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Eleven p.m., Halloween night, 1875, and darknesgrsothe grounds of
the Osawatomie State Insane Asylum. Very few keresamps and wax
candles flicker in the windows of the large builgliand its two wings.
Both staff and patients are abed.

A careful onlooker might notice a stealthy figureeping from the front
door and into the stables -- a pale white figurtéhaifeather in long hair
and deerskin tunic. Indians aren’t unheard of is pfart of the Midwest,
and a few years before they were a very real threat

The figure ducks into the stables, and after arffemments, comes out
again, riding a white horse and letting out a warhorrifying enough to
wake the dead — or just the insane. The apparirafes the entire
building, screaming, before returning to the stalaled quickly trying to
unsaddle the beast.

“Father, don’t go out there! You don’'t know whéehe Indian is!” come
voices of two young children from the main buildilggruff voice
responds to them, incoherent with rage.

As the figure of the father steps into the doorwiBryear-old Nettie
Knapp ducks behind the horse in a futile attemptide. She is dressed in
a second hand Indian theatrical costume and isredweith — flour.
Hearing no movement from the father, she peeks tneehorse’s back to
find a pair of blue eyes, matching her own, glatiagk at hers. He,
shaking with rage, points a finger directing herdturn to the hospital and
to her room. Nettie is in big trouble. The stafbming awakened because
her antics have scared the patients and it wi# thlke hospital hours to
guiet once more (Shiras Family Stories)

She was bored.



Marie Antoinette Knapp was 14 or 15-years-old whlee decided to stir things
up at the Kansas State Insane Asylum at Osawatdinhi@ad been a year, to the day,
when she and her family had arrived to take uglegsie on the grounds of the hospital.
Her father, A.H. Knapp was to be the superintendepbsition he would hold for almost
20 years and her mother Clara Jackson Knapp wasdhen of the women'’s side.
(Gish, Reform, p 122)

Nettie was a teenager who’d been removed fronfriggrds and her
society in Ottawa. She was entering adolescenoaghtat the best of times — now here
she was among the insane.

Hospital records of the time show the whole famiBs listed on the payrolls of
the period, a practice not uncommon at the timevé2ér). The children might have
earned their keep assisting with patient activitiebelping the staff or groundskeepers
while their mother acted as Matron to the womeirds sf the hospital. In Dr. Knapp’s
time there were theatrical productions, dancesjcaligroups and any number of other
activities provided to help the patients occupyrthends with something other than their
‘disease’ (Gish, Reform, p 123)

When the Knapp family arrived at their new homéhatOsawatomie State Insane
Asylum they found the large main building, beguri&69 in the Kirkbride design
favored by Eastern asylums, having a central ugl@éind two wings, swept back in
sections. At the time of their arrival it was omplgrtially completed — but with enough
room to house their family, the staff and more th@6 patients. When it was completed
it would be five stories high and hold an auditariwith a stage and balcony, quarters

for the workers and nurses, and quarters for thersutendent and his family. Later, they



would move into a house built separately. Thegpafpopulation would double and

double again before her father would finish hisetithhere as superintendent.

The OId Main building where Nettie and her family lived when they arrived.

Nettie’s older brother and sister, Louis and Darege to help the staff. Louis
would go on to become a doctor in his own rightpizeried three times and die fairly
young in Osawatomie. He had one legitimate childl @me illegitimate, which family
stories say that Nettie took in to raise as her.d»ara would remain unmarried and
move to Kansas City with her mother after her faffessed away. Family stories would
tell only of Dora that, “She drank her whiskey gihd.” Her mother was noted, later in
life, for her artistic skills in oils and portrareiand illustration in Kansas City
(Westlake). Clara’s illustrations were often pulbéid inHarpers Weekly (Sharp, Ramey).

Nettie was the third eldest at 14, and her closlesimates were her younger
siblings, Frank at 12 and the youngest Clara affh&.town of Osawatomie was a mile
away over rough roads, so it was likely the chidnesre home-schooled with their

mother and the tutors were brought in to help ogebp patients (Atwater).



