attorney for the Frisco, Woodruff saw the Ozarks’ 
future in its rail-less roadways. By the 1920s, the Ford 
Motor Company (among other industry brands) was 
reinventing American transportation—and American 
lifestyle, which became increasingly dependent upon 
the automobile for work and leisure (including that 
newfangled urban-American middle-class practice 
of “Sunday drives” and vacationing). Springfield-
ians needed easy ways to get in and out of town, and 

18. For an authoritative source, see Thomas A. Peters, John T. 
Woodruff. Perhaps ironically, the automobile’s energy source—
gasoline—depended on the railroad for its supply chain. In 
delightfully concatenated prose, Lynn Morrow writes, “autos 
could never have been in the Ozarks without the railroad tank 
cars that docked at rail towns and pumped gasoline into large 
petroleum tanks by the railroad for over-the-road tank trucks 
that loaded up and then drove to gas stations to fill smaller tanks 
whose contents were then transferred again to consumers driving 
autos with smaller tanks yet. The tank truck drivers and their 
overland routes were fed by national franchises, like Standard 
Oil, Sinclair, Conoco, etc. And the local agents, often in county 
seat towns,… drove the routes and provided petroleum products 
to gas stations” (“The Auto”).

Woodruff lobbied—successfully—to put the town on 
the map of the nation’s first great east-west motorway, 
eventually to be named Route 66. As Woodruff writes 
in his memoir,

The fever to build common things is intermittent. 
It comes by fits and spurts. Not so as to roads. 
Once you come down with it, the fever and fervor 
continue. Travel on horseback, by wagon, buck-
board, buggy, or stagecoach required roads of 
course, and there were then roads of a kind. But 
the advent of the motor car propelled by the inter-
nal combustion engine called for more roads, good 
all-weather roads.
	 The feverish anxiety to gain these took root in 
the Ozarks as early as anywhere else. The result 
was the enactment by the Missouri Legislature 
of laws authorizing the creation of the Special 
Road District in the country and the “Eight Mile” 
District in and around the city of Springfield, Mis-
souri. We were not remiss in employing the plans 
thus provided, in any respect…. (“John T. Wood-
ruff,” p. 54)

Whereas the Ozarks lagged behind in other transpor-
tation technologies, it strove “to keep pace” in this 
definitively modern development. 
	 The history of Route 66—the nation’s “Mother 
Road,” which passed through Springfield’s town 
square—has been told numerous times. What we’d 
call attention to here is the “feverish” entrepreneurial 
spirit that Woodruff describes, one that saw a specific 
technology, “the internal combustion engine,” fed by 
an accessible power supply (gasoline), turned into a 
means of transport that would reshape the terrain, 
forever changing the Ozarks. In 1926, when Woodruff 
opened the Kentwood Arms Hotel on St. Louis Street, 
he prophesied the role that the automobile would 
play in building modern Springfield. Kentwood Arms 
would be the town’s first hotel built specifically for 

motor-tourism. (Previously, hotels were built near the 
train depots in service of rail passengers. Other motor-
hotels—a.k.a. motels—would follow, though typically 
less impressive, along Route 66.)
	 Local entrepreneurs—boosters all—have left 
their mark. Before there was John Q. Hammons (1919-
2013) and C. Arch Bay (1909-1993), there was John 
T. Woodruff (1868-1949); before him, there were H. 
F. Fellows (1831-1894), Sempronius H. “Pony” Boyd 
(1828-1894), John S. Phelps (1814-1886), and others 
leading back to Joseph Rountree (1782-1874) and John 
Polk Campbell (1804-1853). They built the region by 
attracting settlers, investment capital, and technolo-
gies of transport. (Even Campbell contributed in this 
regard, being a horse-trader by profession.) 
	 Beyond the story of Midwest town-building, 
the history that we’ve told declares the slow, steady 
triumph of modernism—specifically, of the “conquest 
of time and space” via technology. The story of local 
transport is one not just of access, but of speed: Dis-
tances and terrains that took pioneer settlers weeks, 
even months to traverse could now be measured in 
hours. So long as it’s moveable, there’s nothing now-
adays that can’t be brought into, or taken out of, the 
Ozarks. 
	 We have concentrated thus far on transportation 
as one of four markers of modernity. We turn now to 
a second marker, communication: for it, too, is impli-
cated in the modernist “conquest of time and space.”19 

19. Note that any discussion of radio telecommunication must 
take account of its energy source: electricity. If wood and coal 
powered the 19th century, and gasoline (among other petroleum 
products) powered engines in the 20th century, then this most 
modern of all energy supplies—bolstered in 1913, with the com-
pletion of Powersite Dam in Forsyth, Missouri—has carried the 
Ozarks reliably into the 21st century. It can be said, without much 
exaggeration, that our lives (and certainly our economy and life-
style) depend on an interconnected regional/national power grid. 
Sans electricity, the “information age” is inconceivable. 

