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THE MARTINSONS AND THEIR FARM  

 

Otto Martinson, one of Wichita’s early settlers and developers, was one of 

the first to homestead in our area.  He was born in Sweden in 1844, and 

immigrated to America in 1866, speaking  no English.  He settled in a 

small Swedish community in Chicago where he 

learned English, attended school, and worked a 

variety of jobs. He came to Wichita in 1870 and 

purchased 160 acres of Osage Indian land to 

homestead.  The farm was bounded by Harry on 

the south, Maize Road on the west, Seville on 

the east, and the fence line just north of the 

Calfskin (called the Slough in those days). The 

entrance to the farm was off of Harry, west of 

the creek. At first there was a low-water crossing, then eventually a bridge, 

built high enough to withstand the Cowskin’s frequent flooding. 

To stake his claim, Martinson built a cave-like sod and earth dugout for a 

home in the steep bank in one of the loops of the Cowskin.  While planting 

fruit trees and farming his land, he also ran a bakery in the Delano area. In 

1873, he sold his interest in the bakery and moved to the homestead full 

time; during this period he built a farmhouse and barn between present day 

QuikTrip and the creek. 

Otto married Sarah Knofflock in 1876.  

They had three sons: Ola Earl in 1878, 

and William Clarence in 1881. Another 

son, Charles, was born in 1884.  

In 1883, the family moved into Wichita, 

and Martinson became involved in the 

real estate business.  He prospered with 

his investments, the development of 

several west side buildings, the Street 

Railway Company, and  a busy 400 acre 

quarry near Towanda. And, even though 

the family lived in town, Otto continued 

to operate the family farm.     
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Otto Martinson’s gorgeous 

mansion stood just north of 

the Martinson Block on 

Seneca. Later, it became a 

home for the hospital’s 

nurses. 

                           Photo from the Don 

Martinson Collection 



In 1887 Otto built an elegant three and one-half story mansion that the Wichita Eagle called “palatial.”  Unfortunately, 

just a few years later the family lost their fortune and their home in the “bust” of 1890.  

Otto died in 1922, but he left his mark on Wichita:  Martinson School, the Martinson Block, West Side Hotel, and West 

Side Drug Store building, all in Delano. There were street names, too: Martinson 

Street for Otto, Charles Street for the youngest son, Clarence Street for William 

Clarence, and Earl for Ola Earl. (Earl Street was later changed to Athenian).  

The family moved back to the farm after the bust.  As they grew, the older boys 

began to work the farm, while Charles attended Friends University.   

Ola bought the farm from his dad in 1911.  

He turned the farmhouse into a “tenant” 

house, and built a larger home for himself. 

He planted the east portion of the land in 

wheat, and turned the southwest corner 

along Maize Road into a huge truck garden. 

He also maintained the meadowland in the bend of the Cowskin, which was used as 

a popular picnic area for Wichita’s citizens, schoolchildren, and 4-H youngsters.  It 

was called Martinson’s Grove. Besides farming, he raised registered Percheron 

horses.  In fact, he was a certified member of the Percheron Society of America.  

Those horses were his pride and joy.  

Ola lived the life of a confirmed bachelor until he was 56, when he married Marie Best, a “grass widow,” or divorcee, 

with two teen-aged children.  

Ola died in 1962, but Marie remained on the farm until it was sold in 1967 to Lloyd 

Kruckenberg after he was displaced by the formation of Pawnee Prairie Park.  

Charles Martinson, Ola’s youngest brother, married Mabel Glenn in 1912. He and Mabel 

had four children, including twins Don and Dorothy, born in 1922. Charles was an 

engineer and college professor. Although he and his family 

lived in town, they enjoyed visiting Uncle Ola and Aunt 

Marie on the farm whenever they could.  

Today, Don Martinson, a very active 101 years old, clearly remembers Uncle Ola and Aunt 

Marie, and the farm at Harry and Maize. He can accurately map out the bends and loops of 

the Cowskin, long since graded away for flood control. He can pinpoint the location of 

Martinson’s Grove. He can show how Kellogg cuts off the southeast corner of Martinson 

land, and where the railroad bridge and the Harry Street Bridge once spanned the creek.  

