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William Miles Chick
Pioneer
1794-1847

by Daniel Coleman

An Old Testament quality characterizes the life of Kansas City 
pioneer William Chick, who led his family on an exodus from 
Virginia to Missouri via horse-drawn wagon and river barge and 
twice saw his home and possessions washed away by floodwaters. 
His son, Washington Henry Chick, would later pen a fascinating 
chronicle of the life of his father, a farmer and merchant whose 
part in creating a steamboat landing on the riverfront several miles 
north of Westport would make him one of Kansas City’s most 
important founders.  

William Miles Chick was born August 31, 1794, near Lynchburg, 
Virginia, and worked as a merchant in the Alexandria area during 
his early adulthood. As a young man he received the commission 
of colonel from the Governor of Virginia, along with orders to raise 
a regiment of volunteers to fight the British in the War of 1812, 
although peace came before Chick and his men saw action.  In 1816 
he married Ann Eliza Smith, a young woman from Alexandria.

In 1822, Chick and his wife, now parents of three young children, 
decided to pursue the farming life in Missouri, where Chick’s 
father-in-law had acquired land. The family’s struggle to arrive 
there illustrates the difficulty of long-distance travel in the early 
nineteenth century. Their wagon train to Pittsburgh included 
household servants and slaves, and the caravan often camped 
in the open due to scarce accommodations. In Pittsburgh they 
loaded their belongings onto flatboats and floated nearly 600 
miles down the Ohio River to Shawneetown, Illinois. From there 
they traveled by wagon to St. Louis to re-supply before continuing 
overland to Saline County, where their final destination lay several 
miles upstream from today’s Glasgow. Deep in the Missouri 
interior, Chick and his slaves worked all that winter to clear the 
land of densely growing cottonwoods, using the felled trees to 
build themselves log cabins for shelter.

In the summer of 1826, the small farm they had carved out of the 
wilderness was destroyed by a rampaging Missouri River. Houses, 
crops, and even much of the land itself were swept away in the 
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flood, but the persistent Chick simply moved across the Missouri 
to Howard County and established a new farm.  For the next ten 
years he grew the crop so important to his home state of Virginia: 
tobacco. 

Although successful in this venture, Chick’s mercantile impulse 
led the family farther west in 1836, when he purchased a two-
story log building in Westport from John Calvin McCoy, who had 
recently platted the new town, home to about 50 families at that 
time.  With his wife and children—he and Ann Eliza eventually had 
nine—living above, Chick operated a store on the ground level, and 
soon saw a brisk trade with Native Americans and Santa Fe Trail 
traffic.

An increase in westward trail travelers inspired Chick in 1838 to join 
with McCoy and others in forming a group of investors to establish 
what they called the “Town of Kansas.”  The group bought at auction 
the land of Gabriel Prudhomme, a recently deceased French settler 
who had owned the riverfront area several miles directly north of 
Westport.  The site included a natural stone outcropping that the 
investors believed would make an excellent wharf for steamboats 
to unload men and supplies closer to Westport than any other 
landing then in use.

Chick eventually closed his Westport store and became one 
of the first businessmen to operate on the riverfront; he built a 
warehouse there in 1843, in which for a commission he stored 
furs awaiting shipment downriver. On the nearby bluffs he began 
constructing the area’s first large residence, and when flooding 
in 1844 destroyed a West Bottoms farm he had also established, 
the Chick family moved into the new house for good.  Soon he 
was conducting a ferry business across the Missouri and became 
the new town’s first postmaster, accepting letters that bore the 
somewhat confusing postmark “Kansas, Missouri.” Historians 
now consider this area to be Kansas City’s original town site, and 
William Chick, who died of pneumonia there in April 1847, to be 
one of its primary developers and promoters.  
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