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THE COUNTY THAT 

W h e n times are tough and money is 
scarce what 's a local government to do? 



The County That Closed 
For two years the people of Worth County struggled 

to decide between paying more taxes or keeping 
their government. For two years, the government 

finished out of the money. By Joe Popper. 

The signs that announce your 
entry into Denver, 

Mo., say the population is 74. They are not old signs, 
but they are already wrong. The population is 41. 

Once the population was 500, and the town had a 
picture show and a skating rink and 31 businesses. It 
had a bandstand in the park where the community 
band gave concerts. Denver, 95 miles north of 
Kansas City, is the oldest town in Worth County. 

The farms that surrounded Denver were prosper
ous, raising cattle and com and wheat on the open 
rolling country of the glacial till Today mown 
hayfields border untouched pastures covered with 
wildflowers, large stands of hickory and white oak 
rise over once-cleared land, and turkey vultures 
roost on the chimneys of abandoned farmhouses. 

E ^ veryone says to put in something about Jer ry 
Glower, the country comedian, and what he 
said about the county courthouse. 

Glower came up here from Nashville, 
Tenn., to perform on Saturday, June 27, and he drew 
a big crowd at the Sheridan centennial festivities. In 
case you don't know, Sheridan is a small town in 
Worth Gounty, about 10 miles south of the Iowa line 
in northwest Missouri. 

More than 6,000 people showed up to see Glower, 
who performed outdoors in the field just north of the 
old Sheridan School. The school's been closed for 11 
years now. That may not sound important, but it is. 
You'll see. 

Glower was impressed by the crowd and he said 
so. Why wouldn't he be? It was 20 times bigger than 
the population of the town, and more than twice as 
big as the population of the whole county. 

"Here are more folks than there are in the county. 

and they just shut the courthouse down," was how he 
put it. He got a big laugh out of that one. 

When Pa t Hardy heard what Glower said, he shook 
his head. Pa t Hardy is the presiding commissioner in 
Worth Gounty. He's a farmer who raises feeder hogs 
and com when he's not busy with official business. 
He'd always been a Republican, but when he decided 
to run for office, the Republican Gounty Gommittee 
told him they'd already picked someone else. So he 
became a Democrat and he won. He looks like John 
Newcombe, the Australian tennis player. 

Anyway, he shook his head when he heard about 
Glower. 

"I just knew he'd talk about the courthouse," he 
said. 

The county courthouse is in Grant Gity, about 12 
miles east of Sheridan, and it's been closed since the 
second week in May. It 's not closed for repairs; it's 
just closed. The county didn't have the money to pay 
the utility bills. 

When the courthouse closed, it was big news 
locally. Reporters came from St. Joseph and Omaha 
and some Iowa papers. TV crews came from a St. 
Joe station. Gounty courthouses don't shut down 
every day. 

Margaret Freeman, who works in the elections 
division of the Secretary of State's office in Jeffer
son Gity, says she doesn't think it's ever happened 
before in Missouri, at least not in this century. 

Gary Behan, a state archivist, says that a few 
county courthouses did close during the Givil War — 
when they were burned — but it hasn't happened 
since, except, that is, in Worth Gounty, which shut its 
courthouse once before. That was in 1979, the last 
time the county ran out of money. 

Recently, the Worth Gounty commissioners have 
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been getting calls from officials in other rural 
Missouri counties who want to know how to close a 
county courthouse. They seem to think that Worth 
County has become expert at it. Giles Summa, the 
associate commissioner for the west district, says 
there's no trick to it. 

"You just turn out the lights and lock the doors," 
he says. 

But joking aside, he'll tell you he doesn't think it's 
funny a t all. 

The theme for the Sheridan centennial was: 
"From the River to the Rails to the Future." The 
town, in the valley of the Platte River, was created 
in 1887 when the Chicago, St. Paul and Kansas City 
Railroad built a depot and a stockyard in Worth 
County. 

By 1896, the town was big enough for three 
lawyers, two hotels, five insurance agents, three 
furniture stores and two doctors. 

In 1980, during the last census, there was only one 
doctor in all of Worth County. The local nurse 



practitioner employed by the Tri-County Health 
District (Worth, Gentry and DeKalb counties) is now 
booked weeks in advance for her blood-pressure and 
well-baby clinics. Worth County may have to with
draw from the health district next year. The com
missioners are not sure they can pay their $2,500 
share of the expense. 

