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THIS   SMALL VOLUME CONTAINS THE 

STORY   OF Willian Volker.  The story is incomplete 
and fragmentary because William Volker kept his own 
counsel, left no record of his doings.  Even his wife had 
no access to many of his secrets.   William Volker did  
not expect  anyone  to write  about  him, nor  would   he  
have  wanted   his  story  told.    He would have objected   
to the publication of this book. 

The story is unfolded as it happened.   Many will 
find it unbelievable.  They will try in vain to find a 
counterpart of William Volker in their own experience, 
for William Volker chose to travel a unique route, to 
follow an unusual code of behavior. He established a 
singular pattern, a pattern considered by many but 
accepted by almost no one. 

Heavy reliance in the preparation of this book was 
placed on an unpublished manuscript by Mr. Harold W. 
Luhnow, to whom I owe special thanks. 

I am also particularly grateful to Mrs. Volker for 
her gracious helpfulness and cooperation in preparing 
this volume.   Her interest and her discerning advice 
have been invaluable. 
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Friends, associates, and relatives of William 

Volker   have been   of   immeasurable   assistance. 
Their patience and indulgence proved virtually 
limitless. 

The  pattern of  William  Volker's giving   
was such  that  the custodians  of his records  felt  that  
a trust   would   be  betrayed   should   the  records   be 
made  available.    As a  consequence, the  
information  in  this  volume  regarding  William  
Volker's gifts has all been gleaned from  public  
sources.  Mr. Anonymous' secrets have been 
respected without  exception. 

The few opinions expressed herein are 
entirely my own.  No one shares with me the 
responsibility for the inclusion   or exclusion   of 
material. The decisions regarding this biography 
have all been my own, and have been made in 
the interests of an  accurate portrayal of a 
unique individual. 
 

H. C. C. 
May, 1951 
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FREDERICK VOLKER AND HIS WIFE, DOROTHEA, 
lived near the tiny village of Esperke am Neustadt, a few 
miles west of Hanover, capital of the close-knit and 
independent kingdom of Hanover. Volker was a miller. He 
owned his own water driven mill which stood in an oasis of 
beech and oak trees on a broad moor.  

His customers were his friends, farmers who brought 
their rye and wheat to be ground into flour in return for a 
share of their grain. Affable and gregarious, Frederick Volker 
was eager to express his own opinions and glad to listen to 
the comments of his customers. While the mill slowly ground 
the rye, the farmers compared their harvests. With sober mien 
they discussed the flax yield, or their crops of potatoes and 
hemp, but the less serious Frederick often interjected a remark 
about the wild cranberries growing near the mill. 

When their conversation turned to politics, they spoke 
proudly of their blind King George V. All considered him far 
superior to the Prussian monarchs of the neighboring 
provinces. The German Constitution of 1849 was a lively 
topic for weeks and months. Frederick Volker was among 
those who favored this attempt to provide a measure of 
individual liberty for every German citizen. Several of the 
farmers disagreed with him. "Our government is to be 
respected;" they declared, "not questioned and changed by a 
group of radicals.'' 
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After the effort to establish the Constitution ended in 
failure, Frederick Volker offered an explanation. "The reason 
the Constitution of 1849 was not accepted," he asserted, "was 
simply because too few of us pay any attention to our 
government. We overlook the importance of the political 
issues; forget that they influence our own lives. The real 
trouble is that having never tasted liberty we refuse to get 
excited about a movement to do something about it. Now, in 
the United States...." 

But Dorothea interrupted their leisurely talk. "I think it 
is time for you to go back to your work,” she suggested in a 
firm tone. Frederick smiled and resumed his work. The wiry, 
ever serious Mrs. Volker kept the whole family busy. 

Dorothea was busy herself. The Volkers had two 
daughters, Sophia and Alvina, and a son, Frederick. Each 
child was taught to assume an, ever-increasing share of the 
chores of the household and the farm which the Volkers 
operated along with the mill. 

The soil of Hanover was not the best and the Volkers 
were obliged to exercise a great deal of care in selecting and 
cultivating the lands they farmed. They owned several small 
plots, separated from the homestead. The old stone house 
stood between a pair of stately linden trees. Each plot was 
used for a special purpose. Potatoes were grown on a piece of 
land best suited for that purpose; a vegetable garden was 
maintained in another location while an orchard of fruit trees 
was situated in still another place. The enclosed pasture for 
the cattle was also separate, about half a mile from the house. 
Much of their land was sand hills, heath and moor, unsuitable 
for cultivation of any kind. 

"Have you heard the news?" asked one of Frederick 
Volker's neighbors on a spring morning in 1859. "Prussia has 
a new regent, William the First. He succeeded his brother to 
the throne!" 
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"But have you heard our news?" countered the smiling 
Frederick. ''We have another son, born April first. His name is 
William, and he looks like me!" 

Frederick hurried toward the house to help Dorothea 
who was back at her chores, carrying her son in her arms. He 
read the words carved in the lintel across the top of the door 
of his home: "Work and Pray." 

The simple maxim described the family regimen. 
Parents and children' were busy from dawn until supper, 
methodically doing the tasks of the house and farm. After 
supper they gathered around Dorothea to pray and to listen to 
her read passages from the Bible. The Scriptures finished, she 
laid the Bible aside and explained the practical application of 
each admonition. Dorothea also passed along to her children 
the plain homilies she had learned from her parents. She 
spoke with serious purposefulness; her steady voice revealed 
her deep conviction. William joined his mother's circle of 
instruction before he could comprehend all her teachings. 
And each Sunday the whole family attended the Lutheran 
Church services in Esperke where the family prayers were 
supplemented with more formal worship. 

Young William's first task was taking care of a small 
sister, Caroline, who was two years younger than he. He 
learned there was little time for play. But once in a while 
William and Alvina were permitted to trudge through the 
woods to visit their grandmother. There they dined on potato 
pancakes. 

Chores were added as the months passed and Mother 
Volker decreed that the day’s work must be finished before 
there was time to play. And as soon as William had 
completed one job, she seemed always ready to direct him to 
another. "Idle time," she told him, "only leads to mischief. 
Now go find your father and tell him it is time for dinner." 
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"Who's Bismarck?" William asked his father as they 
walked toward the house from the mill. '' I heard you talking 
about him." 

Frederick frowned as he tried to explain to his son, 
"Why, Bismarck is the new president of the Council of 
Ministers in Prussia. William gave him the position last year, 
when you were three. He's a powerful man and we think he 
wants to take over all of Germany, even Hanover, where we 
live." 

"Is he going to be King?" asked the confused youngster. 

"No," answered his father, who wanted to change the 
subject. "I think you had better go with Frederick this 
afternoon when he gets the cows from the pasture. You are 
going to have that chore soon." William's parents believed 
that children should be assigned tasks beyond their years so 
that they could learn to assume responsibility and develop 
their own judgment. 

And so, just before his fifth birthday, the curly-haired 
William found himself in charge of bringing the cattle from 
the pasture and returning them twice each day. Not a 
strapping youngster, he had difficulty with the heavy gates.  
On the first morning a heifer seized the chance offered as the 
small lad struggled with the unwieldy gate. Before William 
could wrestle it shut the heifer had led the way and the herd 
rushed out and down the lane to a stream almost a mile from 
the pasture. When he caught up with the cattle he found a 
scene which might have inspired a landscape artist, but it 
disconcerted the tyro cowherd. The cows stood languidly in 
the cool stream, oblivious to William's frantic cajoling. The 
five-year-old considered his predicament, his responsibility, 
and his chances. To seek help was to admit defeat; William 
stuck with his job. Refusing to struggle with the inevitable, he 
sat down to wait out the cows. When they were ready to come 
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out of the water, he drove them home. He had his mother's 
determination tempered with his father's patience. 

William Volker was enrolled in school when he was six, 
the year another sister, Emma, was born. He and his older 
brother and sisters walked to Esperke each day to attend the 
classes in the Lutheran school. He learned that the stolid 
teacher permitted no nonsense. They studied the Bible as well 
as reading, writing, and arithmetic. Each child was prepared 
for the hard places in life, spiritual and practical. The fly 
leaves of William's catechism, which he learned “by heart," 
contained the multiplication tables. "Twice two is four," and 
the Scriptures played significant and determining roles in his 
life. 

"Bismarck has maneuvered our King into the place 
where he must decide between casting his lot with Prussia or 
with Austria," Frederick reported to Dorothea at dinner one 
day in 1866. "They say he is undecided, but most folks think 
he will decide to go with Austria." 

"What will happen to Hanover?" asked Dorothea. 

Events supplied the answer quickly. George V made an 
agreement with Austria, and Bismarck immediately asked 
that Hanover remain unarmed and neutral. But the blind King 
refused, whereupon Prussian troops occupied his capital. The 
Hanoverians resisted and defeated the Prussian army at 
Langensalza in June, 1866. Bismarck sent reinforcements and 
the Hanoverian army was forced to surrender two days after 
their heroic victory. The terms of the surrender called for the 
exile of King George V. Bismarck annexed Hanover to 
Prussia. 

"A new era is coming to Germany," declared Frederick 
to his wife after they received news of the annexation. "Many 
of the men in Esperke are remaining loyal to King George, 
and perhaps they are right. The future looks very black." 
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"Well, there's nothing we can do about it, Frederick," 
answered Dorothea. "And we have much to be grateful for. 
The children are growing up and William has become a 
capable hand at the mill and in the fields. He's especially 
good with the livestock." 

"Yes, but he hasn't grown up yet. He lost his new jacket 
last Sunday. And he doesn't even remember where he had it 
last," said Frederick. "I can't get him to talk about it." 

Frederick failed to understand the real reason for his 
studious son's reluctance to elaborate on the loss of his new 
brown velvet coat. The jacket was ruined before it was "lost." 
Instead of using corn silk for his experiments with smoking, 
William Volker's first furtive smoke was a cigar. His mother 
taught him to do things well, or not at all. William's mother 
approached his hiding place when the cigar was half-smoked. 
He thrust the still-lighted cigar into his jacket pocket but by 
the time his mother had passed by, the pocket was ruined. He 
swore off smoking on the spot and "lost" the new jacket. 

Frederick Volker's prediction of a black future came 
true in the years following Hanover's defeat. Bismarck 
announced his intention to eliminate the resistance of France 
and Napoleon III. War clouds hung over Germany and 
dissatisfaction grew. Economic crises and heavy taxes made 
life difficult for Frederick and Dorothea, and worse, 
compulsory military service for the boy, Frederick,  seemed 
imminent. 

"The rumor is that we'll have war this summer," 
reported Frederick upon his return from the village one 
afternoon in January, 1870. "Frederick will be drafted for 
sure." 

"But it isn't right for him to be forced to fight for a 
cause he doesn't believe in," declared Dorothea. "This war is 
just a way for Bismarck to get out of his political trouble and 
avoid hard times. There's something in the air, Frederick." 
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"Why don't we send Frederick to America?" replied her 
husband. "The United States is a land of liberty. There's no 
conscription, and lots of boys from Hanover have gone. If 
you want to work hard, there are plenty of opportunities in the 
new country." 

Serious family conferences followed. The Volkers 
determined to send Frederick to the United States in the 
spring with a group of young men of neighboring families. He 
departed just in time, for Bismarck mobilized his army in 
July, 1870. The Franco-Prussian War was short; Wilhelm I 
was proclaimed German Emperor at Versailles, and Bismarck 
named the powerful state "Deutches Reich.'' 

Shortly after this news arrived the Volkers received a 
letter from Frederick. "I am in Chicago, Illinois," he wrote, 
"and I have a job with a butcher. Chicago is a fine place," he 
told his parents, "and many of my neighbors are from 
Germany." He also described a fine voyage on the boat, 
marred only by the fact that he lost his luggage on the way. 

Dorothea read the letter with glowing satisfaction until 
she came to the sentence about the luggage. "I knew 
something like this would happen," she declared. "Frederick 
needs someone to take care of him.'' 

"Let us go to Chicago, Illinois," replied her husband, 
who knew what his wife meant and who was completely 
dissatisfied with the centralization of the new Germany of 
Bismarck. "We'll sell the farm and take the whole family." 

In the late spring of 1871 the Volkers boarded a ship 
bound for Baltimore. Some of Frederick's friends from 
Esperke stood at the rail with him, for they wanted to come to 
America too. The sale of the farm brought some money to 
Frederick so he advanced funds for his friends. Dorothea 
thought it might be better to save the money, although she 
admired her husband for his generosity and for his astuteness 
in arranging such favorable terms for the loans. 
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MRS. O'LEARY'S COW KICKED OVER THE LANTERN on October 8, 
1871. The six Volkers arrived three days later, to find Chicago hot 
and smoking. The ashes and debris offered little evidence of the 
opportunity they had heard about but they were undaunted after 
they were reunited with their son, Frederick, who was safe and well. 
The Volkers had a deep-rooted faith in Providence. Besides, they 
knew that no amount of bemoaning the fact of the fire would help 
them. 

As they sought Frederick, the Volkers viewed a stricken city. 
One-third of Chicago's three-hundred-thousand population was 
homeless. The fire which started on the West Side spread to destroy 
nearly $200 million worth of property. The burgeoning 
commercial center seemed hopelessly scarred, its newly-gained 
position irretrievably lost. 

But even as they watched the smoldering ruins they saw the 
operations of a vast spontaneous system of relief supported by 
charitable persons from every section of the world. Within a few 
days over four million dollars came to the aid of the gutted city from 
people in India, Great Britain, and South America, as well as the 
United States. The Volkers observed this enormous demonstration 
of compassion in action as they silently walked along the streets of 
their adopted city. "Americans must be extremely charitable 
people," said William to his father as they sat down to supper that 
evening. 

"We are going to read about charity tonight," said the devout 
Dorothea who overheard William's remark. 

Later that evening the whole family listened intently as Mother 
Volker read from her German Bible: 
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Take heed that you do not your alms before men, to be 

seen of them; otherwise ye have no reward of your Father 
which is in Heaven. Therefore, when thou doest thine alms do 
not sound a trumpet before thee, as the hypocrites do, in the 
synagogues, and in the streets, that they may have glory of 
men. Verily I say unto you, they have their reward. But when 
thou doest alms, let not thy left hand know what thy right hand 
doeth that thy alms may be in secret; and thy Father which 
seeth in secret, Himself shall reward thee openly. 

 
"That is f rom the Sixth Chapter of St. Matthew," Mrs. Volker 

told them. "Remember it and follow it. Now go to bed. You start to 
school tomorrow.'' 

As he climbed the stairs, William wondered if he had 
understood the passage correctly. "That thy alms may be in secret" 
seemed to be clear enough, but he had never heard it before. 

The Chicago Ward public school had been in session for 
more than a month before the twelve year-old William attended his 
first class in the United States. He was most unhappy for he knew 
only three or four words of English:. "Hello," "Good-by," "Please," 
and "Thank you." Self-conscious in the European clothes his sister, 
Alvina, made for him; he struggled hard to fit himself into the school 
where only English was spoken. But he quickly mastered enough 
English to get along without embarrassment. His older brother 
helped him in the evenings, and he made friends with several boys 
who had come from Germany ahead of him. 

The youthful William Volker quickly gave evidence of his 
acquaintance with the new language, and with the ways of 
schoolboys. He laboriously entered a neat and incisive inscription 
in his music book: 

 
Don't steal this book 
For if you do 
The devil will be after you. 

Yours respectfully, William Volker. 
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He improved the first exhortation before the term was 
finished. Another, more soul-shaking, inscription was added in the 
austere script of William Volker: 

 

Don't steal this book for fear of shame 
When here you see the owner's name (W. Volker). 

For God will say, on Judgment Day, Where is the 
book you stole away? And you will say, I cannot tell, 
And God will say, Go down to hell. 
 
Immediately after their arrival, William's father found work 

as a carpenter, rebuilding the burned-out city. Within a year, 
Chicago's business district was reconstructed better than it stood 
prior to the fire. Wages were good, and the Volkers bought a house 
and saved something from each week's pay. Son Frederick 
contributed to the family coffers which were held and administered 
by thrifty Dorothea Volker. A prudent manager, she saved easily 
and consistently from the wages of her husband and son. "But I wish 
we could have a vegetable garden," she told the family at supper.  
"We could save several dollars a month and have better food 
besides.'' 

"There is no space near here," observed her husband, "and 
anyway we will save more when Will goes to work. He's fourteen and 
he's had enough schooling." 

"That's right," answered Dorothea, "he must get a job and 
learn a business. William will make a good businessman." 

"School will be out in May. He can start looking for a job 
then," said Frederick. 

The Panic of 1873 slowed business activity, but William 
Volker found a job early in the summer. "You will receive one dollar 
a week," the proprietor told him, "and your job will be sweeping and 
dusting the store and running errands." William ran home to tell 
his mother of his great good fortune. 

"It is a dry goods store, and I'll earn a dollar a week!" he told 
her. He did not mention the fact that his hours were from six A.M. to 
six P.M. six days a week. 
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"You look like a businessman," his mother told him as she 
inspected her son at 5:30 on the morning he reported for work. His 
straight black hair was neatly brushed and his eyes glistened. 

Mother Volker envisioned a great future for the slightly built 
but trim and strong young man. He was not as tall as his father, but 
he stood five or six inches taller than his diminutive mother. She 
was just five feet tall. 

William Volker swept and dusted the store as diligently as he 
had his home in Esperke. He watched the clerks as he worked, 
hoping to learn how to wait on customers. The salesmen were 
good natured, easy-going young men, flattered by young Volker's 
attention. They found plenty of errands for him to run. All the 
unpopular tasks were assigned to William. 

Located near a foreign-speaking section of Chicago, the store 
attracted some frugal German speaking women. They had little money 
and considered each item carefully and at length before making a 
purchase. Few bought anything at all because the clerks avoided them 
and made no effort to sell them the goods they sought. "Those old 
women are more trouble than they're worth," the clerks told young 
Will. 

One of these old women was the first customer ever waited on 
by William Volker. "You wait on her," the clerk told him. "She 
won't buy anything anyhow. Just show her a few things." 

William Volker stepped behind the counter to greet the 
white-haired woman. Her hands were knotted with rheumatism. 
She was nervous and ill at ease and her money, a few coins, was tied 
in a corner of her handkerchief. William forgot he was a clerk in a 
store, forgot business, and tried to understand what the old woman 
was seeking. "She reminded me of my grandmother Busche," he 
told his mother later. "She bought some coarse print goods. It was 
my first sale." 

The clerks observed young Volker as he made this sale and 
they promptly made a habit of turning these old women of foreign 
tongue and small purse over to him. He served them conscientiously 
for he was grateful for the chance to learn. A stream of old women 
began to come to the store. The proprietor learned of this and 
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summoned the youth. "We are making you a junior clerk," he 
declared. "From now on your pay will be five dollars a week." 

Once again William ran home from work to tell his mother. 
"Five dollars a week; that's almost a dollar a day," he announced 
happily. He tasted success and he loved the flavor. 

The other clerks watched. Within a year the tractable and 
naive young man became real competition for them. The head clerk 
was particularly disturbed because the proprietor told him to 
discharge an incompetent and lazy clerk and promote young Volker 
to his place. "Do it on the first of the year," the owner ordered. 

Just before Christmas the head clerk called on the Volkers when 
Will was out. "He really knows very little about business," he told 
them. "He is very young and there is no chance for him to get ahead 
at the store. My advice is to put him in Dyhrenfurt’s Business 
School where he can learn to write business letters and to keep a set 
of books." The Volkers nodded. 

Next day the head clerk called William aside to tell him that 
his parents had told him they thought it best if he would enter a 
business school. "Leave the store Saturday night without talking to 
anyone about this, and don't return on Monday." William followed 
the instructions. 

Young William Volker was on his way to business school, and 
the lazy clerk kept his job. 

The Volker family thrived in Chicago. Their savings enabled 
them to buy some property in addition to their large home. Frederick 
also sent for some of his friends from Hanover and advanced the 
funds for their trip to America. ꞏ The large house was necessary in 
order to put them up while they became established in the new 
country. But gradually, William's father discovered that the 
"advances" for the transportation were really gifts because no one 
seemed anxious to repay him. But he refused to prod them in spite 
of his wife's insistence. Frederick, the older son, established his own 
business and was engaged to be married. 

After five months of Professor Dyhrenfurt's Business School, 
William arranged to tutor young students in the German 
language in return for his tuition. He studied bookkeeping and 
letter writing during the day sessions. Impressed with the 
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industrious young man, the professor offered William a job as 
janitor at three dollars a week. William found it an ideal 
arrangement: a chance to earn some money for the family and learn 
accounting at the same time. Young men who were just starting out in 
business frequently dropped by the school to seek the advice of 
teenaged William Volker. He had an unusual understanding of 
accounting, and they learned that his advice was dependable. 

However, he became restless after he finished the courses at the 
business school. The fifty cents a day was not helping along very 
quickly toward the $10,000 he wanted "... so that I can be 
independent." 
One March afternoon William Volker sat talking to Mr. Dyhrenfurt 
in the professor's cluttered office.  He explained that he felt it was 
time for him to find another job. 
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               WILLIAM VOLKER'S FIRST PHOTOGRAPH, 1878 
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WILLIAM VOLKER WAS AN EXPERT HORSEMAN 

 

"But you have a good chance to remain here as a regular 
teacher,'' the professor observed. 

"Thank you, sir, but what I want is a job as bookkeeper 
in a firm where I can learn something about the business." 

Professor Dyhrenfurt considered the serious, shy young 
man as he sat straight in the chair across from him. He knew 
that William had made up his mind, and for good reasons. He 
also knew that he had discussed his plans with his mother. 

"Perhaps I could get you a bookkeeping job with one of 
the larger banks. They are sound, didn't close their doors 
during the Panic of '73. It would be a fine opportunity." 

After a moment, the young man nodded without 
enthusiasm. 

"Also, I have a letter here from a manufacturer who 
wants an assistant bookkeeper and correspondent. But Mr. 
Brachvogel is a gruff, hard taskmaster who works long hours. 
Perhaps if the bank job cannot be arranged...." 

"Excuse me, sir," interrupted William Volker, "but that 
job sounds like just what I need. Would you arrange it for 
me?" 
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"Certainly, son," replied the professor. "Here is his 
letter." 

William Volker scanned the page quickly. "Man in 
charge of books and mail quitting at the end of the week ... 
smart young man ... honest, willing to work . . . letter-writing 
. . . assistant bookkeeper ... pay is six dollars a week." It 
seemed to be an ideal chance! The job was arranged. 

Before dawn the next morning William Volker hurried 
into the office at 261 Wabash Avenue. Striding about the gas 
lit room was a grotesque hulk of a man. Charles Brachvogel, 
the new employer, resembled a well-worn barrel. Just over 
five feet tall, Brachvogel weighed more than two hundred 
pounds. The Russian-born German could neither read nor 
write and covered up his handicap with a gruff, demanding 
manner. 

William fell to work on the ledgers at a high desk. The 
records and the letters gave the young man the story of the 
entire business operation. He found that Brachvogel operated 
the largest picture frame and molding business in Chicago, 
employing seventy-five persons. He and his employer worked 
at night under the gaslight, and on Sunday before and after 
church. There seemed to be no other time available for 
correspondence. 

William discovered a number of accounts which he 
thought should have been collected two or three years before. 
When he asked the head bookkeeper about them, he was told 
they were worth- less. But William Volker requested a chance 
to "work them up and Brachvogel's son stayed with him as he 
brought the accounts up to date during the late evening hours. 
He collected several thousands of dollars of the old accounts 
for the firm. 

He volunteered for the tedious and unpopular task of 
preparing the catalog of the growing business. When one of 
the shops was destroyed by fire, William Volker dealt with 
the insurance adjustor. 
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Then, one autumn evening, he hurried home to talk to 
his mother. "Mr. Brachvogel has made me chief bookkeeper 
and from now on my pay will be $12.50 a week." Dorothea's 
eyes shone as she nodded her head and told him to work even 
harder. But his father advised him to take it easy once in a 
while. 

William took his mother's advice, and gradually he 
gained a voice in determining the policies of the company. 

Late one night the boss asked him to write a letter to a 
firm in St. Joseph, Missouri turning down a consignment of 
walnut. It seemed to be a bargain to young Volker. He knew 
purchasing raw materials wasn't part of the bookkeeper's job, 
but he spoke frankly to his morose employer. 

"Mr. Brachvogel, I believe we could make some money 
if we bought that walnut." 

Brachvogel stopped in surprise. Volker was such a shy 
and retiring youth that he had never expected him to speak out 
like that. "We have too much walnut already," he countered. 

Once started, William stuck to his guns. He ran his 
pencil down a list of specifications.  Pointing to one item, he 
ventured, "We could make up this model in that bargain 
walnut and sell it for the same price as we now sell the 
cheaper one." 

"No, no ...” said his boss, but with a little hesitation this 
time. 

Later that night, Mr. Brachvogel asked William Volker 
to pen a letter ordering the Missouri walnut. This was the first 
such discussion between the enterprising old man and his 
youthful clerk. As Brachvogel groped among the 
complications of his ever-growing business, he talked over his 
decisions with William Volker before giving him the letters to 
write. Brachvogel was grateful for the help of the deliberate 
young man although he never admitted it. 

But William Volker was far more grateful. He was "learning 
the business." He walked with a spring in his step as he made his 
way along the four miles between the office and his home. He 
walked in order to save carfare because he wanted to buy a copy 
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of Schiller's ballads. He remembered them from his reading 
exercises at the school in Esperke. He had selected a copy in a 
bookstore, and he needed $3.75 to buy the volume. 