For a discussion of Powersite Dam, see the essay by Thomas 
A. Peters, included in this present volume.
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3. Boosting by Radio
“In the last twenty years, neither matter nor space nor 
time has been what it was from time immemorial. We 
must expect innovations to transform the entire tech-
nique of the arts, thereby affecting artistic invention 
itself.” Paul Valéry, French artist-philosopher, wrote 
these words in 1928. While his subject is aesthetics, his 
claims hold for all modes of electronic telecommuni-
cation/transmission. Soon, Valéry suggests, “it will be 
possible to send anywhere or to re-create anywhere 
a system of sensations, or more precisely a system of 
stimuli, provoked by some object or event in any given 
place.” He continues:

Just as water, gas, and electricity are brought 
into our houses from far off to satisfy our needs 
in response to a minimal effort, so we shall be 
supplied with visual or auditory images, which 
will appear and disappear at a simple movement 
of the hand, hardly more than a sign. Just as we 
are accustomed, if not enslaved, to the various 
forms of energy that pour into our homes, we shall 
find it perfectly natural to receive the ultrarapid 
variations or oscillations that our sense organs 
gather in and integrate into all we know. I do not 
know whether a philosopher has ever dreamed of a 
company engaged in the home delivery of Sensory 
Reality.

Composed some ninety years ago, Valéry’s triumphal-
ist vision seems to describe today’s technologies of 
cable television and movies on-demand, of the internet 
and iPhone, of video game consoles and virtual reality 
goggles. From this distance, it’s hard to imagine that 
radio, “mere” radio, was the source of Valéry’s rapture. 
	 Though radio came first, its development makes 
these future technologies seem unsurprisingly inev-
itable. For the radio had already conquered time and 
space as problems of mass communication. As Valéry 

writes, it made “a piece of music audible at any point 
on the earth, regardless of where it is performed.” Fur-
ther, it preserved “live” events for future performance, 
allowing its engineers “to reproduce a piece of music 
at will, anywhere on the globe and at any time.”20 
Again, his focus rests in aesthetics, but the technolo-
gies of transmission range through all informational 
content, from broadcast news to encrypted military 
messaging. 
	 In fact, an ad in the December 13, 1925 issue of the 
News and Leader had already touted the APEX Radio 
Apparatus (available locally) and its “mastery over the 
most advanced radio engineering principles,” which 
“makes distance the obedient slave of your desires and 
places at your instant command the whole continent 
of radio enjoyment.” As a further point of fact, Spring-
field’s State Teachers College—precursor to Missouri 
State University—made a significant scientific invest-
ment some years earlier: “Radio Set to be Installed 
at State Teachers College,” reads a headline in the 
December 11, 1921 Springfield Leader and Press: 

A complete radio station will be installed in the 
rooms of the science department….
	 It was in recognition of the imminent possibil-
ities of radio telephony that the Teachers College 
authorities decided to install the radio equipment. 
Not only the students of the science department 
but students of all departments and divisions of 
the institution will benefit by the modern  

20. “Radio Fans Hear Foreign Stations,” reads a headline in the 
January 29, 1926 Springfield Leader and Press. Foreign reception 
had become a friendly competition:

Radio station 2-LO London, England, was heard last night by 
several local radio fans.... Mrs. Harry Gabriel, 506 East Grand 
Street, reported she received three or four numbers very 
distinctively over her radio set.... Radio fans in Marionville 
were able to reach many foreign stations last night.... A. L. 
Owens heard a musical program broadcast from Statio OAX, 
Lima, Peru.

wireless station ….
	 To disseminate wireless news a Daily Radio 
News Bulletin will be distributed among stu-
dents, it is planned. The service of a dozen or more 
students who are now prepared to “receive” and 
“send” messages will be used to demonstrate the 
possibilities and practicabilities of wireless tele-
phony and telegraphy.
	 The radio telephone receiving station … will be 
“tuned” to receive from Washington, Pittsburgh, 
Chicago, Denver, St. Louis, Kansas City, and points 
of the lower South....
	 What a decade will bring to light in the possi-
bilities of radio is a matter of extravagant specula-
tion. Practical scientists and electrical experiment-
ers are confident that the music is now within easy 
reach of all…. Speculation has it that concerts in 
distant cities and possibly sermons will be “picked 
up” in the home.

Apparently, we didn’t need to quote the French philos-
opher on the future of radio transmission. Springfield 
newspapers had beaten him to the punch.21 The article 
ends noting that “the Teachers College in making an 
outlay for modern radio equipment is keeping abreast 
of the time.” That’s what a school is supposed to do, and 
what a school like Missouri State is doing now with 
the latest imaging, digital, computational, and virtual 
reality technologies. 
	 In Commercial and Government Radio Stations of 

21. If cyborg technology—the hybridizing of human and nonhu-
man capacities—seems postmodern in sentiment, consider the 
article, “Telepathy May Be Radio’s Big Freak, Experts Believe,” 
printed in the September 6, 1925 issue of the Springfield Leader: 
“Instead of dealing with this phenomenon as a psychic factor, 
scientists are coming to believe that the mysterious action of one 
mind on another is accomplished through the transmission of 
some sort of ether waves….”