The last train to drop off freight in Sheridan 
stopped there in 1984. In 1916, President Woodrow 
Wilson passed through Sheridan aboard a train. It 
was late at night, the town was asleep, and the train 
didn't slow down. Of course, the commissioners didn't just sit 

down one day and decide to close things 
down. Here's how it happened. 

In 1986, the federal revenue sharing 
program was cut and the county lost more than 
$50,000 a year. At the same time, the bottom was 
falling out of land values in northwest Missouri. 
After the last reassessment, the total value of land 
in Worth County alone had fallen by more than $2 
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Below, abandoned bams are common in Worth 
County. Right, Roy Rowe, David Evans and 

Everett Campbell, standing from left, discuss a 
trash problem with the commissioners. While 
the courthouse was closed, the commissioners 

met weekly in the county maintenance bam. 

million. That took a big bite out of property tax 
revenues. 

On top of all that, a few years ago the state 
legislature passed a bill that basically mandated a $4,000 salary increase for elected county officials. 
That was the straw, so to speak. 

To try to make up for some of the lost revenue, the 
commissioners called for a 31-cent increase in the 
general fund levy. But the proposal, which needs a 
two-thirds majority to pass, was defeated three 
times in 1986. 

Joe Fletchall, a farmer who lives near Sheridan, 
says the levy failed because people in Worth County 
wereualready tired of being burdened with addition
al taxes. 

"We drew the line at increased taxes for their 
wages. Enough is enough," he says. The commission
ers think there's more to it than that. 

The levy came up for a vote again last April 8, and 
the commissioners decided not to sit back. They 
stumped the county from line to line, holding town 
meetings, giving slide shows and telling people what 
was involved. They explained that because of the 
decrease in land value, the new levy would result in 
tax bills that were about the same as they used to be. 
And they also explained that elderly people on fixed 
incomes would be entitled to receive some money 
back through the Senior Citizens Tax Credit. (Com
missioner Robert Finch, who represents the western 
district, thinks that was the biggest issue. "People 
on fixed incomes are afraid of the levy," he says.) 

They held 12 meetings in all. But on April 7, the 
levy was defeated for the fourth time. The turnout 
was low and the vote was close. Fifty-nine percent 
of the voters approved it, but it fell 68 votes short of 
the necessary two-thirds majority. 

Right after the ballots were counted, as the 
commissioners were leaving the courthouse, Giles 
Summa said that they'd have to close her up. There 
just wasn't any other way to go. But Pa t Hardy said 
that maybe they could make enough cuts in the 
budget to hold on awhile longer. He said that closing 
the courthouse would just look too bad. 

The next morning, which was Wednesday, they 
held an emergency meeting and decided to cut five 
jobs from the county payroll, close the public 
bathrooms in the courthouse, cut off the gas, and 
stop buying supplies. That meant no more stamps, 
envelopes or paper. 

On Friday, someone at the courthouse flew the 
United States flag upside down (that's the 
international distress signal). Some people thought it 

was funny, some didn't. 
On May 4, after going over the county's records, 

the commissioners met to decide what to do about 
the courthouse utility bills. They asked every one of 
the elected officials if they were willing to split the 
cost of electricity, about $30 a month each, to keep 
the courthouse open. The response wasn't very 
positive. Pat Hardy said he wouldn't run the county 
on a deficit, so the commission voted to close the 
building at the end of the week. 

"Closing it up made me feel pretty awful," says 
Bob Finch, commissioner for the western district, 
"but there was nothing left to do." 

Pa t Hardy figures that the closing will save $4,200 
by the end of the year. "That doesn't sound like a lot 
to people from the city," he says. "But we're not 
counting thousands or even hundreds of dollars. 
We're down to counting dollars here, dollars and 
change. It's a question of survival." 

The commissioners have already given up $1,000 
in salary each and all of their expense money. Other 
county officials have taken similar cuts. 

Even with the closing, the job cuts and the salary 
rollbacks, the commissioners sometimes wonder if 
they can make it through the year. They've sched
uled another levy vote for August, and they've 
decided that based on the response to their last 
campaign, this time they were just going to keep 
quiet. 

Grant City, the county seat, was founded in 1863, 
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at the geographical center of the county. It was 
named after Ulysses S. Grant, who was then en
gaged in the siege of Vicksburg. The name reflected 
the strong pro-Union sympathies of most Worth 
County settlers, many of whom came from northern 
Kentucky, Indiana and Ohio. 

