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FOREWORD  

Most commentary about President Barack Obamaôs origins looks at his fatherôs African heritage.   

Obama, himself, dedicates most of the book Dreams from My Father, to reconnecting to his 

African roots.  The world of his mother, Stanley Ann Dunham, and his grandparents, Stanley 

Dunham and Madelyn Payne, receives only a brief mention:   

That was the world in which my grandparents had been raised, the dab-smack, 

landlocked center of the country, a place where decency and endurance and the pioneer 

spirit were joined at the hip with conformity and suspicion and the potential for 

unblinking cruelty.  They had grown up less than twenty miles away from each other--my 

grandmother in Augusta, my grandfather in El Dorado, towns too small to warrant 

boldface on a road map--at the childhoods they like to recall for my benefit portrayed 

small-town, Depression-era America in all its innocent glory:  Fourth of  July parades and 

the picture shows on the side of a barn; fireflies in a jar and the taste of vine-ripe 

tomatoes, sweet as apples; dust storms and hailstorms and classrooms filled with farm 

boys who got sewn into their woolen underwear at the beginning of winter and stank like 

pigs as the months wore on. 
1
 

Although candidate and President Obama often drew upon his Midwestern roots in speeches, 

describing the Midwest as providing him ñvaluesò that helped to inform him as a person, his 

earlier discussion of the Midwest, and Kansas in particular was much less positive.  In Dreams 

from My Father (1995), Obama describes the grandparents who raised him as being naïve and 

sentimental about their Kansas memories.  He further asserts that his great grandmother, Leona 

Payne was embarrassed by her Cherokee ancestry.  According to Obama, his Kansas 

grandparents did not become aware of issues surrounding race until they moved to Texas after 

the Second World War.
2
 

Yet, those grandparents also had a strong role in raising the young Barack.  When still a 

presidential candidate in 2008, Obama made a point to visit Butler Community College in El 

Dorado, reminding the audience about how his roots were as much Kansan as Kenyan.  

Out of this connection came this project, an attempt to look into this world of small town Kansas.  

The goal was to interview those who had memories of Stanley and Madelyn, either as relatives 

or as friends. What emerged was a picture of life in two Kansas communities in the 1930s, 

communities shaped by the oil industry, and the challenges of making a living during the Great 

Depression. 

In the process, the team looked into the stories of the Dunham and Payne families.  What 

emerged was a rich set of insights into a set of families who were both remarkable and ordinary.   

Their struggles and challenges hinted that their lives were more than the ñNorman Rockwellò 

image of small town Kansas.  There were farmers who rented their farms rather than owned 

them.  There were small business owners who operated drug stores.  There were those who left 

the farm for better opportunities on the oil patch. Some had roots in the Ozarks, others, in 

                                                 
1
 Barack Obama, Dreams From My Father, (New York: Three Rivers Press, 1995), 13. 

2
 Ibid., 18. 
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Missouri, and some relatives played a role in the newly-created territory of Oklahoma.  Some 

moved several times in their lives.  Most died in a different community than the one in which 

they were raised.  There were hope-filled chances to start anew.  There were many painful losses 

and tragedies.   

Both sides of his motherôs family migrated to Kansas in the nineteenth century during early days 

of Kansas statehood.  Because of the oil boom and other employment opportunities in south 

central Kansas, the various family lines came to the cities of Augusta, El Dorado, and Wichita, 

where much of Obamaôs Kansas story is rooted.  It was these towns that provided the homes and 

formative experiences for Obamaôs maternal grandparents, Madelyn Payne and Stanley Dunham, 

and also where his mother, Stanley Ann, was born and lived out her early life. 

Obamaôs grandparents left Kansas when Obamaôs mother was a young girl, so while Stanley 

Ann was born in Kansas and was raised by Kansans, the Kansas influence that found its way to 

the President was filtered through many moves.  Today, Obama makes use of his Kansas 

heritage rhetorically, both in speeches and in his autobiography Dreams from My Father.  

Whether the stories and priorities here contributed to a ñKansas characterò in the thoughts and 

actions of President Barack Obama is left for you to decide. 

Barack Obama is not ñfromò Kansas in that he never lived in the state. However, his motherôs 

family not only hailed from Kansas, the stories of Obamaôs maternal line are quintessentially 

Kansan in many respects.  One can read Kansas history in the Payne and Dunham story, and 

many of President Obamaôs relations still live in the state, a fact the president has referenced on 

and off throughout his political career. In Dreams from My Father, Obama showed that his 

family was an important influence on his development. Barack Obama Sr. has a relatively short 

presence during Obamaôs life, having left the family when Obama was two years old. Yet, the 

title and theme of Obamaôs autobiography clearly indicate that his father was a powerful 

influence on his self-identity. His mother, Stanley Ann, as well as his grandparents, Stanley 

Dunham and Madelyn Payne Dunham had much more time with Obama during his formative 

years, and were therefore much more likely to be influential in the future presidentôs 

socialization.  In a speech in Osawatomie, Kansas in December, 2011, Obama seems to have 

made this point himself when he said, ñI got my name from my father, but I got my accentðand 

my valuesðfrom my mother.ò 

In some ways, the Payne and Dunham families represent typical Kansas stories.  There were 

farmers, laborers, and white collar tradesmen as well as a salesman and a pharmacist/physician.  