Given that the first federal license for public radio broadcast 
was issued in 1920, we note the speed with which this technology 
disseminated regionally, nationally and, indeed, globally.

the United States (1921-1923), the U.S. Department of 
Commerce lists “WQAB Teachers College” among the 
nation’s first “experimental and technical and train-
ing school stations” (p. iv). Apparently, the school 
shared a radio frequency (kHz 833) locally with two 
smaller commercial stations, “WKAS L. E. Lines Music 
Co.” (10 watts) and “WIAI Heers Store” (20 watts). 
Another government document, Amateur Radio Sta-
tions of the U.S. (1923), lists the fairly strong-signaled 
“9CEG Springfield High School, Benton and Center 
St.” (1,000 watts), along with several privately owned 
stations of varying broadcast strength: “9CID Kirk T. 
Pruess, R.R. 11 Park Ave.” (750 watts), “9EGI Granville 
P. Ward, 236 W. State St.” (500 watts), “9AUK Charles 
Birget, 1367 Summit Ave.” (250 watts), and “9DOR 
George F. Lytle, 760 E. Elm” (20 watts). While Spring-
field High (like Southwest Teachers College) bought 
state-of-the art equipment, the smaller stations were 
cobbled together in true amateur style. Beyond the 
sheer inventive spirit, one feature unites them all: 
Being “experimental,” none of them survived.22 

	 But it wasn’t an amateur’s tinkering that piqued 
entrepreneurial interest. Springfield’s Chamber of 
Commerce was keen on bringing federally licensed, 
professional radio to town, given the technology’s 
outreach in advertising—that is, in boosting the 
community. In 1927, the Chamber got its wish.23 “Initial 

22. Formed in 1927, the Federal Radio Commission effectively 
killed stations by refusing to renew their licenses. The AM band 
had become woefully overcrowded (FM would not be intro-
duced until 1941), forcing smaller stations to share frequencies 
(Goodman). The Radio Act of 1927 “limited radio broadcasting to 
licensed broadcasters” (Stefon) and eliminated “split frequency” 
programming, while FRC General Order 32 (1928) effectively 
removed “experimental status” as a category for licensing. The 
FRC “cleaned up” the AM airwaves by licensing big commercial 
stations almost exclusively—which explains the quiet demise of 
WQAB Teachers College. (After World War II, educational and 
“public” radio stations would reappear on the FM band.)

23. Local histories of radio typically begin with Ralph D. Foster’s 
KGBX station, which began broadcasting in 1926 in St. Joseph, 
Missouri and moved to Springfield in 1932. Though Foster put 
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Program Broadcast of Local Station,” reads a head-
line in the January 3, 1927 Leader and Press: “Radio 
Station WIBM took to the air at the Landers Theater 
this morning with a test program,” with afternoon 
and evening programs to follow: “… and tonight at 
10 o’clock the Chamber of Commerce will broadcast 
a program at the courtesy of the Springfield Leader. 
Some excellent local artists are scheduled for tonight’s 
program and fans are promised a real treat.” 
	 The “test program” proved successful, as reported 
in the January 19, 1927 Leader and Press. Woodruff’s 
own “Kentwood Arms hotel has been selected as 
the permanent home of WIBM,” reads the article. In 
occupying the main ballroom, “without doubt this 
arrangement will give WIBM one of the finest studios 
in the country.” The article continues:

The beauties and virtues of the Ozarks will con-
tinue to be made known to the outside world 
through WIBM and the name of Springfield will 
be kept constantly before thousands of listeners 
throughout the middle west.
	 The conclusion of the enterprise was made 
possible through the cooperation of some of 
Springfield’s most representative leading men. 
Certain programs will be given over to nearby 
towns through the cooperation of their local 
chamber of commerce bodies.

More than a private commercial enterprise, such a 
station served the entire business community: Those 
“representative leading men” who brought WIBM to 
the Kentwood Arms ballroom were selling an image 
and reputation—that of a “modernized” Ozarks. They  
 

Springfield on the broadcast map, clearly radio had arrived before 
KGBX and Foster’s RadiOzark Enterprises. But it didn’t stay: 
The C. L. Carrel Broadcast Company of Chicago operated WIBM 
under a portable license. On May 4, 1927, following a successful 
ten-week stint, WIBM returned to the Windy City.

