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Clyde Tombaugh (1906 –1997) was born and raised in 
Illinois, but while in high school his family moved to a farm 
near Burdett, Kansas. After graduation, though he had no 
formal training, Tombaugh began making telescopes and within 

a short time became skilled at grinding the necessary lenses. 
He remembered in an interview with the Aggie Panorama 
of New Mexico State University, where he would eventually 
teach astronomy, that early on he purchased a copy of Scientific 
American’s Amateur Telescope Making for two dollars. 
From it he learned that the best optics were made under constant 
temperatures, and he convinced his father to let him dig a cellar 
on the Burdett farm, to be used for storing dairy and sheltering 
from tornadoes in the summer and as Tombaugh’s workshop 
year round. He dug the pit—eight feet wide, seven feet deep, 
and twenty-four feet long —himself, and by the summer of 1928 
he had constructed the nine-inch reflecting telescope pictured 
here. 

Later that fall Tombaugh sent drawings of Mars and Jupiter 
to the Lowell Observatory in Flagstaff, Arizona, an enterprise 
devoted to the search for a “Planet X” that its founder, Bostonian 
Percival Lowell, had predicted and searched for up to his death 
in 1916. The observatory was impressed by the young Kansan’s 
drawings, and hired him on a trial basis. While there Tombaugh 
manned the observatory’s blink comparator to study images 
of the sky taken several nights apart. By flipping from image 
to image, astronomers could identify moving stellar objects, 
including planets, and Tombaugh did just that in the images 
below from January 23 and 29, 1930. In observing the movement 
of the body marked with the arrows in each image, he discovered 
the planet that would come to be called Pluto. After his discovery, 
Tombaugh went on to receive bachelor’s and master’s degrees 
in astronomy from the University of Kansas and to embark on 
a long teaching career. In 2006 some of his ashes were placed 
aboard the New Horizons space probe to Pluto.
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The journal is available as one of many benefits of 
membership with the Kansas Historical Foundation. Find more 
information online at kshs.org/11413. 

Kansas History: A Journal of the Central Plains 
is published quarterly through a partnership between the  Kan- 
sas Historical Foundation and the Chapman Center for Rural 
Studies. The Kansas Historical Foundation serves as a fund raising, 
fund management, membership, and retail organization to support 
and promote the Kansas Historical Society, a state agency that 
safeguards and shares the state’s history through the collection, 
preservation, and interpretation of its past. The Society’s collections 
and programs are diverse and are made available through its lib-
rary and museum in Topeka, historic sites and classrooms across 

the state, and publications and web-based resources accessible 
everywhere. The Chapman Center for Rural Studies, located on the 
campus of Kansas State University in Manhattan and directed by 
faculty in the Department of History, is committed to researching, 
preserving, and sharing the rural history of Kansas through the 
recovery of lived experience, lost towns and settlements, original 
lands, and changing landscapes. Through the establishment of a 
research lab, digital archives, curriculum, and publications, the 
Chapman Center links the community of learners at Kansas State 
University with the communities of the past.  

The journal publishes scholarly articles, edited documents, 
and other materials that contribute to an understanding of the his-
tory and cultural heritage of Kansas and the Central Plains. Political, 
social, intellectual, cultural, economic, and institutional histories  
are welcome, as are biographical and historiographical interpreta-
tions and studies of archaeology, the built environment, and material 
culture. Articles emphasizing visual documentation, exceptional 
reminiscences, and autobiographical writings are also considered 
for publication. Genealogical studies are generally not accepted. 

Manuscripts are evaluated anonymously by scholars who 
determine their suitability for publication based on originality, 
quality of research, significance, and presentation, among other 
factors. Previously published articles or manuscripts that are 
being considered for publication elsewhere will not be considered. 
The editors reserve the right to make changes in accepted articles 
and will consult with the authors regarding such. The publishers 
assume no responsibility for statements of fact or opinion made 
by contributors. 

Kansas History follows the Chicago Manual of Style, 16th edition 
(Chicago, Ill.: University of Chicago Press, 2010). A style sheet, 
which includes a detailed explanation of the journal’s editorial 
policy, is available at kshs.org/12447. Articles appearing in Kansas 
History are available online at the Kansas Historical Society’s 
website (kshs.org/12445) and from EBSCO Publishing. They are 
available on microfilm from ProQuest Microfilms.

The Edgar Langsdorf Award for Excellence in Writing, which 
includes a plaque and an honorarium of two hundred dollars, is 
awarded each year for the best article published in Kansas History.

The editors welcome letters responding to any of the articles 
published in the journal. With the correspondent’s permission, 
those that contribute substantively to the scholarly dialogue by 
offering new insights or historical information may be published. 
All comments or editorial queries should be addressed to the 
editors, Kansas History: A Journal of the Central Plains, Chapman 
Center for Rural Studies, Kansas State University, 111 Leasure 
Hall, Manhattan, KS 66506-1002; 785-532-0380; email: KHJournal@ 
K-state.edu.

Illustrations appearing in the journal, unless otherwise no-
ted, are from the collections of the Kansas Historical Society. Re-
productions of images from the Society’s collections are available

for purchase. Please contact the State Archives Division for order- 
ing information: kshs.org/14154; 785-272-8681, ext. 321.
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