"Things are going well for me," mused the young man as he 
trudged along the Chicago streets, dreaming of the day he would 
have his own business. "Frederick is becoming well-established in 
his meat business and my turn is close at hand. I'm nineteen now 
... I've been given two raises without asking for them, and I've saved 
close to a thousand dollars." His savings were kept by his mother. 

"Let's go to the concert tonight," said William's sister, 
Alvina, as he took off his hat upon reaching home one evening. "We 
can use our new opera glasses." 

"All right," he answered, without asking the program or the 
name of the artists. Like his father, the young man loved all kinds of 
music. Opera and concerts were his only recreation. 

"Why don't you ever take any of the young ladies from the 
neighborhood?" asked his father. "You never show any interest in the 
girls you meet.'' 

"There is no time for such things now, father," replied the 
ever-serious young man. "Besides, I am young and I have not yet 
established myself."  

"You'll fall hard someday, son," predicted his grinning parent 
as William and his sister left ꞏ the house. 

William Volker was out of bed at five the next morning. He 
was working over his ledgers in the Brachvogel office by six. No one 
else was in the office when Charles Brachvogel's son rushed into the 
building. 

"Father was thrown from his buggy last night on his way 
home. He died in the street," announced the distraught young man. 

"The ways of Providence are sometimes hard to 
understand," said William Volker after a long interval His face 
showed no emotion but this was a severe blow. "Your father was my 
friend as well as my employer. I had a deep respect for him." 

"You will have to take charge of keeping the business 
running," he was told. "That's the way father would have wanted 
it." 

It was a heavy responsibility for the twenty-year old. He did 
his job thoroughly if not brilliantly. The Brachvogel family 
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approved of the way he handled the enterprise. The employees 
found ꞏhim a striking contrast to the gruff proprietor they were 
accustomed to. William Volker was soft-spoken and modest, but not 
meek. After six months he was appointed representative of the 
Brachvogel firm in winding up the affairs of the estate. When he took 
this assignment he realized that the time was near when he must start 
his own business. 

"I am sure I want to go into the same business as the 
Brachvogel house," said William to his parents as they sat 
together in the kitchen of their home. "Picture frames and molding 
are much in demand. Even drug stores carry them now, you know. 

"I'm sure I could run a successful firm," he continued 
earnestly. "I have studied every part of our operations and I know 
the work." 

"Well, it’s your turn, Will," interrupted his father. 
"Frederick is doing well. ..." 

"And you have saved nearly $1,400," said Dorothea. "We'll 
mortgage the house. It should bring at least $2,500 more." 

"What part of Chicago are you going to locate in?" 
questioned his father. 

"Chicago isn’t an open field to me because I do not want to go 
into competition with the Brachvogel house," William told his 
parents. "Some place in the West might be best. We buy most of our 
fine walnut from western Missouri, you know." 

"I think you are wise in thinking about something in the 
West, William," replied his mother. "The West is growing 
quickly nowadays." This was the approval he was seeking. 

William bought a map of the West and studied it over and 
over again in his room. After the first few days he seemed to 
concentrate on two locations, St. Joseph and Kansas City, 
Missouri. His fingers switched back and forth uncertainly be- 
tween the two cities, sometimes lingering longer on St. Joseph. 
Both places were near the sources of the walnut so well adapted 
to frames and molding, but St. Joseph was also an important post 
of the emigrant routes to the Pacific. He read of the city's fame as 
the Joseph Rubidoux trading center and as the Eastern terminus of 
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the Pony Express. In addition, there were more retail outlets in St. 
Joseph, and he was going into a wholesaling venture. 

After exhausting the information available from maps, 
books, and the advice of travelers and businessmen, William 
Volker decided to make a trip to Missouri to get a first-hand 
impression of the business possibilities of the various localities. 
The Brachvogel affairs were proceeding without difficulty, and he 
obtained a leave of absence for the journey. 

The Volkers gathered together for dinner on the Sunday of 
William's departure. He listened patiently while a variety of advice 
was tendered. Concealing his excitement at the prospect of the 
trip, he seemed more taciturn than usual. While the family talked, 
William's younger sister, Emma, asked him to write an inscription 
in her new autograph album. Over his name he wrote a German 
quotation: 

 
Far better to live without appreciation 
And through merit be worthy of the highest,  
Than undeserved exalt oneself to the highest  
Great before the world, but small before oneself. 
 

 
That evening, a bleak day in January, 1882, William Volker 

boarded the train for Kansas City. 
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THE STATE LEGISLATURE OF MISSOURI ENACTED THE Johnson 
Anti-Gambling Law in 1881. This Act marked the end of a 
fabulous era in the western state. A less raucous, but no less lusty 
new era was dawning in Kansas City when William Volker stepped 
onto the platform of the West's largest Union Depot, in the city's 
"west bottoms." 

He passed twenty-three saloons as he strode quickly up the first 
block of Union Avenue from the depot. He noticed that a new 
business district was developing on all sides of the station. It seemed 
a community of go-getters, active every minute. 

William Volker stopped to buy a copy of "Wright's New Map 
and Guide for Kansas City, Missouri" to aid him as he found his 
way on foot along the unpaved streets. We wanted to get the feel 
of the sprawling town which was gaining recognition as a thriving 
livestock market, and as a growing center of the packing business 
and grain markets. 

Wright's Guide told him that Kansas City's population was 
65,000 and provided a map of the principal buildings in the 
community. He inspected rows of unimaginative examples of the 
Midwest’s drygoods box architecture, and viewed the new Court 
House at Second and Main Streets. Until recently the Court House 
had been the Nelson Hotel. Walking rapidly, he passed the Board of 
Trade Building on Delaware Street and paused for a few moments 
to watch the progress on the new United States Customs House and 
Post Office, which was a building on the corner of Ninth and 
Walnut Streets. A passerby told him that the structure would cost 
more than half a million dollars before it was finished. ''And 
President Arthur may come here to dedicate it," he added 
proudly. 
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That evening at the hotel he learned that Kansas City's 
population had grown by 10,000 during the past two years. The 
city's character was further delineated to the young man when he 
discovered that its most pretentious restaurant was a saloon, and 
its most popular theater was the lively Comique Variety. He also 
learned that there was no jobber of picture frames and molding in the 
city, although a building and real estate boom was surely 
beginning. 

In spite of the statistics about retail outlets, William Volker 
made up his mind before he continued his journey to St. J oseph. 
He decided to start his business in Kansas City. The matter was 
clinched when he discovered St. Joseph already had a jobber of 
picture frames. He returned to Chicago, sure of his decision and 
thinking of possible names for the new firm. 

"Kansas City is the place!" he announced to his parents as 
they met him at the door of their Chicago home. "It isn't as large as 
Chicago but it's growing by leaps and bounds." 

The new venture monopolized the family's conversations. 
After a while, William became apprehensive. 

"Do you think I can command the respect of the trade?" he 
asked. "I'm only twenty-three. Mr. Brachvogel was over twice my 
age." 

"Frederick had no trouble," observed his mother. 
"Yes, but Frederick is in the retail trade. Age doesn't make so 

much difference there. I'll be dealing with the owners of established 
businesses," replied William. 

Frederick spoke. "Will may be right. Most folks who meet 
him think he's a whole lot younger than he is." 

William glanced in the mirror. He saw a young man who 
might have passed for nineteen or twenty. His guileless hazel eyes, 
slight physique, and ruddy complexion did indeed make him seem 
younger than twenty-three. He was told he looked like his father. 

"Why don't you interest one or two older men as partners, 
William?" asked his mother. ','That would mean more funds at the 
start as well as helping command the respect of the trade." 

"I guess I'll look around," answered her son after a long 
silence. 

Finding qualified persons who were willing to quit their jobs 
and risk their futures and their savings on such a venture was not 
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easy. Still working at Brachvogel's, William Volker spent his 
evenings talking to men who might be interested. 

"But nobody seems willing to take the risk," he reported to 
his parents. "I can't understand it. They seem to want something 
that's perfectly safe." 

"Keep at it, Will; you'll find your partners," declared .the 
optimistic, kindly Frederick. 

He kept at it and finally, after much searching and some revision 
of his ideas about the necessary qualifications of business partners, 
he met two men who were willing to come in with him on a three-
year partnership agreement. Both were associated with wholesaling 
firms in Chicago. The voluble Mr. Hansmann paid in $2,300; while 
William Volker paid in $4,700. Two thirds of his funds came from 
mortgaging the family home. He loaned $1,000 of his $4,700 to the 
third partner, Albert Soukup, to enable him to enter the venture. 
The uncommunicative Soukup, a German Jew, was an expert 
wood carver who had worked for many years manufacturing picture 
frames. 

William Volker found it difficult to leave his close-knit family 
in Chicago. "I'll be coming to Chicago on buying trips," he told 
them, "and one day when the firm is on its feet you can all come to 
Kansas City with me. You will like it. It is a fine, friendly city.'' 

There were no tears, but the young man walked slowly toward 
the depot. He was leaving home for the first time in his life. 

The three partners travelled to Kansas City together. They 
rented quarters for their new business on the second, third, and 
fourth floors of a brick building at the corner of Sixth and 
Delaware Streets, in the heart of Kansas City's business section. 
William Volker assumed the duties of buyer, salesman, and general 
manager; while Hansmann took charge of the manufacturing 
operations of the enterprise. Soukup worked at his specialty, 
carving frames and molding, but took no part in the management of 
the firm's affairs. They began with a limited stock in trade. In 
addition to making and selling frames and molding, they carried 
pictures, mirrors, cabinet hardware, casters and other small items 
sold in furniture stores. The firm's net worth was $7,000. 

"William Volker & Company" opened for business in July, 
1882. During the same summer the American House, a boarding 
house and saloon, was built in Kansas City by a man named James 
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Pendergast. The Kansas City Electric Light Company, first concern 
to furnish commercial , electricity to the community, was founded 
the same year. 

William Volker worked hard and long at his new business. He 
put a cot in the office, took his meals there, and devoted every 
waking hour to the building up of his trade. Busy with the 
accounts, with the development of customers, setting prices, 
buying stock, he found little time to pay attention to the 
manufacturing phases of the firm. The production was supervised 
by his partner, Hansmann. 

Before going to bed one evening in late September, the tired 
young entrepreneur took a trial balance to discover the success of 
the firm which bore his name. He worked steadily, without 
hurrying, as he drew the figures from the ledger. As soon as he saw the 
final balance, he quickly rechecked his calculations. He checked 
again. His face was expressionless when he reached over to turn off 
the gaslight. 

"The house is close to failure," he told his partners when they 
entered the office the next morning. "Please look at the statement 
I  have here." 

"What does it mean?" asked Soukup, puzzled by the figures. 
Speaking tonelessly, William Volker explained: "Each sale 

we made has hurt the company instead of helped it. Except for the 
goods manufactured in Chicago, we have lost money on every item 
sold. 

We must do something immediately, or lock the front door." 
"I guess I figured my costs wrong," volunteered Hansmann 

as he put the statement aside. "I can fix that.'' 
"But that won't help," William Volker replied, "because your 

costs are higher than retail prices. We couldn't sell anything." 
"Well, what can we do then?" asked Hansmann, shrugging 

his shoulders. 
"We can discontinue our manufacturing work immediately," 

said William Volker. "Hereafter we should confine our business 
entirely to wholesaling the goods we carry. We'll buy our stock from 
ꞏother manufacturers, except for Albert's custom carving. We are 
on shaky footing and this is the only way we can possibly avoid 
complete failure." 
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"All right, let's do it your way," answered Hansmann. Soukup 
nodded. 

"You realize that this may stop future losses, but it cannot 
repair the damage already done," declared William Volker. "We'll 
have to work a lot harder to save the business," he concluded as 
they returned to their tasks. 

Three days after this decision was made, the Sheriff of Jackson 
County visited the Volker company office. 

"What can I do for you?" asked William Volker. "I'm 
attaching the assets of your firm," declared the Sheriff, handing a 
Court Order to the young man. 

"I don't understand," said William Volker as he unfolded 
the document. "What have we done?" "Your partner, Hansmann, 
used somebody else's money to invest in this business. The real owner 
wants to be paid.'' 

"I don't blame him," answered William Volker as he 
followed the Sheriff down the stairs. He walked across Delaware 
Street to engage an attorney to protect his vanishing interests. 
When the matter was settled, it was William Volker who suffered 
the most financially. 

In spite of the wayward partner, the business began to grow. 
William Volker wrote to his parents: "We've just closed the books 
for the first year of our operations. We suffered a loss, but it was far 
less than it might have been had we continued our manufacturing 
work. As a matter of fact, our jobbing operations returned a very 
slim margin of profit during the last eight or nine weeks of the 
year.'' 

He paused in his writing to contemplate his first year in 
business. The lonesome young man wished he had begun without 
partners. But he remembered that his mother taught him not to fret 
over "what might have been," and he picked up his pen to finish his 
letter. 
And then, the next morning, a customer came in and asked to see 
Mr. Volker. "I am William Volker. What can I do for you?" the 
young man replied. 
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"No. I want to see the old Mr. Volker," was the customer's 
rejoinder. 

As he patiently explained that he was the only Mr. Volker in 
the firm, William thought there were some reasons, after all, for 
having older partners. 

But as the months passed, William Volker found himself 
looking forward to the date when the partnership agreement would 
expire. The business began to progress slowly. A narrow profit was 
earned during the second year of the operations of William Volker 
& Company, and there were funds to provide help for the needy in 
Kansas City. Penniless men began to drop into the office almost every 
day, and William Volker was glad he could help them. But the infant 
business required constant attention. Manufacturers allowed 
slender discounts, even o.n carload lots. Handling and shipping in 
the smaller quantities required by the customers was costly. 
Checking and extending credit was a time-consuming task. "I 
need a good helper," thought the young man. 

Toward the end of the third year of operations, in the 
spring of 1885, William went to Chicago on a buying trip. His 
buying finished, he hurried to visit his family. 

"Tell us about your business!" said Dorothea after the 
greetings were over. 

As William explained the present situation, his mother 
eagerly drank in every detail. And his sister, Caroline, who matured 
rapidly in the years after William went to Kansas City, showed 
equal interest. 

"And what I need," said William to his family, "is a 
dependable helper-someone to keep the books, watch the stock, 
and help manage the business. My partners are worse than useless, 
although they are fine men and I don't mean to criticize them. When 
the partnership agreement with Mr. Hansmann and Mr. Sonkup 
expires in July, I am going to terminate it if I can." 

"Carrie has a fine head for business," ventured his mother. 
"Maybe she could come along when she's older," said 

William, "but this is a man's business."  
Dorothea stopped her daughter from replying to this. 
"How do you like Kansas City by this time?'' asked Frederick, 

who knew the answer but liked peace in the family. 
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"I like it better than ever. There is a great deal of building. 
Many families are moving into the city, and a much more sound 
commercial and financial situation is developing. 

"The Kansas City banks are stronger now, and I am going to 
open an account there. Mr. Hanson, one of our suppliers, has been 
banking my money for me in a bank here in Chicago. I did not trust 
the Kansas City banks, and he was glad to help me." 

"I see you have learned a lot in the past three years, Will," 
observed his father quietly. "You have learned how to place your 
confidence- whether it be in partners, employees, or banks." 

"I hope that I'll never forget my lessons. I have found that it's 
best to go all the way through my problems before doing anything 
about them. As mother says, 'Never take two bites of a cherry if one 
can do the trick,' "answered William, as he put on his coat. 

The next four months moved quickly for the active young 
man. July brought the termination of the partnership. The two 
partners were pleased with the settlement William Volker offered. 
Hansmann, who contributed no money of his own, received $3,900. 
Soukup, who stayed on as an employee, also obtained a sum of 
money, although William Volker had provided the funds he used to 
enter the partnership. 

At twenty-six, William Volker became the sole owner of 
William Volker & Company. He felt as if he had been released from a 
heavy anchor. 
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"Now THAT I HAVE THE BUSINESS IN MY OWN HANDS for the first time, 
and the future looks promising, I want to bring you all down to 
Kansas City to live," declared William Volker to his family during 
a visit to Chicago in the autumn of 1885. "I have been spending 
Sunday afternoons walking around the residential districts 
looking for a suitable home." 

"Be sure there's room for a garden and a pasture," said 
Dorothea. 

"Mother's been yearning for some land ever since we left 
Hanover," smiled Frederick. "And Kansas City will be a lot better 
climate for her asthma." 

"Oh, my asthma is all right. It's your heart that needs taking 
care of. You know what the doctor said. You have to stop working," 
countered Dorothea. 

"I'll find a nice place soon," promised William, and within 
two months the whole family was tumbling out of a carriage in 
front of their new Kansas City home. 

"It isn't fancy, but the house has ten rooms," explained 
William, "and the mule-car line runs right down to the office. The 
end of the line is but a few steps from the store." 

Before the sentence was finished, the family scattered to inspect 
their new home. William watched, smiling, as they exclaimed about 
the fenced-in pasture, the large garden plot, and the big kitchen. 
The house was located at 29th and Jefferson Streets, atop a rocky 
slope, where the statue of "The Scout" now stands in Kansas City's 
Penn Valley Park. A spring supplied water for the household. 
There was a large barn for livestock. 
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The Volkers eagerly returned to the semi-rural existence they 
recalled so pleasantly. Dorothea took charge of the household. 
Almost immediately she prepared the ground for a vegetable 
garden, a garden where potatoes predominated. A cow was put in 
the pasture, and William bought two horses. Frederick Volker 
began planning a flower garden. The family discovered that many of 
their neighbors were from Germany. Most occupied similar 
homesteads. They formed a congenial, homogeneous group, and soon 
the Volkers joined the company which assembled at Turnvereins, 
singing traditional songs and discussing old times. 

"How do you know the amount of molding your customers 
will order?" Carrie asked her brother at breakfast. 

"I wish she would show that much interest in my roses," 
declared Frederick. "Every night and morning she wants to know 
about every detail of Will's business." 

"She's interested in the business, and besides, she is too young 
to remember much about the garden in the old country," answered 
Dorothea. Then turning to her son, she said firmly, "It's time for 
you to go to work, William. It is almost five-thirty.'' 

"Can I ride down with you, Will?" pleaded Carrie. 
Carrie went to the office with her brother. She stayed all day. 

Before long she was going with him every day. 
At first the other employees at the Volker store looked askance at 

the young woman. 
"She's only a wisp of a girl," said Albert Soukup, "Why, I'll 

bet she doesn't weigh a hundred pounds." 
"I think you're right," agreed the floor salesman. "And she 

looks like a school girl in that plain dress, with her hair braided way 
down her back that way." 

But they quickly learned that Miss Carrie did in fact have a 
"fine head for business." She found it easy to make friends with the 
employees and the customers. Before many weeks passed, Carrie be- 
came office manager of William Volker & Company. She won her 
place, gaining the respect of her brother. No detail escaped her notice, 
for William told her when she first came to the office, 

"Success in this business can be gained only by the closest 
attention to every detail." 
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Volker company orders for carload lots of merchandise 
became more and more frequent. The year 1886 was a good year, 
far better than it might have been without Carrie's enthusiastic 
help, thought William as he walked proudly through the office. He 
watched Carrie, who became credit manager eight months after she 
came into the company. Carrie sat on a high stool in the second 
floor office, working over the accounts. He walked through the 
sample rooms on the same floor and into the stock rooms next to the 
alley called Wall Street. Upstairs, on the third floor, he inspected 
the storerooms and the picture frame section super- vised by his 
taciturn former partner. On the fourth floor were the packing 
rooms, where goods were crated for shipment. 

A customer was entering the office when William Volker 
returned to the second floor. He strode quickly over to the counter 
to ask, "What can I do for you?" 

"I want to see Mr. Volker," was the reply. The young man 
introduced himself. 

"No, no, I mean the old Mr. Volker," the customer insisted. 
William Volker explained patiently. When the customer 

departed, William turned to talk with his sister. 
"Carrie, something has to be done about my looking so 

young. I am going to grow a moustache." 
"That should help, Mr. V.," replied Carrie, smiling. 

"And I am going to start wearing black string bow ties," he 
added. "I’ll stop at the haberdasher's on the way home tonight. 
You may as well go on ahead.'' 

William Volker was running when he came on to the front 
porch that evening. "What's the matter, Will?" inquired his sister, 
Emma. 

"Haven't had much exercise today so I decided to run a bit," 
he answered between deep breaths. 

"But what's the matter with your hat?" asked Emma. 
"Nothing." 

Before Emma could say another word, her brother brushed his 
hat off his head and was on his way to his room. 

Three days later Emma waited for her brother when he came 
home from work. She held his hat in her lap. 
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"Look what I found pushed behind the boxes in your closet, 
Will," said Emma, holding out the hat. "And it has a bullet hole 
through the top!”  

"I'll have to buy a new hat," acknowledged William Volker. 
"Oh come on, Will, 'fess up. What happened?" insisted 

Emma. 
"The other night I was walking home on Summit. Just this 

side of Southwest Boulevard, a man about my height stepped out 
from behind the shrubbery there, pointed a pistol at my ribs and 
demanded 'Stick up your hands!' Without pausing or even 
thinking, I hit him as hard as I could, then turned around and 
started running. I heard a shot. It knocked my hat off. After I 
picked it up I didn't stop running until I got here." 

"But Will," said Emma, "that was so foolish. You never 
carry much money with you." 

"Yes, that's right, Emma," answered William Volker. "I 
only had a dime in my pocket, but do you think I would let him have 
it?" 

"No, I guess you wouldn't," agreed Emma, as they walked into 
the house. 

Frederick Volker provided a loquacious contrast to his laconic 
son. Frederick looked forward to his daily trips to the Volker offices. 
Each morning at ll:30 he hitched up the buckboard to deliver a 
basket lunch to Carrie and William. While they were eating, 
Frederick passed the time talking with the customers in the sample 
rooms. Gregarious and easy-going, Frederick made numerous friends 
in this way. 

Frederick seemed especially excited one noon when he 
brought a new customer to meet Carrie and William. They were 
finishing their lunch. 

"I want you to meet Mr. Louis Roebke, who comes from 
Stadthagen, not far from our old home in Hanover. We have a great 
many mutual friends.  Mr. Roebke is a furniture dealer In Holton, 
Kansas, and he's interested in some of your line," said Frederick. 

William Volker rose to acknowledge the introduction in a 
low, deferential voice. William's smile told Louis Roebke that he 
was pleased to meet him, but neither realized how important this 
meeting was to be to William Volker.  Frederick resumed his 



44 
 

nostalgic talk with his new friend and they arranged to meet again. 
Louis Roebke promised to bring his children with him next time he 
came to Kansas City on a buying trip. 

"The business is growing with Kansas City, and with the 
Middle West," thought William Volker as he boarded the mule 
car at l 0:30 that night for the trip home. It was the last car, and he 
caught it almost every night. His hours were long because he acted as 
a salesman all day and the bookkeeping had to be kept up during the 
evening. He arranged with the driver to ring the car bell when he 
was ready to depart each evening. He closed the books and turned 
off the gaslights when he heard the jangling bell, and hurried 
downstairs to board the car. The mules, long accustomed to this 
routine, started without a word from the driver as soon as William 
Volker paid his fare. 

As he sat alone in the jolting car, for most folks were in bed by 
10:30, the young man compared the city with the place he visited in 
1882 when he was planning to open his business. The population 
grew from 60,000 to 160,000 during the five- year period. The 
whole West was expanding, and Kansas City was serving as the 
principal gateway for the expansion. "I chose the right location," 
he thought. His competitors kept their headquarters in Chicago, 
giving William Volker an advantage because he was able to serve his 
customers more promptly than they. New businesses were starting 
every day, and jobs were plentiful. Kansas City encouraged these new 
ventures-the local tax rate decreased about 40 per cent from 1877 to 
1887, and the municipal debt was cut in half during the same 
period. William Volker was optimistic. 

"I think it is time to expand our lines," William told Carrie 
the next morning. "We have been turning down a great many 
requests for window shades, and this causes inconvenience to our 
customers, and it is also a detriment to the house. I have decided to 
add window shades to our stock in trade." 

"It's a good idea. Will we make them here?" asked Carrie. 
"No. I expect to make arrangements to buy shade cloth and 

rollers, ready for assembly. But we will set up a mounting room here 
so we can assemble window shades and fill our customers' needs 
quickly. There's some space available on the third floor. I'm going 
to Chicago tonight to see the manufacturers.  
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Carrie took charge of the firm during William Volker's 
three-day absence. 

"It's all arranged, Carrie," he said when he hurried into the 
office on his return. "Did everything go all right while I was away?" 

"Everything's in good shape, Mr. V.," replied Carrie. "But 
there is some bad news. Mr. Hansmann passed away Thursday." 

"That is bad news," said William Volker softly. "What will 
happen to Mrs. Hansmann?" 

"She'll be destitute, Will. She has no money at all. Mr. 
Hansmann drank heavily, and all the money from the partnership 
settlement is gone. I feel sorry for her.'' 

William Volker sat in front of his desk, preoccupied with the 
thought of Mrs. Hansmann's plight. He spoke to no one about it, 
but soon he found himself thinking of ways to cut the corners on his 
own spending. That evening he made up his mind and penned a 
brief note to the widow of the partner who had caused him so much 
difficulty. "Dear Mrs. Hansmann," he wrote, "Here is a check for 
fifty dollars. A similar check will be coming to you every month as 
long as you need it. William Volker." He wrote the check and 
mailed the letter himself, taking care that no one would find out 
about his gift. He remembered what his mother had read to him, and 
he had read so often since: "... that thy alms may be in secret." 