Yet while the Paynes and the Dunhams were typical Kansas families in some ways, they were 

atypical in others.  Obamaôs Kansas story is one that includes parental absence caused either by 

death or abandonment, and in some cases both.  For example, Obamaôs grandfather, Stanley 

Dunham and his older brother moved to El Dorado to live with his maternal grandparents when 

Stanleyôs mother, Ruth Dunham, committed suicide in 1926. Stanleyôs father was still alive, and 

in fact lived in the nearby city of Wichita, but he did not raise his sons after his wifeôs suicide. 

Thus Stanleyôs early childhood experiences in some ways mirror Obamaôs own with absentee 

parents and grandparents who stepped up to raise him. 

A central aspect of Kansasôs identity was spelled out in the state motto proposed by John Ingalls 

and eventually added to the official seal and flag:  Ad astra per aspera. The concept of success 
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through difficulty suits Kansas, once on the western frontier of a new nation, and certainly 

Obamaôs story through generations of Kansas families to his own challenges in his presidency 

have illustrated the state motto.  If Obama is a ñDemocrat from Kansas,ò it is the challenging 

Kansas that teaches people how to persevere and overcome that informs him most noticeably. 

What began as an attempt to document the Kansas ties of a president has become a window into 

a slice of Kansas history. 

Jay Price
3
 

Carolyn Schmidt
4
 

Paul Leeker
5
 

                                                 
3
 Professor Jay Price is chair of the History Department and director of the Local and 

Community History Program at Wichita State University. He served as a consultant for work on 

this project completed through a Kansas Humanities Council Grant, ñAn Oral History Project: 

Stories Told by Kansans Who Knew Barack Obamaôs Maternal Grandparents.ò  In addition to 

directing the research of his graduate students for the Back Story, he has provided assistance and 

advice to the oral history project staff and to the President Obamaôs Kansas Heritage Group. 
4
 Carolyn Speer Schmidt holds a bachelorôs degree in political science from the University of 

Kansas, a masterôs degree in political science from the University of Iowa, and a Ph.D. in Adult 

and Continuing Education from Kansas State University.  At the time of this project, she was 

working on a Masterôs degree in Public History at Wichita State University with anticipated 

graduation in 2015. 
5
 Paul Leeker completed his undergraduate degree at Wichita State University in the spring of 

2012. His primary research interests include Colonial America, with an emphasis on Southern 

history. To aid in this project, Paul analyzed the censuses of Kansas and the United States, and 

also conducted thorough searches of newspapers published in Kansas to track down obituaries 

and articles chronicling the Payne family.   
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PREFACE  

About the President Obamaôs Kansas Heritage Group 

The President Obamaôs Kansas Heritage Project (2009-present) is the work of a group of citizens 

from the greater Butler County area. Recognizing our civic duty to preserve a Presidential 

heritage, and honoring the role of Midwestern values in the strength of a nation, the group's 

efforts have been focused on collecting oral histories and artifacts, developing educational tools, 

and providing a website in order to make these resources available to the larger community.  

A group of citizens led by Dr. Sarah Johnston met on January 29, 2009 at the Kansas Oil 

Museum and Butler County History Center to discuss how, as citizens of the county in which a 

President's grandparents spent their formative years, we ought to handle that history, extant 

artifacts, and living witnesses in order to preserve them as part of our local, state, and national 

historical record. 

On May 21, 2009, the President Obamaôs Kansas Heritage steering committee held a planning 

retreat at Butler Community College to adopt its official mission statement and goals, and to 

begin developing an action plan. The committee meets regularly at the Butler Community 

College L.W. Nixon Library in El Dorado, Kansas. 

The mission of the President Obamaôs Kansas Heritage Group is to capture, preserve, and 

celebrate President Obama Kansas heritage, sense of family, and Midwestern values; to educate 

and inspire all children by using his ancestry as a model; and to share his family's local history 

with people across Kansas, the nation, and the world. 

About the Oral History Project 

In 2012, the group received a Kansas Heritage Grant from the Kansas Humanities Council for 

ñAn Oral History Project: Stories Told by Kansans Who Knew Barack Obamaôs Maternal 

Grandparents.ò   Seven of 16 oral histories were obtained during the grant period, 4/1/2012 to 

4/30/2013.  A public event (From the Flint Hills of Kanas to the White House:  Oral Histories) 

showcasing the committeeôs work was held on August 25, 2013 at Garfield Elementary School 

in Augusta, Kansas.   

The collection comprises sixteen oral histories by seventeen oral history narrators. Video 

recordings of the oral histories, transcripts, the back story narratives, and a finderôs aid may be 

viewed on the website, obamakansasheritage.org. As well, the collection includes the event 

documentary, ñFrom the Flint Hills to the White House,ò and two short documentaries taken 

from oral history material. The permanent collection is housed at the Augusta Historical Museum 

in Augusta, Kansas. 

http://obamakansasheritage.org/
http://obamakansasheritage.org/
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Back Story:  Introduction    

1. Reconciling History 

The Obama Kansas Heritage Project has as its stated goal ñto capture, preserve, and celebrate 

President Obamaôs Kansas heritageéò and to that end, the Project has conducted several oral 

history interviews and worked directly with the History Department at Wichita State University 

(www.wichita.edu/history). 

For example, in his autobiography, President Obama reports several small facts that seem to be 

contradicted by the written record.  According to the President, his grandfather, Stanley Dunham, 

was expelled from school at the age of 15 and did not return.  But the 1936 El Dorado yearbook 

lists Stanley Dunham as a member of the senior class, and by his picture, he is referred to as ña 

loyal member of the class of 1936.ò  This piece of evidence calls the Presidentôs story into 

question, but new information is still needed because a yearbook picture does not confirm 

graduation.   