Don remembers the times as a kid swimming and fishing in the Cowskin, especially 

“noodling,” or catching fish with one’s bare hands. And there was climbing and swinging on 

the big rope that hung down from the loft in the barn. There was ice skating, and hunting 

rabbits and squirrels.  And he recalls the 4th of July picnics at the Grove. Although he never 

lived on the farm, he always enjoyed the visits with Uncle Ola and Aunt Marie.  

It is fascinating to realize that a portion of our town was once a working farm owned by a 

mover and shaker of early West Wichita; and his grandson is still around to tell about it. 

Thanks to Don Martinson, and WestSide Story, September, 1988.  

By June Johnson 

The Martinson Block, built in 1887, had businesses 

on the ground floor, & offices & apartments on 

the upper stories. It became The Wichita Hospital 

in 1898. It stood at the NW corner of Seneca and 

Douglas.   Photo from the Catholic Diocese of Wichita, online 

This is Don Martinson at 

his 100th birthday  party. 

He is holding his Lifetime 

Achievement Award 

from Habitat for 

Humanity.   From the Don 

Martinson Collection 

Martinson School, 249 Athenian, 

has been repurposed into 

Martinson Place Apts. 

                                                Photo from 

Facebook 



DIGITAL COLLECTION WEBSITE UPGRADE 

We have upgraded the software on our website that displays our digital image collection 

(Omeka.)  While doing the upgrade, I changed the "theme" or appearance, so the page 

layout and colors have changed a bit.  The most important change, however, is a new 

tagging feature that will let you easily search for related items. 

When you look at the main page of our digital image collection (which you can get to by 

clicking on 'Digital Collections' on the sidebar of the main website or by going directly to 

mhgswichita.org/om), you will see the usual thumbnail image, a title and a brief description 

of an item.  The new tags will appear in colored boxes between the thumbnail image and 

the title.  'Item' simply distinguishes an individual item from a collection or exhibit.  The 

more interesting tags include 'WWI' and 'WWII,' 'Halloween' and tags for Wichita 

neighborhoods such as 'College Hill' or 'Downtown."  If you click on the little tag box, you 

will be taken to a search page with the other items with the same tag. 

Once you get to the full page for an individual item, you can see the tags above the item 

title, which will, again, take you to a search page. 

NEW FAMILY TREE MAKER SPECIAL INTEREST GROUP!  

Donna Londeen has agreed!  Our first session went well and will continue on the third Saturday of every month.  There 

will be a brief presentation on a special feature, and time to ask questions about the software. 

Thanks Donna! 

ANNUAL MEETING APRIL 13 

We have scheduled our membership Annual Meeting for Saturday, April 13, at 1:30.  We’ll be electing officers and 

discussing progress and projects.  Please come! 

This year, we will have elections for President and Treasurer.  If you are interested in either position, or volunteering to 

help with the Register, Alert, or technology support, please contact Rex at president@mhgswichita.org. 

BOARD OF DIRECTORS  2023-2024 

President: Rex Riley (president@mhgswichita.org) 

Vice President: Micki Wright Stephans 
(vp@mhgswichita.org) 

Treasurer: Jim Scharnhorst 
(treasurer@mhgswichita.org) 

Secretary: Twila Ackley Brown 
(secretary@mhgswichita.org) 

Librarian: Julia Langel (library@mhgswichita.org) 

Alert Editor: Micki Wright Stephans 
(alert@mhgswichita.org) 

Building & Grounds: Open 

Computer Technology: Open 

Publicity: Francene Davis Sharp 
(publicity@mhgswichita.org) 

Register Editor: Ann Hathaway Boll 
(register@mhgswichita.org) 

Membership: Kathy Kirk (members@mhgswichita.org) 
                                                                 
  



Library open Tuesday & Saturday  10 – 4   Email library@mhgswichita.org 

 

Please see the Google calendar or our Facebook page for more information  
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 GENEALOGY ROUNDTABLE SPECIAL 

INTEREST GROUP 

Second Tuesday @ 1:30 to 3 pm 

Led by Julia Langel 

 

 

PHOTO MYSTERIES 

Third Tuesday @ 1:30 to 3 pm 

Led by Rex Riley 

FAMILY TREE MAKER SPECIAL INTEREST GROUP 

Third Saturday @ 2 pm 

Led by Donna Londeen 

DAUGHTERS OF THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION 

AND SONS OF THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION              

Fourth Tuesday @ 1:30 pm 

 Led by Twila Ackley Brown 
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