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I ntroduct ion

On the morning of January 12, 1830, several Shawnee Indians and local 
white traders gathered to attend a birth at the Shawnee Methodist Mis-
sion, located just west of a Missouri River trading post called Kawsmouth 
(later named Kansas City). That afternoon a baby girl named Susannah 
Adams Yoacham was born to her white parents, who traded goods with the 
very Indians who helped bring their daughter into the world. Yoacham’s 
birth, the first recorded Anglo birth in the Kansas Territory, signaled the 
permanent presence of white settlers in the region west of the Missouri 
border. Susanna Yoacham’s marriage a mere sixteen years later marked an-
other significant turn in Kansas territorial history; her uncle, a Missouri 
slaveholder, presented Susanna with a slave woman named Eliza as a wed-
ding gift. Yoacham and her husband, William Dillon, accepted the gift, as 
was the custom for southern newlyweds of their privileged class. Thus the 
first white child in Kansas Territory, born at an Indian mission, would be-
come one of the region’s few slaveholders. Red, white, and black merged 
in the Yoacham family, as they and other settlers ushered slavery into the 
land soon to be known as Bleeding Kansas.1

	 Susanna Yoacham married Dillon and received her slave Eliza in 1846, 
eight years before the Kansas-Nebraska Act gave Yoacham the legal right 
to own slaves in the Kansas Territory. Passed by Congress in May 1854, the 
act essentially repealed the Missouri Compromise, which for more than 
three decades had prohibited slaves from being carried north of latitude 
36° 30́ . The act ignited a fireball of controversy across the country as Free-
Soil advocates and proslavery defendants argued over the fate of slavery 
north and west of Missouri’s southern border. Historian Michael Fellman 
has referred to Kansas in the 1850s as “both the central symbol and actual 
battleground of the fundamental American conflict between North and 
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South.” 2 Bleeding Kansas, the conflict that ensued between proslavery and 
antislavery settlers, would involve people such as Susanna Yoacham, her 
slave Eliza, and the Indians who attended Susanna’s birth.
	 Yet the historiography on Bleeding Kansas has often ignored people 
like the Yoachams and the related social and cultural history of this im-
portant sectional conflict. Instead, scholars have focused more narrowly 
on the white, male politicians and settlers who battled for control of the 
Kansas territorial legislature. Thanks to major works by historians Wil-
liam Freehling, Nicole Etcheson, and Michael Morrison, we are well aware 
of the congressional debates over the Kansas-Nebraska Act and the subse-
quent political and military conflicts generated by the ineffective applica-
tion of popular sovereignty in Kansas.3 These studies leave little doubt that 
politicians affected the events in Kansas in myriad and profound ways, but 
one wonders if other actors played significant roles in the drama of Bleed-
ing Kansas. Did Indians like the Shawnee, whose mission was used as the 
first headquarters for the territorial legislature, shape the conflict in any 
way? How did slaves who involuntarily emigrated to Kansas from Missouri 
and other southern states react to the debates over slavery that swirled 
around them? And finally, did the white women who moved to the region 
involve themselves in the heated sectional politics and guerrilla warfare 
that embroiled so many of their husbands, fathers, and brothers?
	 Bleeding Borders argues that Indians, African Americans, and white 
women played crucial roles in the literal and rhetorical pre–Civil War bat-
tle between proslavery and antislavery settlers.4 For example, some local 
Indians fed and housed antislavery settlers, whereas others supported 
their slave-owning neighbors and helped capture fugitive slaves who fled 
across Missouri’s border into Kansas. Slaveholders may have found some 
allies among the Indian residents, but southerners struggled to establish 
their peculiar institution across the border, as many African Americans 
refused to remain enslaved after migrating to Kansas and absconded from 
their masters. To further complicate the transplantation of slavery in Kan-
sas, a small network of abolitionists harbored these runaways and encour-
aged their rebellion by circulating abolitionist literature, and white women 
comprised a central component of this network. In addition, antislavery 
women’s military and political assaults against proslavery men helped fos-
ter an environment that made it difficult for many southerners to support 
slavery in the territory. Ultimately, I find that Indians, blacks, and women 
shaped the political and cultural terrain in ways that discouraged the ex-
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tension of slavery but failed to challenge a racial hierarchy that relegated 
all people of color to inferior social status.
	 In addition to recovering “lost voices” in the narrative of Bleeding Kan-
sas, this book also reveals how race and gender ideologies were reshaped 
as North, South, and West converged. The players in Kansas used weapons 
other than their Sharps rifles and bowie knives to wage war over the exten-
sion of slavery. Kansas settlers attacked one another’s cultural values and 
raised a number of questions about how the expanding nation should be 
organized: Where do blacks and Indians fit into a nation founded on equal-
ity but nurtured with slavery? How did “true” and proper white women 
and men behave in the context of protracted political conflict and spo-
radic guerrilla warfare? Proslavery and antislavery settlers answered these 
questions differently, but the vast majority of them shared complementary 
ideas about white supremacy that guided a common vision of race rela-
tions.
	 The effort to sustain white racial superiority was at times complicated 
by the debate over competing gender ideologies in the 1850s. Southerners’ 
embrace of white supremacy was intimately connected to their conception 
of patriarchy and the social hierarchy that both ideologies secured. White 
men ruled over all women and black men, and any challenges to slavery 
or patriarchy upset the carefully ordered society that white southerners 
cherished.5 Few proslavery settlers questioned this ideology in Kansas, and 
they fashioned a traditional patriarchy that preserved notions of southern 
honor and valued violence as a proper means of defending that honor.6 
Many northerners, however, chipped away at patriarchal ideals by expand-
ing the definition of true womanhood to include certain types of political 
activism and a modicum of independence; they also promoted a type of 
manhood that touted pacifism and self-control.7 So although we may view 
Bleeding Kansas as a battle over slavery’s extension, we can also view it as 
a debate between opposing gender ideologies. Bleeding Borders examines 
how Kansas settlers’ beliefs about race and gender shaped antislavery and 
proslavery ideologies and posits that Bleeding Kansas was as much a cul-
ture war as a border war.

