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T
     hough the phonograph was in   

     vented in 1877, it took almost   

     two decades for one to arrive in 

Carlyle, Kansas. This is, perhaps, unsur-

prising. Besides the town’s lack of  a regu-

lar news source from more developed 

urban areas and rare or fleeting visitation 

from elsewhere in the country, it is hard 

to imagine the people of  Carlyle having 

much investment in the phonograph in 

the first place. They would not have 

found wax cylinders for their listening

pleasure at the markets they visited, and 

even if  they possessed a machine and 

blank cylinders on which to record, they 

likely would have been put off  by having 

to distill their largely verbose and com-

plex thoughts into two-minute parcels 

for no greater purpose than to listen to 

themthem in the future — a wasteful conceit 

at best. There is no record or mention of  

the technology in Carlyle until the un-

claimed package was opened in 1895.

   Naturally, the machine brought a 

good deal of  curiosity, which wore off

upon the town’s consensus that, as Maud 

Seeley wrote on May 8, 1895, “The 

phonegraph [sic] is an oddity best left in 

its ungainly crate, and there is no good in 

it.” This did not deter Lillian St. Andrew, 

who was herself  an oddity in town. As 

the nighttime post office attendant, Lil-

lianlian was tasked with watching over the 

post in solitude, on hand in the event that 

a late train passed through with a ship-

ment of  any kind. This did not happen 

often, as LL&G railroad logs imply that 

nighttime stops in Carlyle were made 

three times a month at most. The rarity
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Edison wax cylinder phonograph records, circa 1900, on display at the Allen County Archive of  Kansan History.
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of  this occurrence compelled Lillian to 
scrutinize what came in from the outside 
world even more than the daytime man-
ager, and as such she learned more about 
burgeoning cultural and technological 
developments than others in the town. 
She kept most of  this to herself, as her 
wwork shift required that she keep to a 
nocturnal lifestyle. When Lillian was 
sighted in town, she inspired wary reac-
tions. “Lillian has a stern conviction

about her that I much admire but with 
which I cannot commune,” wrote Wilbur 
Stewart in 1891. “One presumes that she 
has all manner of  thoughts spinning 
about in her head but she would never 
share a one with you. She is as unknow-
able as a storm cloud.” Lillian’s phono-
graph recordings corroborate Stewart’s 
note on Lillian’s conviction, both in her 
impassioned dialogues on her waking 
and narcoleptic visions as well as 

the fact that the recordings exist at all.

      If  Lillian did not work at the post 
office, we would not have this remark-
able glimpse into Carlyle’s history — spe-
cifically a rare instance of  its interaction 
with larger cultural trends. Sorting 
through the post’s scant incoming mail, it 
is likely that Lillian would have happened 
upon the occasional newspaper or pam-
phlet, which may explain her apparent
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Details of  Edison Home Phonograph, circa 1900.
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knowledge of  spiritualism and its associ-
ated practices. The American spiritualism 
movement centered on the idea of  com-
municating with the dead through a 
medium, who asked questions and re-
ceived answers through a system of  
knocks, raps, and scratches, amplified by 
the location and the people present. Spir-
itualism experienced a surge of  populari-
ty in the mid-19th century before fading 
away, only to return to prominence

after World War I. While séances became 
popular and titillating, they inspired 
healthy skepticism. This led to the inclu-
sion of  electrical technologies such as the 
telegraph into mediumship, in order to 
lend a more scientific (and respectable) 
quality to the supernatural.

   Lillian was not only using the pho-
nograph as a means to create proof  of  
her investigation, but also as a beacon

for whatever presence she sought that 
night in the Carlyle post office. Her re-
search inspired her to engage with the 
phonograph when no one else would, 
and it would seem that she received an-
swers to her questions, albeit not the an-
swers she wanted. She wrote a note to  
Josephine, included with the shipment of  
wax cylinders, saying, “I have a heard a 
terrible and mighty Voice. It is here in 
these cylinders; you will hear the same.”
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Detail of  wax Edison cylinder with a printed recording of  “Nearer My God To Thee”, circa 1900.
On display at the Allen County Archive of  Kansan History.
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The cylinders arrived in Nordhoff  a 
month after they were recorded. Though 
Lillian’s personal records end after her 
evening with the phonograph, our re-
search team was able to track her corre-
spondence with Josephine to Ojai. The 
current owner of  Josephine’s former 
home (now lightly remodeled) had sold 
the cylinders to a buyer in Asheville, 
North Carolina, where we located them 
at last. Their good condition is astonish-
ing, and taken together, they allow an 
all-too-brief  visit with Lillian before she 
apparently excised herself  from the 
record of  Carlyle in 1895.

   The only evidence to support Lil-
lian’s voluntary remove from any kind of  
public presence in Carlyle is her interac-
tion with the traveling preacher, who is 
never referred to by name in any of  the 
accounts documenting his time in Allen 
County. At the same time as spiritualism 
came of  age, America experienced the 
Third Great Awakening, which encom-

passed a widespread resurgence of  reli-
gious (Christian) faith, spurred on by 
early evangelists who spread the word of  
God across the county. The man who 
met with Lillian was a Calvinist preacher 
who spent several weeks administering 
foreboding sermons to the people of  
AllenAllen County. The Calivinist tenets that 
presupposed mankind’s inherent state of  
sinfulness, as well as a God bent heavily 
toward divine justice and judgment, may 
have inspired others to action and peni-
tence, though it is unknown what imme-
diate effect they had on Lillian, given the 
preacher’s questionable advice to remain 
in misery and suffering. Her note to Jose-
phine, as well as the fact that she did mail 
the phonograph recordings, implies that 
she was not shaken to the point of  inac-
tion, though her absence from records 
of  Carlyle after this point suggests   
something else. In seeking explanations 
for the supernatural, Lillian was unable to 
find comfort and found terror instead.

    

   Though he was not there for long, 
the preacher’s influence casts a shadow 
over events in Carlyle’s future, as all the 
townspeople, Lillian included, struggled 
with the words they did and did not need 
to hear.

Next Week

      Part 5 of  That’d Be Revival returns 
to Clara Roberts, through an entry in her 
personal journal written near the end of  
the year. Her account gives insight into 
life after the harvest, and vividly demon-
strates how the trials of  1895 shaped the 
people of  Carlyle.

†

This newsletter’s information on spiritualism was 
sourced in part from Haunted Media: Electronic 

Presence from Telegraphy to Television by Jeffrey 
Sconce (Duke University Press, 2000).
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