Mrs. Hansmann passed away after the turn of the century. Up 
to her death she received a hand written check for fifty dollars from 
William Volker every month. 
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"THERE MUST BE SOMETHING FASCINATING ABOUT that business, 
Will," exclaimed Frederick Volker as the family was riding home 
from church. "Here the whole family is talking about nothing but 
weddings, yet you and Carrie don't even have any prospects." 

"At least Carrie has some time for her girlfriends," said 
Dorothea, "although I admit she doesn't pay any attention to the 
young men who are just waiting for one sign of encouragement from 
her." 

"I've learned the business, and I like it," explained Carrie. 
William rode in silence. He was thinking about the invoices 

he had mailed before church. I t  was the greatest number in the 
history of the business. 

Frederick did not exaggerate the amount of conversation 
about weddings in his family. Frederick, second born and older son, 
married Miss Katherine Stark of Chicago. Sophia, the eldest, was 
married to Henry Pieper. Emma was in Chicago with her husband, 
William Luhnow, who had a business there. Alvina married 
Diedric Rumsfeld. Only William and Carrie stayed at home. 
William enjoyed the excitement of the weddings, but he bought no 
wedding presents. Of a practical turn of mind, he proffered a 
check to each couple. The amounts were invariably more than he 
could easily afford. He seemed embarrassed when his sisters told him 
of their gratitude.  

"I think I'll look for another place a little farther out," 
William told Carrie one day in 1889. "A more comfortable home 
will be better for the folks as they grow older. And this area around 
29th Street is building up rapidly." 
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Carrie readily approved his idea, and William Volker began to 
watch for possibilities. When he heard of the new residential 
subdivision in Roanoke, a mile or so south of their Penn Valley 
home, he rode his horse out to the new section to inspect the homes. 

The new district, called Mellier Place after its developer, 
appealed to William Volker immediately. He found a twelve-room 
yellow brick house which seemed to be exactly right for the family's 
needs. He returned to describe the spot to Carrie and his parents. 

"There is a large kitchen in the basement, with a big dining 
room directly above. There are three floors. The house faces Bell 
Street," he explained. 

"Is there room for a garden?" asked Dorothea. 
"Oh, yes. There's plenty of room; I'm thinking of buying the 

entire block. It's all for sale ' at a reasonable price now that real estate 
prices have broken. There's a barn, and a plot which can be used 
for a pasture." Then, turning to his father, William continued: 
"The place will need a lot of landscaping. There are no flowers, 
nor even any fruit trees." 

The whole family visited Mellier Place the next Sunday. 
They reacted enthusiastically, and he purchased the property 
immediately. The house was numbered ꞏ3717 Bell Street. 

The Roebkes from Holton visited the Volkers the following 
Sunday, and William took the two daughters up to Bell Street to 
show them the new home. The Roebkes were close friends of the 
family. Lottie and Rose, who were now twelve and thirteen years old, 
were greatly impressed with _ the new house. 

Moving was a simple matter for the Volkers. They owned only 
the minimum of household goods, a number of books, and their 
wardrobes were limited. The neighbors who watched their 
departure from Penn Valley noticed that each member of the 
family was carrying a Bible as he entered the carriage. 

The move marked one or two changes in the family. William, 
who was fond of horseback riding, began to ride to work. And Carrie 
assumed the major responsibility of running the household. 
Mother Volker realized that she was being gradually retired, but 
she did not seem to mind.  
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She knew that the change would give her more time for her garden, her 
cow, and chickens. 

Within a year after the move to Mellier Place, work was 
started on a house for the Piepers next door, south of 3717 Bell 
Street. "Mother thinks it is a good thing for the family to stay close 
together and I agree," explained William. But his sister passed 
away before she could move into her new home. 

As soon as he could afford it, William Volker built a home for 
the Rumsfeld family. The house faced Genesee Street, on a lot 
immediately east of the Pieper residence. 
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A LAD OF FIFTEEN STOOD SHIVERING IN THE COLD on Delaware Street 
in front of William Volker & Company on the morning of March 
27, 1889. He was waiting until eight o'clock to follow up an 
advertisement from a German-language newspaper. The company 
was seeking an office boy. Albert Hochland did not know that the 
proprietor had been at work for two hours. 

As he walked through the doorway of the second- floor office, 
the lad saw a trimly built man striding rapidly toward him. The 
dark suit, black string tie, black moustache, and jet-black hair seemed 
to indicate that this man was all business. But when he saw the hazel 
eyes smiling at him, and heard a kindly "What can I do for you?" 
Albert felt less apprehensive. 

Albert gave his name and said he was answering the 
newspaper advertisement. 

"Do you read German?" William Volker inquired. 
The young man explained that his mother read the 

advertisement to him the night before. 
''We need someone to run errands and serve as office boy, and 

we pay three dollars a week," said William Volker, as if in a hurry. 
Albert said he would like to have the job. 
"It is yours," was the immediate answer. "You can start right 

now, at noon, or tomorrow morning." 
Albert rushed home to tell his mother of his good fortune 

and returned to begin work at noon that day. Fifty years later 
Albert Hochland retired from his position as treasurer of William 
Volker & Company. 

Albert was one of the first of a succession of new employees, 
for the business was expanding. He was the twelfth name on the 
payroll of the seven- year-old enterprise. There was one "road 
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salesman," John Dickey, who covered the territory of the West and 
Northwest. Dickey maintained a small office in Denver. 

The employees liked the Volker Company. Albert's pay was 
raised to $4.00 within six weeks, and three months later he was 
receiving $6.50. In those days dollars were worth the figures print- 
ed on them. William Volker inaugurated a profit-sharing plan in 
1889, when one of the employees was given $639.08 from profits in 
addition to his salary. As the years passed other employees were 
included in the profit-sharing plan, a novel business practice in that 
era. 

A small advertisement appeared in William Rockhill Nelson's 
ten-year-old Kansas City Star one evening in November, 1890. Signed 
"William Volker & Company," the ad read: 

 
Etchings, steel engravings, water colors, pastels, 

paintings in a bewildering variety. Prices reasonable. 
 

Those who counted the words and were acquainted with 
William Volker knew who had composed the ad. William Volker was 
economical with words. 

"Bewildering variety" demanded space for offices, sample 
rooms, storerooms, and shipping. The eighteen thousand square 
feet at 602 Delaware Street became too small for the growing Volker 
business. The company moved up the block to 616-18 Delaware 
Street. As the growth continued at an increasing rate, the quarters 
were expanded southward to 614, and finally to 612 Delaware. The 
customers were casting their votes for William Volker. By the end of 
1891, the completion of the first decade of the business, the 
concern's net worth exceeded $60,000. 

New lines of merchandise were listed in the Volker catalog. In 
1891 William Volker added floor oil cloth, linoleum, and straw 
matting to the items carried by the firm. Straw matting, imported by 
the shipload from the Orient, proved to be extremely popular 
throughout the Southwest. This expansion was quickly followed 
by a widening of the range of items carried in the "furniture novelty 
and specialty" class. The Volker Company handled almost every 
type of furniture and woodenware carried by the average 
furniture store. Heavy case goods, such as living room and dining 
room suits, were avoided because William Volker did not care to 
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compete with the manufacturers and wholesalers in the area. In 
turn, they offered little competition in the smaller items. 

"Bewildering variety" necessitated frequent buying trips for 
William Volker. But he wasted no time. Travelling to Chicago one 
night, returning the next, he bought a great deal of merchandise in 
one day. After a quick appraisal of the goods offered, _he asked the 
manufacturer: "Is it good? Will it sell? Is the price right?" Their 
answers were perfunctory. William Volker knew what he wanted. 
The manufacturer knew that his quick glance was a searching one, 
that he knew his business and the needs of his customers. 

William Volker was not concerned about what would 
happen to his business while he was away. Carrie was an astute 
business woman. Sharp-eyed and wiry, she watched every detail. 
The store was her life. The credit records she maintained were 
unnecessary; she carried the information in her head. No account 
was too small for Carrie to remember, no dealer so insignificant 
that she could not recall his credit rating.     

From the outset, William Volker's policy was to extend long-
term credit at no interest charge.. A very popular policy, it earned 
the respect and confidence of his customers. This leniency was 
seldom costly. The customers respected their obligation and 
strived to justify the confidence William Volker placed in them. 
Those few who were lax in payment found a persevering and 
persistent Carrie Volker in their stores, or her letters on their desks. 
Good-natured instead of querulous in her determination, she made 
friends with the slow paying dealers. When they finally paid, and 
most of them did, Carrie expressed her thanks and immediately asked 
for another order. 

The "bewildering variety" required salesmen. 0. H. 
O'Dell was hired as a "road salesman" to travel the state of Kansas 
and surrounding territory. W. C. Werge covered the furniture stores 
in Nebraska, Southwest Missouri, and Arkansas. New floor salesmen, 
to serve the customers who came to the sample rooms in Kansas City, 
joined the Volker payroll in the early Nineties. 

The sixty-hour week prevailed for employees, but the owner of 
the Volker Company found ninety hours necessary for his part of the 
job. His lonely desk light was regularly the earliest sign of activity on 
Delaware Street. Turned on before six each morning, it was still 
burning at nine at night. On a winter morning in 1892 a young 
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grocery boy who had just finished sweeping out Ebeneezer White's 
store noticed the cheerless light as he wandered down Delaware 
Street. William Regenery knew it was not much after six. He was 
seeking another job, and pursued every opportunity "I may as 
well take a chance here," he said to himself as he entered the Volker 
office. 

"What can I do for you, son?" asked the intent man behind 
the desk. ''My name is Volker.''  

Young Regenery explained his quest for a new job and 
described his old one. "I want a better opportunity, though, some 
place where I can learn the business" 

William Volker countered those familiar words with an 
offer: "It's clear you aren't lazy, up this early looking for work. We 
will give you a chance. But you must give Mr. White reasonable 
notice." The fifteen-year-old was assigned to Pat McCarthy in the 
shade department. William Regnery was destined to play a 
decisive role in William Volker's business life. 

The short-lived Panic of 1893 had no perceptible effect on 
the Volker Company except to decrease the rate of its growth 
temporarily. But it started William Volker thinking about the 
effects of such ill-fortune. He made contributions to aid those who 
were unemployed during the depression. "But that isn't the answer; 
I must get at the root of the problem," he thought as he ate his 
"Fifteen Cent World Beater Lunch" brought in from the cafe 
across the street. Thoughtfully he reviewed so m e of his mother's 
teachings. "Whatever you earn, you must save a part for the future, 
William," she had told him over and over. Yes, saving would be a great 
step toward solving the problem. Every person should accumulate 
some funds for the inevitable rough spots. 

William Volker immediately instituted a savings plan for his 
employees. He offered to pay six per cent interest on any funds which 
they wished to deposit with him. It proved a popular plan. In 
addition, he purchased insurance policies for some of his help, 
paying the premiums himself. 

The stream of persons who stopped at the Volker office asking 
for a dime or a dollar seemed ever-increasing, in good times and 
bad. William Volker seldom turned a man down, but he usually 
asked Albert Hochland to "step outside and see where that man is 
going." Sometimes Albert reported that he had gone straight to the 
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saloon downs the street on the other side. But William Volker did not 
seem to care. "It is better to give them the benefit of the doubt when 
you are not sure, Albert," he explained. "That’s better than 
running the risk of turning away a man whose need is real and 
desperate." 

Several other names were added to that of Mrs. Hansmann's 
on William Volker’s secret list for regular monthly payments. He 
told no one of this, always arranging to be in Kansas City on the first 
of each month so that he could write the checks and address the 
envelopes himself. His donations to the Provident Association, an 
organization to aid the indigent, increased with his business. 
William Volker asked that his name not be published. 

William Volker was always glad to see his customers from 
Holton, Kansas come to the sample rooms to select items for his store. 
He never failed to bring his daughters, Lottie and Rose. Carrie 
noticed that William stopped working as soon as Rose, now a 
winsome young lady, came into the store. He didn't return to work 
until after the Roebkes departed. 

Carrie drew Albert Hochland over to the windows. "Albert, 
here's enough money for carfare, and some left over. Why don't you 
take Rose and Lottie for a street car ride down to the south end of 
town? And next time they come I'll have some theater tickets for you. 
The three of you can see a matinee." 

Carrie had a woman's intuition, and a "good head for 
business." 
   



56 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

"IT MEANS THAT WE'RE GOING TO LOSE CUSTOMERS' 

pronounced Carrie one afternoon in the spring of 1897. 
William and Carrie were discussing the window shade 

department of the company. Every home in burgeoning Kansas 
City required shades; demands from the West seemed insatiable. 
Window shades became a leading item in Volker company sales, 
outstripping picture frames and molding around which the firm 
was started, and surpassing even carpets and linoleum. 

"I'm afraid you're right, Carrie," answered William 
Volker. "If we can't fill their orders for window shades, the 
customers will go to another house which can meet their needs.'' 

"Why won’t our manufacturer send us what we order, Will?" 
inquired Carrie. 

"They are taking advantage of the enormous demand. 
They are restricting supply and selling direct to the dealers," he 
answered. "Why don’t you try some other manufacturers?"  

"I have, but they won’t even list me. They have their own 
customers. This will ruin a big part of our business unless we do 
something about it immediately," declared William. "Look at 
this bill of lading. We ordered 10,000 shade rollers; they sent us 
500. I'm going to Chicago for a showdown.'' 

William Volker's interview with the manufacturer was 
unsuccessful. As he left the Chicago office and walked down the 
corridor, he realized that the situation was to get worse, much 
worse, instead of better. Before he reached the street, William 
Volker made up his mind. "I will start a firm and manufacture my 
own shade cloth and rollers!'' 

His decision made, the 38-year-old businessman lost no time. He 
outlined his plan to three men he knew who were dreaming of 
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starting their own firm but who had no capital. They abandoned 
hope because every prospect was unwilling to take the risk 
involved. Chances for success against the competition of 
established and efficient producers were dim. But William Volker, 
who once risked everything he had to start his business, was ready to 
risk it all again-and the stakes were much higher this time-to save 
his enterprise from becoming just another small distributor of 
household items and furniture sundries. 

The Western Shade Cloth Company was formed before 
William Volker boarded the train that evening. A salesman, a color 
mixer, and a bookkeeper, all experienced in the window shade 
'business, joined with William Volker to establish the new 
enterprise. The taciturn man from Kansas City supplied the 
courage and the capital. 

As he sat in the Santa Fe coach on the way to Kansas City after 
the deal was arranged, William Volker considered how he could 
watch his interests in the company five hundred miles from his 
office. He knew that weekly trips to Chicago would be necessary, but 
felt even this would be insufficient. William Volker was wary of 
partners. 

The next morning he walked into the mounting room at 614 
Delaware Street. William Regnery was busy attaching shade cloth 
to the rollers. 

"Will," he said simply, "we are starting a new shade 
company in Chicago. I wish you would go up there to learn the 
business and watch out for my interests." 

The young man, just turned twenty, knew he had won the 
confidence of his boss. He was on his way to Chicago the next day. 

William Volker found that his faith was well placed. After a 
year he went to Chicago only once a month. 

A few weeks after the turn of the century one of the Volker 
Company’s best salesmen sat down beside William Volker's desk. He 
faltered as he spoke: 

"The doctor says I have tuberculosis, Mr. Volker, and he says 
I'll have to quit and go to the mountains where the air is dry and 
clear." 

"Where did he suggest, Mr. Kennedy?" asked William 
Volker, who let his eyes convey his sympathy. 
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"He mentioned Denver and Arizona, but he seemed to think 
Denver would be best," was the reply. 

"It's time we had a branch office in the West," declared 
William Volker without hesitation, "and Denver would be an ideal 
place to start. Do you agree?" 

Kennedy moved to Denver to open the first branch of William 
Volker & Company. He thrived, physically and commercially, in the 
mile- high city. Within six months his work justified the leasing of a 
warehouse. Colorado merchants wanted merchandise for prompt 
delivery, without waiting for shipments from Kansas City. 

Company headquarters were moved the following year, in 
1901. The facilities on Delaware Street proved to be too small, and 
there was no adjacent space into which they could expand. William 
Volker leased an entire building at 308 West Eighth Street in Kansas 
City. A few months later he leased the Bond Shoe Building next 
door and built a passageway across the alley. 

"Progress is the word for our last ten years," mused William 
Volker as he contemplated the operating statement and balance 
sheet for the firm after the books were closed at the end of 1901. 
"The company, and the country we serve, has come a long way 
since 1891." Profits totaled less than $14,000 in 1891; in 1901 they 
exceeded $50,000. The company’s net worth reached $271,000, 
four and one-half times the '91 figure. 

As the burdens of management, supervision, and 
determination of policy increased, William Volker delegated more 
and more tasks to his subordinates. He and Carrie trained most of 
these persons themselves. Most Volker employees entered the firm as 
an office boy, or as a helper in the stock rooms or mounting room. 
William Volker reduced his hours to from six A.M. to six P.M. It 
was no longer necessary for the proprietor to stay at the store until 
nine each evening or spend each Saturday night and Sunday 
morning before church getting out the invoices. 

The year 1902 brought the first local direct competition to 
William Volker & Company. Up to that time, the concern's direct 
competition was represented by firms in Chicago, St. Louis, and 
Milwaukee. Carrie was concerned when she learned of the new 
house.   
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"Both Werge and John Dickey quitting? Why, they are our 
best salesmen! They'll take their best accounts with them. What 
did you tell them, Will?" 

"I wished them well, and asked them to let us know if they ever 
needed anything,'' replied William Volker calmly. 

"Aren't you worried about the competition?" asked Carrie, 
unsatisfied with the answer she had received. 

"No, why should we be? Competition is a good thing for 
business. It will keep us on our toes. Dickey and Werge are good men," 
answered William Volker. 

"Sometimes I don't understand you, Will," concluded 
Carrie, as she returned to her desk. 

The Dickey, Werge and Finney Mercantile Company opened 
for business in Kansas City in the spring of 1902. Finney was a 
former furniture salesman from St. Louis. The three men visited 
William Volker in July. 

"What did they want, Will?" asked Carrie before the men 
were out the front door. 

"They are having a little trouble, Carrie," explained 
William Volker. "Their customers are asking for the same kind of 
service we give, long-range credit, quick delivery, a large list of 
items to choose from. They are losing money, and they need some 
financial help." 

"That should teach them a lesson," asserted Carrie. "What 
did you say?" 

"I told them that we lost money the first year we were in 
business," replied William, "and I loaned them some money.'' 

Carrie stood silent, then smiled and said, "I might have 
known!" 

Six months later the three partners were again at William 
Volker's desk. They explained a new difficulty. Much of their stock 
was not moving becauseꞏ they had guessed customer preferences 
incorrectly. Customers were ordering items they did not have and 
they could not obtain delivery quickly enough to satisfy the dealers. 
William Volker agreed to help them and instructed his assistants to 
supply the men with the goods they needed. 
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But in spite of the help from their unique competitor, the 
Dickey, Werge and Finney Mercantile Company was obliged to 
fold up within few years. William Volker lost the money he advanced 
to help them. 

Financing a competitor was not new to William Volker. He 
established three of his nephews, the sons of his sister, Sophia, in 
business at Lincoln, Nebraska. Called the Lincoln Shade Company, 
the firm distributed products of The Western Shade Cloth 
Company. The nephews were successful, and later repaid the 
funds William Volker advanced to them. They renamed their 
business "Pieper Brothers." 

Volker company progress continued after the turn of the 
century. New items were added to the Volker catalogs in rapid 
succession: baby furniture, baby buggies, cedar chests, lamps, 
occasional tables, summer and porch furniture, kitchen cabinets, 
breakfast sets, lighting fixtures, carpet sweepers, and a complete line 
of household gift items. A new department was created when wool 
carpets and rugs were added in 1904. A drapery department 
followed seven years later. 
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Local competition threatened business in sections far from 
Kansas City. The dealers wanted to see and inspect the furniture 
they ordered. Prompt deliveries were demanded, even in outlying 
regions. The western half of the nation was spanned in 1906 when a 
branch was opened in San Francisco. An office, sample rooms, and 
warehouse in Houston were inaugurated during the same year. 
Two years later a branch was established in Memphis to consolidate 
Volker business east of the Mississippi. Sleeping in a lower berth 
became a familiar experience for William Volker, who visited the 
branches three or four times each year. 

William Volker was not a "paternalistic" employer. Paying 
going wages, supplemented by periodic bonuses and a profit-
sharing plan, he encountered no difficulty in hiring and 
retaining employees of the caliber required by his business. There 
is no better test .of wage rates than this. 

But, one day as he was hurrying up Walnut Street, he 
overheard a sidewalk comment which shocked him: "That's 
William Volker. He hires cripples and pays them starvation wages." 

William Volker blanched, then quickened his step as he 
rushed to complete his errand and return to the store. 

A few weeks before he had employed a hunchbacked woman 
who wanted a job but had been unsuccessful finding work elsewhere 
in Kansas City. She dusted the office, did some cleaning and other 
light work. She seemed to enjoy her job and her independence, but 
William Volker stopped to speak to her as soon as he entered the 
office. 

"You won't need to return to work anymore-"  
The crestfallen woman tried to interrupt, but he continued, 

"but we'll send your pay envelope around to your house every 
week just the same." He shook his head as she tried to protest, then to 
express her thanks. William Volker was blushing as he walked 
toward his desk. The crippled woman received her pay envelope 
every week for thirty years, but the rumors about hiring cripples 
did not cease. 



63 
 

William Volker paused at Albert Hochland's desk on a Friday 
afternoon in September, 1910. 

"Please let the folks know that Saturday afternoon will be a 
half -holiday from now on, the year 'round." 

Albert had never heard of such an idea and he asked, "But 
what will that do to business?" 

William Volker explained his decision. "The result will be a 
gain instead of a loss to the business, Albert. If the general custom to 
close business houses Saturday afternoons during the summer 
months is a good plan, it should work out the year around. We will 
rest on Saturday afternoons. 

"And, from now on, we will have an iron-clad rule that the 
store is not to be open at night under any circumstances, no matter 
what the temptation may be to come back and catch up. My theory 
is that the human mind and body will not stand too big a load. You 
may use a ten horsepower motor to carry a fifteen horsepower load 
and it may do the job for a while, but you lose in the long run. The 
same is true of the human body." 

It was William Volker who remained in the store on Saturday 
afternoons, answering the telephones and telling would-be 
customers that the store was closed. 
   



64 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE SIGN AT THE FRONT GATE OF 3717 BELL 
STREET read "Roselawn." Carrie arranged for the marker after 
the horticultural efforts of her father made any other name 
inappropriate. Countless varieties of the flower were 
represented. But Frederick was not insulted when his son 
insisted upon referring to his home as "Peaceful Valley." He 
was glad to see the quick, vigorous step of his son as he came 
up the hill from the street car early each evening. In times past, 
Frederick saw his son only in the morning. 

Under Carrie's directing hand, many changes evolved at the 
Volker home. When William expressed his preference for sleeping 
outside, a sleeping porch was constructed adjoining the dining 
room. Brilliant water colors were purchased and hung in the living 
room, and a music box was built into the landing of the stairway in 
the front hall. Mother Volker maintained a productive vegetable 
garden along with her cow and chickens. She was busy every hour, 
with the hoe in the potato patch, cooking mash for the hens, or 
operating the new cream separator. William pleased his frugal 
mother by pretending to sell the surplus eggs and butter. He 
carried the produce down to the store where he gave it to his 
ꞏemployees. When he returned home he paid his mother. "You are a 
good businessman, William," she declared happily as she accepted 
the money. Periodically the money, folded carefully and sealed in an 
envelope marked "innere mission"-"home missions"-went into 
the collection plate at St. Peter's. 

Roselawn became a gathering place for all the Volker 
relatives. The six Pieper children, three boys and three girls, were 
encouraged to use Roselawn as their own yard, as were the five 
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Rumsfeld youngsters when they moved into their home a few steps 
from the Volker house. The wide lawns and the barn seemed to have 
been planned for their fun. The six Luhnow boys, not as well 
behaved as the other nephews and nieces, came down from Chicago 
during the summers. William Volker talked quietly with the 
children, told them stories as they walked through the yard. He 
watched, smiling, as they were admonished by their grandmother, 
who thought children might be better off with less time for play. 

"She looks like Eve's daughter," smiled William Volker as he 
watched his mother walk toward the carriage which stood in the 
driveway, ready for the regular Sunday trip to St. Peter's 
Evangelical Church. Folks along the route seemed to agree with the 
proud son, for they turned to watch as the carriage passed by. The 
diminutive lady was dressed in quiet, good taste from her dark gray 
suit to the matching bonnet tied in a bow under her chin. White 
ruching outlined the brim of the bonnet but covered the small 
diamond earrings she wore only to church. Her gloved hand held an 
obviously treasured song book. She led a devout family. 

  William’s brother, Frederick died in 1901 and his wife, 
Katherine, passed away in Chicago in 1902. William immediately 
travelled to his former home to bring his niece, Adeline, to live 
with them at Roselawn. Carrie proved a kindly and affectionate 
aunt, and Uncle Will soon began to take Adeline with him on long 
horseback rides each Sunday before breakfast. Riding, along with 
miles of walking each week, was his principal exercise. He never was 
very much interested in the bowling alley Carrie planned and had 
constructed. He sometimes used the Indian clubs or the bar bells in 
the room adjoining the alley, but he found it more satisfying to 
watch the others play.  

