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The River Market is Kansas City’s oldest neighborhood.  Descended from a trading post 

on the southern bank of the Missouri, this urban area was once the center for regional and 

westward commerce, the seat of local governments, a home to a farmers’ market, the site of a 

light industrial and warehousing area, and a short-lived destination for trendy nighttime pursuits.   

Remnants of many of these previous incarnations persist, while the newest focus is on 

developing the existing structures into residential housing, mostly loft apartments.  The number 

and character of River Market residents have changed over the years, as have those of its 

commerce,  community, and crime. 

Sometime in prehistory, an ancient Missouri River crashed into the hill where Lewis and 

Clark would later stand lookout, near the point that the waterway converged with its smaller 

sister, the Kansas or Kaw River.  The waters that drained much of the Northwest carved steep 

bluffs into that hill, and spat up a natural rock landing just downstream from the confluence.   

In the early 1800s the language was French, and traders dealt with local Indians such as 

the Kansa, while a variety of human peoples mined the forests for valuable hardwoods and pelts, 

prized by wagoneers and Europeans, respectively.  Many fur trappers had native wives. Their 

children were known as metis, a people "in between."  

Missouri became American when President Jefferson negotiated the Louisiana Purchase, 

but the Frenchmen had already gained a foothold in the area. 



 

The River Market: Reviving Old Town for Good 
© 2000 Bradley Osborn   All Rights Reserved 

bradleyosborn.com 

2
From the time François Chouteau planted a boot on the left shore of Pekitanoui, or 

"muddy water," as the Indians called the Missouri River, the land surrounding what is now the 

River Market has been home to commerce.  Chouteau had come from St. Louis, which his uncle 

had cofounded, establishing a trading post near the natural stone wharf where steamboats could 

moor for loading and unloading.   

The spot was dubbed Chouteau’s Landing or Chez Les Canses, meaning “home of the 

Kansas,” and it was due east of the great bend in Big Mo. In 1826, after repeated flooding, the 

settlement – now Chouteau’s Warehouse or Chouteau’s Town -- was moved slightly west and 

further up the bank.   

Together with he outfitting settlement of Westport, located a few miles to the south, the 

site established as Kawsmouth by the western arm of John Jacob Astor’s American Fur 

Company, usurped the business once done at Independence.  Settlers bound for the West on the 

California, Oregon, and Santa Fe Trails could now off load provisions and belongings on the 

rock wharf.  

Travelers could shave a day from their itinerary by steaming past Independence, a 

terminus of the three main westward trails, and docking at the ledge near Chouteau’s post, 

known as Westport landing.  From here they traveled briefly south, on roads cut through the high 

bluffs along the waterway, to stock up at the town of Westport.  Some gold prospectors and 

homesteaders paused their overland journey for rest, once they had passed over the line into the 

uncivilized Kansas Territory.  This area is now aptly named Overland Park.   



 

The River Market: Reviving Old Town for Good 
© 2000 Bradley Osborn   All Rights Reserved 

bradleyosborn.com 

3
The reasons for the popularity of this jumping off point were two-fold: The Missouri 

River was the penultimate major geographic obstacle to the West before the Rocky Mountains, 

and Missouri was the last area incorporated as a state before having to venture into wild Indian 

land.  Also, the Indians had been paid by the United States to relocate just west of here.  The 

native folks used their dollars to trade with the white men.   

Soon after the Louisiana Purchase had been made, the territory was carved up.  Anglo 

names replaced noms françaises on deeds, contracts, licenses, and church rolls. 

In 1828 fourteen men formed a town company, buying land from the estate of fur trader 

Gabriel Prudhomme – a farm adjacent to Chouteau’s trading post and Westport landing.  The 

place was incorporated into Jackson County as the Town of Kansas in 1850.  Three years later 

incorporation by the state yielded the City of Kansas, and in 1869 the name was modified to 

Kansas City.   

Market Street, later Grand Avenue, was the first street cut all the way down to the levee. 

Hotels, retailers, wholesalers, gristmills, dry goods sellers, liquor purveyors, hardware 

merchants, and restaurants stood along the riverfront.  

The 1860s divided the slave state of Missouri.   This designation was not a wholesale 

reflection of the principles of the state citizenry, but rather a result of a compromise for 

admission to the Union. Thus, both slavery advocates and abolitionists were prevalent. Because 

of this ambivalent character, the region became the theater, not for open campaigns, but for 

guerrilla warfare.   
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In 1869 the first permanent span was made over the Missouri River. The Hannibal 

Bridge connected the village of Harlem to Kansas City, and allowed for rail connections with 

Chicago and other eastern cities. This advancement fueled the cattle and lumber trades.  

Iron bridges and cable cars overtook the riverfront, and pedestrian commerce soon 

abandoned it altogether. The bluffs that were so arduously mastered by pick and shovel wielding 

laborers were left to the steam engines --the new tenant, the Missouri Pacific Railroad.  What 

exist today on the eroded bluffs are earthen, steel, and steep forested terraces that contain Kansas 

City’s earliest archaeological record.   

The first municipal market in Kansas City had been built in 1858 on the site of the 

present day City Market. The Gillis family had donated the land to the city "for public use 

forever," and it became a public square in 1846. 

After the 1920s, city and county governments moved south into new, taller edifices. The 

City Market or Old Town was reconstructed, and the focus was once again on commerce, mostly 

produce and other retail goods. 
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By the 1970s the district had become known as the River Quay (pronounced key).  

Ambitious entrepreneurs, barkeepers, and restaurateurs came to the neighborhood, sometimes 

with questionable business associations.  This was not unheard of in the city once controlled by 

the Pendergast family. 