The town once prospered. Many of the older 
homes are large and ornate Victorian structures, 
still imposing despite their need of paint and repair. 
Beyond the courthouse square the town streets are 
now unpaved, covered instead with gravel. One 
block southeast of the courthouse, the rear of a brick 
building has collapsed and lies in rubble. That block 
used to be one of the town's busiest commercial 
streets. It had a theater and a lumberyard. 

"I'm afraid that's the way the whole town is 
headed if things don't turn around," says Duane 
Thies, former managing editor of The Grant City 
Times-Tribune. Eî  very Monday morning, the three commission

ers of Worth County meet to talk over county 
business. They usually meet in the county's 

a maintenance bam, three blocks south of the 
county courthouse. They use the barn because it has 
a phone, paid for out of road and bridge funds. That 
way people can reach them, and they can make a 
few official calls. 

Right now there are no other county phones 
hooked up, except the one used by the sheriff. His 
office in the courthouse has stayed open. 

On a recent Monday, the three men met in the 
parking lot outside the barn. A heavy storm had 
rumbled through the area the night before, and the 
ground was muddy. The commissioners, all dressed 
in jeans and wearing tractor caps, stood around 
discussing the problems caused by the weather. 

"Last year we had heavy rains and all the county 
roads and tubes are in need of repair," said P a t 
Hardy. He then walked into the b a m to discuss the 
problem with the head of the county road crew. 

The commissioners talked for a while about the 
next levy vote. They had one problem with the 
election. They don't have any money to pay for the 
election judges. 

"It will have to be run by volunteers," said 
Commissioner Bob Finch, who farms and does 
upholstery work near Sheridan. He gave up an 
$18,000 job in Iowa to come back here.and farm. It 
was, he says, a big mistake, one of the worst he ever 
made. 

If the levy fails again, said Pa t Hardy, he's going 
to have the courthouse pipes drained and close it up 
for the winter. 

The sheriff drove up a few minutes later, and the 
commissioners walked over to talk with him pri
vately next to his car. He is a pleasant-looking m a n 
with a big smile and big arms. He wasn't wearing a 
uniform, just jeans and a work shirt and cowboy 
boots. His badge was looped around his belt. He 
doesn't need a uniform. He looks like he could bench 
press a tractor. 



''There was no way the Sheridan School could 
have survived, and people really know that. But 
the feeling is still there. People blame Grant 
City because they have the school and we 
don't. Maybe for some this levy thing is a way 
of fighting back, a way of saying, 'You can't 
step on me.'" 

—Commissioner Bob Finch 

The Sheridan School has been vacant since 1976, but local children still make use of the playground. 
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Back in May, when the courthouse was closed, the sheriff 

— his name is Lorace Waldeier — said that he'd work out of 
his home if he had to, but he wasn't going to lock up any 
drunks there. The commissioners said they could understand 
that. 

Latier they decided that moving the sheriff's radio to his 
house would cost more than leaving it where it was. That 
raised the question of electricity for his radio. If they cut his 
electricity, his base radio would be disconnected. The 
sheriff's car radio only has a range of 10 miles, which isn't 
even strong enough to reach the Highway Patrol. When the 
conditions are right, his car radio can reach across the line 
to Gentry County, which won't get you much. 

As it is, the sheriff is already paying part of his deputy's 
salary out of his own pocket. He's also paying his light and 
phone bills. He said if he paid any more for the privilege of 
being sheriff, he'd be working 50 hours a week and losing 
money at it. The commissioners agreed to help him pay for 
the wheel alignment on his squad car. 

Without the use of the courthouse, the sheriff has no place 
to keep prisoners. So Worth County recently made a deal 
with neighboring Gentry County to hold any prisoners the 
sheriff brings in. The cost is $15 a day, and that led 
Commissioner Summa to comment that the county can't 
afford a crime wave. He says the worst thing would be a 
felony trial, since the county doesn't have the money to pay a 
jury. 

"They'd have to be volunteers," he says, "and we're not 
sure that 's legal. We're just keeping our fingers crossed on 
that one." 

Almost all the county's elected officials are working out of 
their homes or their cars. Bob Pierce, the county clerk, has 
set up shop in the back of the volunteer fire department, 
where he sits behind a small folding table. On the table are 
an old Underwood electric typewriter and a battered 
calculating machine. Pierce used to have an assistant to help 
with the paper work, but that was one of the five jobs that 
WUrH'l'Wi: Every day now he makes three or tour Uijm toiOa 
courthouse to pick up and drop off the county books and 
papers he works with. 