More occupied with her own day-to-day activitidse svould still have been
aware that her family was in the middle of a wamlaen the local officials who once had
control of the hospital, and the state officialsowirere taking over. Her father was a tool
of the state, appointed by state officials andua$ slife was being made very difficult for
them locally with people calling them cruel anditunéretakers (Gish, Reform, 124). As
much as she might have wished they were back em@itKansas, where they’d spent
four years before coming to the hospital, she wotlshve liked people attacking her
family. From 1870-1874 the family lived at Ottavikgnsas, where Dr. Knapp was a
family physician. They attended the Episcopal Chuned according to church records
were active in the community. Prior to 1870 thesided in New York State where her
father and mother were born, courted and marriéta@ly Dr. Knapp had developed a
good reputation in his profession. The governdleiv York appointed him medical
examiner for all enlisted men in the northern a(estlake, 322).

Here, Dora and Louis might have started attendiaghool outside of the home.
The younger children, until the age of 9, wouleélkhave been home-schooled with
their mother. Clara Jackson was an educated worrselh so it is more than likely she
would guide her children along the same path (Vilkstlp 323).

Life for women in this period was generally corsigl to revolve around
keeping house and raising a family. You were torynas well as possible, have children
and be satisfied — even if you wanted to do ordmeething else, or the man you married
turned out to be less than perfect. Of courseat also not unheard of that women of the
day could be committed to institutions like Osawai®against their will for being

strong-minded. Perhaps they were headstrong dasghtd fathers needed brought into



line or wealthy widows with enemies who covetedrtfends. At the time in Kansas
woman were allowed to inherit their husband’s prigpat his death. So, if some
unscrupulous sorts wanted it, they might bribe autiles to commit the widow and they
could buy the land for a fraction of its worth ((&m).

Some allegations made against Knapp during hisbewy years at the hospital
say he took bribes for such admittance, or thdtdtesexual relations with the staff and
patients. No records can be found that prove tieaatlegations made against Knapp
were well founded. Other versions of history laud s a kind and just man who made
great strides in psychiatric medicine. Newspape&erage which once stirred up trouble
and exploited the controversy to sell copies, satyd@ 1876 turned in favor of Knapp

for a time (Gish, Reforp 25 ).

Family stories tell that Nettie may have playquhé in the Ottaw&epublican
switching allegiance. Stories passed through tinemggions tell not only of Nettie’'s
midnight ride, but also of a strange friendshipwatsilent woman admitted to the
hospital Oct. 20 of that year.

Nettie saw “Jane” arrive one day when she waisigith the construction area
just above the main doors of the hospital. It waxsdpecial place and gave her a view of
the country and the nearby river. From here shepsdignts come, and once in awhile,
go. Most were raving; some bound and gagged “fair thwn protection.” Her father
explained that until they could be cured they winessponsible for their actions and
they had to be protected from themselves.

A short blonde woman was led up the steps betiweerarge men. Quiet, the

new patient stared straight ahead. Nettie huroaté first floor admitting ward to see



who this was. “Jane” was brought in with her hugsband her brother. They advised the
staff they had a small farm and could not caréhtar— she’d entered a deep depression
since the stillbirth of her child and would notedor herself at all. They said she’d
“relieve herself without making use of a chambet; pad would do nothing to clean
herself afterwards.” Dr. Knapp went ahead and albWwer to stay.

Nettie took it upon herself to check on the woreaery day, to assist with her
bath and toilette. She would keep up a running cemary, talking to her as if she’d talk
back, a technique her father would’ve taught her@me still used in psychiatric
treatment today. Three days after her arrival,dsti¢alk back. Jane would ask
specifically for Nettie, and Dr. and Mrs. Knapp wdrappy to oblige. She would ask the

girl to walk with her and they were a common sightthe grounds for the next five days.

Views still on the hospital grounds today that wereghere during Nettie’s time.