Organized crime was nothing new to Kansas Citians. Most people accepted it, but not 

journalist, J.J. Maloney. A convicted murderer himself, Maloney exposed the influence of men 

with names like  Trozzollo, Bonadonna, Amaro, Cammisano, Spero, and Civella. What had been 

touted both locally and nationally as a unique, thriving entertainment scene had come undone.  

Residential population had declined to double digits, stylish businesses folded, and 

decaying warehouses and historical facades crumbled.  Only a few farmers, steadfast merchants, 

and peripheral light industry persevered. 

In the next decade the area adopted a new moniker, the River Market, replacing the once 

notorious “Quay.” Developers such as Mel Mallin and Dana Gibson took advantage of state tax 

credits and flexible zoning to convert some of these historic buildings into residential housing, 

preserving many facades, while razing others.  
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The Steamboat Arabia, which sunk in 1856, was rediscovered and salvaged.  It and its 

pre-Civil war treasures now rest in a museum in the Market Square.  True to Kansas City form, 

there are a couple of fountains around the square. Concerts, festivals, and cultural events are 

regularly held in and near the City Market. 

Today’s River Market is roughly coextensive with census tract two of Jackson County.  It 

is bounded by the Missouri River on the north, Interstates 70 and 35 on the south (the northern 

downtown loop), the Heart of America Bridge on the east, and Broadway and Washington 

Streets on the west. One can readily walk its breadth.   

Starting at Broadway heading east along Third Street, a new mural depicting the old 

Town of Kansas can be seen on the west side of one of the many brick buildings.  Crest the hill 

at Third and Main, and the view to the north is that of a sharply sloping hill running directly to 

the river.  If not for a floodwall, which protects the rail line, one could easily skip a stone or 

marble right down into the silty edge waters of the Missouri.   

As planes glide into the Downtown Airport across the river, one simply needs to do an 

about face and adjust a southern gaze upward in order to view the city's skyscraping concrete and 

glass towers. A tangled loop of freeways encircle these structures in a modern downtown Kansas 

City.  

Continuing eastward along Third, the street descends to Grand Avenue.  To the right is 

the Old Town Square, which  has evolved into the City Market, where fresh produce is available 

March through December, and a Sunday art and crafts market attracts hoards of shoppers. Private 

management was recently introduced into the City Market.  
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Locals can catch the Downtowner bus line, which offers rides to and from Crown Center 

for only two bits.  A microbrewery, artists’ studios, and a comedy club are nearby. 

Total neighborhood rime numbers have remained fairly steady through most of the 

eighties and nineties – the same time when the number of residents was increasing.  Based on 

loft occupancy, the new decennial census figures should reflect at least a ten-fold increase in 

population for the year 2000 --up from the 84 mostly single male souls measured here in 1990. 

This number is too low to be used in any reasonable crime rate comparison, especially 

since the area remained primarily an entertainment and commercial destination during that time 

– and thus prone to a higher through put of individuals than a traditional residential 

neighborhood. To calculate a population-based crime rate fixed upon a handful of folks who 

reside in such an area would be unfair.   

Year 2000 numbers should tell a much different story from 1990. Projections of housing 

statistics will likely bring crime rates into line with other residential areas.  Indeed, through 

careful resident screening, private security patrols, developer, landlord, and tenant stewardship, 

and proactive policing, total crime numbers in year-to-date 2000 have decreased 13% from the 

previous year, according to the Kansas City Police Department.  Again, this reduction occurred 

simultaneous with a population increase. 

The area still lacks a supermarket, although there are several ethnic grocery stores, and a 

new corner grocer.  Workday lunchtimes and weekend events draw crowds, but most retailers 

close up shop by dusk. An increased residential population could change this.  
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“Bring the people first, the businesses will come,” says Beth Langer, manager of several 

residential properties owned by BBL Real Estate Services Group. 

She estimates that around 98% of new residents have come from outside the state -- 

professionals with an average age of about thirty-five. 

One phenomenon persists: there are virtually no children who live in the area.  According 

to U.S. Census estimates, the proportion of childless households - notably, those less concerned 

with the state of public schools - will increase from 67 percent to 72 percent during the next 

decade. Urban pace and amenities, crime, and an unaccredited Kansas City School District are 

cited for this peculiarity.  There are plenty of dogs, though – canine kids for the urban childless. 

Efforts have been made to clean up what may remain of any prior sordidity.  For 

example, the Old Chelsea Theatre, a long-time adult entertainment spot, was recently boarded 

up. The River Market Business Association meets regularly to air business concerns, and there is 

a fledgling neighborhood association. 

Richard L. Berkley Riverfront Park now stands right near the old river landing.  It is part 

of a proposal to reclaim much of Old Town.  Plans include a Great Rivers Aquarium, a business 

park offering retail, office, and residential space, wetlands, and a Town of Kansas 

Archaeological Interpretive Park.  

Tax Increment Financing (TIF) is set to be used to acquire the Republic Fiber Company 

along Second and Main Streets, in order to construct a pedestrian promenade.  TIF allows 

project-generated tax dollars to be funneled back into an endeavor  for a number of years. This, 

along with the acquisition of the adjacent Kansas City Southern rail yard, should work in concert 
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with other improvements, according to Laura Whitener, Assistant Director of TIF for the 

Economic Development Corporation. 

Soon those with the inclination could retrace the steps of pioneers, walk the reclaimed 

riverfront, and engage in all manner of commerce in the River Market. Kansas City’s oldest 

neighborhood may soon become one of its newest attractions. 
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