In the same book the President says that when he was a young boy, Stanley found the body of his 

deceased mother after her suicide.  Yet newspaper accounts of Ruthôs death indicate that her 

body was found in Ralph Dunhamôs place of business, a mile from the Dunham family home.  

This seemed to call into doubt Stanleyôs claim that he found the body.  To confirm our 

suspicions that the claim was false, we have submitted an open records request for the police 

report and any autopsy records filed after Ruthôs death.  When the police report becomes 

available it may provide sufficient evidence to confirm the story one way or the other. 

Finally, in Dreams from My Father, the President states that his grandparents were somewhat of 

an odd couple because Madelyn Payne came from a ñrespectableò family whereas Stanley 

Dunham did not.  Although Stanleyôs childhood was unusual in some respects, both his mother 

and his father came from respectable families.  His motherôs parents, the Armours of El Dorado, 

had enough money to own a car in 1926 and enough social status that their other daughter won 

the Miss El Dorado contest that same year.  Harry Armour was a roustabout on the oil fields in 

El Dorado, but it appears he remained gainfully employed even through the depression and was 

able to retire with a pension.  The Dunhams of Wichita owned and operated their own 

pharmacies, first in Wichita and then in Delano, and Jacob Dunham apparently practiced 

pharmacy and or medicine in Wichita for 40 years until his death in 1930. 

It is equally important to recognize the importance of family lore and other forms of human 

memory.  When Mary Frances Lawrence, née Kennedy says in her interview, for example, that 

Madelyn Payne was an honor student for her entire academic career until she met Stanley her 

senior year in high school, it might well be less important to track down if that statement is 

literally true than it is to listen for the underlying observation that Mrs. Lawrence did not appear 

to like Stanley all that much.  These kinds of more human observations coupled with the clearest 

picture we can get from the written record work together to tell the story of these people and this 

place.  

http://www.wichita.edu/history
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2. City Histories  

Augusta in the 1920s into the 1940s 

In Dreams from My Father, Barack Obama implies that Madelyn and Stanley Dunham, his 

maternal grandparents who raised him for much of his childhood, ñnever really [gave] black 

people much thought,ò especially when they lived in Kansas.
6
  Yet, the white hoods of the Ku 

Klux Klan were frequently seen in Augusta, Madelynôs hometown, in the 1920s. The Klan 

presence in the region was described as, ña hurricane that swept over Mid-America in the 

twenties.ò 

 At the crest of this wave, in 1922, there were over 40,000 Klan members living in Kansas. Six 

thousand of these Klansmen lived in the Wichita area.
7
 A twelve year old resident of Augusta 

vividly recounts the details of a Konclave--a Klan meeting: 

Marching in good order, several lines of men went by. There was a space for a few seconds, then 

her came the women, stepping briskly. Another gap and the Junior Klansmen were striding by. 

Following them came the mounted Klansmen. I donôt know how long the parade was. When the 

leaders had topped the hill at High Street and people were still crossing Seventh. Having arrived 

at this place the Klansmen performed a ceremony that involved a burning cross. 

This large Klan parade is not indicative of the mindset of all the citizens of Augusta, and in fact 

the issue of race was complex even in this small Kansas town. For example, a farmer living on 

the outskirts heard a knock at his door and opened it to discover group of Klansmen. These Klan 

members asked the man to come take a ride with them; at this point the farmer reached for his 

shotgun and fired at the Klan members. His shots hit one of them ñin the rear.ò The rides that the 

Klan offered frightened many people in the region and caused the Klan to fall out of favor in the 

area around Augusta. 

The history of the Klan in Augusta highlights the reality of racism in rural Kansas during the first 

half of the twentieth century. That was just one portion of a complex picture. Herman Reed, Jr. 

provides another portion of that picture. Reed was an outstanding athlete who had played on the 

Augusta High School football team since his freshman year and was elected team captain in 

1941. This story is remarkable because Herman Reed, Jr. was an African American. In fact, he 

was the only black on the Augusta football team that year. The white players voted for him, and 

were willing to sit-out the season if the school administration refused to recognize Reed as the 

captain. 

  

                                                 
6
 Barack Obama, Dreams from My Father, (New York: Random House, 1995), 8. 

7
 Craig Miner, Kanas: The History of the Sunflower State, 1854-2000, (Lawrence: University of 

Kansas Press, 2002). 
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El Dorado in the 1920s and 30s  

After Ruth Dunhamôs death in 1926, her two children Ralph and Stanley moved to El Dorado to 

live with Harry and Gabrielle Armour, Ruthôs parents.  Stanley lived with his grandparents until 

his high school graduation in 1936.  During this time, El Dorado was an oil boom town (see 

www.kansasoilmuseum.org), and because Harry Armour worked in the oil fields, the industry 

was part of Stanleyôs day-to-day life.   

Starting in 1915 with the discovery of oil at Stapleton Number One, the El Dorado Oil Field was 

a major producer.  According to Kansas historian Craig Miner, El Dorado was the leading field 

in the U.S. the year it opened, and even after many years of production, by the 1930s, El 

Doradoôs field helped keep Kansas the fourth biggest oil producer in the nation.  Even during the 

1930s, when the Depression was well underway, oil-field workers could expect a good wage and 

long workdays.  It was not until the Emergency Relief Appropriations Act of 1939 limited the 

workday to eight hours and the work week to 40 hours that oil-field workers saw their hours cut.  