The preface to Bleeding Kansas traditionally begins in 1854, when Con-
gress debated the Kansas-Nebraska Act and argued over which labor sys-
tem would extend beyond Missouri’s western borders—would the terri-
tory be slave or free?8 Congress left the answer to that important question 
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to the white, male voters who moved to Kansas by instituting the vaguely 
defined doctrine of popular sovereignty. According to this statute, perma-
nent, “bona fide” settlers who moved to the territory would hold elections 
to install a local government; the local legislature would then develop a 
code of laws for the territory and write a state constitution. In the fall of 
1854 “Border Ruffians” crossed the Missouri River into Kansas Territory, 
voted into power a “bogus” proslavery territorial legislature, and violently 
clashed with the free-state emigrants from the North. Thus, as defined by 
the current historiography, Bleeding Kansas began when proslavery and 
antislavery settlers collided over the right to determine whether or not 
slavery would exist in Kansas.9

	 But conflict in Kansas commenced long before Missourians and free-
staters came to blows over slavery’s expansion. The strife between pro-
slavery and antislavery settlers during the 1850s echoed the discord that 
had already characterized relations between different peoples and cultures 
during the 1820s, 1830s, and 1840s as white missionaries, fur traders, gov-
ernment agents, and Indian emigrant groups arrived in the territory. Chap-
ter 1 of Bleeding Borders examines how these first Kansas settlers brought 
competing economies, cultures, and ideologies with them and through co-
operation and conflict forged a coexistence that was at times filled with 
violence and at other times characterized by peace.10 Through economic, 
religious, and sexual interaction, Kansas Indians and white settlers con-
nected their multiple worlds in uneven and incomplete ways, thus setting 
the proverbial stage for acute sectional conflict in the 1850s.11

	 As these varied cultures merged, northern and southern whites tran-
scended their sectional differences and united on the ground of white su-
premacy in their relations with Indians and African Americans. Other 
scholars have noted that white racism provided a bridge that sometimes 
connected Kansans from opposing political camps, but none of them have 
included Indians in this analysis, nor have they examined the racialized 
and gendered dimensions of the rhetoric generated by Bleeding Kansans. 
Historian Gunja SenGupta claims that “underlying commercial interests” 
and a “common commitment to white supremacy” led proslavery and an-
tislavery Kansans to quiet their political rancor, but her study emphasizes 
the economic and evangelical strains of the conflict.12 In her recent book 
Bleeding Kansas, historian Nicole Etcheson skillfully retells the political 
history of the region and introduces an important and innovative thesis, 
arguing that both proslavery and antislavery whites were fighting to pre-
serve white liberty in Kansas. Etcheson’s work reveals how whites’ concep-
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tions of liberty depended on their understanding of popular sovereignty 
and finds that the flawed political process in Kansas compromised the rev-
olutionary values that both proslavery and antislavery settlers honored and 
defended. Although I agree with Etcheson that “each side feared the loss of 
political liberties,” I argue that settlers were also profoundly worried about 
losing their racial purity—their whiteness—the justification for their supe-
riority and power.13

