
Katharine Benson Kelley (1909 – 2005) 
 
Katharine Benson Kelley was born June 2, 1909, near Vinland, Kansas, about 4 miles north of 
Baldwin City. She graduated from Baker University in 1932, then attended the University of 
Kansas. She lived her life in the vicinity of much Santa Fe Trail and early Kansas history. 
Katharine taught school for over 40 years beginning at Clearfield, a one-room schoolhouse now 
on the Historic Register and maintained by the Douglas County Chapter of SFTA. After retiring, 
she worked at the Baldwin City Public Library, sharing her extensive knowledge of the Santa Fe 
Trail and local history. She established the History Corner, a collection of archival and shared 
historical resources. This corner has now expanded into The Kansas Room with a large 
collection of valuable materials.  
 
In 1967, she was a founding member of the Baldwin City Santa Fe Trail Historical Society. This 
group was formed to preserve and share the history of the local area and Trail. This society later 
became the Douglas County Chapter of the Santa Fe Trail Association (SFTA). Along with her 
friend Amelia Betts, she located, repaired, and researched many Daughters of the American 
Revolution (DAR) markers along the Trail throughout Kansas. To share the historical 
significance of these sites, she and Amelia placed metal informational markers at each of the 
seven DAR marker sites in Douglas County - at their own expense.  
 
Katherine also researched and wrote many booklets and articles about the Trail. Katherine was 
a charter member of the Santa Fe Trail Association. She received an Award of Merit at the first 
SFTA Symposium in 1986.  In 1989 she was named an Official Ambassador of the Trail, 
receiving the Paul F. Bentrup Ambassador Award from SFTA.  She received the Missouri River 
Outfitters Chapter Outstanding Achievement Award in 2005, She was to receive the Jack D. 
Rittenhouse Memorial Stagecoach Award from SFTA in 2005 for extraordinary achievements 
and lifetime contributions to the Santa Fe Trail. She died a few days before that award was 
presented and it was accepted by her brother-in-law, Malcolm Strom. The award plaque was 
placed in the library where she worked for many years. She also received awards from the 
Kansas Ornithological Society, was named Teacher of the Century by the Baldwin High School 
Alumni Association, and received an Honorary Doctorate from Baker University in Baldwin City.   
 
Katharine Benson Kelley passed away at Lawrence Memorial Hospital on September 27, 2005 
at the age of 96 years.  
 