After meeting a t the maintenance barn for about an hour, 
the commissioners drove to the fire department to go over 
the budget with Pierce. He told them that the county had 
spent $89,000 for the first six months of 1987, and had 
anticipated revenues of $71,000 for the next six. They all 
shook their heads. 

"We'll hang on as long as we can," Hardy said. "The state 
keeps telling us what we have to do, then we have to get the 
money to do it. You get the feeling you don't have any 
control at all. Sometimes I think we just ought to do what we 
want if they're not going to do anything for us. Sometimes it 
seems like nobody cares at all about what's happening here." 

Giles Summa said he had to leave to go look for a cow that 
had been missing since the day before. 

"Before we leave," said Hardy, "do you think we should go 
empty the buckets in the courthouse? They're probably 
overflowing after last night." 

The commissioners have been doing what they can to care 
for the building since it closed. The building leaks, and 
they've been placing buckets around to catch the rain. A few 
weeks before, when a small window blew open in the 
courthouse attic and the room filled with pigeons. Hardy 
climbed up and chased the birds out. 

"If you hadn't chased those pigeons," said Sununa as he 
left, "they'd drink the water and keep the buckets from 
overflowing." 

Worth county measures 21 miles east to west and 13 miles 
north to south. It is the smallest county in Missouri. Four 
rivers (the Platte and three forks of the Grand) flow through 
it. The county contains about 112,000 acres of crop land. At 
one time it was considered one of the finest stock raising 
areas in the state. Now only half the land (about 66,000 
acres) is in use. 

At its peak, the county had a population of nearly 9,000, 



but in recent years the 
number has declined to 
less than 2,800. The num
ber is still dropping. Al
most 20 percent of the 
people in Worth County 
are currently living below 
the federally established 
poverty level. Many more 
are just above it. The per 
capita income at the time 
of a 1984 study by the 
University of Missouri 
was $7,937. 

More than 25 percent of 
the population is older 
than 65. Social Security is 
now the single greatest 
source of income. D o n ' t g e t t h e 

wrong impres
sion. Not every
body in Worth 

County is upset about the 
closing of the courthouse. 
Donald Null, an agronomy 
specialist with the Univer
sity of Missouri Extension 
Service office in the coun
ty, says that from what he 
can tell, opinion "runs the 
whole gamut from those 
who believe it's a terrible 
disaster to folks who don't 
care if the whole damn 
thing goes down the 
drain." 

You might say that Mike Scott falls right in the middle. He 
was the chairman of the Sheridan centennial committee, and 
••ilndrVMilHrtMrfMAiinHiaded he )i^A n few things to say 
about the levy and the courthouse. Af the time, he was sitting 
in the Trail's End Cafe in Sheridan eating a hamburger and 
taking a break from cleaning up after the celebration. 

Scott's a farmer and he also runs the Sheridan Feeders 
Supply store with his father. The store is just a few buildings 
up the street from the cafe. He was a basketball player on 
the Sheridan High School team back in the early 1970s — 
that was when the town still had a school — and he says his 
knees still give him trouble from playing on a linoleum floor 
that was laid over concrete. Sheridan's team was called the 
Bearcats. Their arch rival was Grant City High School. 

Anyway, he thinks that a lot of people in Sheridan don't 
take the whole thing too seriously. 

"It 's more of a joke than anything else," he said. "Around 
here the attitude is sort of ho-hum about the courthouse. I 
guess most of the other townships passed the levy, but it 
didn't pass here. Sheridan really was the one that killed it." 

In the Sheridan district, the majority of ballots were cast 
against the levy. In the districts around Grant City and 
Denver, it carried by sizable margins. Mike Scott thinks he 
knows why the vote split the way it did. First, he said, it had 
to do with rural resistance to taxes and to the state 
government telling people what to do. But he believes there 
is another reason. 

"Eleven years ago we lost our school," he said. 
He said it matter-of-f actly and then he shrugged as if he'd 

explained everything. His eyes seemed to flash with anger 
for a moment, but it's hard to tell about those things. It may 
have been light reflecting off the formica table. 