	 This tragic and unfortunate point of unity between proslavery and anti-
slavery settlers provides scholars with an opportunity to examine how the 
discourse on social and sexual relations with Indians and blacks at once 
complicated the formation of white racial identity and facilitated whites’ 
assertion of racial superiority. In chapters 1 and 5 I interrogate how “red-
ness” shaped whiteness, thus heeding historian David Roediger’s recent 
call for scholars to revisit the influence of Indians on whiteness and ex-
pand “the racial terrain far beyond a Black-white binary.” In addition, Ro-
ediger suggests that scholars must examine “white racial formation in the 
context of a settler colonial nation, as well as a slaveholding one,” and pre–
Civil War Kansas provides a perfect arena in which to engage in such an 
analysis.14 The presence of both blacks and Indians in the region presented 
whites with literal references to their rhetorical discussions about slavery, 
freedom, and racial hierarchy.
	 The rhetoric and policies generated by early Kansas settlers indicate 
that the preservation of white supremacy motivated their approach to orga-
nizing their social and political lives. Settlers from both sides of the politi-
cal spectrum agreed that regardless of the outcome of the slavery question, 
Indians would be either expelled from the territory or “civilized” through 
missionizing tactics and/or intermarriage with whites. Of course, proslav-
ery and antislavery settlers presented widely divergent ideas about how 
best to maintain white supremacy in relation to African Americans: Anti-
slavery ideologues argued for the halt of slavery’s expansion, thus preserv-
ing the West for white Free-Soil farmers, whereas proslavery politicians 
advocated carrying black slaves into the West and therefore ensuring the 
superiority of all whites over blacks. But their opposing ideas about slav-
ery’s extension did not preclude their common struggle to refashion their 
racial identities on a frontier that challenged their whiteness in a number 
of ways. In the context of life on a bleeding border—living among Indians, 
battling over questions of slavery and the status of free blacks, and con-
fronting variant gender ideologies—white Kansans fought not only about 
slavery and liberty but also about whiteness.
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	 The discourse on miscegenation often punctuated this mutual effort 
to construct whiteness. In chapter 5 I show how white settlers challenged 
the purity of one another’s racial identities, arguing that one group was 
“more white” than the other.15 Both camps raised the specter of miscege-
nation, the very negation of pure whiteness, thus implicating northern and 
southern fears about interracial sex and marriage in the sectional conflict. 
Within these discourses, southerners charged that antislavery women bed-
ded down with “uppity Negroes” and northerners claimed that drunken 
southern “animals” raped slave women. Many white settlers worried that 
if the boundary between North and South was challenged, the borders be-
tween the white “self” and the racial “other” would be jeopardized as well. 
Thus although proslavery and antislavery settlers may have come to literal 
and metaphorical blows over the issue of slavery’s extension, they revealed 
their shared belief in the efficacy of white supremacy in the process.
	 The embrace of white supremacy was not universal, however, as I dem-
onstrate in chapter 2. A number of groups—some Indians, African Amer-
icans, and white abolitionists—resisted white hegemony. In doing so, they 
helped prevent slavery from expanding west and questioned the merits 
of establishing a racially homogenous society on the Kansas plains. Like 
many of her peers, Sara Robinson moved to Kansas “with a mission to the 
dark-browed race . . . to stay the surging tide of slavery,” and white aboli-
tionists together with black slaves resisted the implantation of slavery in 
Kansas using political and military tactics.16 In addition, Kansas abolition-
ists opposed their antislavery neighbors, who wanted to exclude free blacks 
from the state, and affirmed an egalitarian vision for a multiracial soci-
ety. Furthermore, many Kansas Indians resisted white encroachment and 
some integrated their families and cultures with white settlers, thus form-
ing mixed-race families that defied absolute whiteness. So although many 
Kansas settlers embraced a common racial hierarchy that maintained the 
boundaries among white, black, and red, a good number of them worked 
to bridge these racial divides and flatten the hierarchy.
	 The struggle to define race relations at times intersected with a con-
current challenge to delineate ideological borders about gender. As Amy 
Greenberg, Michael Pierson, and Melanie Gustafson have recently shown, 
gender shaped politics in significant ways during the antebellum era. 
Greenberg argues that political and social debates about Manifest Des-
tiny and American expansionism, primarily in Latin America, “were also 
debates over the meaning of American manhood and womanhood.” She 
finds that pro-expansionists embraced one vision of manhood, a more ag-
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gressive, “martial manhood,” whereas anti-expansionists were wedded to 
a different, more “restrained manhood.” Similarly, Gustafson and Pier-
son find that Free-Soilers and Republicans understood gender and family 
relations in ways that challenged the more traditional patriarchal values 
championed by the Democratic Party.17