"He has never learned to play," said Carrie as she watched 
her reticent brother sitting in a chair on the porch of the bowling 
alley structure. He rocked silently and watched the Rumsfeld children 
and their young friends playing hide and seek in the lengthening 
shadows which played across the tennis court , which lay between the 
building and the honeysuckle-covered stone wall on the Genesee 
Street side. 
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When it became too dark for games, the children gathered 
around their Uncle Will to bid him good night before he rose from the 
clematis- covered porch to go inside the house to read. 

As time went by, the nieces and nephews missed their Uncle 
Will on many Sundays. He rose early to catch the train for Holton, 
Kansas to visit the Roebkes. Grandma Volker told them that 
William had gone to call on Miss Rose. 

William Volker's father passed away in 1905. The kindly, 
spirited, esthetic man was nearly eighty. 

Two years later Carrie married John Wagner, a Kansas City 
undertaker. Carrie met him when he was a furniture dealer in 
Colorado. William built a new home for the newlyweds in a nearby 
residential district. After her marriage, Carrie returned to 3717 
Bell Street each morning to look after the needs of her still-agile 
mother and to oversee the affairs of the household. But she did not 
return to the office, and William missed her keenly. She was a 
determining factor in the success of the enterprise for nearly twenty-
five years. Her aggressive spirit was instrumental in establishing 
the upward trend. Realizing this fact, William paid her 
generously. William Volker & Company was somewhat different 
without Miss Carrie. 

As he contemplated the deaths, the marriages, and his own 
forty-nine years, William Volker began to feel old for the first time. 
The physical equal of men fifteen years his junior, the only clues to 
his years were the wisps of gray in his thick hair. "And it is a good 
thing," he told himself, "because my work is just beginning." 
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WILLIAM VOLKER BECAME A MILLIONAIRE IN 1906. He 
explained his fortune simply: "Providence has been good to me." 
His associates thought that acumen, tireless energy, and nerveless 
courage might have had something to do with it. 

But in _spite of his wealth, William Volker's living habits did 
not change. He continued to ride the street cars, eat a sandwich at 
his desk, and his mother kept her cow. He did his errands for 
himself; and nearly always on foot. He took no vacations. Kansas 
Citians wondered what he had in mind. 

A harbinger of his idea came forth in the first decade of the 
twentieth century. 

From the outset of his business career, beginning in Chicago, 
William Volker lived as a quietly charitable and compassionate 
citizen. He supported the Provident Association generously, helped 
every needy person who stopped to see him, and made regular 
contributions to his church. He financed an ice charity one 
summer, and was dismayed when the fact was reported in a Kansas 
City newspaper whose editor referred to him as an individual 
"noted for the wisdom and number of his private benefactions.' ' 

In 1907 William Volker joined with a small group of civic-
minded men to form the Kansas City Transportation & Steamship 
Company. The corporation’s purpose was to maintain regular 
steamship service between Kansas City and St. Louis. They 
operated two ships, the Chester and the Tennessee along the water 
road, carrying passengers and freight. Charging about two-thirds of 
the railroad rates, the company made almost no profit, but it served to 
demonstrate the commercial possibilities of the Missouri River. 
When the Missouri River Navigation Company was incorporated 
in 1909 to improve the navigability of the Missouri, William 
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Volker was one of the first to subscribe to the stock in the 
undertaking. He contributed the sum of $25,000 to the venture. 

During the same period, William Volker planned and paid for 
a tuberculosis pavilion at Kansas City's General Hospital. The 
pavilion was fully equipped to take care of patients suffering from 
respiratory diseases. William Volker took pains to insure the 
secrecy of his connection with the project, but to no avail. 

"Why didn’t you tell us about the tuberculosis pavilion, 
William?" asked his mother as he came into the house the evening 
the pavilion opened. "This editorial in the paper says, ' it was 
donated by William Volker, a modest, philanthropic, generous 
citizen.' " 

"Such things must be secret, mother," he answered. "What 
kind of soup is that you're making?" 

In the autumn of 1908 Kansas City newspapers launched a 
campaign describing the sordid conditions in the local workhouse. 
They declared that pardons and paroles of prisoners were a political 
football and demanded public action. Mayor Crittendon yielded to 
the pressure and created a commission to study the matter. Jacob 
Billikopf, a young social worker, was selected to serve as chairman 
of the investigation group. At Billikopf's suggestion, William 
Volker was appointed to the commission. Billikopf, head of the 
local Jewish charities, was associated with Mr. Volker on other 
projects. Frank P. Walsh served as the group's attorney. Walsh 
later became nationally known as attorney for Tom Mooney. He 
started up the ladder as a member of the Federal Commission on 
Industrial Relations in 1913 and later became a member of the War 
Labor Board during the First World War 

The investigation produced a report recommending the 
establishment of a Board of Pardons and Paroles to supervise the 
correctional institutions and handle pardons and paroles of the in- 
mates. The City Council enacted an ordinance creating the board 
in December, 1908, and Mayor Crittendon promptly appointed 
its membership: William Volker, president; Frank P. Walsh, 
counsel; Jacob Billikopf and Mrs. Kate E. Pierson. 

The new board moved quickly under William Volker's 
leadership. A 130-acre farm was acquired to supplement the 
workhouse. While the Council was willing to appropriate funds 
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to purchase the farm, it insisted that a legal barrier stood in the way 
of granting funds to pay a superintendent. William Volker 
astonished his colleagues by volunteering to pay the 
superintendent's salary himself. Further study dictated the 
abolishment of the city workhouse and the transfer of all prisoners 
to the farm. When this was done, William Volker suggested the 
establishment of a separate reformatory for women. He purchased 
thirty sewing machines for the new reformatory so that the women 
could produce the overalls and shirts worn by the prisoners. He paid 
an instructor from a local manufacturing plant to teach the women 
how to operate the machines. He bought a piano for the farm 
chapel. 

Few parole boards have been as meticulous as that headed by 
William Volker. He employed an investigator whose principal job 
was to find jobs for parolees. "No job, no parole" was the rule. And 
few prisoners missed William Volker's query: "Do you ever save 
any money?" Most answered, "No, sir," prompting a brief but 
telling lecture on the importance of thrift, delivered by the 
unassuming chairman. The theme, "no man should ever spend 
more than he makes" became so familiar and so persuasive that the 
other board members began to review their own financial practices. 

Before a job was arranged, a prisoner was obliged to sign an 
agreement to allow his employer to deduct a specified small 
amount from his wages for a savings account. When the parole 
expired the bank book was turned over to the prisoner. 

The autumn of 1909 found thousands of .unemployed in 
Kansas City. William Volker worked with Terry Brigham, head of 
the Helping Hand Institute, to provide employment for these 
men. The Institute set up rock quarrying and breaking operations 
in several sections of the city; William Volker consulted with the 
mayor and arranged for the city to purchase the rock for road 
building. But these efforts were insufficient. In December, James Eads 
Howe, eccentric millionaire hobo from St. Louis, led a well-ordered 
but determined parade of jobless men to the city hall to demand 
work. Mayor Crittendon, true to political tradition, promised action 
and appointed a commission of twenty-three citizens to study the 
problem. William Volker was designated chairman. 

Wasting no time, William Volker dispatched Leroy Halbert, 
who became secretary of the Parole Board during 1909, and 
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Charles Sumner, a labor organizer, on a trip to find out what cities 
in the East were doing about the crisis. The two men visited New 
York, Cleveland, Boston, and other communities. William Volker 
paid the bills. 

Halbert and Sumner went straight to William Volker's 
office when they returned to Kansas City. But when they arrived 
they were obliged to wait to see the businessman. The pair sat near 
the door while William Volker interviewed a boy whose bicycle had 
been stolen from the school grounds. He arranged to buy a new bike 
for the lad. The men continued to wait while Mr. Volker talked 
with a white-haired man who was trying to get into an old people's 
home. William Volker wrote a check for the initial payment 
required for the aged man’s admission. "I wonder if he ever 
spends any time with his business problems?" asked Sumner as their 
turn finally arrived. 

The men described their trip to the various cities. Their 
report finished, Halbert concluded: "I'm afraid we weren’t able to 
glean any practical suggestions from any of the cities, Mr. Volker." 
"I have been thinking about this problem while you gentlemen 
were away," said William Volker. "What is needed is a 
department of public welfare." 

"I don’t know what you mean," observed Charles Sumner. 
"Nor do I," added Halbert.  
"Vice, crime and poverty," explained William Volker as his 

eyes nailed down the attention of the two men, "are diseases. They 
must be treated together because they are related. The prevention 
of these diseases is more important than a cure. Caring for the poor 
in Kansas City, and everywhere else, is handled haphazardly, 
without accurate knowledge and without adequate investigation. 

"And the emphasis is wrong," he continued.  “Justice must 
come before charity. The causes of poverty must be eliminated. A 
department of public welfare is needed to promote harmonious 
cooperation among all the existing agencies such as the Helping 
Hand Institution and the Provident Association and to handle the 
tasks which cannot be carried on by any one of them. It must do the 
over-all job. But the emphasis must be on prevention. There should 
be none of this so-called public outdoor relief, except in cases of 
destitution when the breadwinner is in prison." 
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"I have been studying social work for a long time," said Leroy 
Halbert as he walked up Eighth Street with Charles Sumner, "but I 
have never heard of a 'department of public welfare' before."  

William Volker wrote the substance of the ordinance creating 
the first municipal Department of Public Welfare in the United 
States. The measure was passed by the City Council on April 4, 
1910. Mayor Crittendon appointed William Volker to serve as 
president of the new agency. 

The newly-formed board placed heavy emphasis on research. 
They instituted a central index of the names and circumstances of 
needy persons and began a thoroughgoing investigation of social 
conditions in the community. Their initial report pointed out that 
there were 121 bawdy houses in Kansas City in 1910. 

Obstacles developed in the path of the young organization. 
The City Council became reluctant to provide funds required to 
finance the operations determined by the board members. The first 
time this happened, William Volker spoke up: 

"If you gentlemen feel as I do, that this improvement is 
needed, then we will find ways and means of securing the necessary 
funds." 

This became a recurring statement at the meetings of the 
Board of Public Welfare. William Volker became a unique 
institution in America- a voluntary taxpayer. 

The Welfare Board created a municipal loan agency, 
described by the newspaper as a "death blow to the loan sharks." 
William Volker quietly provided the $50,000 required for working 
capital. No board member inquired about the source of the funds 
because they discovered that it embarrassed their president, who 
never gave an answer. A legal aid bureau was established to 
provide free counsel for the indigent. The voluntary taxpayer paid 
the bills. When no money was available for continuing the 
quarrying operations, another gift was made to the city treasury 

. A social service library, a child welfare exhibit, social 
workers' travel to national conventions, and a school for training 
welfare personnel were inaugurated. The National Conference of 
Social Work was brought to ' Kansas City for its annual meeting. 
William Volker financed these projects, but only the recipients 
knew where the money came from. 
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These and numerous other activities gained widespread 
attention for the Board of Public Welfare. Inquiries were received 
from every major city in the nation and from all parts of the globe. 
Kansas City started something new in municipal government. 

But there was no widespread acclaim for William Volker. 
Criticism was leveled at him for hiring ex-convicts who came before 
the Parole Board. When he thought a man was honest but unlucky, 
he made a place for him at the Volker Company. He did not seem 
to mind the rumors circulated about his hiring "convict labor at 
low wages." 

"The rumors are false," he asserted, "and that is my only 
concern." 

When William Volker's term on the Board of Public 
Welfare expired in April, 1911, he made it known that he would not 
be available for reappointment. No amount of pleading by his 
colleagues could induce him to reconsider his decision to retire. 
When pressed for an explanation, he told his fellow board 
members, "My three years on the board have given me the deepest 
pleasure I have ever known. It has been a privilege for me to 
serve, as it would be a privilege for any man, and I am a better 
citizen now than I was before. It is not right that I should have all the 
pleasure when there are others to whom it would mean the same." 

His statement seemed naive to those who did not know 
William Volker. 

As he observed the work of the department after his 
resignation, William Volker began to wonder if he had been right 
in fostering the new function in local government. A man named 
Thomas J. Pendergast became Elevator Inspector of Kansas City 
the year William Volker first undertook his municipal welfare 
work. Tom Pendergast stayed in the government, and it was not long 
before William Volker could see the encompassing effects of the 
schemes of the politician and his organization. 

William Volker set a pattern which could not be maintained. 
There were no other voluntary taxpayers. An undercurrent of 
political meddling gradually became a tidal wave. Politicians 
capitalized upon the high prestige of the Department of Public 
Welfare. The varied activities offered them plenty of 
opportunities for conniving. They exploited the vote-getting 
political advantages of making the right loan here, placing a park 
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there, or licensing this amusement, but not that one. William 
Volker's last associate on the board, the secretary, Leroy Halbert, 
was ousted in 1918. The machine-dominated City Council simply 
declared Halbert’s job "non-remunerative" and created a new 
position for a tractable political hack. 

William Volker became an even better citizen as he watched 
the changing Board of Public Welfare. He learned that government 
and politics are inseparable, by definition; that political charity is 
not charity at all. He saw the apathetic citizens forced to support 
the activities he had voluntarily financed. The board, which was 
founded on high ideals, became a boomerang. When the news of 
Halbert’s removal reached William Volker, he turned to Albert 
Hochland: "I've learned something about government, 
Albert," he declared earnestly. "Government must be restricted 
to those activities which can be entrusted to the worst citizens, not 
the best." 
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MR. AND MRS. LOUIS ROEBKE  

ANNOUNCE THE MARRIAGE OF THEIR DAUGHTER  

ROSE MAUDE 

TO 

MR. WILLIAM VOLKER 

ON WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 6, 1911 
HOLTON, KANSAS 

 
THOSE WHO SAW WILLIAM VOLKER’S EYES WHEN he visited Rose 

Roebke in her Holton home, or when she came to the Volker store, 
knew he had been in love for twenty years. Those who knew Rose 
Roebke were sure William Volker made no mistake in choosing his 
partner. For Rose's beauty was supplemented with a unique sort 
of kindliness, a warm vitality, and firm practicability. 

The first public word of the marriage was a rumor printed 
in the Kansas City Journal-Post ten days before the ceremony. 
Characteristically, the reticent William Volker refused to confirm 
or deny the report. 

William and Rose were married in the Roebke home in 
Holton. Doris Roebke, Rose's sister, played the wedding march for 
the ceremony, which took place in front of the fireplace in the living 
room. Only the family was present. Sister Carrie and her husband, 
John Wagner, came from Kansas City for the wedding. Carrie 
changed her mind about her brother's romance years before. 

William took his bride on a month-long honey- moon trip 
through the Pacific Northwest. It was the first vacation for the 52-
year-old bridegroom. 

When the couple returned to Kansas City, it was not easy for 
Rose Volker to assume the responsibility for the home at 3717 Bell 
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Street. Patterns were established during the two decades when 
Carrie had run the household. But Rose understood the 
personalities, and soon the transition was accomplished without 
there seeming to be any transition at all. Husband William 
offered only one fragment of advice: "If you want to know anything 
about cooking, just ask my sister, Alvina." 

It was true that Rose found herself making sauerkraut even 
though her husband did not like sauerkraut. Mother Volker's 
garden, although gradually diminishing in size, produced great 
quantities of cabbage. "Waste is a sin," a Volker watchword, 
dictated that the cabbage be used. Before long William Volker found 
he did like sauerkraut after all. 

During the first year of her marriage, Rose created a Volker 
institution. The whole family, aunts and uncles, nieces and 
nephews, were invited forty-strong, to Roselawn for a Fourth of July 
picnic. There was a picnic lunch in the summer house and fireworks 
on the lawn in the evening. William Volker seemed almost 
obsessively shy, even with his relatives. He stayed near the easy 
chair in his corner of the living room, but he managed to talk with 
each member of the family. At some time during the day, each 
person found himself in a tete-a-tete with Uncle Will. William 
Volker liked people, in groups of one. 

The Independence Day picnic was repeated every year 
thereafter. Before long the nieces and nephews were introducing 
husbands and wives to the Volker clan. 

On an autumn evening, a few days after the Volkers returned 
from their honeymoon trip, William came home to tell Rose he had 
arranged to put one million dollars in her name. 

Mrs. Volker protested: "Why, Will? Why do you want to do 
such a thing?" 

He answered in a voice so soft she could hardly catch the 
words, "Rose, this is so that you can take care of me when I grow 
old. I intend to give all the rest away." 
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WILLIAM VOLKER WAS A QUIET MAN. HE SPOKE quietly, lived 
quietly, and went about his business quietly. When the Kansas City 
Press Club published a volume entitled "Men of Affairs in 
Greater Kansas City" in 1912, William Volker's name was not 
included. The name, Volker, was attached only to his business. His 
name was not mentioned when the Kansas City School of Social 
Service was established during that year, but he paid the deficits. Nor 
did he bother to tell anyone when he became a founding member 
of Survey Associates, a national organization engaged in studying 
aspects of social work. He remained a contributor for the rest of 
his life. 

When Mr. Frank Faxon died in the autumn of 1912, the 
Republican members of the Kansas City Board of Education 
proposed that William Volker be elected to take his place on the 
board. The newspapers reported that this nomination "was 
accepted with alacrity by the Democratic members." William 
Volker did not concern him- self with party politics. 

But the members found it was not easy to induce William 
Volker to join them. When notified of his election, he asked for 
time to think the matter over. Finally, after receiving numerous 
callers, William Volker announced his acceptance. Newspaper 
editors saw significance in the fact that it was necessary to 
“draft" him for the position and predicted, "Mr. Volker will 
effectually eliminate charges of favoritism and unbusinesslike 
methods from the School Board. Mr. Volker has always stood for 
the kind of square deal which means justice to the most humble 
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employee. As a member of the board, he will be a friend to every 
deserving man and woman under the board's jurisdiction." 

William Volker did not embarrass the forecasters, but not 
without sacrificing a long-standing personal habit. For several 
years his custom was to retire at nine each night and rise at five in 
the morning. But the School Board stayed in session from six to 
twelve each Thursday night. He was unprepared when he 
attended his first board meeting. 

William Volker started to yawn when the clock on the wall 
proclaimed it was nine-thirty, half an hour past his bedtime. "Is 
this out of the ordinary?" he inquired of Hale Cook, a fellow board 
member, who later became his attorney. 

"No, no," replied Mr. Cook brightly, "quite the ordinary. 
But we should be through shortly." 

"I hope so," was the new member's sad answer. 

 
ROSELAWN 
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\VILLIAM VOLKER's ROOM AT ROSELAW N 

William Volker made signs of departure when the open 
meeting of the board concluded at 10:30 o'clock. 

"The board will now go into executive session," announced 
President Moore. William Volker did not stifle his yawns, nor 
attempt to hide his crest-fallen look. 

It was midnight when the board adjourned, but William 
Volker was up at five the next morning. 

He merely listened at the first meeting. "Did you say 
anything, Will?" asked Rose when her husband arrived home. Mrs. 
Volker spent the long evening canning peaches. William Volker 
smiled as he answered, "No, but I may have something to say after I 
get used to the late hours." 

William Volker indeed had something to say after a while. 
But usually he appeared to be an intent visitor, rather than a 
participating member of the board. He was an attentive listener 
and spoke only after a fellow member turned to him with the 
question, "Now what do you think about this, Mr. Volker?" 

William Volker was adept at the fine art of concise speech, and 
he had the advantage of speaking after the others had expressed their 
own opinions. He spoke in a subdued voice which was, at the same 
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time, apologetic and compelling. A quiet confidence pervaded his 
words, and his colleagues found themselves accepting the 
conclusions William Volker drew. They found he had a 
philosophy about schools and school boards. He emphasized simple 
concepts. 

“Use the schools," implored William Volker. "Book learning 
is not enough. The school's duty is to turn out men and women 
capable of making a living. 

"As members of the School Board, we are citizens and not a 
part of the school administration. Our task is to represent the 
citizens in the schools, not the schools to the citizens." 

Physical education and vocational training were given a solid 
impetus at the behest of William Volker. Again he became a 
voluntary taxpayer, providing funds for curriculum surveys, 
convention trips for teachers, milk for undernourished children. 
Open-air classrooms and medical examinations for school children 
were also a part of William Volker's contribution to improving 
Kansas City schools. 

In addition to paying the expenses of teachers who travelled 
to other cities to investigate teaching programs, William Volker 
ꞏarranged for groups to attend an international hygiene 
convention. He brought in an expert playground supervisor and 
paid his salary. Later, when he believed Kansas City should have 
twenty-four physical education teachers instead of twelve, William 
Volker paid the salaries of the additional number. And he was 
learning how to keep these benefactions completely secret. 

William Volker worked at his job. Employees at the store saw 
him only for an hour or two in the early morning during the weeks 
he spent working on school matters. With J. C. Nichols, famed 
Kansas City real estate developer and civic planner, he made 
thoroughgoing inspections of school buildings. He took his 
responsibility heavily and proved tireless as he went from school to 
school with Mr. Nichols, who was impressed with William Volker's 
attention to detail. "No window catch escapes his attention," 
declared Nichols after such a tour. "William Volker does nothing 
perfunctorily.'' 
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Tom Pendergast and Joe Shannon viewed William Volker's 
School Board activities with extreme disfavor. Good citizens and 
machine politics do not mix. Kansas City's public schools were 
becoming entirely too honest, too businesslike, and immune to the 
finagling necessary to lubricate a political machine. They knew 
that no amount of copying voters' rolls from tombstones could 
counteract the effect of such a man in public office. Therefore, when 
the Republican Party nominated Volker to succeed himself when his 
term expired in 1914, Tom and Joe remained significantly silent. 
To reject William Volker's name immediately might induce a wave 
of public indignation which they did not desire to face. The custom 
for many years in Kansas City was to elect a "bi-partisan" School 
Board. The two parties consulted on nominations, agreeing upon 
identical candidates. The Republicans broke the bounds in 
William Volker's case. 

The "Tom and Joe" committee held a meetings at the latest 
possible minute before nominations were closed. Joe Shannon sent 
out the order to "get" William Volker. His strategy included the 
planting and circulation of false rumors about Volker company 
pay policies. They pointed to the ex-convicts William Volker hired 
when a member of the Parole Board. 

The Republicans submitted to pressure and reluctantly 
withdrew William Volker's name. A person agreeable to both sides 
was nominated in his stead. Experience in Kansas City showed that 
this was tantamount to election, and machine politicians 
congratulated themselves upon their success in ousting William 
Volker from the School Board. A third party, the unsuccessful 
Progressives, immediately withdrew their previous nominee, and 
put William Volker's name on their ballot. 

William Volker paid no attention to all this maneuvering. He 
did not mention it to his family. The subject was brought up at 
Roselawn, however, when Carrie became incensed about a smearing 
editorial which appeared in the Journal-Post. 

 "Did you read that editorial, Will?" asked Carrie excitedly. 
"No, Carrie, I didn't," he replied. 
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"It says you give your money away just because it helps your 
business!" cried Carrie. 

William Volker chuckled and shrugged his shoulders, but he 
didn't say anything. 

"You must answer it some way, Will," declared his sister. "It 
isn't fair to have them saying things like that. It would be so simple to 
answer. All you'd have to do is to ask why you keep your gifts so 
secret if you make them just to help business!" 

Carrie paused, but William remained silent. "Well, what are 
you going to do about it, Will?" inquired Carrie, exasperated. 

"What does the moon do when a dog barks at it?" was all the 
answer Carrie received. 

When a reporter came to interview him regarding the 
nomination, William Volker said simply, "I am not seeking any 
office. I do not care whether I am elected or not. I look upon this 
matter like I would jury service. If the people call upon me to serve, I 
will serve because it would be my duty to do so although I prefer not 
to do it.'' 

This was the sum total of William Volker's participation in 
the controversy, but the Progressive ticket elected one of its 
candidates in 1914. The machine was no match for William 
Volker's name on the ballot. 

During the ensuing year, ministers, editors, and civic groups 
urged the nomination of William Volker for the office of mayor of 
Kansas City. William Volker flatly rejected the idea. 
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KANSAS CITY AND THE WEST CONTINUED TO GROW rapidly 
during the first part of the twentieth century. William Volker & 
Company assets passed the million dollar mark in 1910. The rapid 
increase continued; at the close of 1911, the end of the third decade 
of Volker operations, the firm's net assets aggregated $1,311,000. 
Profits that year, before employees' shares were deducted, amounted 
to $203,000. The sons of many of William Volker's first customers 
were beginning to visit the sample rooms in Kansas City. Lenient 
credit policies, a courageous inventory maintenance giving dealers 
a wide selection of goods, combined with scrupulous attention to 
details, were some of the reasons for the continuing company 
prosperity. 

The customers held William Volker in high esteem and 
greeted him respectfully when they visited the store. All called him 
"Mr. Volker" saves one, a furniture store proprietor from Lamar, 
Colorado. Employees learned to watch his entrance to the store each 
fall. His gusty "Hiya, Bill!" seemed to them something of a 
sacrilege. "The Boss," as they referred to him, was not an ordinary 
human being. 

The company vacated its seven-story quarters on West Eighth 
Street in October, 1914 to move to buildings purchased and 
constructed at Third and Main Streets in Kansas City's North End. 
William Volker leased space for his firm prior to that time, for he 
never placed much faith in "brick and mortar.'' Over three-hundred 
thousand dollars were invested in the new and remodeled buildings. 
The move more than doubled the floor space occupied by the Kansas 
City headquarters of the company. The 212,000 square feet of 
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space contained stocks, samples, and records of the manifold items 
which filled the new 600-page catalog describing the stock in trade of 
William Volker & Company. 

New personnel came into the expanding company.  In 1917 
William Volker asked Louis Roebke, his wife's only brother, to 
enter the concern. He later became manager of the Volker 
organizations in Seattle and Spokane. 