Initially, this move was met with threats of strikes in El Dorado, but within a few days of the 

policy changes, oil field workers went back to work.   

  

http://www.kansasoilmuseum.org/
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Wichita 

In contrast to Augusta and El Dorado, Wichita was and remains a much more industrial place.  In 

the 1920s, when Ralph Dunham made the decision to send his sons Ralph Jr. and Stanley to El 

Dorado to be cared for by their maternal grandparents, Ralph remained with his own parents in 

Wichita, the second largest city in the state. For a time, the Dunham family lived in downtown 

Wichita, in the back of their pharmacy on Market Street.  From there, the Dunhams moved to 

Delano, an industrial area of the greater Wichita metropolitan area.  The Armours, Ruthôs 

parents, also lived for a time in Wichita, also in the Delano district.  Historically, the Delano 

district was a less desirable area for a home, and their living in this neighborhood indicates that 

both families may have faced financial troubles in the 1920s.  The city of Wichita was urban 

with relatively high automobile ownership, a regional center for oil, meatpacking, and farm 

products, as well as a developing aircraft industry.   By 1927, Wichita began billing itself as the 

ñAir Capital,ò hosting a busy airport and several aircraft companies, including those started by 

Walter Beech, Lloyd Stearman, and Clyde Cessna. 

The aircraft industry did a lot to build the city of Wichita, especially in the mid twentieth 

century, when local aircraft companies won huge defense contracts.  During the Second World 

War, for example, Boeing-Wichita won a contract to construct B-29 bombers, and Obamaôs 

grandmother Madelyn Payne Dunham was an original ñRosie the Riveterò (link to a Rosie 

poster) working at Boeing.  The B-29 contract was so massive that Boeing saw a nearly 4,000% 

increase in employment from 766 workers in 1940 to almost 30,000 by 1945. Boeing and other 

aircraft companies had to run non-stop to meet the war demands, and as a consequence, ñ[t]he 

city ran twenty-four hours, with all-night groceries and child care, emergency bus service to the 

plants, and all the other changes that had to be made with a workforce that included women.ò 

Anna Margaret McCurry Wolf (see interview) speaks of wartime rationing, air raids, and Boeing 

employment, including Madelynôs employment, in Wichita during World War Two. 

Resources 

Craig Miner, Kansas: The History of the Sunflower State, 1854-2000, (Lawrence, University of 

Kansas Press, 2002), 266-67. 
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3. Family Homes and Gravesites: Payne ï Dunham Ancestors  

This resource was researched and compiled by Marie Gillespie for the President Obamaôs 

Kansas Heritage Group. 

Childhood Homes  

 

Home of Harry and Gabriella Armour, 

grandparents who raised Stanley and his 

brother after their motherôs death 

 

321 N. Emporia St. 

El Dorado, Kansas 

 

Home of Rolla and Leona Payne, 

Madelynôs childhood home 

 

 

135 E. 12th Ave. 

Augusta, Kansas 

 

Home of Madelyn and Stanley Dunham  

Honolulu home 

 

 

1617 Beretania 

Honolulu, Hawaii 

Gravesites   

Stanley Ann Dunham, Obamaôs 

mother 

Born: Wichita, Kansas 

Died: Hawaii 

Cremated, ashes in ocean 

 

Madelyn Payne Dunham, Stanley 

Annôs mother, Obamaôs maternal 

grandmother 

 

Born: Peru, Kansas 

Died: Hawaii 

 

Cremated, ashes in ocean 

 

Stanley Armour Dunham, 

Stanley Annôs father, 

Obamaôs maternal grandfather 

 

Born: Wichita, Kansas 

Died: Hawaii 

 

Buried, Punchbowl 

Cemetery, Hawaii 

 

Ruth Armour Dunham, 

Stanley A. Dunhamôs mother, 

Obamaôs great-grandmother 

 

  

Buried,  

Sunset Cemetery 

705 E. 6th Ave. 

El Dorado, Kansas 

 

Ralph Waldo Emerson Dunham, 

Stanley A. Dunhamôs father, 

Obamaôs great-grandfather 

 

Born: Argonia, Kansas 

 

Buried: 

Resthaven Cemetery 

11800 W. Kellogg 

Wichita, Kansas 

Garden of Good Shepherd 

2nd section 3-C-2 

 

Leona McCurry Payne, Madelyn 

Payne Dunhamôs mother, 

Obamaôs great-grandmother 

 

Born: Peru, Kansas 

 

Buried: 

Highland Cemetery 

Winfield, Kansas 
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Rolla Charles Payne, Madelyn 

Payne Dunhamôs father, Obamaôs 

great-grandfather 

Born: Olathe, Kansas Buried: 

Highland Cemetery 

Winfield, Kansas 

 

Jacob William Dunham 

Mary Ann Kearney Dunham 

 

Ralph W.E. Dunhamôs parents,  

Obamaôs great-great grandparents 

 

  

Buried (both): 

Wichita Park Cemetery 

3424 E. 21st St. N. 

Wichita, Kansas 

Acacia C Section #188, 

next to son, Frank V. 