	 As chapters 3 and 4 demonstrate, settlers in Kansas also developed dis-
parate ideas about gender, and whereas Pierson’s subjects advocated a mod-
erate break with patriarchy, many free-state families reshaped gender roles 
in ways that made for a dramatic departure from traditional values. An 
overwhelmingly male population, precarious Indian relations, and guer-
rilla warfare sometimes necessitated a radical shift in gender relations in 
Kansas, challenging the resilience of both northern and southern notions 
of true womanhood and manhood. For example, some abolitionist women 
from Boston, arriving in the territory with lace tablecloths and their repu-
tations as “true” women, wielded weapons and threatened proslavery men 
with foul language. In a related process, antislavery men who professed an 
aversion to violence before arriving in Kansas found themselves taking up 
arms and redefining their gender identities to include preemptive and ag-
gressive violence. Proslavery men, however, readily embraced violence as 
a proper means of defending southern honor. These southern men and the 
few women who accompanied them to Kansas appear to have entrenched 
themselves in more traditional gender roles, and they used the antislavery 
settlers’ radical behavior as proof that abolitionism would also upset the 
patriarchal structure that slavery helped maintain. Thus gender was used 
by both sides as a rhetorical weapon to attack the diverse social visions ar-
ticulated by the proslavery and antislavery camps.
	 Southerners and northerners disagreed on the proper balance of power 
between men and women and on the legality, economy, and morality of 
bringing slaves to the West, but the vast majority of all settlers came to-
gether on the question of white supremacy. Indians and African Ameri-
cans would be relegated to second-class citizenship with its accompany-
ing disfranchisement and disrespect. Perhaps the recognition of a common 
whiteness helped stop the bleeding in Kansas, but it also perpetuated the 
racism that abolitionists had hoped a free Kansas might discourage.
	 Bleeding Borders explores the multifaceted levels of pre–Civil War con-
flict in Kansas in five thematic and roughly chronological chapters. Chap-
ter 1, “The two were soon pronounced one,”details the settlement of east-
ern Kansas by emigrant Indian tribes and explores their interaction with 
the growing number of white settlers in the region, considering how white-
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ness formed in relation to redness. Chapter 2, “Runaways, Negro Stealers 
and Border Ruffians,” examines the attempts by southerners to plant slav-
ery in Kansas and the ultimately successful efforts of slaves and abolition-
ists to resist the establishment of slave-based agriculture. Chapter 3, “All 
Women are called bad,” analyzes the redefinition of “true womanhood” 
and illustrates how these new definitions influenced the local and national 
discourse on Bleeding Kansas; it also explores how these women partici-
pated in the political and physical conflicts between pro and antislavery 
settlers. Chapter 4, “ ‘Free Sons’ and ‘Myrmidons,’ ” examines northern and 
southern definitions of “true manhood” and looks at how competing argu-
ments about masculinity infused political and sectional tensions. Chapter 
5, “Don’t you see old Buck coming?” concludes the book with an examina-
tion of miscegenation—not only how racial mixing among Indians, slaves, 
and whites influenced the events in territorial Kansas, but more impor-
tant, how the fear of and discourse on miscegenation fueled both pro- and 
antislavery arguments about the need for civil war.
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“The Two Were Soon Pronounced One ”

religious, economic, and  
sexual exchange in indian kansas

Clara Gowing, a Baptist missionary in Kansas Territory from 1859 to 1864, 
attended the marriage of an Indian woman and a white soldier one Satur-
day afternoon during the Civil War. The couple wedded in haste because 
the new recruit for the Union army was scheduled to depart Kansas for the 
battlefield the following day. Though haphazardly assembled, the wedding 
spectacle impressed Gowing, and she recorded her observations of the cer-
emony in detail:

Here was a scene for a painter. . . . The motley group which gathered 
around the piazza, some dozen or more whites, including one or two 
military officers; the civilized Indian dressed in neat white costume 
like the whites; the wilder Indian decked with ribbons and beads of 
gaudy color, with his leather leggins and moccasins, the shirt collar 
open, exposing the brown breast; and yellow, black, or dirty white 
crape shawl tied around the head. . . . The trio of minister, with groom 
and bride standing on the piazza, the latter dressed with neatness and 
taste in white muslin . . . the whole lighted up a gorgeous September 
sunset sky, formed a scene not viewed every day.1