The Western Shade Cloth Company, with a mature and 
astute Will Regnery at the top by this time, was also doing well. The 
Chicago plant utilized more than six acres of floor space for the 
manufacture of window shades. 

"I think that the employees should share in the ownership of 
the company, Albert," declared William Volker one afternoon in 
the spring of 1917. He and Albert Hochland were discussing the 
firm's financial position. 

"I don't understand, sir," answered Albert. "It's your 
company, and we're all happy with the set- up." 

"I am convinced that the growth and prosperity of the house 
wouldn't have been possible without some of you, and I believe that 
you should have a chance to gain a proprietary interest in the 
company and in its future," replied William Volker. 

"Our position is sound," he continued. "Profits last year 
were over $477,000, by far the highest in our history, and our net 
assets are now more than $2,300,000. And the growth will continue 
if we follow our past policy of putting a large portion of earnings 
back into the business." 

"How are you going to arrange it so we can buy part of the 
company?" inquired Albert. "I know how you feel about most 
partnerships." 

"I have been thinking about this for some time, Albert, and 
I have talked it over with a lawyer," said William Volker. "We shall 
set up a trust estate of 24,000 shares, with a paid-in asset value of 
$2,400,000. I feel sure that we will reach that figure by the end of this 
month. 
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"When the estate is set up, we will prepare certificates 
covering blocks of shares in the estate and enter them in the names 
of the various key employees who have helped build up the house. 
Earnings on the shares will go toward the payment 
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You should have some proprietary interest in it," answered 
William Volker. 

William Volker set up the trust estate in July, 1917. Albert 
Hochland, the office boy turned executive, William Regnery, and 
William Volker were named trustees, and all key employees shared 
in the plan. 

Although William Volker was an eminently successful 
businessman, those who merely read his balance sheet might call him 
a tycoon, he occupied no oak paneled office. His well-worn table 
stood in a corner of the open office, with a roll-top desk behind it. 
There were no partitions. Anyone who wanted to talk to William 
Volker had only to walk over to his desk to be greeted by a soft- 
spoken and gracious "What can I do for you?"ꞏ If you came in the 
front door and asked for William Volker, he was pointed out. There 
were no screening secretaries. 

The millionaire disdained "bankers' hours," not for bankers, 
but for himself.  No matter how early an employee arrived at the store, 
the 'front door was unlocked, and the boss was sitting at his desk. 

Charlie Epp, who came to work as an office boy in 1905, 
became intrigued with his boss' habit. After a few years Charlie was 
assigned the job of getting the mail from the post office each 
morning. Charlie arrived early each day in order to sort and 
distribute the mail before the office opened. He always found the 
boss in the office ahead of him. Charlie decided to find out when 
Mr. Volker came down to work. He did not even consider the idea of 
asking such a question. 

So Charlie rose extra early the next morning and hustled into 
the office at 7: 15. Mr. Volker was at his desk. Charlie was there at 
seven the next morning. Mr. Volker was again at his desk ahead of 
the young man's arrival. Cutting it down fifteen minutes at a time, 
because rising so early was hard work and he lived some distance 
away, Charlie arrived at 6:45 on the third day of his test. But when 
he came into the office he heard the noise of Mr. Volker’s electric 
exercise horse in the small gym on the second floor. 
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When he found William Volker at his desk the next 
morning at 6:15, the thwarted Charlie Epp gave up and asked his 
question: "Mr. Volker, would you tell me . . . I mean, well ... 
why do you come to work so early?" 

William Volker looked up from his work, smiling. "Where I 
come from, Charlie, the proprietor opens the business each day.”  
Charlie learned something about being a capitalist and that condition lost 
some of its glamour in the young man’s eyes. 

William Volker’s early hours were also determined by the amount 
of accomplishment he required from every day.  He needed time for the 
School Board and for the persons who came in so often to seek his aid, 
a loan, money for an operation, or some help on the mortgage. He 
made time for each of these ꞏ individuals and he helped most of them. 
Larger charitable requests were more time-consuming. There was 
a substantial grant for Mercy Hospital in 1915 and the planning 
and financing of a research laboratory in Kansas City's German 
Hospital. The ultra-modern unit, one of the first of its kind in the 
Southwest, provided classrooms and an array of the newest medical 
research facilities. 

But William Volker’s time was also available to his family. 
His aging mother became accustomed to a vacation in San Diego each 
winter and William took her West and brought her back each year. 
Sometimes he stayed for a few days, but he usually returned 
immediately. His wife, who went along after they were married, 
noticed the straining nostalgic look on her husband 's countenance 
when he saw a train headed Eastward. 

William Volker placed family considerations above 
everything else. When young Harold Luhnow stopped in Kansas 
City on his way to Manhattan, Kansas to enter Kansas State 
College, William Volker dropped his work and boarded the train 
with his nephew as soon as he heard of the plans. They slept in the 
same bed in Manhattan's Gillette Hotel that night, and early the 
next morning William Volker started out to help the young man 
find a suitable and reasonable boarding house.  

"How are you going to take care of your expenses?" asked 
William Volker as they walked through the campus. 
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"My father is going to send me a check each month which will 
cover everything, Uncle Will," answered the nephew. 

"I'll send a monthly check, too," declared William Volker, 
"and if you need funds in addition, please make your needs known." 

"But I'm all set, Uncle Will," protested Harold Luhnow" 
There's no need for you to send a check." 

William Volker wouldn't listen to the young man's protests. 
He hurried off to catch the noon train to Kansas City, there to 
apologize to his wife for he missed the celebration of her birthday 
to go to Kansas to help his nephew. 

The check was sent, and Harold Luhnow qualified himself as 
a unique college student by writing to his uncle to reiterate the fact 
that he did not need the money. William Volker penned a brief reply 
to explain that he was opening a savings account for his nephew in 
a Kansas City bank and would deposit the check there each month. 
Each niece and nephew received some equally thoughtful and 
generous treatment. 

Five months after the Armistice was signed, ending hostilities 
in the First World War, William Volker turned sixty. 
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AFTER FORTY YEARS OPERATIONS, THE CAPITAL assets of 
William Volker & Company aggregated 420 times the initial 
investment made in 1882. The company's net assets stood at 
$2,944,000 when the books were closed at the end of 1921. 

William Volker's vitality belied his years, and his activities 
with civic and charitable enterprises did not impinge upon his 
efforts toward a better company. A branch office was opened in 
Seattle in 1919. The year 1921 saw the inception of branch 
operations in Los Angeles and Dallas. The Memphis branch was 
discontinued in 1918 following a fire which destroyed the Tennessee 
ware- house and its contents. War-time building restrictions and 
other limitations made it impossible to find other warehouse space. 
This was William Volker's first and only fire loss. Western Shade 
showed rapid progress. Herbert Rumsfeld went to Chicago soon 
after graduation from college to begin his rapid rise to high 
responsibility in that company. 

Harold Luhnow stopped in Kansas City in 1919, two weeks 
after his release from the army. Trained to become a rancher, the 
nephew returned from service in poor physical condition, making 
it un-wise for him to attempt to pursue his chosen career 
immediately. When William Volker heard of this, he suggested to 
his nephew: "Come with my business for a year or two until your 
health is restored."  

"But, Uncle Will, if I have one conviction, it is that a man 
has no business working for a relative," was the young man's reply. 

"You are right," answered William Volker, "but such a 
relationship need not be considered. You will be Mr. Luhnow and 
I will be Mr. Volker. You need expect no special favors." 
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Harold Luhnow accepted his uncle's offer. 
As the conversation ended, Harold chided his serious and 

taciturn uncle: "What you really ought to do," he exclaimed, "is 
pay a young fellow like me $10,000 a year to show you how to spend 
your money and have a good time." 

"Son," replied the graying man good-humoredly, "only one 
thing wrong with that suggestion. Your idea of a good time and 
mine are far distant!"  

Harold Luhnow reported for work the next day as a fifteen-
dollar-a-week clerk, and Williamꞏ Volker made preparations for his 
first trip to Washington with his tax counsel and public accountant, 
Harry Lunsford. 

A far-reaching and drastic change in American government 
took place before the First World War when the Sixteenth 
Amendment to the Constitution was ratified. Congress was 
permitted, for the first time in American history, to levy taxes on 
the incomes of the citizens. Government was expanding, and 
William Volker paid a share of the bills through the tax on his 
income. He was obliged to travel to Washington to explain his 
income and his tax payments. He made several such trips in ensuing 
years. 

Taxi cab rides; fine dinners in the dining cars, and the best 
hotels were in order when William Volker travelled with his friend 
and advisor to the nation's capital. 

William Volker appeared before the Committee on Appeals 
and Reviews to explain his situation and to answer the questions of 
the commissioner in charge, a Mr. Davies. The meetings were 
friendly because William Volker did not resent his tax payments. 
As he prepared to leave the hearing room, Davies asked a final 
question: "To what do you owe your business success, Mr. Volker?" 

"Perhaps my most important single help," answered the 
businessman without hesitation, "has been any knowledge of 
double entry bookkeeping." 

His part of the hearings completed, William Volker 
embarked on a walking tour of the capital city. His final stop was 
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the Washington Monument. Ignoring the elevator, he climbed the 
steep stairway to the top, there to view the Mall, the Capitol and, 
particularly, the Lincoln Memorial.  Abraham Lincoln was the 
modest citizen's most respected hero. 

He strode quickly back to his hotel to pack his small valise 
and get ready to catch the train for Kansas City. He wanted to return 
home in time for the School Board meeting Thursday night. Harry 
Lunsford, who was remaining in Washington for a time, stood at a 
lobby window to watch his friend's departure. 

William Volker, clad in a dark gray suit, the only one he 
brought on the trip, walked straight to the street car safety zone to 
await the trolley. He stood alone, straight and alert, with his valise in 
his hand. Now that he was travelling alone there were no more frills 
and taxi-cab rides. "Waste is sin" was a cardinal rule in his life, but 
he made noꞏ attempt to make anyone else conform to his canons. 

William Volker's greatest teacher died in 1921. Dorothea 
Volker was a devoted mother, proud of her son's success but 
unmindful of the role she played in their achievement. The 
devout woman, who lived to be ninety-four, aided her son to the 
acceptance of the ageless rules of life she found in the Scriptures. 
From his early childhood in Germany, Dorothea read the Golden 
Rule to her son and explained its meaning and validity as a 
standard of life. She watched her son accept the rule and live by it. 

The tiny, vigorous old lady died in her sleep after a day of work 
in her garden at Roselawn. Following the simple funeral service, 
William Volker spoke to his wife about the roles his parents played 
in shaping the course of his life. Typically, he used a single 
sentence to sum it up: "Father planted the roses; mother planted 
the potatoes." 

There was no outward sign of William Volker's grief as he 
redoubled his charitable efforts during the depression of 1921 and 
its resulting unemployment. His activities covered a wide range, 
from buying wheat seed for hard-pressed Kansas farmers to helping 
the individuals who filled the chairs in the Volker company waiting 
room. Long-time head of the charities committee of the Chamber 
of Commerce, the only organization other than his church to which 
he belonged, he worked diligently soliciting funds for the Allied 
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Charities. He walked from office to office making personal calls on 
behalf of the Fund. This was his sole Chamber of Commerce 
activity. 

"There are two ways of doing this," he explained to his 
prospects, "through organized charity or by taxation. Organized 
charity relieves destitution, but in addition does the utmost to 
furnish employment, to remove the causes of misfortune, and to 
restore the individual or family to a basis of independence and 
productive citizenship. Beside all this, voluntary charity does 
some- thing for the giver. To depend on taxation would mean that 
many who are destitute would become used to dependence on 
others, confirmed paupers who would be a continuous charge of 
the community." 

Those who heard these words first thought they were 
unusual statements to come from the founder of the first tax-
supported Department of Public Welfare in America. But 
William Volker's sincere explanations brought their respect for his 
fundamental idea that compulsion and compassion could not be 
mixed without a penalty on the character of both the provider and 
the recipient of the help. 

Sandwiched between these calls were the meetings of the 
committee organized to plan and execute a memorial to Kansas City's 
veterans of the First World War Mr. R. A. Long, head of the 
important Long-Bell Lumber Company, was the prime-mover of 
the group. He sponsored the idea of constructing a large and 
symbolic Liberty Memorial of concrete and steel in a sizeable plot 
of ground facing Kansas City's Union Station, south of the business 
district. William Volker expressed his preference for a more useful 
memorial. He considered a monument such as Long proposed to be 
a waste of the funds available. He told his colleagues on the 
committee that he believed that a university would be a far better 
memorial, and one of continuing, increasing usefulness. 

The ideas of R. A. Long prevailed, and the present Liberty 
Memorial was constructed. But William Volker was not amused 
when Will Rogers called it the "biggest silo in the world," for once 
the decision was made, he became an aggressive cooperator. 
William Volker contributed a substantial check, and quietly 
purchased, through the medium of third parties, most of the land 
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the new memorial was to occupy. He was able to turn the property 
over to the committee at a price far below that which they would 
have been obliged to pay had others owned the land at the time the 
location was publicly announced. The maneuver cost him 
several thousands of dollars. 

As William Volker walked toward his office after the committee 
meeting at which the nature of the memorial was decided, he 
meditated upon R. A. Long's final comment. When William Volker 
had mentioned again the idea of building a university instead of a 
monument, Long's retort moved him to thoughtful silence: 

"If you want a university for Kansas City, build it yourself!" 
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"STAY IN WHAT YOU KNOW" WAS A GUIDING principle in the 
Volker business career, but William Volker went into the cement 
business in 1913. 

John Wagner, Carrie's husband, needed help. He had 
followed the example of a number of middle westerners in 1907 and 
formed a cement company at Mildred, Kansas. The Great Western 
Cement Company was started as a stock promotion, and its affairs 
progressed without incident or profit for two years. In 1909, however, 
John Wagner made his first visit to William Volker's office to ask 
for an advance to help him meet a payroll. William Volker advanced 
the money to his brother-in-law, and a precedent was established. By 
1913 William Volker had advanced more than $350,000 to save John 
Wagner's cement company. The outlook was worse than it had ever 
been for the ill-starred venture, and William Volker decided to take 
over the company by foreclosing the bonds which had been issued to 
cover the advances. 

The firm was reorganized in 1913, with William Volker the 
major stockholder and bondholder. He issued $70,000 of bonds to 
John Wagner and spread the common stock among those who were 
stockholders in the original setup. 

Business associates watched in amazement as the taciturn and 
seemingly nerveless William Volker set about to put the concern on 
its feet and operate the factory. He travelled to Mildred to 
revitalize the company. He knew little or nothing about making 
cement, but he did know double entry bookkeeping and the ways to 
make both ends meet. He risked additional sums of money on the 
unfamiliar venture and applied his acumen to the stricken firm's 
affairs. But the World War intervened, and losses continued and 
grew larger. Nevertheless the persevering William Volker stayed in 
the cement business. 
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He tried expert engineering counsel, he tried bold additions 
to the plant, and costly modernization and improvement plans. But 
the ailing plant did not respond to the bolstering efforts. By 
November, 1922 William Volker's financial transfusions 
aggregated over $2,000,000, but he seemed further than ever from 
recouping his investment. As a last resort he asked Page Golsan, 
member of a national engineering firm, to come to Kansas City to 
look the situation over. Page Golsan was married to Alma Rumsfeld, 
one of William Volker's nieces. 

Page Golsan's report was pessimistic: "Mr. Volker, I've 
found cumulative losses since 1913 of more than $800,000. The 
plant needs some expensive changes-perhaps costing as much as 
seven hundred thousand dollars." 

William Volker listened intently, with an unchanging facial 
expression, but offered no comment as Page Golsan continued, "It 
looks extremely unsound to me, sir, and the only thing that might 
save it would be another reorganization plus some additional 
capital." Page Golsan completed his report without interruption. 

"I agree with you, Mr. Golsan," began William Volker, "that 
the plant should be reorganized. If you will come to Kansas City to 
take charge, I'll agree to advance whatever additional money is 
needed on open notes." 

An agreement was reached, and Page Golsan assumed 
responsibility for reorganizing and managing the sinking venture. 
"All I want," declared William Volker as they parted, "is my money 
back." 

The reorganization was completed in April, 1923. John 
Wagner was allotted his $70,000 worth of bonds, some shares were 
spread among the original stockholders; Mrs. Golsan received a 
small number, and Page Golsan received five per cent of the common 
stock. He signed a note for the par value of the shares, which were 
actually worthless at that moment. The note contained a provision 
Page Golsan would be obliged to repay William Volker only if the 
company earned the money. 

A few months after the reorganization, William Volker was 
chairman of a committee to solicit funds for the Boys' Hotel, a 
charitable institution for Kansas City youngsters. He called on 
Theodore Gary, a prosperous and prominent Kansas City business 
leader, to ask for a contribution for the activity. 
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"I would like to subscribe liberally, Mr. Volker," explained 
Mr. Gary after he had listened to William Volker's succinct 
description of the Boys' Hotel, "but in view of the time and effort I 
am giving to the state road work, I do not believe that it is my duty to 
the public to do more. I am chairman of the Missouri Highway 
Commission and it is a time-consuming task." 

William Volker agreed, evincing interest in Gary's road 
activity. Theodore Gary gave him a broad picture of his job. 

As he picked up his hat, William Volker said, 
"If I can be of assistance to you at any time, please let me 

know." 
"I certainly will," assured Gary as they parted.  

A few weeks later Page Golsan and William Volker were poring over 
a newspaper article announcing the highway commission's plans 
for lowering state road maintenance costs and for attempting to 
decrease cement prices through state financed plants. William 
Volker went straight to Gary's office to remind him of his former 
promise.  

 

 

 
HELPING HAND INSTITUTE WAS ONE OF WILIAM VOLKER's EARLY PHILANTHROPIC INTERESTS 
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THE LIBERAL ARTS BUILDING OF THE UNIVERSITY OF KANSAS CITY} DEDICATED IN 1937,  

WAS A GIFT OF WILLIAM VOLKER 

"I have a cement plant over near Fort Scott, and we have a plan 
for using it to help you in your program for better, but cheaper, 
roads in Missouri." William Volker outlined the idea and requested 
that no publicity be given his suggestion. 

But Theodore Gary refused William Volker's request for 
secrecy regarding the offer and issued a statement to the press in 
October, 1923: 

"When the State Highway Commission meets at the 
Baltimore Hotel to consider bids on some cement, a novel proposal 
from Mr. William Volker will be considered. Mr. Volker offers to 
remit to the State Highway Commission all the profits on cement to 
the amount of 400,000 barrels a year furnished by the Great 
Western Cement Company, for a period of five years. It is 
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estimated this will mean a personal gift from Mr. Volker of at least 
$160,000 each year or $800,000 in five years...." 

After some deliberation about the novel proposal which 
confused the state attorney for a time, William Volker's offer was 
accepted in December, 1923. 

"I understand that Great Western made its first profit in 
sixteen years in 1923, Will," observed Carrie a few weeks after the 
state contract was signed, "and here you turn around and start 
giving it away." 

William Volker chuckled as he answered, "Yes, we made our 
first profit last year. Page has what it takes. We put the money right 
back into the business." 

"But what about the state contract?" persisted Carrie. 
"Our sales last year totaled just over half a million barrels, 

Carrie," replied William quietly, "but our capacity out there is 
nearly twice that. We run most efficiently and most economically at 
full capacity. It cuts the unit cost down by a big margin.'' 

"I'm beginning to see," said Carrie. 
"So, the state contract was excellent for both parties. They 

get cement at an extremely favorable price, while we operate at full 
capacity, which enables us to earn a neat profit on the cement we sell 
to other customers." 

"That should make John happy," answered Carrie. "I think 
he was beginning to worry a little about his bonds." 

A few weeks later William Volker paused to talk with one of 
the workers at the plant on one of his infrequent visits to Mildred. 
"I'm glad to hear about the new contract, Mr. Volker," declared the 
employee. "It will mean steady work, won't it?" 

"Yes," answered William Volker, smiling. 
"It's good news for us. We just had a baby, a boy. I'm going to 

see that he has the chances I never had. I 'm going to save up and send 
him to college!'' 

The man was killed in an accident at the cement plant several 
months after this conversation. A few days later William Volker 
walked into the office of his attorney, Roy Dietrich, with an 
envelope in his hand. 
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"Here are some shares of the U.S. Steel," said the businessman. 
"Please fix up a trust fund for the young boy whose name and address 
is on the envelope. The fund is for a college education." 

The attorney, wise in the ways of William Volker, asked no 
questions and watched his word thrifty client hurry out to an 
appointment uptown without another word. 

William Volker continued to seek a way out of the cement 
business, but buyers were not to be found because of Great Western's 
long-standing poor record: But suddenly, in January, 1926, a new 
organization, the Consolidated Cement Corporation, asked for an 
option of the firm. 

This prompted William Volker to make his first visit to Page 
Golsan's Kansas City office. He believed in delegating authority 
without reservation. 

"They are offering just about enough to bail you out 
completely, Mr. Volker, including interest on your money," 
explained Page Golsan. 

"What would you do?" queried William Volker. "You have 
put the outfit on its feet." 

"I'd sell," asserted the manager. "It's the chance of a 
lifetime.'' 

The plant was sold in April, 1926. Page Golsan received a 
substantial commission as well as the proceeds from his block of 
stock. William Volker had not made a cent of profit, but he was 
greatly pleased with the transaction. 

John Wagner received $70,000, plus interest. 
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"WHAT PERCENTAGE OF MY INCOME SHOULD I SAVE, 
Mr. Volker?'' queried a young employee one Saturday noon. Volker 
workers discovered that their busy boss sometimes had time for 
conversation after the front door was locked on Saturdays. He was "all 
business" the rest of the time. 

"They say that advice is cheap," replied William Volker, 
smiling, "and it seems to me that popular appraisal of its value is 
about right." 

William Volker paused. Those who sought William Volker's 
advice did more talking than listening. He merely acted as a catalyst 
in prompting a review of the facts involved and the possible 
alternatives. To the dismay of many who sought his counsel, "you 
must make your own decision," was the extent of William Volker's 
advice. 

But thrift, which played such a predominant role in his life, 
was a favorite Volker subject. His young questioner stood waiting 
for an answer, and William Volker made an ꞏ exception to his rule 
against giving advice to others. He began to speak, quietly but forcibly: 
"Make no mistake; saving is hard work. But it is not only the best policy; 
I believe it is also a duty-- a duty to yourself, your family, and to society. 

"The only way I could stick to saving," he continued, "was to 
conclude that I owed a certain percentage of what I made to the 
future; owed it just as I would owe a note to the bank. I thought, 
and I still think, that it would be to some extent dishonorable to 
disregard that obligation. It meant giving up a good many things I 
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wanted, but it meant success, and don't you think success is worth the 
price of self-sacrifice? 

"How much should a young man save? Ideally, I should say, 
every man working and saving until the age of forty should have 
enough money laid by to support himself and his family, interest and 
principal together, until the time of his death. 

"If he did this," continued the businessman, who was speaking 
in an era when taxes took only a small fraction of the income of a 
working man, and before inflation's toll on savings, "it would leave 
every dollar he managed to earn after he was forty as a legacy to his 
family. Further, if he became incapacitated, he would have provided 
a good living from the years before. 

"I do not think it would be good advice to tell you that you 
should save any regular percentage of your income. But if a man 
starting out would put his raises into savings instead of into higher 
living levels, he would find himself prepared for the future when he 
reached forty. In other words, a young man's cost of living should run 
along ꞏ about the same even when his salary is increased, the increase 
being clear profit for the savings account." 

"No," thought the young man as he started home, "saving is 
not easy." William Volker put a low price on advice, but he 
established a high value on thrift. 

At the time William Volker served as a member of the School 
Board, the Constitution of Missouri prohibited government-
supported pensions for teachers. When teachers requested some sort 
of a retirement arrangement, William Volker put forward a savings 
plan. In 1916 he proposed a fund composed of deductions from the 
salary of each teacher. A five dollar a month payment, he pointed 
out, would produce six or seven hundred dollars within ten years 
and over $5,000 in forty years. Larger deductions would produce 
correspondingly larger figures. 

But William Volker's savings plan did not meet with 
unanimous favor among the teachers. Many agreed with the 
instructor who wrote to the editor of The Kansas City Star in 
1916: 

"The plan is an insult to the body of people who are supposed 
to have intelligence and foresight enough to prepare for a rainy 
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day. If some of them do not show this intelligence, the proposed plan 
is no solution for this situation." 

Times and teachers changed, and by 1924 teacher sentiment 
regarding the retirement fund was reversed. The Board of 
Education adopted the proposal. The sum of ten dollars a month 
was deducted from the salary of each teacher. At the time of the 
teacher’s  resignation or retirement, he received his principal plus 
compound interest at three and one-half per cent and a pro-rated 
share of a $50,000 nucleus William Volker contributed to start the 
fund. He later doubled his contribution. After ten years' operations, 
the fund boasted 2,200 participants, each with an average savings in 
the fund of over $1,000. 

Two years after the launching of the savings plan, William 
Volker advised his friends that he planned to retire from the School 
Board when his term expired in April, 1926. As soon as this decision 
became known, a committee of citizens headed by Mayor Beach 
called on William Volker to urge him to reconsider his decision. But 
he did not change his mind. Almost apologetically, he explained. "I 
have been a member of the board for fourteen years. The honor 
should go to someone else. After due consideration, I cannot be a 
candidate again." 

"If nominated and elected, would you serve?" asked R. R. 
Brewster, a member of the committee.  

"No," William Volker answered, "I have considered this for 
two years." 