were “letting the world know that Springfield is up 
and coming—not going or standing still.” 
	 The radio, thus, provided the region with its most 
powerful “boost” yet. As with the technologies of 
transport, the technologies of radio broadcast con-
spired with booster policy to create a prosperous, 
progressive, forward-looking self-image. Global 
economic depression and war lay in the immediate 
future; still, Springfield’s “leading men” were deter-
mined to grow from town to city. And grow it did. As 
the Ozarks’ “Queen City”—the region’s largest urban 
center and rail transportation hub, powered by hydro-
electricity, blessed with natural resources, fed by local 
farms, enjoying a skilled (and largely unionized) labor 
force, and led by men and women of capital wealth 
and creative vision—Springfield was poised to lead in 
the transformation of the Missouri Ozarks.24 It would 
achieve this transformation through technologies of 
communication, transportation, and “citified” culture. 
	 By mid-20th century, the energy, transportation, 
and communication infrastructure of “modern” 
Springfield had been laid down and largely completed. 
By the turn of the new millennium, further changes 
were in store: Out of the city’s increasingly tech-
driven service economy, a “postmodern” Springfield 
would evolve. (Again, it’s “technology to the rescue.”) 
And the city’s relation to the surrounding region 
would evolve, as well. What began as a pioneer settle-
ment had at last grown into a metropolitan center  
encircled by suburban and peri-urban regions and its 
own vast Ozarks hinterland. These subjects, however, 
deserve an essay in themselves. 

24. Given the masculinist bias in entrepreneurship, it’s not inac-
curate to speak of the businessmen in Springfield’s modernizing; 
and yet, just south of Springfield in Bonniebrook stood the family 
home of Rose O’Neill, whose invention (and savvy marketing) 
of the Kewpie doll had made her “fabulously rich” (McCanse, p. 
8)—a millionaire “captain of industry,” as she’s described in the 
February 20, 1921 New York Times article, “Women Who Lead 
the Way.” Of Ozarkians living in the ’20s, few besides Woodruff 
could rival O’Neill in cultural impact.

Many people have an eye on Springfield now. 
	 It’s the growingest place in the Midwest.
	 —Mayor Carl Stillwell, Groundbreaking Ceremo-

nies for the R. T. French Company’s  
Springfield Plant (1971)25 

[In postwar Springfield,] there was an enormous 
pent-up demand for everything that could be 
built in a factory…. Improved radios, for exam-
ple; and soon there would be the incredible boom 
in television (who would have believed, in 1945, 
that Springfield would one day be the site of the 
world’s largest television factory?). Power mowers, 
once used only on golf courses and vast estates, 
would soon be a common neighborhood item at a 
low price (who could have expected Springfield’s 
own Mono Manufacturing to become a leading 
producer?). Paper cups, once seen only in railroad 
cars, soon were to find their way into homes and 
restaurants across the nation (who would have 
dared bet that the world’s largest paper converting 
plant was shortly to call Springfield its home?). 

—Harris E. Dark, Springfield Missouri: Forty Years 
of Progress and Growth, 1945-1985 (1984)

Previously, I charted Springfield’s meandering path to 
mid-20th century modernity: By technologies of com-
munication and transport, the Ozarks’ “Queen City” 
overcame its spatiotemporal isolation and, drawing 
resources from the surrounding region, developed 
an infrastructure supportive of export-industry and 
manufacture. If we pass over the Great Depression and 

25. Quoted in Harris E. Dark, Springfield, Missouri (p. 158; empha-
sis in original).

World War II and follow Springfield’s GIs back home, 
we’d be entering a vibrant small city ready and able to 
employ, house, teach, care for, and entertain its citi-
zens, one fully connected to the world beyond. We’d 
also note that its successes in industrialization and 
urbanization stood in contrast to its hinterland, where 
agribusiness was replacing family subsistence-farm-
ing, and once-prosperous mining and mill towns were 
suffering underemployment, economic stress, envi-
ronmental degradation, and shrinking population.26

	 In transiting from modern to “late modern” or 
“postmodern” technoculture, it’s the city itself that 
evolved, changing demographically as well as econom-
ically. For postmodernity marks the triumph, not just 
of transportation and communication (the subjects of 
previous discussion), but of urbanization.27 

26. Though I doubt the necessity of doing so, let me make the 
following disclaimer: Of course one can live the good life in rural 
regions of the Ozarks. One can find employment, raise a family, 
and enjoy friendships, pastimes, and the fellowship of neighbors 
while “staying connected” to the rest of the world through roads 
that do reach into these communities and cable- and satellite-de-
livered media that do reach up into the hills and down into the 
hollers. This undeniable (and pleasant) fact does not negate the 
general trend regionally, nationally, and globally as urban popula-
tions rise while rural populations continue to decline. 

