
Meet
Kansas City

Looking Ahead 
Downtown’s lights 
beckon behind the 
roofs of Country 
Club Plaza.
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TO UNDER STA ND K A NSA S CIT Y, stand on the 

hill at Liberty Memorial and look north. Modern 

skyscrapers and the brightly lit Sprint Center 

rise behind old-fashioned Union Station, and 

the 19th-century brownstones of Quality Hill are 

hidden to the west, juxtaposing the city’s past 

and present. Fusion is common here: The metro 

area covers two states, blending Kansas City, 

Kansas, and Kansas City, Missouri, so well you 

might need to check the color of the street signs 

to know which side you’re on. 

The city blends Midwestern common sense 

with Western adventure, creating a place for pio-

neers and explorers. This was the place that saw 

settlers of the 1840s bumping along on covered 

wagons, peering into the distance with a mixture 

of fatigue and excitement, wondering what the 

next turn in the trail would bring. Sixty years 

later, barbecue chefs took traditional methods 

and added sweet sauce to concoct the city’s own 

flavor. A few decades after that, jazz musicians 

playing in late-night clubs here blended rhythms 

to create a rapid, rhythmic sound.

Today, visitors and residents prize Kansas City 

as a place that acknowledges its pioneer roots 

while embracing a cosmopolitan vibe.

BEGINNING IN THE 1820 S , grimy covered-wag-

on trains left the settlements of Independence 

and Westport, east and south of modern-day 

Kansas City, for the Oregon and Santa Fe trails.

Westport is a popular neighborhood today, its 

cobblestone streets lined with bars, restaurants, 

and historic brick buildings dating to the mid-

19th century. The oldest building in town, Kelly’s 

Westport Inn, used to be a stagecoach stop. 

As an entry point into the west, Kansas City 
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This Midwestern outpost 

blends influences old and 

new to create its own flavor.
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was “a real jumping-off point,” says Rick 

Hughes, president of the Kansas City Con-

vention and Visitors Association. Pioneers 

had to choose: Stay at the edge of the settled 

country or go farther. “They either stayed on 

the river or decided to travel on the prairie 

for 400 miles,” Hughes says. 

Those who stayed realized they hadn’t 

left the politics of the East behind. In 1864, 

20,000 Union and 12,000 Confederate sol-

diers squared off during the South’s attempt 

to sever Missouri from the Union. The battle-

field on which 3,000 soldiers died is now 

Loose Park, dotted with oak trees, a shim-

mering pond, and a fragrant rose garden. 

Close on the heels of the Civil War, rail-

roads came to Kansas City, and with them 

one of the city’s earliest industries: cattle. In 

1870, the Kansas City stockyard was found-

ed, and the city became one of the world’s 

major cattle markets. 

With cattle came the transportation and 

meatpacking industries, and then the grow-

ing animal health industry, which includes 

manufacturers, suppliers, and researchers.

More than 120 companies in the region 

serve the animal health and nutrition indus-

tries. The University of Kansas plans to offer 

a master’s degree in business administration 

for animal health students, and the Kansas 

City Life Sciences Institute gives $50,000 

grants to universities undertaking animal 

health research.  

The accessible cattleyards made the city 

famous for high-quality steak. But another 

dish would steal the spotlight: Barbecue 

came to Kansas City from other parts of the 

country and morphed into a tradition all its 

own.  

A riverboat cook named Henry Perry 

came to Kansas City in 1907 and opened up 

a barbecue stand. Perry eventually owned 

three restaurants serving barbecue to an 

eager public, one of them managed by a 

Texan named Charlie Bryant. When Charlie 

died, his brother Arthur took over the restau-

rant, which today bears his name. 

Kansas City’s barbecue signature is in 

its sauce: thick, sweet, and tomato-based. 

“Each region of the south has its own barbe-

cue tradition,” says Doug Worgul, an editor 

with Rise Up magazine and author of The 
Grand Barbecue: A Celebration of the His-
tory, Places, Personalities and Techniques 
of Kansas City Barbecue (Kansas City Star 

Books). “It’s spicier in Texas; a dry rub is 

used in Memphis; and in Carolina they use a 

vinegar-based sauce. So our sauce carves out 

a unique identity.”

Full of civic pride, Worgul says, “We didn’t 

invent barbecue but we did perfect it.”

Barbecue represents taking what you’re 

given, inferior cuts of meat, and making the 

best of it. As such, “barbecue is actually a 

good metaphor for Kansas City,” says Worgul. 

“It’s crusty on the outside, tender and sweet 

in the middle.”

Competitive barbecue is culturally 
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Ride ’Em
Horses rear at 
the edge of a 
fountain in 
Country Club 
Plaza.
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