Two days before Halloween, Jane admitted to N#taeher disease was a ruse;

that she was a reporter for the Ottaepublican newspaper sent to see if the allegations



against her father were correct. And none wereashkared the girl. In two days her
brother and husband would arrive to “check on meggess.” They both knew,
considering her “miraculous” recovery — Jane wdell/e with them. For the next two
days she told Nettie everything she could about @oslives in the city, the brave
women who worked and the ones who were breakirgs rulas she had. It lit a fire in
Nettie’s mind. The idea that she could have whatwant — if she were willing to fight
for it — would stay with her.

Nettie was becoming a ‘modern woman’ along wittngnathers during that
turn of the century. A paradigm shift was takingga in women’s history. It was a time
of change where women expanded their world vieactupations outside the four walls
of their home and family and Nettie bought into ithea. Her Indian war cry of
Halloween night, after waving goodbye to her frighdt morning, was her first cry for
freedom. And with the arrival soon afterwards dfaak clerk from Ottawa, come to talk
business with her father, Nettie set her sightkenfirst goal in life — Charles Shiras.

C. E. Shiras, dealer in groceries, provisions,wadden and willow ware,
was born in Cincinnati, Ohio, June 29, 1856, andeto Kansas in the
spring of 1875, locating at Ottawa. He was for fwears employed as a
clerk in the People's Bank. In 1877 he engagedyirgdods business in
company with C. D. Crane, remaining in that bussregsout two years.
Was then not actively engaged in business untilaan 1882, when he
purchased his present establishment from his broifieM. Shiras. The
subject of our sketch has a nicely fitted up stoegries a stock of about
$3,500, and is doing a large trade (Westlake).

On 28 May 1878 at Ottawa, Kansas the pair was s@irA notice in the local paper

stated:

For the past few weeks nothing has been talked sbciety circles here

but the approaching marriage of Mr. Chas. E. StarasMiss Marie A.
Knapp, daughter of Dr. A. H. Knapp. Charley is ofi¢he most popular



young business men of the city, and Nettie, agrierds love to call her,
is an acknowledged belle...Promptly at the houbtin#al party -- Dr.
Knapp with the bride, and the groom with his bridesther -- advanced
down the aisle...Charley and his bride took therafion train for the East,
and will pass a few weeks in Cincinnati and othees

Ten years and three children later, Thomas, Erereg$iallie — Nettie plucked
up her legendary courage and rocked her family&sliIn a scandalous move for the day
and age, Nettie filed for divorce from Charles inglist 1889 in Miami County, Kansas,
where her parents still lived in Osawatomie. Toodbe a well-to-do storekeeper after ten
years of marriage and three children would have Isegerely criticized and stigmatized
in American society between 1870 and 1934 (Greiert)

At this point, she likely didn’t care what the re$ the world thought. The
divorce was granted in October, to be final inmionths. The divorce decree, finalized in
the Miami County court August 6 1889, cited extremental cruelty. It is known in the
family that Charles was an alcoholic.

The decree states the court:
“... finds that the said defendant has been guiitye allegations charges
in the plaintiff's petition, to wit: extreme crugland that said petition is
true. Itis therefore ...decreed by the court thatrharriage relations
heretofore existing between the said plaintiff defendant be and the
same is hereby set aside and wholly annulled aiddosaties wholly
released from the obligations of the same.”
Nettie got the children. Charles got a restrairdnder and was barred from
collecting the rents on his land. She however,agollect them — their version of child
support? Charles also paid the court costs. HedkHimself two years later in an lowa

hotel.

On July 17, 1891, the day before Charles' fun@tad,Republican:



William Shiras returned with the remains of histbey, who died at the
Palace Hotel, Cedar Rapids, la., on the Kansast ity at noon today.
They were taken to his residence from where furssmalices will be held
at 10 o'clock a.m. tomorrow. Rev. Morrill will coact the exercises, and
the interment will take place in Hope Cemetery.

By 1893 when Nettie's father's estate was setthedfamily has proof among Dr.
Knapp’s probate papers that she had married Captaison H. Gehr of the McCaslin
Post No. 117, Department of Kansas, Grand ArmyeRepublic (MICOGESOQU).

No date or place of the actual marriage has beamdfas yet, however she is
referred to in the probate paperwork as Mrs. N&eér.