27. Though classification by size is simplistic, U.S. Census data 
list three “city-sized” urban centers in the Ozarks: Springfield 
(pop. 167,000), Fayetteville (pop. 86,000), and Springdale (pop. 
80,000). Large towns are scattered throughout the region: At the 
northernmost tip lies Jefferson City (pop. 43,000); at the east-
ernmost edge lies Cape Girardeau (pop. 39,000); to the west lies 
Joplin (pop. 52,000); in the southwest lie Rogers (pop. 68,000) 
and Bentonville (pop. 52,000). Towns of intermediate size include 
Nixa (pop. 21,000), Rolla (pop. 20,000), Ozark (pop. 20,000), 
Poplar Bluff (pop. 17,000), Fort Leonard Wood (pop. 17,000), 
Republic (pop. 16,000), Lebanon (pop. 15,000), Carthage (pop. 
14,000), West Plains (pop. 12,000), and Branson (pop. 11,000).

The Ozarks has hundreds of small towns under 1,000 and 
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region would replace rail travel, and post-World 
War II prosperity would revive the tourism-based 
fortunes of the Branson area with the creation of 
an outdoor drama based on The Shepherd of the 
Hills, the development of the Silver Dollar City 
theme park, and the establishment of a sort of hill-
billy music row in the 1960s and ’70s, yet another 
attraction that grew out of and perpetuated the 
romantic invented past and present of the Ozarks. 
(p. 126)

While the Hill Country has its ecological and cultural 
aspects, it’s the technologies that most concern us here. 
A best-selling print novel, a nationally syndicated radio 
show, and a hit network TV show—technologies all—
were the means of mass-produced image-making. More 
than commodified culture, more than media technology, 
“the Ozarks” arose out of their confluence: It is, indeed, 
a realization of place-as-technoculture.

Again, the “living pioneer” and the “untouched 
wilderness” are gone: Maybe they’re retrievable still in 
Shannon or Texas Counties, but they’re not in Greene 
or Stone or Christian. Once absorbed into postmod-
ern technoculture, nature ceases to be itself. This 
is neither a complaint nor a problem to solve: It’s a 
recognition, rather, of our “postmodern condition,” in 
which the “wilderness” is reimagined, reconstructed, 
managed, and rented out by means of the region’s arti-
ficial lakes and lakeside resorts, golf-course country 
clubs, and “nature centers.” The premodern “pioneer 
culture,” similarly, is reimagined and reproduced in 
plays and old-time theme parks whose visitors pay 
to watch food kettle-cooked on wood-stoked fires, 
the hand-sewing of quilts, and the blacksmith’s 
anvil-hammerings. 

More than any place in the metro region, Branson 
belongs to postmodernism. And the city-dwelling 
tourist takes advantage. If you have a car and a credit 
card and live anywhere nearby, chances are that you’ve 

visited the Hill Country, enjoying it scenic vistas and 
attending some of its shows; if you have a family, you’ll 
make regular trips to the region’s theme parks. But 
our sense of the Ozarks as a one-time wilderness has 
given way to “the Ozarks” as a nostalgic replica of the 
same—a stylized, media-produced representation of 
rural folk culture that stands in apparent antithesis to 
urbanity, industrialization, and modernity. This com-
mercialized reproduction of wildlife and folk culture, 
wherein the Ozarks morphs into “the Ozarks”—call it 
“Shepherd of the Hills Country,” if you wish—serves 
urban technoculture. In its artificial lakes and care-
fully maintained hiking trails, “the Ozarks” lets us 
leave the city for a morning or afternoon or weekend 
of boating, camping, hunting, and fishing, after which 
we can return to the lodge and its private bath and 
flush toilet, its fine dining and entertainments, and its 
full array of electronic devices and amenities (includ-
ing cable TV and Wi-Fi connections, in-room refrig-
erators and individually controlled HVAC systems). 
Having hiked, floated, hunted, and fished, we’ll return 
to the city and the workday world partly refreshed but 
longing for more. 

Blevins is right: The Ozarks Hill Country ethos is 
“invented.” And we need to take that term literally, 
given that postmodern technoculture transforms all 
aspects of our lifeworld—material, cultural, aes-
thetic—into commodifiable, “mediated” experience. 
Arguably, the single most significant invention that 
the Ozarks currently markets to the rest of the world 
is “the Ozarks.”38 

3. Questioning the Future
It’s easier to reconstruct a region’s “authentic” pre-
modern past than to describe its present or predict its 

38. For discussion of the Morris family (Bass Pro) and the Her-
shends (Silver Doller City) in “inventing” “the Ozarks,” see the 
essay, “Building Businesses and Building Community, Ozarks-
Style,” included in this volume.

future. As entry points into a discussion of the Ozarks’ 
place in “the 21st Century Digital World,” I pose a series 
of questions and challenges, inviting readers to do 
what Ozarkians have always done well: to innovate as 
best as one can for the common good. But, in point of 
fact, we cannot speak of possible futures for Spring-
field and the Ozarks without expanding our purview: 
We can preserve our community and its folkways—its 
regional culture and character—so long as the planet 
allows. Surely this segue into ecology comes as no 
surprise. The global-local nexus presupposes a via-
ble lifeworld; for which reason “our biggest worries,” 
writes Don Ihde, “ought to be global, first in the sense 
of concern for the Earth’s environment, and second, in 
finding [a] means of securing intercultural … modes of 
tolerance and cultural pluralism” (p. 115; emphasis in 
original). If Springfield is to “boost itself” strongly and 
securely into the 21st century, it must embrace toler-
ance and pluralism along with an entrepreneurship 
aimed at global-local solutions to global-local prob-
lems.39