 

Harry Ellington Armour 

Gabriella Clark Armour 

 

Ruth Armour Dunhamôs parents 

Obamaôs great-great grandparents 

 Buried (both): 

Wichita Park Cemetery 

3424 E. 21st St. N. 

Wichita, Kansas 

Lakeview Section #289 

 

 

Charles Thomas Payne 

Della Wolfley Payne 

  

Buried (both): 

Lenexa Cemetery 

Johnson County, Kansas 

 

 

Thomas Creekmore McCurry 

Margaret Belle Wright McCurry 

  

Buried (both): Peru, KS 

 

Jacob Mackey Dunham 

 

Louise Eliza Stroup Dunham 

 

1880 Census 

Mount Pleasant, Labette 

County, KS 

 

Buried: Okmulgee 

Cemetery, OK 

Buried: Wellston Cemetery, 

OK 

 

 

Falmouth/Fulmoth Kearney 

 

Charlotte Holloway Kearney 

 Buried: 

Fairview Cemetery, Labette 

Co., KS 

? 

 

 

George W. Armour 

Nancy Ann Childress Armour 

 Buried: 

Wyaconda Cemetery, 

Canton, MO 

St. Maryôs Cemetery 

Hancock, Illinois 

 

Christopher Columbus Clark 

Susan Catherine Overall Clark 

 

Died: El Dorado, Kansas 

Buried: 

Canton, MO 

Forest Grove Cemetery, 

Canton, MO 

 

  Buried (both): 
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Benjamin F. Payne  

Eliza Black Payne 

 

 

Baker Cemetery 

Kansas City, MO 

 

 

Robert Wolfley 

Rachel Abbott Wolfley 

 

 

Died: 1895 

Died: Everett, WA (1900 

Census-Hof H in Olathe, 

KS) 

 

Buried: Olathe Memorial 

Cemetery, KS 

 

 

 

Harbin Wilburn McCurry 

Elizabeth EdnaCreekmore 

McCurry 

 

1860 census in Granby, 

MO, moved to Longton, 

KS, then OK  

 

 

Buried in Center Cemetery, 

Pontotoc County, OK 

Buried in Rosedale 

Cemetery, Ada, OK 

 

 

Joseph Samuel Wright  

Frances Allred Wright 

 Both: 

Hardrock Cemetery, Hale, 

KS  

 

Jonathan Abbott, Rachelôs father 

Ada Wright Abbott, Rachelôs 

mother 

 

Died: Licking Co. Ohio 

 

 

Buried in Olathe Memorial 

Cemetery, Johnson Co., KS 

 

Samuel Thompson & Anna 

Bunch Allred, 

Frances Wrightôs parents 

  

Liberty Cemetery, 

Dinsmore, AR 

 

John & Phoebe Allred,  

Samuel Thompson Allredôs 

parents 

  

Buried in Dinsmore, AR 

 

Obadiah Wright,  

Joseph Samuelôs father 

  

Buried in Cookeville, TN 

 

  

Note from committee member, Marie Gillespie: 

According to ñMaking History in Labetteò (Parsons Sun, 

http://www.parsonssun.com/news/article_4303a726-84e0-11e4-97ac-97d6efeec351.html), Norm 

Peters and Dean Dillard have confirmed through their research that both Charlotte and Fulmouth 

Kearney are buried in Fairview Cemetery, Labette County.  It seems Obama's ancestors were 

extremely interesting people. They moved from Ohio to Indiana when the Miami Indian lands 

became open for settlement. Then they moved to SE Kansas in the 1870's when the Osage Indian 

lands came open. There were so many folks in SE Kansas from Indiana, they had a "Hoosier" 

organization. There was a lot going on in SE Kansas such as the coal mining, the railroad, cattle 

drives, etc. which drew, not only Americans but folks from other countries. An interesting book 

about Obama's ancestry is the one by Stephen McDonogh, Barack Obama: The Road from 

Moneygall.  

http://www.parsonssun.com/news/article_4303a726-84e0-11e4-97ac-97d6efeec351.html
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Ancestors of Maternal Grandfather, Stanley Dunham  

4. Christopher Columbus Clark  

 

The Dunham familyôs oldest Kansas relative, Christopher Columbus Clark, was born in 1846 in 

Canton, Missouri, a town located on the Mississippi River.   As a young man, he found himself 

caught up in the Civil War, joining the 69th Enrolled Missouri Militia (EMM), one of several 

militia units that served the Union in the war, but which were not officially recognized as part of 

the Union Army.  Clark had 51 days of verified service with the 69th EMM, and one handwritten 

notation on the 1930 Federal Census indicates that he identified himself as a Civil War veteran. 

After the war, he relocated to Kentucky for a time, marrying Susan Overall in 1870. The Clarks 

did not stay in Kentucky long, however. They moved to Missouri with their children, Joseph, 

Lois, Gabriella. Ida was later born in Missouri.  In 1880, they lived on a farm in Audrain County, 

Missouri, just north of the Missouri River in the heart of what some call the ñLittle Dixieò region 

of that state.    

The time in Missouri did not last long.   By the time of the 1885 Kansas state census, Clark was 

listed as a farmer in Eagle Township of Kingman County.   By 1915, he was living with his 

daughter, Gabriella and son-in-law, Harry Armour, and their daughter Doris in El Dorado. By 

that time, both Stanley and his older brother Ralph were living in the Armour home as well, so 

four generations were sharing the space in El Dorado. Clark died on January 11, 1937 in El 

Dorado and was buried in Missouri. 

 

1930 Census Entry for CC Clark.  This is taken from the digitized record in the ancestry.com 

collection: 
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March 1, 1885 entry from the Kansas State Census Collection 1855-1925, Kingman County, 

Kansas, Christopher Columbus Clark. Digitized Kansas State Census Collection records 

accessed through Ancestry.com: 

 

 

 

 

 

Resources 

Alice Huitt Preston, ñChristopher Columbus Clark,ò Findagrave.com, February 14, 2009, 

http://www.findagrave.com/cgi-bin/fg.cgi?page=gr&GRid=33831875, May 11, 2013. NOTE: 

The image of Clarkôs headstone also came from this site. 