What he was talking about was this. In 1976 the county's 
school system was reorganized, and the Sheridan School was 
closed. In the fall of that year, Sheridan students were 
transferred to the Grant City schools, 12 miles away. The 
long athletic rivalry between the two towns was over. Mike 
Scott said that one night, shortly after the vote, the home of 
the Sheridan School Board member who had voted in favor 
of reorganization was bombarded with eggs. He smiled when 

''A school is the 
heartbeat of a small 
town. It is the thing 

around which the 
community lives, and 

when you tear that out, 
you tear a lot of the 

town with it." 
—William Gladstone Sr. 



W O R T H 
he told that story. 

The old Sheridan School — a two-story 
brick building — was completed in 1914. 
That year the graduating class had 17 
students in it. In 1950, a modem addition 
was opened with a new gym arid home 
economics room. The two sections were 
connected. The senior class of 1975-76 grad-
ua ted four students. 

The school is locked and abandoned now, 
except for the gym which is sometimes used 
as a community theater. Above the doorway 
where the students used to enter, there is a 
fading sign. "Home of the Sheridan Bear
cats," it says. Inside the old building, the 
photographs of every senior class still hang 
on the walls. 

On the second floor of the older section of 
the building, the plaster has crumbled off the 
brick walls. In the music room, blue and gold 
band uniforms are scattered about in piles. 
On the blackboard in a nearby classroom 
someone wrote a message years ago: 

To whom it may concem 
Grant City will bum 
in h-U for this. 
This terrific school's 
going to the pigeons — 
A forever proud Bearcat 
The "E" was left out by the anonymous 

writer, a testament to both passion and 
delicacy. 

In what was once the principal's office, the 
bodies of small birds, who found their way in 
but not out. Utter the floor. Now and then a 
trapped sparrow flutters against the sealed 
windows. 
f f ^ j i e tiMiimuj wLuuiJi mu mi me iiiiit 

I in Worth County to close. It was 
I actually the last in a long series of 

local school closings, and most of the 
closings created anger and bitterness. Com
missioner Giles Summa remembers the aft
ermath of the closing of the Denver school. 
He says that many people he knew were so 
angry and upset they could hardly talk about 
it. 

William Gladstone Sr., a farmer and 
former teacher who lives near the town of 
Worth (population about 100) supported a 
local school reorganization measure for his 
district back in the early 1950s. After his 
position became known, someone sprinkled 
shingle nails on his driveway. Later, Glad
stone's telephone line was cut and his car 
was splattered with eggs. 

Gladstone believes that the feelings 
aroused by the gradual loss of all the 
individual town schools has had a long-range 
effect on county politics. 

"It created 35 years of hatred," he says. 
"A school is the heartbeat of a small town. It 
is the thing around which the community 
lives, and when you tear that out, you tear a 
lot of the town with it. 

"People were angry because they felt 
something was taken from them. What they 
were really losing was a way of life. But that 
was unavoidable, just as the closing of the 
schools was unavoidable as the towns lost 
population. You can't have a viable society 
without a real population." 

Commissioner Bob Finch says that the 
lingering anger over the loss of the Sheridan 

continued on page 21 
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naed from page It School had a definite effect on the levy 

elections. 
"There was no way the Sheridan School 

could have survived, and people really know 
that," he says. "But the feeling is still there. 
People blame Grant City because they have 
the school and we don't. Maybe for some this 
levy thing is a way of fighting back, a way of 
saying, 'You can't step on me.' The next 
election will be very close, but I 'm hoping 
we can pass it. People here joke about the 
courthouse, but down deep they know it's 
serious." 

Giles Summa agrees. "Those old things 
don't ever really die by themselves," he 
says. "But I'U teU you what. We better kill 
'em or this county's going to die under their 
f ee t " 

The tbreestory red-brick courthouse in 

Grant City is topped by a tall and slender 
clock tower with four faces. The hands have 
all stopped now .at 10:45. The clock kept 
running for several days after the building 
closed. It's a seven-day clock. It used to be a 
14-day clock but half the mechanism broke 
and was never repaired. Pasted on each of 
the locked courthouse doors is a red bumper 
sticker that says, "We're Proud of Worth 
County, Mo." 

Epilogue 
On Aug. 4, the voters of Worth County 

voted for the fifth time in two years to 
consider raising the general-fund levy. The 
vote was 623 in favor and 285 against. To 
pass, a two-thirds majority was required. 
The proposal carried by fewer than 20 votes. 

The next day the courthouse windows 
were opened to the morning air and county 
officials began moving back in. 
Joe Popper is a member of the staff. 