In previous generations, one might have counted 
on a town’s “representative leading men” and women 
to lead the way forward. But contemporary techno-
culture overwhelms us with information, such that 
no one person can possess the whole. A surplus of data 
is one marker of postmodernity; the fragmentation 
of this data into “expert systems” is another. That 
is, postmodern technoculture functions by dividing 
information among “experts,” who “specialize” in 
components of larger systems—institutional, disci-
plinary, commercial, technological—without full 

39. In an epigraph above, I’ve quoted Steven Conn (p. 303), who 
gives two ingredients for successful future economy and culture: 
21st century Springfield seems to have transited successfully with 
respect to its postindustrial economy; as to its cultural transfor-
mation into an inclusive, truly cosmopolitan city, this remains a 
work in progress. Perhaps the boosterism of the 21st century will 
aim to attract, not just the techno-savvy entrepreneur, but the 
“global citizen,” as well. 

knowledge or understanding of the functioning of the 
whole.40 

	 If we are to thrive as a community within the 
larger “global village,” we need to build a conversa-
tion, and a collaboration, among the various “experts” 
and stakeholders in contemporary technoculture. 
For the nonce, we’ll reduce the conversation to four 
agents: “the citizen,” “the scientist,” “the politician,” 
and “the corporation.” Out of these four agencies, we 
can build a viable community. But trust, you’ll note, 
remains a necessary prerequisite: In a decentered, 
fragmented world, we rely on others’ expertise. 

Such is the postmodern condition: “The citizen” 
must rely on “the corporation,” which must rely on 
“the politician,” which must rely on “the scientist,” 
which must rely on “the citizen,” and so on … 

✴✴✴
[T]he city of the future, and no very distant 
future, will have no trolley poles or wires and no 
horses. All movements will be on rail by silent air 
motors or by horseless carriages equally silent. All 
pavements will be asphalt. Unlimited light will be 
as cheap as unlimited water is today. No coal will 
be delivered at private houses and no ashes taken 

40. “As late as the 1870s,” Kennedy notes, “families settling on the 
American prairie would mend their own coffeepots, nail together 
hog-slaughtering stands, and repair wagon axles” (Inventology p. 
168). She continues: 

“Every active and ingenious farmer should have a good 
workshop and his own set of tools for repairing implements,” 
wrote a [newspaper] columnist of the time. Back then, a 
town was not just a collection of houses but also a gathering 
place for blacksmiths, tinkers, seamstresses, and cobblers 
who manufactured the accouterments of daily life. Inventors 
weren’t remote experts; they lived next door. (p. 168)

Such pioneer self-reliance belongs to the past: Unless we’ve ex-
pertise in the items following, our SUVs and HVAC systems and 
iPhones—and even, for goodness’ sake, our own coffeepots—lie 
beyond our mending.
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from them. With no horses, no coal, and no ashes, 
street dust and dirt will be reduced to a minimum. 
With no factory fires and no kitchen or furnace 
fires, the air will be as pure in the city as in the 
country. Trees will have a chance; houses will be 
warmed and lighted as easily and cheaply as they 
are now supplied with water.
	 A city will be a pretty nice place to live in when 
the first twenty years of the twentieth century 
are passed. 

—“In the Near Future,” Springfield Leader 
 and Press (March 29, 1897)

The late-twentieth-century “urban renaissance” 
is surely tentative and, all things considered, 
small, and it is far too early to predict whether it 
will last. But the baby boomers, now empty-nest-
ers, who want to give up their driving commute 
and enjoy the cultural life of cities, and the 
30-somethings who are feeding any number of 
creative urban endeavors, are clearly onto some-
thing. And the local food mavens who shop the 
farmers markets … thereby supporting local farm-
ers are finally linking city and country in mutu-
ally supportive ways. Likewise, there are intrigu-
ing signs that the antagonism between city and 
suburb is mellowing at least a bit. As more and 
more Americans come to reside in metropolitan 
regions surrounding the central cities, many are 
beginning to understand that the futures of both 
city and region are fundamentally interconnected. 
Air and water quality, economic development, 
transportation networks—all of these and more 
are problems that crisscross the political bound-
aries that separate cities from suburbs. Metropol-
itan regions that succeed in the coming century 
will be those that recognize this shared destiny 
and develop a political agenda to foster it.

