
   Anyone who lived in southern 
Marshall County between the 
1880’s and the 1920’s had to be 
aware of the area’s reputation as 
a major producer of beef cattle. It 
started in the early 1870’s when 
the first Herefords were brought 
into the area and, after a few 
years, spread rapidly throughout 
the grasslands of the Big Blue val-
ley. By the early 1900’s there 
were sixty purebred Hereford 
herds in Marshall County, many 
of which were near Irving and 
Blue Rapids. 
   One of those major cattle opera-
tions would later play an im-
portant role in the Ewing family 
story. In addition to being the 
place where Ray Ewing began his 

family, the Edwards Ranch was 
well-known by all the Ewing 
boys. When Frank Ewing began 
farming on his own in 1928, it 
was on a small parcel that bor-
dered the Edwards Ranch. He 
always referred to that beginning 
as “the Proctor place”. At one 
time or another, most of the 
young men around Irving proba-
bly worked part-time on the Ed-
wards Ranch when additional 
labor was needed. 
   Throughout the years, whenev-
er two or more of the Ewing boys 
would settle into conversation, 
the Edwards Ranch invariably 
would figure into some of the 
stories that were told. I have al-
ways felt a connection to the 

place, even though I’ve never 
seen it. So it seems only natural 
that more should be known about 
its history. 
   A couple years ago, I learned 
that a man named Frank Ed-
wards had bought 160 acres in 
1874 that would later become the 
northeast corner of the ranch. It 
was easy to assume that transac-
tion was the beginning of the 
ranch…. but, not a correct as-
sumption. Somehow, in a transac-
tion that wasn’t found in records, 
that land was transferred to a 
Clark family who sold it in 1892 
to Rowland John Edwards. That 
was the beginning of the ranch. 
   It’s natural to assume that 
Frank Edwards and R.J. Edwards 
were related… but no such tie has 
been found. Frank was born in 
Indiana, came to Marshall Coun-
ty as a young man in 1857, went 
away to fight in the Civil War, 
then returned to marry and raise 
a family in Kansas. He bought 
other land about a mile east of the 
Blue Valley land discussed above, 
and made his home on that 240 
acres that straddled the Black 
Vermillion river. 
   Rowland J. Edwards was born 
in Wales, coming to the U.S. as a 
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child with his family, settling in 
Wisconsin near other Welsh fami-
lies. If there was a family connec-
tion between Frank and R.J. it 
would have probably been a gen-
eration or more earlier and is un-
known to descendants of R.J. Ed-
wards. 
   When the Civil War started, 
Rowland J. Edwards enlisted and 
participated in a number of the 
early battles, was captured and 
imprisoned for a short time, and 
when released, took part in Sher-
man’s drive through the south, 
being among the first Union sol-
diers to enter Atlanta.  Promoted 
to sergeant, R.J. became the flag 
bearer for his unit for the duration 
of the march to the sea. 
   After the war, R.J. returned to 
Wisconsin where he married Eliz-
abeth Breese, also a Welsh native. 
Their first child, a daughter, was 
born in Wisconsin. They lived 
briefly in Illinois where their sec-
ond child, Samuel Rowland Ed-
wards, was born in 1869, then the 
family moved on to Colorado 
where R.J. prospered in a silver 
mine and became a prominent 
cattleman and land trader. At one 
point he held leases on the land 
that would later become Estes 
Park. A second son was born into 
the Edwards family while they 
lived in Colorado. 
   In 1880 the Edwards family 
moved to Kansas, settling in Em-
poria, where a number of Welsh 
natives also lived. There, R.J. was 
a founder of the College of Empo-
ria, and an incorporator of the Cit-
izens State Bank. He later was 
president of the First National 
Bank in Eureka, Kansas. Another 
daughter was born into the family 
in Kansas. 
   R.J. Edwards continued his 
ranching and land interests in 

Kansas, acquiring 160 acres in 
Marshall County in 1892… the 
same land previously owned by 
Frank Edwards (as discussed ear-
lier). It appears that R.J. Edwards 
never lived in Marshall County, 
and how he became interested in 
the area is not known, but he con-
tinued to acquire land along the 
Big Blue river about 3 miles south 
of Irving from 1892 to 1894, as-
sembling the holdings shown on 
the map above. In later years, he 

would acquire the half-section in 
the lower right corner of the map 
marked “R.J. Jones” as well as part 
of the “Proctor” land next to it. He 
also acquired 80 acres in the north-
east corner of the main ranch 
(marked “E. Harper”), squaring out 
the top side of his holdings… over 
1200 acres in total. 