 

 

 

  

http://www.ancestry.com/
http://www.findagrave.com/
http://www.findagrave.com/cgi-bin/fg.cgi?page=gr&GRid=33831875
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5. Harry Ellington Armour and Gabriella Armour née Clark  

 

Harry and Gabriella (neôe Clark) Armour played an important role in the life of Barack Obamaôs 

grandfather, Stanley Dunham.  They took in Stanley and his older brother Ralph after their 

motherôs death in 1926 and raised them in their home in El Dorado at 321 N. Emporia.  Stanley 

lived there until his high school graduation in 1936, and according to an interview with Mary 

Frances Kennedy Lawrence (see interview), he continued to live in El Dorado until Madelyn 

Payne graduated from Augusta High School.   

Originally from Illinois, Harry finished the second year of high school in Wichita, but never 

graduated.  He married Gabriella Clark in Missouri in 1899, but did not stay long in that that area 

as their two daughters, Ruth and Doris, were both born in Illinois. By 1910, the family relocated 

back to Wichita, where Harry worked as a traveling salesman for a coal company.  Harry when 

filled out a draft card for World War I on September 8, 1918, he was listed as a roustabout for 

the Magnolia Petroleum Company in El Dorado.  There is no evidence of his having served, and 

the war ended two months after he was drafted.    

In 1920, the Armours were living at 226 Walnut in the Delano area of Wichita.  The house was a 

crowded one with Gabriellaôs father Christopher Clark, daughter Doris and the household of 

Ruth, now Ruth Dunham, with husband Ralph and sons Ralph, Jr. and Stanley.  Harry Armour 

was listed as an oiler in the oil fields while Ralph Dunham was an automobile mechanic.  

Energy seems to have been central to Harry Armourôs life: The 1925 Kansas State Census has 

his employer listed as the ñpower plant,ò and in the 1930 Census, he is listed as a pumper on an 

oil lease.  By now, the family lived in El Dorado, where they raised Ruthôs younger sister Doris.  

Doris was named Miss El Dorado in the Kaffir Corn Celebration in 1926.  During this time, El 

Dorado was an oil boomtown (see www.kansasoilmuseum.org), and because Harry Armour 

worked in the oil fields, the industry was part of Stanleyôs day-to-day life.  

Even during the 1930s, when the Depression was well underway, oil-field workers could expect 

a good wageé and long workdays.  It was not until the Emergency Relief Appropriations Act of 

1939 limited the workday to eight hours and the workweek to 40 hours that oil-field workers saw 

their workdays cut short.  Initially, this move was met with threats of strikes in El Dorado, but 

http://www.kansasoilmuseum.org/
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within a few days of the policy changes, oil field workers went back to work.  By this time, both 

Stanley and his older brother Ralph had graduated from high school.  By 1940, Harry and 

Gabriella lived at 1006 Maple Street in Wichita, his residence until Harryôs death on December 

5, 1953. After Harry died, Gabriella lived on another twelve and a half years, dying on July 14, 

1966, five years after Barack Obama was born. Harry and Gabriella are buried together in 

Wichita Park Cemetery in Lakeview Section #289. 

1918 Draft Card for Harry Ellington Armour, 1925 Kansas State Census, 1930 Federal Census, 

1940 Federal Census. 

 

 

 

 

Resources 

Photo Credit: Larry Barnes, ñHarry Ellington Armour,ò Findagrave.com,  

http://www.findagrave.com/cgi-bin/fg.cgi?page=gr&GRid=32269227. 

Craig Miner, Kansas: The History of the Sunflower State, 1854-2000, (Lawrence: University of 

Kansas Press, 2002), p. 214-215.   

The figures from the 1930s come from Peter Fearon, Kansas in the Great Depression: Work 

Relief, the Dole, and Rehabilitation, (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2007), 6. 

http://www.findagrave.com/cgi-bin/fg.cgi?page=gr&GRid=32269227
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6. Jacob William Dunham and Mary Ann Dunham née Kearney  

 

 

Jacob William Dunham was born in Kempton, Indiana in 1863, the son of farmers Jacob Mackey 

Dunham and Eliza Stroup.  Jacob William married Mary Ann Kearney, the daughter of Irish 

immigrant Falmouth Kearney and Ohio-born Charlotte Holloway.   Soon after their marriage, 

Jacob William and Mary Ann migrated to Kansas along with the rest of the Dunham family, and 

they settled in the Mount Pleasant Township in Labette County.  

The Oklahoma Land Rush of April 1889 marked a major change for the Dunham family.  Within 

weeks of the run, Jacob Mackey Dunham and two sons were in the newly-created town of 

Oklahoma City, with Jacob William following a few months later.  By 1890, the family was busy 

operating a restaurant and confectionary in Oklahoma City.  In 1895, Jacob Mackey relocated the 

family once again, first to Wellston, Oklahoma, and then, Okmulgee, Oklahoma.   