	 —Steven Conn, Americans Against 
 the City (2014) 

Today, we stand at a crossroads. Through the first half 
of the 20th century, booster-towns across the Ameri-
can Middle West sang paeans to the future. The future 
belonged to us, did it not? And the nation’s entrepre-
neurs were poised to shape it and possess it. In the 21st 
century, attitudes seem to have downshifted. “The 
citizen,” “the politician,” “the corporation,” and “the 
scientist” seem too often to work at cross-purposes. 
Does “the corporation” serve “the citizen”? Do they 
share the same goals? Surely they share the same com-
munity, the same resources, the same planet. While 
some on the corporate side of technoscience work to 
protect profits, others work to protect the environ-
ment, fending off catastrophe—though which of the 
following happens first (if any at all) remains anyone’s 
guess: infectious pandemic, the drowning of coastlines 
through rising sea levels, the release of methane gases 
with the melting of arctic permafrost, the drying-up 
of fresh water supply, or warfare leading to “nuclear 
winter”—not to mention the chance (however small) 
that an asteroid will smash into the Earth, throwing us 
into another Ice Age. We can’t assume that the Ozarks 
will somehow recover its premodern isolation, remain-
ing unscathed, self-providing, and self-reliant.

“The scientist” prepares models for such possi-
bilities; whether we have the technologies, or even the 
political will, to meet them remains an unanswered 
question. Arguably, “the scientist” working today 
faces greater challenges than “the scientist” working 
in “machine age” modernism, when polio and tubercu-
losis, deforestation, economic depression, and military 
competition among regional powers were the most 
pressing threats. The stakes were high back then; 
somehow, they seem higher now, and the time shorter.

Despite our postmodern reliance upon “expert 
systems,” we’ve fallen into a crisis of trust. Again, “the 
politician” must rely on “the scientist” and “the citi-
zen” must rely on “the corporation” if we’re to survive, 
much less thrive, as a community and nation. Urban-

ized and globally interconnected, our world rests upon 
technoscience. There’s no turning back. Though tech-
noscience made much of the mess that we’re in, it’s our 
best chance at cleaning the mess up.41 

	 And yet, given the current fierce competition 
among political-economic narratives, trust in “the sci-
entist” has eroded at a time when this trust is needed 
most. In the 21st century, the best “booster policy”—
for corporations and communities alike—will pro-
mote economy and ecology at once, using technologi-
cal innovation as its means. 

Consider, then, that the materials gathered in 
TechnOzarks seek to inform public debate over tech-
noscience and its global-local impact. An aim is to 
make policy—that needful conversation among “the 
citizen,” “the politician,” “the corporation,” and “the 
scientist”—more informed, balanced, and intelligi-
ble to “the citizen” especially, for whom technology 
remains largely invisible (until it breaks down). Even 
as it seeks to inform, TechnOzarks seeks to raise won-
der in readers: For science offers ways of seeing (that is, 

41. “The Valdez oil spill, Bhopal, the Challenger explosion, Three 
Mile Island and Chernobyl, and the eco-terrorism of the Gulf 
War” (Ihde, Philosophy p. 120) are six in a long litany of “big-
tech” disasters. Others lay closer to home. There’s Times Beach 
(abandoned, its streets contaminated by dioxin); Bridgetown’s 
Westlake landfill (radioactive, a leftover from the Manhattan 
Project); and Herculaneum (lead-dusted, like other mining towns 
within the Ozarks’ “lead belt”). 

Currently, the EPA lists thirty-three active “Superfund sites” 
in Missouri (“Superfund National Priorities List”), including 
Springfield’s Fulbright landfill, a 98-acre site located in the flood 
plain of the Little Sac River. Owned by the city and operated 
from 1962 through 1968, the Landfill “accepted industrial and 
domestic wastes from the Springfield area for disposal, including 
plating wastes, paint sludge, pesticide residues, waste oil, and 
wastes containing solvents, metals, acids, and cyanide” (“Ful-
bright Landfill”). Closed since 2007, the Litton Systems plant 
on West Kearney contributed to this and other hazardous waste 
sites, including sites near the Springfield-Branson National Air-
port. For their current status, see the 2019 report of the Missouri 
Department of Natural Resources (“Litton Systems”). While con-
tributing to technology, Litton’s circuit boards unleashed some 
powerful pollutants.

of expanding human perception) that give their own 
delight. The images gathered in this anthology show 
the ease with which science morphs into art, and vice 
versa. And, in the main, the texts gathered here cele-
brate as much as commemorate technologies in their 
local history and contributions to culture. 

The questions that follow look beyond 21st cen-
tury metro Springfield and its Ozarks hinterland. They 
are social, ethical, and political by implication, and I 
leave readers to work out their own responses.

Given the modernist conquest of time and space, 
we have declared ourselves “global citizens.” Yet 
the recent rise of nationalism and “identity politics” 
expresses anxieties over globalism. The Ozarks is 
no longer content to adapt technologies to its own 
terrain; contemporary entrepreneurs aim at global 
markets—but at what cost culturally, ecologically, 
politically? 