William Volker’s colleagues on the Board of Education 
embarrassed him with their testimonials during his final meeting. 
They reviewed some of his activities while a member of the 
board: development of physical education, health services, and a 
nurse plan in the schools. They lauded his promotion of the Child 
Guidance Clinic, visiting teachers, gymnasiums and auditoriums in 
the school buildings. They spoke of his initiation of the open-air 
schoolroom idea, and of his encouragement of the establishment of 
schools for the handicapped. 

Many persons outside the board, individual teachers, students, 
and others in Kansas City thought of William Volker’s more 
personal efforts in their individual behalf. There were teachers who 
received funds to enable them to continue university study; and 
young persons who might otherwise have been unable to attend 
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school but for the aid of William Volker. He left word at the Board of 
Education office that any student who needed help should be sent to 
his office. He made countless loans to those young people. 

Among those who thought of William Volker the night he 
retired from the School Board was a teacher who had been obliged to 
retire because of a disfiguring malignant growth on her face. He 
paid her the equivalent of her salary from the day she stopped 
teaching and continued the payments until her death. 

No one except William Volker knew the extent of his 
contributions as a voluntary taxpayer. During his term on the School 
Board there were such gifts as five thousand dollars for athletic 
equipment at Central High School, the salary of the supervisor of 
gardening at Benton School, the underwriting of a dietary 
research program, and milk for the under-nourished children. A 
board member once asked William Volker who financed the milk 
program. "The Junior Red Cross," replied William Volker. His 
questioner persisted, "But who helped the Junior Red Cross?" 
"That," said William Volker "is of no consequence." As William 
Volker's gifts grew in number and amount, inquiring associates 
made it increasingly difficult for him to follow the mandate he 
accepted for his philanthropy: "... that thy alms may be in 
secret." 

Several of the board members wept unashamedly when 
William Volker walked out of the board room for the last time in 
April, 1926. Another civic task awaited him. 

The Presidents of the Universities of Missouri, Kansas, and 
Oklahoma were deliberating the selection of three trustees to 
handle the William Rockhill Nelson estate. Consulting widely, for 
theirs was an important duty; the university leaders sought the 
recommendations of businessmen, professional men, and civic 
organizations. William Volker's name appeared on every list of 
recommendations submitted. 

With J. C. Nichols and Herbert V. Jones, William Volker was 
appointed to the Nelson board. Under the terms of the newspaper 
publisher's will, the board's function was to sell Mr. Nelson's 
valuable property, The Kansas City Star and administer the proceeds 
of the sale to establish an art gallery in Kansas City. Bids for the 
newspaper were received from all sections of the country. The 
property was sold in July, 1926 to a syndicate composed of the 
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Star employees. The intricate financial arrangement involved in 
the transaction was lauded as a tribute to the business acumen of 
the trustees. As soon as the business transactions were completed 
and plans for the construction and endowment of the art gallery, 
one of the nation's finest, were under way, William Volker resigned 
from the board. "I don't know anything about art," he 
explained. When the resignation was announced, a newspaper 
editorial declared that "William Volker's contribution could 
hardly have been made by any other man." 

William Volker returned to his business to find an offer to 
buy the enterprise. He strode up Main Street to the office of his 
friend and accountant. It was in the autumn of 1928. 

"We've been offered twenty million dollars for 
William Volker & Company," he said simply.  

"Well, that's 'way above book value, Mr. Volker," answered 
Harry Lunsford. "Are you going to sell?" 

"No." 
"May I ask why?" 
"They want my name with the company," explained the 

businessman. "They would certainly issue securities in the 
concern. You know, I feel that there is going to be a tremendous 
market crash in the near future. If I sold the business with my 
name on it, I would have to make those securities good." 

"Certainly you would have no legal obligation, nor even a 
moral one," interposed his advisor. 

"But I want no one to lose in something which bears my 
name," explained the businessman with the unique set of 
standards and the uncanny eye to the future. 
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WILLIAM VOLKER SHOWED NO EVIDENCE OF SLOWING down as 
he approached three score and ten. His pace quickened as he 
matched his increasing civic and philanthropic responsibilities 
with expanding business activities. 

A shade cloth manufacturing plant was opened in Los Angeles 
in 1924, the year after its future head, Lester Luhnow, entered the 
Volker organization. Another nephew, Frederick Luhnow, joined 
the firm in 1925. He became head of the Dallas branch of the 
company. The year 1925 saw the beginning of a company branch 
operation in Portland, Oregon. The new branches were started in 
1927, one in Salt Lake City, the other in Oklahoma City. A 
Wichita, Kansas outlet was inaugurated in 1928. A new building 
was constructed for the Volker branch in Seattle during the same 
year. 

As his business grew, and his own time seemed to contract, 
William Volker, who never owned a motor car, took to the airways. He 
was enthusiastic about flying and the time it saved. But some of his 
business associates questioned the practice. Air travel was not 
common in 1928. "Why," asked one of them, "do you take the 
additional hazard of flying at your age? What do a few hours mean, 
anyway?" 

William Volker grinned and leaned toward his friend, asking, 
"Frank, can you give me any good reason why God is unable to 
take care of me in an airplane?" 

The company's net assets reached $4,900,000 during 1928; 
the year William Volker brought Harold Luhnow to Kansas City 
from the Dallas branch to make him general sales manager of the 
company. 
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As he guided his nephew to the desk he was to occupy near his 
own in the unpartitioned and plainly furnished office, William 
Volker said: "A business is like a human being, Mr. Luhnow. It is 
almost helpless when it is born, then it crawls a while, then slowly 
learns to walk before it becomes vigorous. After a business reaches 
maturity, it will surely, like a human being, start downhill unless 
new and younger blood is added.'' 

But if William Volker had reached maturity, he had not lost 
his vigor and begun to go downhill. Rather he needed help in the 
administration of the company's affairs in order that he could devote 
more time to the stewardship of the funds the enterprise produced. 

He needed time for the Helping Hand Institute, an agency he 
began to aid with money and effort in 1909. Headed by an 
imaginative and industrious Terry Brigham, the Helping Hand's 
purpose was to house, feed, and find productive work for homeless 
and jobless men. William Volker contributed thousands of dollars to 
the Institute after the day in 1909 when Mr. Brigham asked him to 
pledge one dollar a month, the usual contribution at that time. 
William Volker quickly raised the pledge to $1,000 a year and 
assisted on special projects such as the quarrying operations, which 
were initiated to provide work for unemployed men before the First 
World War 

Each time Mr. Brigham visited the Volker office to express his 
gratitude; William Volker told him that thanks were improper. "We 
owe it, Mr. Brigham," he explained earnestly. 

Early in the postwar depression, Terry Brigham came to 
William Volker with an idea. He had his plan carefully worked out 
because he knew from experience that William Volker gave 
generously but not blindly. "I always feel on the spot with Mr. 
Volker," observed Terry Brigham to his assistant as he left his 
office. "I'm never very sure that Mr. Volker will renew his support, 
and yet he always does." 

"Mr. Volker," explained Terry Brigham, "I think that 
many unemployed men can be given jobs if the Helping Hand would 
start a waste paper baling plant. It might be a profitable venture for 
us." He outlined his idea and went away with a check for $400. 
Within a week the Helping Hand Institute was in business on a 
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vacant lot next door to the Volker offices. They acquired a wooden 
baler, a rough temporary shed, and began to collect, bale, and sell 
waste paper for industrial uses. 

Proud of the success of the small venture, Terry Brigham 
brought reports of the work to William Volker, who studied them 
carefully. 

"How much will it cost to do this thing right?" inquired the 
businessman. Mr. Brigham said he would find out. He did not want to 
risk a guess or a rough estimate, because William Volker asked 
penetrating questions. 

William Volker provided $5,000 more to "do the job right." 
But three days after the unit was operating at the new level, Terry 
Brigham received word that the local light company had purchased 
the land the Helping Hand Institute leased for the paper 
enterprise. He hurried to William Volker to report his plight. 

"I'll come to see you Thursday, Mr. Brigham," promised 
William Volker after he heard the story. 

He stopped in Terry Brigham's office for a moment 
Thursday morning. Leaning through the doorway, he advised: 
"Move your stuff to the next lot." He purchased the land for the 
Institute. 

The waste paper business grew steadily, and William Volker's 
contributions continued. He bought a railroad switch, an 
improved baler, and other equipment. His gifts totaled more than 
$30,000. 

After some time it seemed wise for the Helping Hand Institute 
to discontinue its waste paper operations. The business was sold, 
and $233,000 was realized from the transaction. The money was 
invested, and in 1930 the income from the proceeds of the sale began 
to provide a large share of the Institute's operating expenses. 
"William Volker's gifts pay dividends for us," asserted the proud 
Terry Brigham. 

Research Hospital, formerly called the German Hospital, 
celebrated its first William Volker day on April l, 1927. Later that 
year a shrine in the lobby of the hospital was dedicated to the 
philanthropist. The Hospital Board designated William Volker 
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"Benefactor of Research Hospital." During the ceremony, which 
William Volker did not attend, the anonymity was stripped from 
his gifts to the hospital: a $200,000 nurses' home in 1926, and other 
grants totaling over a quarter of a million dollars prior to that time. 

Although William Volker also, along with Frank Niles, gave 
funds for the construction of an addition to the Wheatley Provident 
Hospital for Negroes that year, no one could detect a pattern in his 
giving. He helped found and support the Civic Research Institute, 
an agency to promote citizen interest in their municipal 
government. Alert and informed citizens, believed William Volker, 
were the only hope for obtaining responsible government. He blamed 
the citizen's apathy for the fact that Kansas City's government was 
run from the Main Street offices of Tom Pendergast. 

William Volker’s range of philanthropy had no boundaries. 
His gifts included a collection of archeological relics for the Kansas 
City Museum, funds for a library at a small Illinois college, and an 
institute for the care of children’s teeth. 

William Volker supported his church, the St. Peter's 
Evangelical Church in Kansas City. And he often made gifts to other 
men's churches because, as he put it, "I can find no theology in the 
Bible." 

In 1923 St. Peter 's, the church William Volker attended 
every Sunday, held $35,000 in a building fund earmarked for a 
new church. The congregation needed $100,000 for the structure 
they planned to erect.. Their old edifice was put on the market to 
raise part of the necessary funds. William Volker became interested 
and retained an appraiser to determine the value of the property. 
After studying the appraiser's report, William Volker offered the 
sum of $63,000 for the property, far more than anyone in the church 
had dared to hope it was worth.  By some coincidence, the sale of 
the property brought the building fund within $2,000 of the 
amount needed to pay for the new structure. At the time the 
excavation for the new church began, William Volker purchased a 
large residence next door to the site and presented it to the church 
for use as a parsonage.  When the old church was vacated he made 
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the building available to the Good Will Industries for use in their 
charitable work. 

“How can you afford to give so much money away, Mr. 
Volker?” asked Terry Brigham as he sat in William Volker’s office.  
The businessman was writing a check for the Helping Hand 
Institute. 

Smiling amiably, William Volker answered: “I heard of 
another man who was asked that same question.  He explained it this 
way: ‘The Lord shovels money to me faster than I can shovel it 
away.  The only conclusion I can come to is that the Lord has a 
bigger shovel than I do.’” 
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"You COULD PLAY CHECKERS ON HIS COAT TAILS," said an 
attorney as he watched the seventy-year- old William Volker hurry 
from his office. The busy philanthropist and businessman did not 
alter his habits as the years went by. His tousled hair turned white, 
and the eyes that once were hazel seemed to have faded in color to pale 
blue, but none of the fire in them was gone. If anything, thought the 
attorney, the eyes are more steadfast and sparkling than ever, 
sometimes they seem to burn with his vital earnestness. His swarthy 
skin was unchanged, as was his dress. William Volker wore the 
same conservative business suits, the same black string ties he 
adopted in his twenties in order to look older. He owned no 
jewelry. "He's always neat," mused the lawyer, "in spite of the fact 
that he's been wearing that same overcoat for thirty years." 

When William Volker did not walk, he rode the streetcars to 
complete his errands. "And how wise he is," thought the attorney, 
as he contemplated the arresting figure through the office window. 
He had telephoned William Volker to ask if he had time to see him 
at the Volker store. William Volker was polite but apologized and said 
he was busy, and would call back. But no more than ten minutes later 
he walked into the attorney's office. William Volker was beholden 
to no man, even in an interview. Businessmen in Kansas City early 
learned that William Volker came to their office when they wanted to 
see him. "Your time is more valuable than mine," he remarked as he 
sat down. 

No interview lasted more than a few minutes.  William 
Volker delegated authority and responsibility to those he trusted. 
Purchasing a $350,000 building was a one-minute job for him 
because he left all but the decision to buy to his associates. He did not 
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read textbooks on the techniques of management, but he 
instinctively knew and used the more effective. "I wish all our 
customers were like the Volker Company," observed one 
manufacturer. "No sounder organization exists anywhere." 

If William Volker's gait ever changed, it was to walk a little 
faster when he came up the driveway at Roselawn each evening after 
work. His singular, if undemonstrative, devotion to Rose was an 
inspiration to all those who saw them together. 

William Volker took Rose along on every business trip. The 
couple passed the time reading magazines, but usually William 
started a conversation by pointing out a landmark. When the train 
stopped, the Volkers got off and strolled up and down the platform. 

"Went to a vaudeville show with Harry Lunsford in St. 
Louis two weeks ago," said William Volker as they walked the 
platform in Dodge City on a hot August evening. The air was 
perfectly still, and the couple walked slowly because of the 
unremitting heat. 

"Did you enjoy it?" asked Rose. 
"Yes, it was the first time I had been to such a show in thirty 

years. It was funny. We laughed until there were tears in our eyes," 
he answered. 

The couple strolled in silence for a moment. William Volker 
stopped, started to speak, then paused to wipe his glistening 
forehead with his white handkerchief. 

"Rose," he began for the second time. "Rose, will you split a 
beer with me when we get back on the train?" 

Rose smiled but said nothing more than, "Sure, Will, it is 
terribly hot and sticky tonight." 

"One beer and two glasses, please," murmured William 
Volker as they found seats in the club car. The waiter brought the 
beer, and the couple began to sip silently. Rose wondered what had 
come over her teetotalling husband. 

She turned to look at William Volker. He was pouring his 
share of the beer into the brass cuspidor. As he straightened in his 
seat, he saw that his wife had watched him jettison the beer. 
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"Vile stuff, isn't it, Rose?" he explained quietly as they rose 
to return to the Pullman. 

Often, during their journeys to visit the Volker branches 
spread across the West, the couple attended the theater, a 
philharmonic concert, or a motion picture. Bach and Beethoven 
were his favorite composers. Somehow the ever-busy man found 
time to become a competent critic of music. 

The Volkers avoided concerts and public occasions in Kansas 
City. The desire for anonymity was rooted deep in William 
Volker's being. Remarks of "Why, there's Mr. Volker!" as he 
walked down an auditorium aisle or stood on a railroad platform, 
sent crimson to his face. When the audiences refused to allow him 
to be just another lover of music, he stopped attending 
performances in Kansas City. But, away from home, where there 
was small 'chance of recognition, he found time for the music he 
enjoyed. But even out of town he attracted the gaze of waiters and 
others who had no idea of his identity. Since he was not conscious of 
their attention, Mrs. Volker never let him know the number of times 
she was asked, "Won't you tell me who he is? I have never seen a 
face and eyes like his.'' 

"An artist will be delivering a painting here one day next 
week, Rose," William Volker told his wife as they finished supper 
one evening. 

"I hope it's a marine," said Mrs. Volker, glancing at the 
paintings around the walls of their modest house. For Mrs. Volker 
had no opportunity to select the pictures which hung in her home. 
And her husband employed a strange criterion in selecting the 
paintings he bought. "The artist needs the money, Rose," explained 
William Volker as they surveyed each new acquisition, both for the 
first time. 

Mrs. Volker got her marine, but only because the artist who 
needed the money happened to have painted an ocean scene. 

Fine volumes filled the shelves at Roselawn.  Many were there 
because a wealthy book collector came upon leaner days and needed 
the money. William Volker was no book collector; he read his 
books. Every evening at home, and the Volkers never went out, was 
spent reading in his corner of the living room. He sputtered mildly 
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as he ran a paper knife through the uncut pages in order that he 
could read the books he acquired from the bankrupt collector. 

Among the collection was a fine edition of the Bible. 
William Volker decided to supplement his nightly reading of the 
Scriptures by re-reading the newly-purchased volumes straight 
through. The Bible in his bedroom was thumb-worn and falling 
away from the binding as a result of much use. He read the 
Scriptures for his own help. No associate ever heard William Volker 
"preach." "Why, I never knew he went to church," remarked a 
long-standing acquaintance who sat with William Volker on the 
board of the Helping Hand Institute for twenty-five years. 

Scott, Emerson, Dumas, and Dickens were among the authors 
William Volker enjoyed. Rose sometimes saw him weeping as he 
silently turned the pages of his book. She knew without asking that 
her compassionate and kindly husband was suffering along with the 
hero of the novel. 

Relatives who came to the house on Sunday noted that William 
Volker's literary tastes were catholic. As they looked at the shelves 
they saw a worn volume of 0.Henry's short stories alongside Kant's 
Critique of Pure Reason. Biographies, long a Volker favorite, were 
sandwiched between De Tocqueville's Democracy in America and 
John Stuart Mill's books on political economy. He sometimes 
mentioned the Scattergood Baines stories from The Saturday 
Evening Post) the one magazine he read regularly. The fiction 
which ran serially in The Kansas City Star provided William Volker's 
lunchtime reading after he scanned the headlines. 

William Volker showed no interest in cards until he was 
eighty. Then, when his eyes grew tired, he walked to Rose's table 
where she was playing solitaire. After watching silently for a while, 
husband William, not unlike husbands everywhere, 
volunteered, "That queen goes there." "Now I am playing cards 
according to William Volker instead of according to Hoyle, 
"declared Rose to her sister Doris, as the practice continued. 

William Volker's reputation for neat, well-tailored but plain 
dress was his wife's doing. It was Rose who supervised his clothes, 
insisting that he accompany her to the tailor shop. Somewhat 
reluctantly he went along, standing patient and cooperative as 
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Mrs. Volker selected the material and checked the fitting. Shirts, shoes, 
and even the pocket knives he carried were purchased by his wife, 
who took care to see that he did not learn the prices. When he 
bought his own knife, he asked the hardware store clerk, "Please 
show me the cheapest knife you have." 

There were frequent family gatherings at Roselawn. Small 
groups gathered there on Sundays between Fourth of July picnics. 
Aside from visits from out-of-town employees, there were few 
dinner guests at 3717 Bell Street. Pop Strode, longtime Volker 
employee and head of the Houston branch, was the most frequent 
caller. William Volker, who told stories only rarely, and then only 
to make a point, liked to listen to the jokes and anecdotes Strode 
told and retold at Roselawn. Shrugging his shoulders as he chuckled 
comfortably, he listened by the hour. 

The two men were sharply different. Pop Strode affected pink 
striped silk shirts, varicolored vests, a pongee silk suit, and white 
shoes; while "mister," as he called William Volker, wore the most 
conservative light gray, with a white shirt and string tie. Strode was 
voluble; William Volker taciturn. One a great talker, the other 
was an unexcelled listener. But they were friends, if not 
confidantes. The only time the shy proprietor ever attended a 
Volker employee picnic was when Strode asked him to come along. 
Strode refused to listen to the protest:  "But the folks won't relax and 
have a good time with me around." 

But before the afternoon was over, William Volker acted as 
umpire of the baseball game. 

Roselawn was no imposing residence, but the house and lawn 
were kept in top condition. Raymond Luhnow, a nephew, and his 
wife built a home adjoining the Volker place in order that they 
could be on hand to help at Roselawn whenever possible. As time 
went by the needs of the old house and grounds grew to such a 
proportion that Raymond Luhnow discontinued his own business 
in order that he could devote all of his time to his Uncle Will and 
Aunt Rose. A close bond grew up between the uncle and his self-
sacrificing nephew. 
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One of the things William Volker asked Raymond to do when 
he first came to Roselawn was to find a place in the country for his 
saddle horse, Prince. "I am not going to ride Prince down to the 
store after this," he explained. "The auto traffic has grown heavy, 
and Prince doesn't like to go downtown anymore." 

If the food at Roselawn was any different from that served in 
the home of a shipping clerk at the store, it was in that it was 
simpler. Fresh fruit, particularly strawberries, ranked high on 
William Volker's culinary list. "And let's don't spoil the 
strawberries with shortcake," he remarked when he saw a box of 
berries on the kitchen sink. 

Fancy dishes found no place on William Volker's diet. Rice 
pudding was a fancy dessert for him. After a Texas employee 
entertained the Volkers in his home one evening, William Volker 
had to ask his wife, "What was that red thing on the plate?" 

"Why, that was a cinnamon apple, Will. It's made by 
coloring a cooked apple with 'red hots, ' a kind of candy." 

"The greatest thing God ever made," answered her husband 
softly, "and look what she did with it." 

William Volker liked simplicity. 
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WILLIAM VOLKER & COMPANY WEATHERED THE panics and 
depressions of 1893, 1907 and 1921 without a business loss. But 1930 
brought the first deficit in Volker operations since the company's 
initial year. 

Nineteen hundred and thirty began without a decline in the 
company's business activity. William Volker's confidence in the 
future was such that he decided to continue expansion. A branch 
was opened in Omaha. But the closing months of the year brought 
an abrupt slowing of business. William Volker was never more 
disappointed than when his accountants told him that the company 
lost money for the year. They had not needed to tell him, for he 
already knew. William Volker never stopped keeping track of 
every detail of the enterprise. "The boss knows more about my 
department than I do," was a common statement for the Volker 
company department heads. 

The first half of 1931 brought even greater losses to the firm. 
Up to that time no salary cuts were made, nor were any surplus 
employees discharged when work slackened. But William Volker 
determined that adjustments had to be made in July of 1931 in order 
to forestall further and increasing deficits. Instead of making a 
decision at the top, employees were called together for a meeting. 
The dire situation was described to them, and they were given an 
opportunity to decide the firm's policy. 

Two alternatives were outlined to the Volker employees: 
First, it was explained that retrenchment could take the form of the 
discharge of about one-third of the workers, with a slight reduction 
of the salaries of those remaining. Or, the employees were told, the 
second alternative was to keep every person on the payroll at a 
reduced rate of pay and with working hours cut down to thirty per 
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week. The plan specified that no salary, executives included, was to 
exceed $250 per month, while the worker at the bottom rung of the 
ladder would receive not less than twelve dollars a week. 

After these alternatives were explained, the employees were 
left alone to discuss the situation and make their decision. Their 
deliberation was brief. They asked William Volker to keep all 
employees on the payroll and to make whatever adjustments were 
necessary to prevent further losses. Proportionately, the greatest 
cuts were realized by the executive group who were all cut to a 
maximum salary of $3,000 a year. William Volker waived his entire 
salary, but he did not shorten his hours of work. 

William Volker became ill. A respiratory ailment forced him to 
spend several weeks in the hospital. He was past seventy and some of 
his resiliency was gone. He was away from the office with another 
ailment in 1934. Harold Luhnow found himself handling more 
responsibilities in the enterprise. But William Volker remained 
close to each major transaction. 

As the depression grew more serious, greater losses were 
sustained in spite of the efforts at retrenchment. No further 
payroll cuts were made, however. 

While he lay in the hospital, William Volker began to 
concern himself with the fate of his charities should he pass away. 
His lists continued to increase. More than a hundred checks were 
sent each month to individuals whose troubles William Volker 
assumed as his own. What would happen to these people after he 
died? And what of his wealth that he had not yet been able to give 
away?  His stewardship of his wealth was not an easy task. Much time 
and diligence were required in order to screen out undeserving and 
fraudulent requests, to ensure that his gifts were wise. Perhaps he 
could not finish the job before he passed away. 

"Providence has been good to me," thought he philanthropist as he 
contemplated his problem "I must see that my work is continued 
until it is finished.'' 

In November, 1932 William Volker put one half his wealth 
into the William Volker Charities Fund. The Fund was organized 
with three trustees: William Volker, his wife, and Harold Luhnow. 
Its purpose was to carry on William Volker’s philanthropic work 
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while he lived and to continue it for thirty years after his death. 
The organization was designed to handle the ever mounting 
number of appeals more effectively and to gain experience in the 
techniques to be employed after William Volker's death. 

His timing was perfect for those who needed assistance. 
During the most severe depression in the nation's history, and at 
the point of his business' largest loss, William Volker set aside one- 
half of all he owned for others. 

Raymond Luhnow was one of the persons who understood 
his uncle's earmarking so much for others at a time when he 
needed funds for business operations. Raymond recalled a 
conversation of a few months past. 

"How much do you think I should give to the Red Cross, 
Uncle Will?" asked Raymond. 

"What do you think would be the right amount?" countered 
William Volker. 

"Oh, I think I can let them have twenty-five dollars without 
missing it." 

William Volker leaned forward slightly as he replied, 
"When we give without sacrifice, we haven't given anything." 

The broad purposes of the William Volker Charities Fund 
are described in the copy of the organization's articles of association 
which is included as an appendix to this volume. William Volker 
summed up his intention when he signed the documents creating 
the Fund. "We try to do something whenever the need arises. It is 
confined to no type of need. Long ago I learned that unemployment 
is not the only cause of distress." 