The publicly celebrated union of an Indian woman and a white man was 
not a “scene viewed every day” in mid-nineteenth-century America, but 
red-white sexual and marital exchanges were far from rare in Kansas. 
White missionaries and fur traders had lived among the Kansas Indians 
for decades, and the scarcity of white women in the area inevitably led to 
cross-racial sexual ties. Though some of these ties were undoubtedly forced 
and unsolicited, it is clear that consensual sexual relations between the 
two races existed and often facilitated the convergence of two vastly differ-
ent cultural worlds.2
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	 Gowing closed her report of the wedding ceremony by proclaiming, 
“The two were soon pronounced one.” As her narrative suggests, the once-
separate Indian and Anglo worlds were moving closer, in proximity if not 
in culture. But Gowing’s story illustrates only one locus of exchange be-
tween native peoples and Anglos as white settlers infiltrated the valleys of 
the Missouri River and Kansas River after 1820. Indians and whites also 
forged religious and economic ties and fashioned an uneven and unstable 
middle ground that was neither wholly Indian nor purely Anglo. Whether 
by choice or by force, red and white boundaries merged in Indian Territory 
long before any cries of Bleeding Kansas were made; by examining Anglo-
Indian contact in the region, one can conclude that the wound of Bleeding 
Kansas had several entry points.3

	 The physical and cultural middle ground created by Anglos and Indians 
in Kansas carried an important racial component that needs to be explored 
in order to fully understand race relations in antebellum Kansas. Gow-
ing remarked that the “civilized Indian” was dressed in white, whereas 
the “wilder Indian” looked “gaudy” in ribbons and beads, complete with 
a “yellow, black or dirty white” shawl tied on his head. Gowing equated 
civilization with whiteness, a distinction made all the easier by the pres-
ence of “brown breasts” and “wild” Indians. Her diary illustrates that race 
relations sustained a less dichotomous tone than has previously been as-
sumed, even in a nation obsessed with differences between whites and 
blacks and in a region fixated on sectional differences. Events in Kansas 
suggest that although settlers may have battled over the status of African 
Americans, they simultaneously united on the ground of white suprem-
acy over Indians. Furthermore, white settlers’ perceptions of and interac-
tions with Kansas Indians played a crucial role in developing white racial 
identity at midcentury. To ignore the influence of redness on the construc-
tion of whiteness and the maintenance of white supremacy and slavery is 
to overlook a key factor of racial formation in the United States.4

The Bleed ing Beg ins

Before red and white intersected in Kansas, dozens of Indian tribes, each 
with its own unique language and culture, came into contact in the Old 
Northwest and plantation South, as white settlers pushed west of the Ap-
palachians during the decades following the Revolutionary War. Conflict 
and coordination among tribes and with white settlers ensued, resulting 
in the social and economic reorganization of several Indian nations. Tribal 
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consolidation and alliances formed new cultural hybrids among Indian 
groups, and increasing interaction with white settlers augmented this hy-
bridization. The Algonquin-speaking people who traversed this “middle 
ground” in the upper Great Lakes region would be one of the many consol-
idated groups of disparate tribes who arrived in Kansas during the three 
decades preceding the Civil War.5

	 Tens of thousands of Indians moved to what in 1854 became Kansas 
Territory. In an action less infamous than the Jacksonian era’s violent re-
moval of Indians from their native lands in the Southeast to reservations in 
Indian Territory, the U.S. government “forcefully encouraged” thousands 
of Indians from Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, Wisconsin, and Mis-
souri to move to eastern Kansas between 1820 and 1860.6 Even before this 
exodus, several tribes from the East, such as the Iowa, Shawnee, and Del-
aware, had already infiltrated the region and jockeyed with the resident 
Kaw, Osage, and Pawnee tribes for land and resources. Citing pressure 
from settlers in the plantation South and the Old Northwest, Superinten-
dent of Indian Affairs William Clark (of Louis and Clark fame) negotiated 
several treaties with the Kaws and Osages in 1825. In exchange for finan-
cial annuities and agricultural implements, the resident Kansas Indians 
ceded thousands of acres of their land—not for white settlement but for In-
dians who had been displaced by violence and white encroachment in the 
East.7