The entrepreneur today may drive to work—out 
of town or down the street—on behalf of a multina-
tional corporation based in Beijing or Basel and drive 
home to a lakeside condo or loft apartment downtown. 
For some, their commute might be by Skype. Can we 
work globally and live locally at the same time?

We wish to benefit from global markets while 
maintaining our cultural, political, and economic 
autonomy and urbane lifestyle. Can we do so in a 
world where the “American lifestyle” is untenable on 
a global scale? Can we continue to create technologies 
that foster lifestyles that consume resources beyond 
the planet’s capacities? Can the Ozarks insulate itself 
from the rest of the world’s problems while enjoying 
the world’s resources? Perhaps more important: Can 
we continue to produce and consume without caring 
for the region’s ecology—its environmental health? 

Further questions arise. Can we set challenges 
for Ozarks’ entrepreneurs today? Can “the citizen” 
and “the politician” and “the corporation” and “the 
scientist” agree on priorities in innovation? Can we 
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work to solve inequalities in global economy and con-
sumption? Can we work to conserve natural resources 
necessary for “quality of life” in our own urbanized 
cultural setting? Can we build consensus over “quality 
of life” issues? 

In what ways can contemporary technoscience 
contribute to “the good life” for all, globally as well as 
locally?

✴✴✴
Why technology in the first place? The answer, 
anthropologically and philosophically, revolves 
around humans relating to their environment, 
whether conceived of as a small territory, or more 
largely, as contemporarily, to the Earth itself. 

—Don Ihde, Philosophy of Technology (1993)

Though I’ve sounded the alarm in paragraphs above, 
it’s toward a hopeful future that I’d cast my glance. 
Let me end, therefore, with a paean of my own to the 
future that I believe is already upon us. More than 
commerce and service, more than the commodification 
of culture, more than the making of metro Springfield, 
we are busy reinventing ourselves as a species. Embed-
ded in our lifeworld, the technologies of artificial 
intelligence (AI) have created cyborg companions for 
us, responsive to our needs.42

	 Swarm AI may be next to evolve, wherein distrib-
uted user networks function as a collective intelli-
gence—a “human swarm.” Memory becomes com-
munal, external: When one stores information on a 
cell phone, the machine “remembers for us.” One day, 
perhaps, memory will expand internally by microchip 
implant. Our bodies have become engineerable pros-

42. Our pop-culture vocabulary has become so saturated by post-
modernity that we take terms like “AI technologies” for granted. 
“VR technologies” (immersive “virtual reality” programs, com-
puter-generated) have become commonplace; we can even write 
of “cyborg companions” without blushing—the cyborg being a 
cybernetic organism, part biology, part machinery.

thetically, genetically. Increasingly, the boundaries 
between human and nonhuman dissolve.43 More than 
rely on the electric power grid that enervates computer 
circuitry, we have become part of that grid, by virtue of 
the human-machine interface. Our iPhones and com-
puter tablets are exoskeletal. We are “plugged in.” 

Here in 2019, I write in the present while gazing 
across a short horizon to any already-emerging futu-
rity. I take inspiration, however, from a techno-phi-
losopher writing in 1964—more than a half-century 
ago. A prophet of postmodernity, Marshall McLuhan 
foresaw our transit from “the mechanical ages” into 
something wholly new, powered by electrons: 

During the mechanical ages we had extended 
our bodies in space. Today, after more than a 
century of electric technology, we have extended 
our central nervous system itself in a global 
embrace, abolishing both space and time as far 
as our planet is concerned. Rapidly, we approach 
the final phase of the extensions of man—the 
technological simulation of consciousness, when 
the creative process of knowing will be collec-
tively and corporately extended to the whole of 
human society, much as we have already extended 
our senses and our nerves by the various media. 
(Understanding Media, pp. 3-4)

It was McLuhan who proclaimed the human-machine 
interface, the fact that “all technologies are extensions 
of our physical and nervous systems to increase power 
and speed” (p. 98). And, in this new age—which, 
again, is already upon us, though its implications and 
applications continue to emerge—our human-social 
relations change, as well: For “electricity … decentral-
izes. It is like the difference between a railway system 
and an electric grid system: The one requires rail-
heads and big urban centers. Electric power, equally 

43. For an intriguing discussion, see the web article by Vivienne 
Ming, “Why I’m Turning My Son into a Cyborg.”	

available in the farmhouse and the Executive Suite, 
permits any place to be a center” (p. 39). Hence, the 
“center-margin structure” of 20th century geopolit-
ical mapping is now “experiencing an instantaneous 
reassembling of all its mechanized bits into an organic 
whole. This is the new world of the global village” (p. 
101; emphasis added). Surely this reassembling of the 
“center-margin structure” has implications for metro 
Springfield and its hinterland. 
	 And, yes, it is to McLuhan that we owe the term 
“global village.” To many in the Ozarks, this remains 
a foreign phrase, unsettling in its implications. It’s a 
notion, nonetheless, whose time has come for Spring-
field, the Ozarks, the nation, the world. 
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