As he walked out of the office with Harold Luhnow on the 
autumn afternoon when the Fund was organized, he explained his 
idea. "I am planning no new types of gifts at the moment; the Fund 
is to provide for a continuation of work already started. Right 
now, the only difference will be in the form and in the guarantee of 
permanence. You will become familiar with our pattern, and now I 
can be sure that it will go on after my death. It has always been my 
philosophy," he concluded, "that a shroud has no pockets." 
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Another business loss was sustained in 1933, but no paydays 
were passed at the Volker Company, even during the bank 
moratorium. Every bank in the nation was closed, and it was 
payday. William Volker walked out of his office and strode 
uptown. Within an hour ꞏ he returned carrying a valise filled with 
enough currency for the payroll. No one was able to discover how 
he accomplished this. 

The Volker Company came out of the red in 1934. Salaries 
were immediately restored to their former levels and the forty-
four hour work week was reinstated. With profits again available 
in 1935, a new profit-sharing plan was made effective for every 
employee in the Volker organization. 

The profit-sharing bonus was calculated as a flat percentage 
of every salary, from the top of the payroll to the bottom. Salaries 
were maintained at the going market levels, and the bonus provided 
an incentive for ever more efficient operations. At first the profit-
sharing bonus amounted to approximately ten per cent of each 
person's salary, but as conditions improved the bonus increased to 
as much as twenty-five to thirty-three per cent of annual wages. 

"He's a difficult man to wait on. He does everything himself," 
said George Kiekbush as he watched William Volker walk out the 
front door carrying his own letters to the mailbox. George knew 
that most of the letters were a single sentence written in William 
Volker's prosaic hand. "My telegrams are longer than his letters, 
and I say less," mused the long-standing employee. 

William Volker went from the mailbox to the car where 
Harold Luhnow was waiting to drive him home. 

"I wonder why we are having so much difficulty finding 
suitable young men to come into the company," asked Harold as his 
boss climbed into the automobile. 

"The trouble is," replied William Volker, "that most young 
men get through their teens without having learned what work 
really is, or without having developed an enthusiasm for it. They 
have gained no understanding of work’s value as an integral part of 
character. 

"I do not mean that young men today are fundamentally lazy or 
that they lack a capacity to understand values," explained William 
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Volker, warming to his subject as he seldom did, "but, unlike 
young men of a generation ago, they have not served an 
apprenticeship to work, so when they have an opportunity to go to 
work they lack aptitude for it." 

"What do you mean, 'apprenticeship to work'?" inquired 
Harold Luhnow. 

"The boys of forty years and more ago had work to do 
because the whole family had to attend to some regular duties in 
order to win the mere comforts of life," he answered. "Contrast that 
with life today. It is unfortunate that there are no equivalent 
duties to take the place of chopping and carrying wood and other 
chores which used to be the youngster’s introduction to work. 

"In fact, it seems the idea now is being inculcated that work is 
so scarce that it must be carefully husbanded and that none should 
do more than his share of it or there will not be enough to go around. 
This nonsense influences the average modern young man and his 
attitude toward work." As he alighted from the car at Roselawn, the 
millionaire paused to say, "Thanks. I'll be in the office at seven." 
   



122 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

"WHERE DID YOU GET THE NEW TEETH, TOMMY?" asked Russell 
Greiner, affable Kansas City printer. 

Tommy, the crippled elevator operator, smiled broadly to 
reveal his new dentures. "Mr. Volker gave them to me." 

"How did that happen?" 
"Well, I was down to the Helping Hand, and somebody 

suggested I go see William Volker. My old teeth were infected, you 
know. They said he would help me on account he had helped most of 
them. So I went down to his office, and I had to wait a long time. 
There must have been fifty people waiting to see Mr. Volker. Some 
of them were pretty well-dressed, too." 

"Did you see Mr. Volker personally?" inquired Mr. Greiner. 
"I understand he has hired a social worker to help him, he has so 
many requests for help." 

"Oh, yes, I saw Mr. Volker himself. He sees everybody. I told 
him my story and he was real interested. He asked a couple of 
questions, then asked me to come back in two days." 

"Well," Tommy related, "I went back but I didn't have to 
wait this time. His secretary or something came over and gave me a 
slip of paper. It was a note to the dentist. I got a swell set of teeth and 
do you know what! He sent me to his own dentist!" 

"Good for you, Tommy," said Russell Greiner as he walked 
away, shaking his head in wonderment. 

"Mr. Greiner," called the elevator boy after him. "Don't say 
anything about this. Mr. Volker asked me to keep it under my hat. I 
don't know why." 

It was not unusual to see fifty persons waiting to see William 
Volker during the early Thirties. Although his business problems 
were serious, only a few of those waiting came on business. Most 
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needed help. R. A. Long, acquaintance of Liberty Memorial days, 
found himself asking and receiving William Volker's aid. Other 
businessmen brought their difficulties to William Volker's desk. 
Among these was the owner of Pla-Mor, an ambitious recreational 
project which included a dance hall, skating rink, bowling alleys, 
and other facilities. 

William Volker, who never learned how to play in the 
accepted sense of the word, listened intently as the Pla-Mor 
manager unfolded his story. He was on the brink of losing the 
enterprise and needed substantial financial help. 

"It's hard to imagine two men with less in common," observed 
a Volker employee as he watched the consultation at his boss' 
desk. 

"You're right about that," agreed another, "but Mr. Volker 
doesn't think about anything but the fact that the man needs help." 

The philanthropist's interests were not confined to those 
who came to seek his assistance. When a wealthy Kansas Citian ran 
over and killed a young man, he offered only sympathy to the boy's 
mother. William Volker heard of the incident and of the woman's 
financial plight and retired her mortgage. Larger gifts went to the 
Florence Home for Negro Girls for a new building erected in 
1930. In 1931 his donations included the costly Pugsley Collection 
of Chinese Art, which he presented to Kansas City. He purchased a 
library of German history for the University of Missouri. But 
most of the philanthropist's time was devoted to the individuals who 
came to him to seek his help. 

''Aren't you afraid some of these people are taking advantage 
of you, Mr. Volker?" asked Harold Luhnow after watching his 
uncle interview needy individuals one after the other for the whole 
day. 

"No, not a bit. Of course we turn down the professional 
beggars whenever we recognize them, but we are always ready to 
take a chance whenever there is room for doubt." 

"That means you must be taken advantage of once in a 
while," observed Harold Luhnow. ꞏ 
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"Yes, we know we have been taken advantage of many times, but 
if only ten cents out of each dollar goes to meet a real and genuine 
need, we are perfectly satisfied," replied William Volker. "We" 
replaced the first person singular in his vocabulary. 

The depression of the Thirties taxed the facilities of the 
Helping Hand Institute. William Volker gave the Institute the six-
story Nelson building for use as an annex. When Terry Brigham 
suggested acquiring a farm to take care of the overflow of 
unemployed men, William Volker contributed the money for a 200 
acre plot near Liberty, Missouri. Two years later he gave the 
Institute another farm. The Helping Hand's Jefferson Home for 
Women was another Volker gift. 

When a financial crisis threatened the closing of Kansas 
City’s relief office during the later stages of the depression, William 
Volker again became a voluntary taxpayer. He contributed the 
funds necessary to keep the office open during the emergency. 
Despite his efforts to conceal his giving, he was becoming a legend 
in his community. Groups of individuals organized themselves to 
find a way to express their appreciation for his 'work, and to 
recognize William Volker's contribution to the city. He wanted 
none of this. One group decided to have a portrait of the 
philanthropist painted and hung in the public library. When he heard 
of this, William Volker asked the artist to stop to see him. 

"I appreciate your dropping in, Mr. North," said William 
Volker. "I understand you have been commissioned to paint a 
picture of me." 

"That's right, Mr. Volker. I consider it an honor.'' 
"How much are they going to pay you for the job?" asked the 

candid businessman? 
Taken aback by the question, the artist hesitated, then he 

spoke: "They are paying $350." William Volker wrote a check. 
"Here's a check for that amount, Mr. North. I would not think of 
having my portrait painted and hung in the library. I have done 
nothing except what I am obligated to do. So, I will have to ask the 
group to drop their idea, but I don’t want you to lose anything 
because of me." 
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As the grateful artist departed, Dr. William Frick sat down 
beside William Volker's desk. Dr. Frick, eminent surgeon and a 
"doctor's doctor," was nearly seventy. He served individuals 1n 
Kansas City for forty years. 

"I have been caught in the ebb and flow of financial tides," began 
the doctor, who explained that he was gouty and without funds. He 
felt no embarrassment as he unfolded his story because the taciturn 
businessman seemed to understand. William Volker said nothing 
when the doctor finished.  Instead he wrote a check and handed it to the 
destitute physician. 

The doctor noted the amount, mumbled his thanks, and went 
away thinking that he had been given the "brush-off." "This check 
will keep me for only a few weeks," thought the dispirited man. 

However, at the beginning of the following month the doctor 
received another check for a like amount along with a brief note 
penned by William Volker: "This check is in no sense a gratuity. It 
is but a small payment, on account, toward the community debt we 
owe you for the services you have rendered during the past forty 
years." 

Only then did the doctor realize he would receive such a check 
each month for the rest of his life. 
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WILLIAM VOLKER SPENT HIS LUNCH HOURS READING the noon 
edition of The Kansas City Star. A brief item on the second page 
caught his attention one day early in 1930: "A group of local 
citizens are outlining plans for a p rojected University of Kansas 
City...." As he read through the article he realized that the Nelson 
estate owned the land which was being contemplated as an ideal 
location for the university-to-be. He arranged to visit the next 
meeting of the estate's trustees. 

"We know a man," declared the businessman, eyes 
glistening, "who has $100,000 in school bonds which would be 
turned over to the projected university if they could purchase the 
forty-acre campus site south of Brush Creek for that amount." Ever a 
merchant and a trader, William Volker continued: "This man 
hasn't $105,000; he hasn't $101,000; he has exactly $100,000 in 
these bonds."  

The Nelson trustees accepted this offer and the University of 
Kansas City was under way. The new campus was dedicated on 
October I, 1933. 

The school grew with William Volker's gifts. Every 
contribution was anonymous. A Kansas City newspaper writer 
began to refer to William Volker as "Mr. Anonymous of Bell 
Street." His efforts to cover up his larger benefactions went in vain. 

In 1936, the year Mrs. Volker acquired her first automobile, 
the University dedicated a new library building, gift of Mr. 
Anonymous. A month later he purchased a residence, far more 
sumptuous than his own, to serve as the University President's 
home. Additional gifts followed.  The August 27, 1936 Kansas 
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City Times carried the headline: "An anonymous giver makes a 
$225,000 gift for Liberal Arts Building." The addition doubled the 
classroom space of the University. A collection of rare architectural 
books was presented to the library that year, along with a set of 500 
volumes on sociology. William Volker paid one thousand dollars for 
the latter. The owner needed the money. 

Volker gifts in 1938 included a substantial grant for 
University operating expenses and a pledge of large amounts for 
each of the ensuing four years. 

"Your University is doing fine," said a friend who paused to 
talk with William Volker on a Kansas City street after this gift from 
Mr. Anonymous was announced. The man wished he had 
swallowed his words when the philanthropist’s eyes met his. They 
seemed to bore through him. 

"Please get this straight," declared William Volker. "We 
didn't originate the idea of building any university. Other men 
long ago knew it was necessary. Nor is this a one-man affair. It 
wouldn't be worth anything if it were." 

After the establishment of the Charities Fund, William 
Volker’s practice was to discuss the reasons for some of his gifts with 
Harold Luhnow. "You will want to know our pattern when you are 
in charge of the Fund after my death," he explained. 

"We are making a gift to the University for the Student Aid 
Loan Fund," he told Harold Luhnow in 1939. "And we are going 
to discontinue making loans to students ourselves." 

"But I thought you got a lot of pleasure out of helping the 
students. You must have helped thousands of them," replied the 
nephew. 

"That's right. Those loans did not work out the way we 
anticipated. We made them loans instead of outright gifts because we 
thought gifts would hurt the pride or the purposefulness of the 
students. We still think that way, but we have discovered that only 
a small minority of the students have any intention of repaying. 
Strangely enough, the more prosperous they become, the less likely 
they appear to want to pay their debts."  

"Then why give money to the Student Loan Fund out at 
KCU?" inquired Harold Luhnow. 
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"We are doing it this way because we think they may feel more 
inclined to repay if their loans come from a more formal agency like 
the Student Fund. We don't want to stop the help altogether just 
because of the past record." 

A few days after his eightieth birthday, William Volker gave 
the University funds for the construction of a new science building. 
Later in 1942 he pledged the sum of one million dollars for the 
school, to be paid in ten annual installments. Mr. Anonymous 
expressed the hope "that the community will provide at least an 
equal amount." The University was no longer a one-man affair. 
William Volker was inwardly gratified by the fact that over 700 
firms and individuals made contributions to support the school 
during its initial ten years. 

"Are you going to aid the school in financing the dormitories 
they want?" inquired Harold Luhnow a few days after the million 
dollar grant was made. 

"No, we are not interested in dormitories. My hope was for a 
school for the local young people, for those who can't afford to go 
away to school," answered William Volker. "We wanted a place 
for the young folks who desired to continue their education at night 
while they held jobs in the daytime. Those folks don't need 
dormitories. My interest is in a 'practical' school, a place which 
emphasizes helping the students learn how to live, and how to 
make a living-the quicker the better," he added with a wry smile. 

William Volker's final grant to the school was a large 
unrestricted gift in 1944. This brought the total of his donations 
to more than $2,600,000. 

"How do you feel about the school now, Will?" asked Rose 
when she learned of the final gift. 

"Certainly it is the best investment we ever made," he 
replied. 

"I can’t help thinking about what Mr. Long told you twenty-
five years ago," said Rose. "Remember? ‘If you want a university in 
Kansas City, build it yourself!' " 
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IN THE AUTUMN OF 1937, FIFTY-FIVE YEARS AFTER he 
founded his business, William Volker called his close associates 
together. Speaking quietly, he said: "I am nearly eighty and I 
recognize that a firm of this size should have more vigorous officers 
than I can now qualify to be. The first of the year, I will turn the 
responsibilities and direction over to you. With you in charge, I 
know it will be the same establishment." 

William Volker paused, but there was no response from the 
surprised group. They could not imagine the company without 
William Volker. Albert Hochland counted the forty-eight years 

he had worked for the boss; Henry Bauer and H. J. Alexander both 
came to work thirty years before, in 1907. Harold Luhnow looked 
on William Volker as a second father to him. 

"The trust estate we established in 1917 will be reorganized," 
continued William Volker. "We will set up twelve different and 
separate corporations, each with its own identity. And each will 
represent a branch of the company. Coordination will be 
maintained through Mr. Luhnow’s serving as president of each 
of the twelve corporations."  

"What are you going to do, Mr. Volker?" asked Albert 
Hochland. 

"I'll be here," he replied. "My desk will be moved over to the 
side wall over there on the west side of the office. Mr. Luhnow will 
take my spot 'up front' there." 

"Will you be willing to serve as a member of the board of 
the new corporations?" asked Harold Luhnow. 
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"No, I won't be eligible for that. I hadn't intended to 
mention it, but I am turning all my holdings in the company over to 
the Charities Fund." 

The group would not hear of this, and William Volker was 
persuaded to retain a single share of stock in each of the twelve 
corporations in order that he could serve as a member of the Board 
of Directors of each enterprise. They wanted his counsel and refused 
to share his belief that he could no 'longer qualify as a vigorous 
officer in the business. 

This settled, William Volker continued: "As you know, I 
have always believed that business strength and justice are served if 
the employees own at least a part of the company for which they 
work. I am pleasedꞏ that the employees even now hold about thirty 
per cent of the company's shares. But this should be expanded, and 
we have devised a plan for our employees to acquire additional 
shares of the new corporations. Here is the way it will work. 

"All my holdings will go into the Charities Fund. Any 
employee who has been with the firm for five years or more will have 
an opportunity to purchase stock." 

The group listened intently as William Volker outlined a 
novel and remarkable pattern. An employee who wanted to buy stock 
signed a contract to purchase the number of shares he desired. 
The certificates were registered in his name immediately. The 
contract bore a low rate of interest and the principal was retired 
by nominal payments from the purchaser plus the dividends from 
the stock which were credited to the employee just as if he owned the 
shares outright. 

"And I think that the ownership should always stay with the 
employees who are active in the firm so the plan includes a provision 
whereby the shares of anyone leaving the company will be re-
purchased by the Fund and made available to those remaining.'' 

"Will that mean that the profit-sharing plan will be 
discontinued?" asked Albert Hochland. 

"Oh, no," answered William Volker. "At least I did not intend 
that it should be. That could be changed by the Board of Directors, 
though, but I don't know why they would." 
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William Volker's retirement also brought a change in the 
ownership of The Western Shade Cloth Company. The forty-
year-old company was a large-scale enterprise in 1937. The firm, 
which began making only window shade cloth, increased its range 
over the years to include imitation leathers, book bindings, rubber 
hollands, and a host of other coated textiles. A history of The 
Western Shade Cloth Company, now called Joanna Western Mills 
Company, is found in another volume entitled Our First Fifty 
Years) published in 1947. William Volker believed that William 
Regnery was heavily responsible for the growth and prosperity of 
the venture, therefore he arranged for him to acquire a majority 
holding of its stock in order to protect his life's work. 

"Mr. Volker, now that you have given all your millions to the 

Charities Fund you're no longer a wealthy man," observed H. J. 
Alexander as the group finished its discussion of the changes 
outlined by the retiring businessman. 

William Volker smiled, shaking his head in dissent as he 
replied, "With the privilege of three meals a day, any man is 
wealthy. Everything beyond that is surplus." 

He continued, "The kind of wealth you are talking about 
brings no happiness. There is no conception so false as the 
popular one that wealth alone will bring happiness. The most 
unhappy men I know are also wealthy. Their money has brought 
them nothing but added burdens planning how to invest it so as to 
make it earn greater wealth and how to hang on to it. What 
foolishness!'' 

His listeners were silent. For the first time they were hearing 
the taciturn man's philosophy about his wealth and his happiness. 

William Volker continued in a deferential tone: "We cannot 
take anything away from this world with us, and while we are here we 
can use only three meals a day. We need only so much money for our 
own uses; then why not give the bulk of it away to help others who 
are less fortunate than we? Micah put it plainly: 'What doth the 
Lord require of thee? To deal justly, to love mercy, and to walk 
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humbly with Him.' My conception of life is that we are here to 
perform certain duties, and if we do that-if we go to our homes 
each night conscious that we have served to the best of our ability-
we should be happy. 

"I am of the conviction that I am my brother's keeper. My 
idea of wealth is that the rich man is merely the custodian of his 
money and that the real reason he has it is so he may use it for the 
benefit of others. Everyone does not think of it in that way. They 
have not yet learned that nothing at all is to be gained from 
holding on to money, in hoarding it. In that way everything in life 
would be lost.'' 

William Volker spoke shyly, but earnestly: "A man with 
money is to be pitied if he cannot give it away. If he keeps on 
accumulating after he has already had enough, he is simply 
defeating the ends of Providence that gave the money. When we give 
money away, we are using it according to the wishes of the 
Providence that put us here. Nothing can be more comprehensive 
than the Golden Rule. A strict following of it will bring 
happiness." 

Those who watched the eloquent eyes of William Volker knew 
his formula had worked for him. 
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ON JANUARY 3, 1938, THE FIRST DAY OF HIS retirement, 
William Volker arrived for work at 7:35 A.M., twenty-five minutes 
before the office opened for business. 

When Raymond Luhnow picked up his uncle in Mrs. 
Volker's car late that afternoon, he asked: "Uncle Will, why do 
you come down to the office so early now that you have retired?" 

"Well, Raymond, I still have work to do, and I want to get 
my day's work done before the needy begin to come in to see me. You 
know," he added, "those who want charity don't get up very early 
in the morning." 

William Volker's day's work was not a light one after his 
retirement because Harold Luhnow, the new president, was away 
from the office much of the time working toward the dethronement 
of the Pendergast political machine which continued to dominate 
Kansas City. 

"Take as much time on this as you need to, Harold," said 
William Volker. "Nothing is more important. If you need help, 
make your needs known.'' 

Harold Luhnow and his associates found that citizen apathy 
was the principal barrier to their efforts to oust the crooked regime. 
Padded payrolls, dishonest contracts, and a bribe-ridden police 
department seemed to be accepted without a murmur of protest 
from the disinterested people. A multi-million dollar building 
program, using unnumbered tons of Pendergast "Red-D-Mix" 
cement and ensuring higher taxes for decades, did not seen to 
interest the inhabitants. Even the paving of a creek bed elicited no 
reaction. 
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The group's first step was to demand an audit of the 
financial records of Kansas City, and later of Jackson County. They 
used the instrumentality of the Civic Research Institute, long 
supported by William Volker, for this purpose. 

With William Volker's open purse behind him, Harold 
Luhnow next proceeded to work as chairman of the Charter Party, 
which carried on a recall campaign against the officeholders in the 
entrenched regime. When the recall petitions were scuttled, he 
headed the task of coordinating many divergent groups into a 
United Campaign Committee. 

"We think that we're gradually making some headway, Mr. 
Volker," Harold Luhnow reported.  

"What's your next step, Harold?" 
"Their arrogant handling of the recall petitions has aroused 

the indignation of the people. It's the break we have needed. Our 
first goal will be the amending of the City Charter to reduce the 
terms of city officials from four years to two," he replied. "This 
would automatically throw out the incumbent administration. 
Then we would work toward the election of honest candidates." 

The amendment campaign was successful: The changes in 
the Charter paved the way for the elimination of the Pendergast 
organization from municipal affairs. "And the strange thing is," 
declared a school teacher after the campaign was over, "that this was 
accomplished primarily because of the efforts and support of two 
men whose business interests are more outside the city than in it." 

Even after Harold Luhnow's return to full-time work as 
head of the firm, William Volker seldom sat alone at his desk. As 
business duties diminished, he increased his charitable activity. 
The Child Guidance Clinic was planned and financed. His gifts 
included the furnishings for a dormitory at a central Missouri 
college and a ten-acre plot of ground for the city schools. Although 
he did not attend concerts in Kansas City, William Volker 
contributed the funds which ensured a full season of Philharmonic 
Orchestra concerts during more than one season. He consulted for 
long hours with hundreds of individuals who needed money for one 
project or another. He smiled when they said, "And you can deduct 
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this gift from your income tax." His allowable fifteen per cent was 
invariably exhausted in the early months of each year. 

"Here's a report outlining the need for a new police garage, 
and the way such a garage would increase operating efficiency," said 
Ward Gifford as he sat down at William Volker's desk. He 
continued to speak as the philanthropist read quickly through the 
report. 

"If this answers your questions, the site you own at 13th and 
Oak would be an ideal location for the building. And this would give 
you another chance to allow your benefactions to do double duty, as 
so many of them have. You helped the St. Peter's Church when you 
first bought the property, now you can help the city." 

"This report is satisfactory," declared William Volker. 
"We will build the garage and lease it to the Police Board at as low 
a rental as possible. The building will be an asset of the Charities 
Fund." 

''William Volker places no boundaries on the types of 
projects he will help," thought Ward Gifford as he left the office. 

John Wagner was thinking the same thing as he told Carrie 
of his visit to Swope Park with William Volker. 

"Last week," he related, "I asked Mr. Volker to go out to the 
zoo with me.  ’I thought it might do him good to get out. He was very 
busy, but he consented to go along. 

''As we were walking by the camel enclosure, I pointed out the 
new camels and told him that the Park Board just bought them a 
week before. He agreed that they were fine animals but said nothing 
more about it. 

"Then today at the Park Board meeting I learned a lesson 
about William Volker," John Wagner continued. "Toward the 
close of the meeting the secretary reported: 'Two camels were 
acquired this month. The donor requested that his name be 
withheld. He is, of course, William Volker.' " 

"You should know Will by this time, John," replied Carrie, 
smiling. 

"I don't think anyone really knows William Volker," 
answered her husband. 
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Men with a variety of missions came to William Volker. 
Russell Greiner sat close across the corner of his desk as he spoke 
in confidential tones about a friend of his. It was an unusual 
thing for him to do, but William Volker staked the man in business. 
He believed that Greiner's friend had ability, and his judgment 
was vindicated. But he wore success awkwardly. 

"And now he is spending most of his time drinking up his 
new wealth on the customer's side of the local bars," Russell 
Greiner reported. "I know that the business is suffering, and so is 
his family. The man is going to pot!" 

"But a few of us had an idea," related Greiner. "He is a 
good man and we think he can be brought out of it. He has a 
brother out West, a minister. We think he could rehabilitate 
himself if he spent a month or so out there in a different 
environment. He has agreed to give it a try, if you will give your 
consent." 

"I cannot intercede," replied William Volker earnestly.  
"He must decide for himself. The matter is entirely outside my 
judgment. It would not be right for me to intrude. I can do 
nothing."  

Speaking slowly, he concluded: "I do not adjust the morals 
of anyone but myself." 
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"QUITE A CROWD AT THE VOLKER'S THIS FOURTH," a neighbor 
observed, walking with his wife toward the street car stop at 
Summit and 39th. "Look at the cars. Must be over forty folks over 
there today." 

"It's a big family," his wife said. "You don't see many as big 
nowadays, and the way they all like to get together here, too. 

"A family like that, it's nice; I like to see it," his wife 
continued. "Most old couples with no chick nor child of their own, 
they'd be all alone at their age. But there's always coming and going 
at the Volkers. Family dinners every Sunday of the world, and then 
these real big get together on holidays. It's nice," she said again. 
Unconsciously they walked more slowly, gazing at Roselawn. 

A single sprinkler was turning lazily in the shade beside the 
house. Heat waves rose from the quiet street, for the day was silent as 
Sunday. There was no hint of wind; the peonies stood motionless 
beside the walks. 