	 The Indians who moved to Kansas before the passage of the Kansas-Ne-
braska Act arrived in the region after decades of encountering white set-
tlers and their cultures and economies back in their home territories. One 
historian writes, “These intruders . . . brought with them syncretic cul-
tures that often included the English language, Christianity or Christian-
like religions, modern farming techniques, and sophisticated tools and 
weapons.” 8 Their familiarity with the white world often created tension 
between these “immigrant Indians” and the resident Osages and Kaws, 
who had experienced less contact with Anglos. The first blood spilled in 
the territory was thus Indian, as “old” and “new” Kansas Indians battled 
with each other for farming and hunting lands.
	 Emigrant tribes such as the Delaware and Shawnee enjoyed a strategic 
advantage over their resident counterparts, such as the Kaw, when dealing 
with the federal government. The Delaware and Shawnee arrived in Kan-
sas Territory equipped with more than a century of experience negotiat-
ing treaties with the federal government and trade agreements with white 
settlers.9 The reports taken by federal Indian agents on the Delaware res-
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ervation reflect the tribe’s familiarity with white ways and note their his-
tory of making peaceable treaties with the government. Alfred Cumming, 
superintendent of Indian affairs for the central region, proudly reported 
that the Delaware maintained faith in the government’s ability to protect 
Indian rights: “Notwithstanding the lawless intrusions upon their lands 
by citizens and others, the confidence of the Delawares in the integrity of 
the Government remains entirely unshaken; far accustomed to an implicit 
conformity on their part to treaty stipulations, they cannot realize the pos-
sibility that the Government will tolerate their violation by others.” 10 Ac-
cording to Cumming, the Delaware, “a brave, honorable, and generous 
race,” had fulfilled their obligations to the government, and they expected 
reciprocity on the part of the “Great Father.” These shared expectations 
arose out of decades of negotiations between the two parties, treaty agree-
ments that had become part and parcel of Delaware life since their initial 
removal from the coastal regions of the Northeast in the eighteenth cen-
tury.11

	 Though the Shawnee began their negotiations with the federal govern-
ment later than the Delaware, they too benefited from previous interac-
tions with white settlers, missionaries, and officials. In an 1855 letter to 
George Manypenny, commissioner of Indian affairs, Superintendent Cum-
ming reported that the “Shawnees are every where advancing towards a 
perfect civilization; the sound of the hammer, the saw, and the axe are 
now . . . familiar.” 12 In his 1857 annual report to the commissioner, Cum-
ming surveyed the status of each of the various tribes residing in Kansas 
and concluded his report with a generally positive account of the Shaw-
nee Indian Mission and Manual Labor School. “The Shawnee Methodist 
Mission was . . . the largest and best conducted institution of that descrip-
tion in the Indian country,” he wrote.13 The Reverend Thomas Johnson, 
founder of the mission, reported from the school that the “Shawnees, and 
portions of other tribes, are becoming a working people, and are making 
considerable progress in the arts of civilized life.” 14 Those tribes such as 
the Shawnee and Delaware who were familiar with the trappings of white 
society were then more likely to function effectively in treaty negotiations 
and trade deals.15

	 The Kaw, Sac and Fox, Kickapoo, and Osage Indians, on the other hand, 
received the brunt of white criticism, as they vehemently resisted white at-
tempts to encroach upon their lands and challenge their cultural values. 
Cumming wrote in his 1857 annual report that the Sac and Fox tribe risked 
extinction if they failed to change their Indian ways: “This tribe is as bar-
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barous in all their habits as they were twenty-five years ago. . . . They con-
tinue a courageous and intractable peoples, delighting in the chase, and ad-
dicted to war,—firmly opposed to every endeavor to inculcate upon them 
habits of civilization. They are rapidly diminishing in numbers. . . . Indeed, 
if they should die in the same ratio that they have done for some years past, 
this still brave, and once renowned tribe will soon be exterminated.” 16 The 
Sac and Fox initially refused to allow whites in Kansas to transform their 
culture and relocate them to reservations. In the process, however, they 
engaged the white world militarily and lost many of their number to war 
and disease.
	 Like the Sac and Fox, the Kansas Kickapoo were known for their war-
like stance with whites. Cumming met with Kickapoo chief Machina dur-
ing his January 1857 visit and found the tribe to be in relatively good condi-
tion. However, he mentioned that the Pottawatomies who lived among the 
Kickapoo were “sober and industrious” and “furnish[ed] an excellent ex-
ample to the Kickapoos,” implying that the Kickapoo needed such exam-
ples.17 Both the Kickapoo and the Pottawatomie tribes, however, repeat-
edly found themselves embroiled in conflict with their white neighbors 
and earned a reputation with white missionaries and settlers as being par-
ticularly stubborn.18