Jacob William and Mary Ann Dunham initially operated a lunch counter in Oklahoma City near 

that of their father, but soon relocated to Wichita, Kansas.  All seven of their children, Hattie, 

Mable, Frank, Ralph, Christabel, Pearl, and Earl, were born in Kansas.  Jacob William Dunhamôs 

obituary mentions being ñphysician é [who had] practiced medicine in southern Kansas for the 

last 40 years.ò More accurately, however, Jacob William Dunham might be called a pharmacist, 

and during his life, he had two pharmacies in Wichita: the first on north Market, and the second, 

called Gem Pharmacy, in Delano. Dunham died at his home in Wichita on August 13, 1930 as a 

result of an illness, and he was buried in Wichita Park Cemetery in C section 188, without a 

marker (see table, Family Homes and Gravesites)  

At the time of his death, Jacob Dunham was a member of the First Spiritualist church in Wichita.  

The Spiritualist church is no longer in existence in Wichita, Kansas, so no additional information 

has been available about Jacobôs religious beliefs or church activity.  According to historian Paul 

Conkin, ñspiritualism é was usually non-Christian and by claim scientific é [and was focused 

on] communion with the spirits of the dead, usually through a medium.ò 
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Mary Ann Dunham née Kearney   

 

Very little is known about Obamaôs great, great grandmother, Mary Ann Dunham n®e Kearney.  

She had seven children and was survived by all of them.  She died in Wichita of unspecified 

causes on August 9, 1936. She died in the hospital and her services were held the day after her 

death, perhaps indicating that her death was not unexpected.  In addition, it has previously been 

reported that Mary Ann died on the same day as her husband in 1930, but that is now known to 

be false. 

She attended the First Spiritualist Church while her husband Jacob lived, but was listed in her 

obituary as a member of the First Nazarene Church. At least one living member of the church, 

Dwight Flowers, remembers her.  

1930 Census entry, Jacob William Dunham, Wichita, Kansas.  Resource taken from the digitized 

images at Ancestry.com. 

 

Resources 

Photo credit for Jacob William Dunham:  The Dunham House: The Ancestral Home of President 

Barack Obama, www.thedunhamhouse.com.  

ñPioneer Doctor Dies,ò The Wichita Eagle, August 14, 1930. 

Susan Peters, ñPresident Obama: From Kansas to the Capital, Part 1,ò n.d., www.kake.com, 

March 12, 2013. Watch on YouTube at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EMpYTh8iicA 

Marie Gillespie, ñFamily Homes and Gravesites: Payne ï Dunham Ancestors.ò  

http://www.ancestry.com/
http://www.thedunhamhouse.com/
http://www.kake.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EMpYTh8iicA
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Paul Conkin, American Originals: Homemade Varieties of Christianity, (Chapel Hill, North 

Carolina: University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 130. 

Photo credit for Mary Ann Dunham:  The Dunham House: The Ancestral Home of President 

Barack Obama, www.thedunhamhouse.com. 

  

http://www.thedunhamhouse.com/
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7. Ralph Waldo Emerson Dunham and Ruth Dunham née Armour 

A Family Facing Tragedy 

 

Ralph Dunham was born on Christmas day, 1894 in Wichita, and Ruth Armour was born six 

years later on September 1, 1900 in Illinois.  Ralph was the son of Jacob William and Mary Ann 

Dunham. Ruth was the daughter of Harry and Gabriella Armour. They were married on October 

3, 1915 in Wichita, Ralph a 21 year old restaurant employee and Ruth being only 15 years old.  

They soon had two children, Ralph Waldo Emerson Dunham Jr., born August 29, 1916, and 

Stanley Armour Dunham, born March 23, 1918.  The 1920 census listed Ralph, then an auto 

mechanic, and Ruth along with Ralph Jr, and Stanley all together in the same house on Locust 

Street in the Wichita neighborhood of Delano with Ruthôs parents Harry and Gabriella, a 

household that also included Christopher Columbus Clark, Gabriellaôs father.  

Only a few years later, the family would be separated through the loss of Ruth, who committed 

suicide on Thanksgiving Day, 1926.  Although a suicide note did not seem to survive, the 

Topeka Daily Capital obituary on November 27, 1926 reported that she and Ralph had argued at 

the home of his sister in Melvern, Kansas, about 40 miles south of Topeka where Ralph and Ruth 

had been living for approximately two years.  Ruth then left Melvern by car, travelled to Topeka, 

and took strychnine in her husbandôs auto mechanic shop at 1117 W. 6th Avenue. The same 

obituary reported that a suicide note was found with the body and that Ruth had felt that Ralph 

did not love her anymore.  Obituaries are difficult sources, however, particularly when dealing 

with an issue like suicide.  For example, the El Dorado Timesô obituary reported that Ruth died 

of ptomaine poisoning.   

After Ruthôs death, Ralph appears to have preferred his two sons live with his wifeôs parents, 

Harry and Gabriella, at their home in El Dorado at 321 N. Emporia, while he went to live with 

his own parents in Wichita.  Why he chose to send the children to Harry and Gabriella is unclear 
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because, as Obama points out in Dreams from My Father, the Armour family was not 

particularly well off compared to the Dunhams who owned their own business.  Ralph Jr. and 

Stanley were raised in El Dorado from the time of their motherôs death until they graduated from 

high school.   

Ralph Waldo Emerson Dunham married a second time, this time to Martha Mae Stonehouse.  By 

1940, he was an automobile mechanic living in Wichita on Hillside Avenue.  He remained in 

Wichita for the rest of his life, eventually working for the tooling department of Boeing.  He died 

in Wichita in 1974.  