The too bright sun shone hard upon the grass and trees. Some 
of the blades and leaves seemed to be silver. There was green fruit 
on the pear tree, and the evergreens looked out of place. Only the 
century plant, brought out of the garage for the summer, seemed 
perfectly acclimated. The blue ageratum in the side yard’s oval beds 
was wilting in the relentless heat. 

The front door was closed. No one was in sight. The yellow 
brick house seemed empty, except for the two baby carriages standing 
empty on the linoleum-floored front porch. Even the windows were 
closed. 

Laughter came from inside the house. 
The men were gathered in the living room, waiting for the 

buffet to be ready. They were laughing at Raymond Luhnow's 
story. 
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William Volker spoke as the laughter subsided 
momentarily. "Now tell them the New Dealer joke, Raymond," he 
requested, eyes sparkling. 

In the spacious dining room, Doris Roebke was talking to 
Marie Rehkop and Caroline Richardson. 

"We were still lying abed upstairs Christmas morning when I 
heard the phonograph playing a record like one we bought for Will. 

"I turned to Lottie and said, 'He already has that record; we'll 
have to exchange ours for something else.' But when we came 
downstairs, there was Will at the phonograph with the open 
package beside him. 

"Think of it, at nearly eighty-there he was, just like a small 
boy, he couldn't wait to see what he got for Christmas." 

The three women smiled at each other. Behind them Ray 
Luhnow, Jr. was explaining the new air-conditioning unit to the 
Langknecht children. "It's the very first one in this part of the 
country," he declared proudly, then promptly pricked by 
conscience he added, "I guess. One of the first, anyway. In the 
winter time, heat comes out through here." 

"First time I've ever been on an air-conditioned picnic," 
declared William Longmoor as he joined the group. 

The youngsters were gathering in the dining room, 
anticipating the call for luncheon. The long table was filled, and 
created problems for the children. 

"I don't know whether to have ham or fried chicken," 
puzzled Jean Luhnow. 

"I'm going to have both. And deviled eggs, too," announced 
Sonny Roebke, swaggering only a little because he was the visitor 
from the Far West. The other children looked at him respectfully. 

"Mrs. Longmoor always brings the old-fashioned German 
potato salad, and Aunt Carrie always brings the ham," explained 
Helen Rumsfeld to the Richardson’s, "but Aunt Rose does 
everything else." 

The long buffet table was covered with the best of picnic fare: 
potato chips, sliced tomatoes, hot rolls, pickles and ripe olives, and 
lemon jello salad. 

"This is homemade mayonnaise!" John Wagner exclaimed, 
"if I ever tasted any. Isn't it, Rose?" 

"Yes, it is," Mrs. Volker replied. 
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"It's delicious, Aunt Rose," said Martha Rose, her niece. 
"How do you make it? Would you give me the recipe?" 

"Of course," her aunt smiled. "It was Aunt Alvina's recipe 
and it's no trouble to make. I use the electric beater. Three whole 
eggs, a half a cup of sugar, a teaspoon of salt. Just before serving, fold 
in some whipped cream, a tablespoon of butter or olive oil. ..." 

A babble of voices and a muted clatter of china and silver 
filled the room while the guests moved slowly around the table 
selecting their choices from the lavish display of foods. ". . . Lemon 
juice," Mrs. Volker said, "I use vinegar, half a cup filled to two 
thirds with water." She said to them all, "Just sit anywhere." 

She always said this, but the children always gathered around 
one of the big tables in the dining room, where they were suddenly 
silent, plying their knives and forks. The adults moved to the same 
quarter tables in the same rooms where they always ate. As usual, Mr. 
and Mrs. Volker and the Wagners sat together in the living room, 
just beside the grandfather clock. 

"These card tables are the only pieces of furniture Will ever 
bought for the house," said Rose as they were seated. 

"They're golden oak," Carrie observed. 
. "Yes, I'm afraid they are," Rose acknowledged, twinkling at 

her husband. 
"You ought to try this chicken, Will," John Wagner said, 

"It's perfect." 
"I'm not fond of chicken or pork." 
"I know. But you seem to be doing all right with that ham.'' 
"Ham isn't pork," his brother-in-law joked. Everyone made 

another trip around the buffet table for dessert. There was a 
bewildering selection: brownies, butter cake, angel food, big black 
cherries, salted nuts, candies, and ice cream and ices in molded 
shapes-animals for the children, stars, and even an American flag. 

Fred Luhnow was standing with William Volker in the hallway 
after luncheon. "Harold's up in Minnesota fishing again, I 
understand," said Fred idly. 

"Yes, and I don't understand why," his uncle answered. "You 
know, I went fishing once with Mr. Strode." 

"You didn't like it?" 
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"No. I couldn't take the idea of killing those fish. We didn't 
need to; we didn't need them to eat. You should have seen their 
eyes." 

Dick Rumsfeld joined the two men. "Pop Strode told me 
about that, Will. He said you asked him if it would be just as much 
fun if he threw the fish back." 

"That's right. But he didn't do it." 
The women were stacking the dishes in the kitchen. Mrs. 

Bagnall said she thought the electric dishwasher was wonderful. 
"Yes, it is," Rose agreed. "We had a difficult time finding a 

place to buy it. That was years ago, back in '24 or '25. You could 
hardly find one any- where then, but Will was determined, and 
finally the plumber found one in a catalog. 

"It was all Will's idea," she went on. "He always used to 
help me with the supper dishes. One night when we were finishing 
up he said, 'Let's get an electric dishwasher.' After that, nothing 
could stop him till we got it. He hasn't helped since." 

The families who had farthest to go were gathering the 
children together, getting ready to leave. "Whew!" the fathers 
breathed, when they stepped out on the porch where the July heat 
struck them. Soaring temperature didn't seem to bother the 
youngsters. They were clustered around the silver- colored gazing 
ball in the side yard, making faces and laughing at the reflections. 

"Must be all of a hundred and five degrees," Leonard 
Rehkop remarked. "That air conditioning really makes the heat 
seem worse than ever outside." 

William Volker stood on the front porch with the men. There 
were many last-minute words to say. In the house the women were 
finding their purses, putting on their hats and the children's, and 
finding lost handkerchiefs. Rose came out and joined her husband 
in saying good-by as one by one the families passed by them, and the 
sound of starting engines disturbed the quiet. 

"Good-by, Lottie," William Volker said as his sister-in-law 
passed. "We'll be up to Holton next Saturday afternoon, you 
know. I want a chance to sprawl out on a lawn that doesn't have any 
chiggers.'' 

"We're planning on it, Will. The Browns are coming over, 
too." 
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The Roebke's were the last to leave. Their departing car left 
quiet again in the empty street. Ghost-like heat waves still 
shimmered along its surface but shadows stretched long across the 
smooth lawn; another day was ending. The shafts of sunshine 
looked like fine gold dust. 

"Well, one more Fourth of July's gone," William Volker said 
contentedly. 

"And everybody seemed to have a good time," his wife 
continued the thought. 

"Yes, all of it's been good," he said. Her hand slid into his and 
his fingers closed over hers as they turned and walked together into 
their house. They were happy just to be together. 

Erie Longmoor was saying to his wife, as he turned the car 
around the corner into Valentine Road, "I saw a quotation the 
other day that made me think of him, describes him exactly. 

"Some Roman said, 'by his mode of living he has preserved 
all his senses entire, and his body vigorous and active to his 
seventy-sixth year, without showing any sign of old age except 
wisdom.' " 
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"How ARE YOU TODAY, MR. VOLKER?" ASKED DR. Bell as he 
looked at his smiling patient in a Research Hospital room. 

"I'm just fine!" was the inevitable answer. William Volker 
did not complain, although he was suffering from a seriously 
fractured hip. The accident occurred when Mrs. Volker's car over- 
turned on a trip to Holton on November 12, 1938. 

As the doctor walked down the hospital corridor, he considered 
what an amazing patient he had. "How different he is from those on 
his 'lists,' thought Dr. Bell, who took care of the scores of 
individuals who received their income from William Volker. His 
help included medical care, handled by his own physician. Some 
of the persons on the lists were difficult and querulous patients, but 
not the donor. 

"What kind of a car are you going to buy now, Rose?" asked 
William Volker as the doctor departed. 

"Why, I'm not going to buy a new one. The old one's being 
fixed. It's only three years old,'' replied his wife, who spent each day 
with her husband. "But I thought you wouldn't want to ride in 
automobiles anymore." 

"I'd ride anywhere with you, Rose," assured her thoughtful 
husband, who was writing checks and addressing envelopes. As 
soon as the news of William Volker's accident was published, 
appeals for help began to come in by mail to the hospital. None 
escaped his notice. 

When Raymond Luhnow came in, he asked his nephew to 
mail the letters and to deliver two of the checks personally. As he 
gave the addresses, William Volker explained: "I want to be sure 
these are delivered to the right persons." 

Three hours later Raymond Luhnow was back at his Uncle's 
bedside visibly disturbed. 
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"Uncle Will, one of those women was a prostitute!" 
"I knew it," was the calm reply. 
"But, why--," began Raymond Luhnow? 
"We are interested only in her need. Her morals are none of my 

concern. She is honest, for she told me she was a prostitute. Honesty 
is all we can ask." 

After fourteen weeks in the hospital, where he paid his bill in 
spite of the memorial shrine in the lobby, William Volker was 
eager to return to his home and his work. He went to the office 
within a month after leaving the hospital, his rapid gait slowed 
down for the first time in his eighty years. He carried a cane, 
limping as he walked. 

William Volker was gratified as he watched the continuing 
growth of the company he had given away. William Volker & 
Company assets passed the six and one-half million dollar mark in 
1940. 

He was also pleased with the results of the local election in 
1940. The citizens of Kansas City replaced the Pendergast machine 
at the polls on April 2, the day after his eighty-first birthday. Mr. and 
Mrs. Volker were in California visiting company branches, but they 
returned to Kansas City to vote. They boarded the train the next 
day to resume their trip in the West. 

This evidence of unusual citizenship was no gesture. "An 
alert and informed public is a large part of the answer for sound 
limited government, Harold," he declared. "The Fund must do 
everything it can to aid the promotion of widespread understanding 
of government by the citizens. Good citizenship is becoming a lost 
art, and governments are taking advantage of this fact." 

A deep conviction prompted the establishment of the 
National Training School for Public Service at Wayne University 
in Detroit. The school's purpose was to train leaders in civic 
education who would, in turn, work toward better citizen- 
participation in governmental affairs. Dr. Lent D. Upson, dean of 
teachers in this field, headed the school. 

Another approach to this problem was also begun in Detroit 
with the launching of a five-year Citizenship Education Study to 
experiment with ways and means of building the foundations of 
good citizenship in youngsters while they attended school. 



145 
 

Cooperating with the Detroit public school system, the Study was 
intended to develop techniques useful to teachers in all parts of the 
country. A further attempt was represented by the establishment 
of the Institute of Citizenship at Kansas State College, where a four-
year college course in citizenship training was introduced into the 
curriculum. 

In the autumn of 1943 a committee of men from the Kansas 
City Chamber of Commerce came to visit William Volker. 

"We would like to have you come to our annual meeting next 
month as our guest of honor," they declared. "We consider you the 
first citizen of Kansas City, and we want to express our appreciation of 
the many things you have done for the city and its people. Of course, we 
don't know about most of the things you have done. We feel deeply 
indebted to you. You have never let us thank you. You have always 
insisted, 'We owe it.'  

William Volker shook his head. "You are very kind, gentlemen, 
but it would not be proper for me to attend such a meeting, or to 
accept your thanks. You see, I have been the chief beneficiary."  

In spite of pleading and urging, William Volker could not be 
persuaded to change his mind. The meeting was held without the 
presence of the man the leaders of the community gathered to 
honor. The group prepared a memorial volume which was to 
have been presented to William Volker on the occasion. It was 
placed on view instead. The book was an imposing and tastefully 
executed volume, hand lettered and bound by skilled artists and 
craftsmen. Its pages contained a simple but profound tribute to 
William Volker, "First Citizen of Kansas City." 

On the Sunday afternoon following the meeting, Terry 
Brigham and Russell Greiner called on William Volker to deliver 
the volume. The two men found a gracious host, and watched with 
gratification as he slowly leafed through the book, his eyes shining 
as he read of gifts he had forgotten. The reticent man was deeply 
grateful for their thoughtfulness, and for the first time they heard 
him reminisce about his boyhood and the early days of Kansas City. 

At eighty-five, William Volker reduced his work schedule to 
half days. He went to the office at eight and returned home at one. As 
his endurance lagged further, he came to the office only two or three 
times a week. Frequently he went to work in spite of his wife's 
suggestion that he "take it easy for another day or two." When he 
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arrived home at one o'clock on such a day in 1944, he told his wife 
as he greeted her: "It's a good thing I went to the store today, Rose. 
There were a lot of people who needed two dollars." 

William Volker stepped down from the presidency of the 
Volker Fund early in 1944, but he stayed on the board as assistant 
treasurer so that he could continue to handle small appeals for 
help. Rose Volker resigned before that time; she needed all her time 
for her husband. 

When he relieved himself of his duties as a member of the 
trustees of the Fund, William Volker submitted a letter prohibiting 
Volker Fund trustees from ever making a contribution to any 
project bearing his name. "That thy alms may be in secret" was a 
rule which William Volker felt death should not alter. 
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"TELL ME ABOUT THE BUSINESS, HAROLD," ASKED William 
Volker when his nephew visited him at Roselawn in 1947. The 
eighty-eight year old man was no longer able to go to the store. He 
was confined to bed most of the time, suffering from a heart ailment. 
Attacks came more and more frequently. 

"Business is good, Mr. Volker," replied Harold Luhnow. 
"Our sales this year are the highest in the company's history. 
Customers ask about you every day. Some of them are the grandsons 
of dealers you served fifty and sixty years ago.'' 

"How many employees do you have now?" 
"There are nearly eight hundred. And they now own seventy 

per cent of the stock in the Volker corporations. Charlie Epp was 
doing some figuring the other day which will interest you. You 
started out with 18,000 square feet on Delaware Street; today the 
floor space in our ware- houses totals over a million and a quarter 
square feet." 

"I never thought we would grow like that," replied William 
Volker. "By the way, Harold, I have been thinking again about that 
shade proposition we were discussing last week, and I have an idea 
you might consider." He outlined his suggestion. 

The ingenious idea was put into effect by the company. 
William Volker did not stop thinking about the business he gave 
away. 

The aged man realized that death was near, but death held 
no fear for him. During Dr. Bell's visits he asked his physician, 
"Why waste your time on me when there are so many who need 
your care?'' 

Dr. Bell smiled and assured his patient that he was following 
his wishes about "no fancy treatments." 
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"Rose is taking good care of me. She's a wonderful nurse. 
You go on and see someone who really needs some help. I'm just 
fine." 

As he rested comfortably at home, William Volker reviewed 
his will. It called for small bequests for his nieces and nephews, but 
the bulk of his remaining funds were bequeathed to the Charities 
Fund. William Volker gave probably one-third of his yearly 
income for charitable and educational purposes throughout his 
life, and much of the balance was spent on his family. No need was 
overlooked, but there were no excesses. He spent little on himself. 
Appraisers set the value of the furniture and personal effects at 
Roselawn at less than $2,500. William Volker's savings all went to 
the Charities Fund, which aggregated fifteen million dollars in 
assets in 1947. 

"Providence has been good to me," thought Mr. Anonymous. 
''He has been sinking a little ever since Halloween," Rose 

explained to her sister over the telephone. "You know, he missed 
being downstairs to watch the children come for 'trick or treat.' He 
always liked that." 

As she hung up the kitchen telephone, Mrs. Volker turned to 
prepare her husband's favorite drink. She poured half a glass of 
buttermilk, then filled the glass with cream. William Volker re- 
fused his breakfast that morning, November 4th, but Rose knew he 
would not refuse the buttermilk and cream. 

She was right. He smiled and nodded as he sipped the liquid 
through the glass straw. 

Two hours later Mrs. Volker left the telephone to answer the 
front door. It was Harold Luhnow, stopping for his usual afternoon 
visit. 

"I have just called Dr. Bell, Harold," said Rose Volker, with clear 
steady eyes. "Will stopped breathing a few minutes ago, at 4 o'clock.'' 

Three days later the family gathered for a simple memorial service 
before the interment. As the family walked slowly from the chapel, a 
nephew expressed their thought: 

"Unseen by mortal eye, William Volker's real body slipped away 
and will express throughout eternity the life of his Creator. William 
Volker is just as much alive today as he has ever been, and he will 
continue to live. But he has left an awful emptiness behind him in the 
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hearts of his loved ones, his business associates, and the countless and 
unknown multitudes who had reason to experience his loving kindness, 
his generosity, his compassion, and his understanding. 

"William Volker was truly one of God's noblemen." 
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The Volker Family 
 
 
 
Parents of William Volker and his four sisters and one 

brother were Dorothea Busche Volker and Frederick Volker, 
both natives of the province of Hanover, Germany. Before 
bringing their family to Chicago in 1871, the Volkers made 
their home in the small town of Esperke, where Frederick 
operated a mill as well as a farm. The family lived in Chicago 
after their arrival in America until 1886, when they moved to 
Kansas City, Missouri, there to live with their son, William. 
Frederick Volker passed away in 1905, and Dorothea in 1921, 
at the age of ninety-four. 

Sophia, first-born daughter of Frederick and Dorothea, 
attended school in Esperke. In July, 1873, she married J. Henry 
Pieper in Chicago. The couple had nine children, four boys and 
five girls, all born in Chicago. They were Albert, Alma, Alvina, 
Emma, Henry, William, Fred, Carrie, and Martha. William, 
now residing in Lincoln, Nebraska, is the only living survivor. 
Sophia and her husband moved to Kansas City in their later 
years to be near the family. Sophia died at Roselawn while 
waiting for the completion of her new home, which was being 
constructed next door. 

Second-born to Frederick and Dorothea was Alvina, born 
in Esperke in September 1855. She came to Chicago in 1871 
with the family, and on March 14, 1882 married Diedrich 
Rumsfeld. Diedrich was born near Bremen, Germany, and 
emigrated to America in 1875. Alvina and Diedrich lived in 
Chicago until 1898, when they established a home on Genesee 
Street in Kansas City, a few steps from Roselawn. Diedrich, 
who passed away in 1944, was a manufacturer of soap. Alvina 
passed away in 1924. This couple had five children. Alma, who 
studied music in Boston, married Page Golsan, an engineering 
consultant. Alvina, who attended school in Chicago and Kansas 
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City, married Carl H. Langknecht, an attorney. Anna, who 
married Howard Bagnall, a Kansas City seed broker, went to 
school in Kansas City and Briarcliff, New York. Herbert, only 
son of Alvina and Diedrich, lives in Illinois, and is an executive 
of the Joanna-Western Mills Company of Chicago. Herbert 
Rumsfeld also serves as a trustee of the William Volker 
Charities Fund. Youngest daughter of Alvina is Helen, who 
maintains the family home on Genesee Street, and who for 
some time held positions in William Volker and Company.. 

Frederick and Dorothea's first son, named for his father, 
was born in Esperke in 1852. The young Frederick came to 
America alone in 1869 to avoid the threat of conscription in 
Bismarck's Germany. Frederick developed a successful meat 
business in Chicago. In 1886 he married Katherine Stark, a 
native of Glen Ellen, Illinois. The couple had but one child, 
Adeline, who became an orphan in 1902, when Katherine 
passed away. Frederick died in 1901. William Volker travelled 
to Chicago to get Adeline, and take her to Kansas City, where 
she lived at Roselawn until 1911, when she moved into the 
home of Carrie and John Wagner. Adeline married Erle 
Longmoor, a Kansas City investment broker. 

William Volker was born in Esperke, Germany on April 
1, 1859. He passed away in Kansas City, Missouri on 
November 4, 1947. William Volker married Rose Roebke, of 
Holton, Kansas in 1911. Mrs. Volker lives at Roselawn. 

William Volker's younger sister, Caroline, was born in 
Germany in 1862. Carrie came to Kansas City with the family 
in 1885, and soon earned an important place in the affairs and 
management of William Volker and Company. She 
discontinued her work in the firm in 1907, when she married 
John A. Wagner, a native of Ohio. John Wagner is an 
undertaker in Kansas City. Caroline Volker Wagner passed 
away in Kansas City in 1945. There were no children.  

Youngest daughter of Dorothea and Frederick was Emma, 
born in Esperke in 1867. Emma, who came to Chicago with her 
parents in 1871, married William C, Luhnow, a native of 
Chicago, in 1890. Emma and William spent their lives in that 
city, where he was a wholesale coal merchant operating yards 
in the west side of Chicago. The Luhnow’s had six children, all 



153 
 

boys. Oldest son was Walter, a graduate engineer, now living in 
Colorado. The second-born son, Elmer, died at the age of 
eighteen. Harold Luhnow, a graduate of Kansas State College, 
joined William Volker and Company in 1919. Raymond 
Luhnow attended school in Chicago before moving to Kansas 
City, where he is a building contractor. Lester Luhnow, a 
graduate of the University of Illinois, held a position in the 
Western Shade Cloth Company of Chicago before entering 
William Volker and Company in 1923. Youngest son of Emma 
and William Luhnow was Fred, who attended the University of 
Illinois, and joined William Volker and Company in 1925. 
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ARTICLES OF ASSOCIATION OF 

WILLIAM VOLKER CHARITIES FUND 

 

KNOW ALL MEN BY THESE PRESENTS, That we, the undersigned, for 

the purpose of forming a corporation under the laws of Missouri, relating to 

benevolent, religious, scientific, educational and miscellaneous associations, 

under Article 10, Chapter 32 of the Revised Statutes of Missouri, 1929, and 

amendments thereto, have entered into the following agreement: 

 

FIRST. 

The name of this association shall be 

WILLIAM VOLKER CHARITIES FUND 

 

SECOND. 

Its location shall be at Kansas City, in Jackson County, Missouri. 

THIRD. 

Its duration shall be perpetual. 

 

FOURTH. 

This association is formed to receive and provide funds and property to 

establish a charitable foundation, the property and funds and income thereof 

to be devoted exclusively to charitable uses, and more particularly for the 

following purposes, viz.- 
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(a) To care for the sick, aged and helpless and relieve those who are distressed in 

mind, body or es tate; 

 

(b) To provide means and facilities for the physical, mental, moral and 

spiritual betterment of persons, and especially ꞏ for encouraging the putting 

of the first emphasis upon the moral and spiritual side of life; 

 

(c) To improve living and working conditions, to the end that each person 

may have a reasonable opportunity to make his own livelihood; 

 

(d) To encourage and provide means for the development and advancement of 

education and educational facilities; 

 

(e) To encourage and provide means and facilities for the education and 

training of persons that they may learn that they have within themselves and 

through their talents and accomplishments the means of entertaining 

the mselves and that by their accomplishments they may give pleasure to 

others, to the end that persons may learn to have and give pleasure and 

entertain and be entertained other than through, from or by commercial 

amusement enterprises. 

 

(f) To promote or assist in promoting public works and to encourage and 

reward outstanding public service; 

 

And said purposes and any of same may be carried out in Kansas City, 

Missouri, or in such place or places !n the United States as the directors may 

select, and for such purposes and objects this association shall have full power 

to take, receive and hold, by bequest, devise, gift, purchase, lease, transfer or 

other conveyance, either absolutely or in trust, any property, real, personal 

or mixed, without limitation as to kind, amount, value or location; to 

receive, take manage, operate, accumulate, sell, convey, lease, mortgage, 
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pledge, transfer or otherwise obtain, handle or dispose of such property, or 

any interest there- in, and to invest and reinvest same or any portion there- of, 

or the income therefrom, and to expend and other- wise dispose of the income 

and any part of the principal in such manner as in the absolute judgment of the 

directors will best promote the objects of this association, and /or any of same, 

and use and apply said property and the income therefrom to the aforesaid 

charitable uses, objects and purposes and in such proportions respectively, 

either directly or through any religious, charitable, benevolent or 

educational institution, corporation, association, activity, agency or other 

means, as the di- rectors of this company may at any time determine and 

direct, with full power to borrow money on its note for obligations, secured or 

unsecured, for the purposes of this charitable foundation, and any of same, or 

in anticipation of income to be derived from its property; and generally to 

do all things lawful and appropriate incidental to or reasonably necessary for 

the carrying out of the purposes of this association and / or any of the same. 

 

FIFTH. 

The business affairs and property of this association shall be managed by the 

Board of Directors, consisting of three members who shall serve until their 

successors are duly elected and qualified, as provided by the By- Laws of the 

association. The following named persons shall constitute the directors of 

this association, and shall serve until their successors are duly .elected and 

qualified, to-wit: 

 

William Volker Rose R. Volker Harold W. Luhnow 

 

The officers of this association shall be President, Secretary and Treasurer, 

and the following named members shall constitute the officers, and serve until 

their successors are duly elected and qualified, to-wit: 
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President, William Volker Secretary, Rose R. Volker Treasurer, Harold W. 

Luhnow 

 

SIXTH. 

This association is not organized for the purpose of pecuniary profit, that is, 

no member shall, atꞏ any time, make any profit therefrom, but this association is 

organized and shall be operated exclusively as a charitable fund or 

foundation for religious, charitable, scientific, literary or educational 

purposes, and the proceeds of the property and the income therefrom shall be 

devoted to such charitable purposes. 

IN WITNESS WHEREOF, we have hereunto set our hands this 29th day of 

November, 1932. 

 

William Volker  
Rose R. Volker  
Harold W. Luhnow 
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