	 The Osage, too, persisted in their military and cultural antagonism 
toward white settlers. During the late 1840s the Comanche and Kiowas 
joined the Osage in attacks on U.S. Army troops who served as military 
escorts for government wagon trains on the Santa Fe Trail.19 In addition 
to defending their territorial claims in the region, the Osage protected 
their cultural sovereignty as well. Pioneer Charles M. Chase described the 
Osage men in Kansas as “the fiercest looking fellows I have ever seen.” 
He described their authentic dress in detail: “The blanket and the breech 
cloth is their only dress. Their noses and ears are loaded with twinkling 
trinkets, the heads shaved, leaving a narrow strip of stiff hair a half inch 
long from the forehead to the crown. Their faces are painted with bright 
yellow and red.” 20 Agent John Whitfield complained about the Kaw and 
their habit of removing older boys from mission schools, that “instead of 
cultivating and improving the education they have received, you see them 
return with shaved heads, painted faces, and dressed in full Indian cos-
tume.” 21 These observations were undoubtedly shaped by white prejudices 
about how “savages” dressed, but many of the Kaw and Osage clearly re-
sisted attempts to impose the visible trappings of white “civilization” on 
their tribes.
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	 While the resident and emigrant tribes differed in their levels of accep-
tance and/or rejection of white culture, both groups experienced a signif-
icant degree of intermixing with each other, before and after their arrival 
in Kansas Territory. Thus the boundaries among once-disparate tribes 
blurred as fragmented and dying tribes joined those bands that exhibited 
more strength and resilience. As early as 1830, the government recognized 
that “half-breed” mixes of various Indian ethnic groups would have to be 
acknowledged in order to apportion land properly for reservations in Kan-
sas. In a July 16, 1830, treaty between the Sac and Fox, the Sioux, and the 
United States, the “half-breed” band of the Omahas, Ioways, and Otoes re-
ceived entitlement to a tract of land in northeast Kansas. Twenty-five years 
later, Commissioner Manypenny suggested that a census be taken of the 
“half-breeds and mixed bloods properly entitled to share in the said reser-
vation,” perhaps implying that the degree to which these tribes intermixed 
necessitated a frequent review of their members.22

	 Some tribes, like the Winnebagoes and Sacs, gained notoriety for their 
willingness to intermarry and combine tribal resources. Superintendent 
Cumming reported from the Nemaha Agency that “certain Winnebagoes. 
. . have lived for several years and intermarried with that [Sac] band. The 
agent informs me that these Winnebagoes were invited by the Sac Council 
to participate in the payment of their annuity.” Cumming strongly recom-
mended that the close interconnections between the two tribes be main-
tained. “Many marriages connect the Winnebagoes with the Sacs, so that 
their tribes can only be separated by force,” he claimed, “and if that were 
used to separate them they would become vagabonds and a burdensome 
pest to their white neighbors.” 23 Apparently, past experience proved that 
even if the government attempted to force separation of two commingling 
tribes, the fragmented tribes would loiter and wander throughout the re-
gion until reunited with their adopted tribal band.
	 Like the Winnebagoes and Sacs, the Kickapoos and Pottawatomies 
shared their resources and land in Kansas. Cumming reported seeing 
mostly Pottawatomie children at the Kickapoo mission school, and noted 
that he was not surprised by the tribes’ interconnectedness. He claimed 
that the Pottawatomies “hold the same relation to the Kickapoos as the 
Winnebagoes to the Sacs, and in both cases I believe a separation to be in-
advisable.” 24 Cumming also visited the united tribes of the Kaskaskia, Peo-
ria, Piankeshaw, and Wea Indians; these tribes experienced such a rapid 
decline in population that consolidation was necessary for their survival. 
According to Cumming, they successfully defended their rights and es-
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tablished permanent settlements in Kansas, perhaps in part because they 
joined together in the face of intruding whites who squatted on Indian 
land.
	 The practice of intertribal mixing gained so much prominence, even 
when discouraged by government officials, that Superintendent Cumming 
recommended that the government officially sanction such behavior. He 
wrote: “The custom of inviting individuals of other tribes to participate in 
their payments even in cases where no consanguinity [exists] . . . prevails 
among many of the tribes. . . . It therefore becomes a matter of policy to 
tolerate the arrangement they voluntarily entered into; and if tolerated, it 
ought, in my opinion, to be authorized by order.” 25 Cumming recognized 
that the government’s efforts to prevent certain tribes from intermixing 
were pointless, and under his leadership, the Central Superintendence suc-
cumbed to and reluctantly supported the Indian practice of tribal consoli-
dation. As a result of Indian removal and migration, then, the blending of 
Indian cultures began well before the official arrival of white settlers in 
1854.