The Jones Connection 
   Look at the map and the names 
on parcels south of the Edwards 
Ranch. You’ll find O.R. Jones as 
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well as other Joneses who had 
been in Marshall and Pottawato-
mie Counties since the early 
1870’s or before. It was O.R. Jones 
who travelled back to Wales in 
1909 and brought his niece, An-
nie, her husband William J. Wil-
liams, and their children to Amer-
ica. The youngest of the children 
at that time was Gwendolyn. 
   R.J. Jones and O.E. Jones shown 
on the map were nephews of O.R. 
Jones and all were from Wales. 
Did they have a family connec-
tion to R.J. Edwards? And were 
they instrumental in Edwards’ 
decision to invest in Marshall 
County? We don’t know. Even 
though R.J. Edwards’ mother was 
a Jones, we can only speculate. 
Jones was such a prevalent name 
in Wales, those who trace family 
lines will tell you that it’s very 
difficult to isolate relationships 
there. 
   It was very common for immi-
grants in the U.S. to settle close 
together, where they could share 
a common bond of language, cus-
toms and heritage while learning 

to fit into the new surroundings. 
Those who were not already relat-
ed often married people of their 
own heritage. 
   R.J. Edwards was no exception. 
From Wisconsin to Illinois to Col-
orado to Kansas… he maintained 
close relationships with Welsh 
countrymen. On his Marshall 
County ranch, he often turned to 
the Welsh families nearby for 
help. The Jones families worked 

on the ranch often and in the 
1920’s the Williams family would 
figure prominently in the ranch’s 
management. 
   R.J. Edwards died in 1917 in Cal-
ifornia, where he had gone to 
spend the winter. His oldest son, 
Sam, was listed in the obituary as a 
resident of Irving. Don’t know if 
he actually lived on the ranch, but 
he was certainly involved in its 
operation. 

This photo, 
courtesy of Rog-
er Edwards, was 
taken in 1954 by 

a 
Belleville 

photographer. 
It shows the 

three houses 
and wide 
variety of 

buildings on 
the ranch. 

The Edwards barn, a landmark in the area, was known by everyone. 
This photo from Mary Mleynek’s album had hand-written dimensions on 
it:  104 x 66 x 53 high. 
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   Sam Edwards had lived in Eure-
ka, Kansas, where he married and 
started his family. He had been in 
the public utility business (electric 
and telephone) in Greenwood 
County prior to moving to Irving 
in 1914, where he assumed re-
sponsibility for the ranch. About 
1918 he moved to Blue Rapids, 
making that his home for the rest 
of his life. 
   First elected in 1924, Sam Ed-
wards served three terms in the 
Kansas state legislature. During 
the Depression he was appointed 

to various government positions, 
administering programs to help 
Kansas farmers and ranchers. Sam 
died in 1938. 
   During the mid-1920’s the ranch 
was under the stewardship of Wil-
liam J. Williams and his sons. His 
daughter, Gwendolyn, married 
Ray Ewing in 1927 and they also 
lived on the ranch until 1934. 
Ownership of the ranch passed to 
Sam Edwards’ children upon his 
death and remained in their pos-
session until the late 1950’s. 
Gwen’s brother, Gwilym Williams, 

remained on the ranch until it was 
taken by the Federal government 
to make way for Tuttle Creek res-
ervoir in 1959. All land in the flood 
plain of the reservoir, including 
the Edwards Ranch, was con-
demned and purchased.  
   Unrecognizable today, most of 
the fertile Blue River valley land 
below the old town site of Irving is 
overgrown with brush and trees 
and is public hunting ground. The 
Edwards Ranch, and others like it, 
are fading memories. 