An 1896 listing of Civil War veterans participatiilga reunion in Miami County,
near Nettie’'s home, showed Gehr was in the aré8% and may have resided there for
some time.

“Most of the veterans were residents of Miami &, but some were
from other areas, such as Drexel, MO, and Kansigs Gne veteran
(Wm. Walters) was associated with the Mexican Wae others all
appear to be Civil War veterans” (MICOGESOQU).

Gehr is described by the remaining eldest familynioers as “the little one-armed
miner” having lost one arm in a sawmill accidenMontana (Ramey, Sharp). Since his
discharge from the army he was a mining prospector.

The family history changes focus in the family pape Nettie’s son Tom.

“After the divorce of his parents, his mother amd thildren lived in
Kansas City, Kansas. Tom and his brother Enneskedat the Drovers'
Telegram in Kansas City -- Tom as a reporter anteEs as a linotype
operator. In the early 1900's, Tom's mother angH&tther, "Captain” P.H.
Gehr, a miner, moved to Mountain Home, Baxter Cpufitkansas,
where Captain Gehr had a good deal of mining |and loved the area,
and a few years later purchased the local newsp@perBaxter Bulletin,

in partnership with his brother Enness. The paperained in the family
for over seventy years” (Sharp, Barr Family



An older man, born in 1846, it might be supposed @ehr encouraged Nettie's
free-thinking and her free-spirit. Several piecea/6ting, most of an occult/spiritual
nature were found and dated so we know they weittewiduring the marriage.

One example, below the photo, is dated 1904.

Nettie in Mountain Home, approx age 45years.

To my Helper and my Guide
By Nettie Gehr

O, please, please give me just a clue
How to pay my bills past due
Is there no way | can turn?
No way the money | can earn?
A voice answers:
“Yes, dear, just start to live without
The thing you need, and there will come about
A way for you, if you will heed,
You'll have everything you need.”
Maybe this means starvation, with
Everything needed, added afterwards —
But I'm inclined to believe that when
Earthly hopes fail us, the unseen law
Steps in and brings the relief we need
Here and Now.
Anxiety is a poverty thought,
And will cause poverty --
Whereas a letting go of it
Will relax the body and mind.
Be indifferent to whether you
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Live or Die.

Perhaps Nettie realized that the younger man wésa'best in the long run. The
second time around, even though it wouldn’t havenbmonsidered a ‘good match’ in her
younger days she seems to have married where stiedvand by all indications was
happy — a little strange maybe, but happy.

By the time she passed away on March 16, 1934ieNe#s a mother of three,
had been married, divorced and remarried, was bshel composer and writer, a
believer in the occult and reincarnation and thepéisle mother of two — one said to be
the child of her older brother.

She was also known around the town of Mountain Hoknkansas, for some
eccentric behavior. She fed her livestock at timndiroom table with her but was known
for being a very caring soul and would feed anywhe needed a meal. She was also
known for keeping track of community birthdays amdving on doorsteps on the
celebratory day with one of her famous birthdayesalShe was apparently a very good
hand with a pastry (Ramey). Her sons were ofteigedlto give her money to
supplement Gehr’s war pension because she wasaotigdeeding anyone who needed a
hot meal (Ramey).

Marie Antoinette Knapp Shiras Gehr, after yearbvirig her life in the expected
manner, took it back and lived the way she wamedith the man she wanted to. Not so
uncommon now, but unthinkable in the late 1800s.

She still makes her presence known to the famitynftime to time. Some are
sure she still checks up on us. The latest taléiroomit for them. It revolves around a
meeting of several cousins in a 100-year-old famdyne where old relatives were being

discussed. Cousin Ginger is said to bear a remirkabemblance to Nettie herself.
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When the subject of the lady arose, a flutter gfgnavas heard from across the room.
The paper floated down a small hole that led tcatitie and made its way on invisible
breezes across the room before dropping at theogréeet. It was a piece of handwritten

sheet music — signed Nettie Gehr.
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A listing of existing businesses in Mountain HomeArkansas in 1904.
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Old Timers in the Mountain Home area around Netties time.
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East side of the 1902 Mountain Home town square.
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