1920 Census, map showing Topeka family home (labeled B) and the Auto Shop (labeled A) 

where Ruthôs body was found. 
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1930 Census entry, Jacob William Dunham, Wichita, Kansas 
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1918 Draft Card for Harry Ellington Armour, 1925 Kansas State Census, 1930 Federal Census, 

1940 Federal Census. 

 

 

 

 

 

Resources 

ñYoung Wife Kills Self,ò Topeka Daily Capital, November 27, 1926. 

ñMrs. Ralph Dunham Dies in Topeka,ò El Dorado Times, November 26, 1926. 

Digitized Census records accessed through www.ancestry.com. 

  

http://www.ancestry.com/


Back Story/Finding Aid  27 

8. Stanley Armour Dunham  

 

8
 

 

In many ways the Dunham story culminates in Stanley Armour Dunham, the grandfather who 

helped to raise Obama during his childhood.  Nevertheless, as the Dunham story gets closer to 

the present, in many ways it becomes more difficult.  Obama has several recollections of Stanley, 

whom he calls ñGrampsò in Dreams from My Father.  According to Obamaôs own recollection, 

Stanley frequently spun stories to entertain himself and others.  Second, Obamaôs book is not an 

unimpeachable source.  As David Maraniss points out in his book Barack Obama: The Story, 

there are many factual inaccuracies in Dreams, and by Obamaôs own admission, some characters 

and events are composites used in the narrative to make a point.
9
 The Dunham story is an 

interesting one in large part because it is the story of a presidentôs family, but the fact that 

presidential politics are involved in the story makes the facts subject to manipulation.   

It is clear from available records that Stanley Armour Dunham was born on March 23, 1918 to 

Ralph and Ruth.  His mother did commit suicide, but whether Stanley found the body, saw the 

body, or simply lost his mother at a young age, it is now impossible to know.  In Dreams from 

My Father, Obama reports that his grandfather, Stanley, recalled finding his motherôs body. 

However, Stanley was only eight years old at the time of his motherôs suicide and the body was 

not found in the family home, 703 Buchanan Street. The shop and the home were close, but not 

                                                 
8
 Photo Credit: Military Burial Records from Ancestry.com.  Stanley is buried in Honolulu 

Hawaii National Memorial Cemetery of the Pacific (Punchbowl). 
9
 David Maraniss, Barack Obama: The Story, (2012, New York: Simon and Schuster).  

http://www.ancestry.com/
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adjacent. The Daily Capital obituary reported that Ralph found the body. Nevertheless, it is clear 

that Stanley moved with his brother from Topeka to El Dorado, Kansas where the two boys were 

raised by an oil worker and his wife and attended school.  

In Dreams from My Father, Obama reports that Stanley was wild in high school and was 

expelled for punching his principal, but no other sources corroborate that tale.  Nevertheless, he 

does not appear in his high school yearbook in 1935 in any form (including being listed in any 

clubs or sports teams).  He did however sign at least one yearbook that year, and the small note 

and signature do hint at an ornery character.  In addition, Stanley did attend the 50th class 

reunion for the 1935 El Dorado High School graduating class.
10

 He does appear as a member of 

the senior class in the 1936 yearbook. 

Stanley married Madelyn Payne in 1940, and according to the reporting done by Susan Peters, 

they eloped to Wichita instead of attending Madelynôs formal senior dance at the high school.
11

 

A year and a half later, on January 18, 1942, Stanley enlisted in the Army, and he served in 

World War II, achieving the rank of Sergeant.
12

 Stanley Ann, Obamaôs mother, was born to the 

couple on November 29, 1942 in Wichita, Kansas.  The couple lived for a time in Wichita (at 

917 Faulkner) and El Dorado (a 1955 El Dorado city directory lists their address as 434 W. 

Olive). Although Stanley Ann was born a Kansan, her father, Stanley Armour, was the last of the 

Dunhams to be raised to adulthood in the state.
13

 

 

 

 

    

                                                 
10

 Susan Peters reported in Part II of her series ñPresident Obama: From Kansas to the Capitalò 

that Stanley graduated in 1936, and this is also reported in other sources. His enlistment 

documents indicate that he finished four years of high school. 
11

 Susan Peters, Part III. 
12

 See Appendix G. 
13

 In Dreams from My Father, Obama refers to the family moving around a lot when Stanley 

Ann was a child including living in California, Kansas, Texas, and finally moving to Seattle, 

where Stanley Ann graduated from high school.  Other reports, such as that by Toby Harnden, 

ñBarack Obama in Kansas on Family Roots Quest,ò Daily Telegraph, January 20, 2008, say that 

the family lived in Kansas until Stanley Ann was 13. According to committee member, Marie 

Gillespie, The Dunhams moved several times when Stanley Ann was in grade school, living in 

California and Texas, etc. But they lived in Kansas 1954-55. Stanley Ann was in Wichita's 

Riverside Elementary in 1954, then El Dorado in 1955. The family's name appears in the El 

Dorado city directory for 1955.  At some point, the family moved to the Seattle area where 

Stanley Ann is recorded as having attended Eckstein Middle School in 1955. 
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The first two images came from Mindy Tallent at the Kansas Oil Museum in El Dorado, Kansas 

and help make the case that Stanley Dunham was originally a member of the class of 1935  

rather than the class of 1936, although 1936 was his eventual graduation year.
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1935 El Dorado High School Yearbook Cover and page with signature.    

14 

 

    

                                                 
14

 El Doradoan (High School Yearbook), 1935.  Copy held by the Butler County History Center: 

http://www.kansasoilmuseum.org/oil-gas-legacy-gallery.   

http://www.kansasoilmuseum.org/oil-gas-legacy-gallery/



















































































































