“God will Judge in r ighteousness”

The infiltration of religious missionaries and traders into the region dur-
ing the 1830s and 1840s facilitated the syncretization of Indian and white 
cultures. One historian argues that the Kawsmouth settlement, a French/
Indian trading post eventually known as Kansas City, was “the most prom-
ising theater for a mixed-blood colony.” 26 The conjunction of the Missouri 
River and Kansas River provided a strategic and fertile location for the fur 
trade, for agricultural pursuits, and for bringing a Christian God to the 
many Indians who resided in and passed through the region.
	 The Baptists, Catholics, Methodists, Moravians, and Presbyterians all 
established missions amid the eastern Kansas Indians during the 1830s and 
1840s. Since their earliest efforts during the seventeenth century, Chris-
tian missionaries had aimed to lift the “savages”/“sauvages” from their 
primitive state and lead them toward a godly, civilized existence. Though 
the Catholics were more numerous (and some might say more successful) 
than the Protestants at converting Indians to Christianity during the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries, by the early nineteenth century, Prot-
estant missions far outnumbered Catholic ones in the Midwest and thus 
dominated the forces of acculturation in Kansas Territory.27 Both Catholics 
and Protestants, however, shared decades of experience in dealing with In-
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dians, and some of the Indians who moved to Kansas had lived among or 
near missions since their initial removal from the East.
	 Some Indians welcomed the arrival of missionaries in the area because 
they were conscious of the missions’ intermediary role between the tribes 
and the U.S. government.28 Missionaries such as Baptist Isaac McCoy, who 
lobbied in favor of creating a sovereign Indian state, could serve as effec-
tive treaty negotiators for tribes.29 Reverend M. Pratt, a missionary among 
the Delawares, implored Alfred Gray, a government official, to stop the rat-
ification of an injurious treaty. George H. Patterson, commissioner for the 
Delawares, received a letter from Gray stating, “I am deputed by Rev. M. 
Pratt . . . to do what I can to prevent the ratification of a Treaty recently 
made. . . . I am particularly requested to address you upon the subject and 
solicit your influence with Mr. Seward and other members of the Senate 
with whom you are acquainted.” 30 The Delawares understood that Pratt’s 
connections with the federal government could be used to their benefit, 
and they employed him to speak to Washington about their land rights.
	 However, the missionaries’ primary purpose in the territory was not 
land negotiation but “civilizing” and proselytizing among the Indians. Ed-
ucation and religious instruction comprised the main channels through 
which this civilization process occurred. Missionaries arrived hoping to re-
place native tongues with English and native culture with white, Christian 
values and lifestyles. Some missionaries concluded that by merely placing 
Indian children in a “white” environment, they would naturally progress 
toward “civilization.” J. C. Berryman, a missionary among the Shawnees, 
claimed, “From experiments already made, we are fully satisfied that there 
is no essential difference between red and white children; the difference is 
all in circumstances.” 31

	 Missions cultivated an environment in which Indian habits were dis-
couraged, whereas “white” behavior was learned and encouraged. Mis-
sionaries provided classes for Indian youth and adults in English, farm-
ing techniques, and domestic arts. One early settler observed, “The girls 
learned to sew, cook, do house work and the boys worked on the farm, 
helped the blacksmith, did carpentry work and both sexes spent several 
hours each day . . . in the school room.” 32 Elizabeth Morse, a Baptist mis-
sionary working among the Delawares, reported to Indian agent J. G. Pratt 
that the mission school enjoyed a significant amount of success during its 
first year. “The ‘Kinter Garten System’ has been sufficiently tested to war-
rant the belief that it may be adopted in schools of Indian children with 
entire success,” she wrote. “They are rarely sleepy nor inattentive, even 
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though the mercury rises to one hundred while being taught.” 33 Indeed, 
the younger the children, the easier it was to wrest them from their Indian 
ways and supplant white customs in their place.
	 Though Indian children were perhaps more malleable than their adult 
counterparts, educating them still posed significant challenges for mis-
sionaries. These challenges frequently revolved around convincing parents 
to endorse the mission school and send their children to classes on a reg-
ular basis. Francis Lea, an Indian agent, wrote in his committee report, 
“Much cannot be expected from the Methodist mission among the Kan-
zas [Kaw] Indians, as it will take time to operate on their prejudices against 
schools.” 34 Thomas Mosely, another agent, wrote of a related problem in 
his annual report: “The Indians are remarkably fond of their children, and 
it is a difficult matter to get them to send them far from home.” 35 Elizabeth 
Morse’s initially positive report to Agent Pratt lost its optimism when dis-
cussing the older children. “A few [children] remain with us the entire ses-
sion, thus setting an example of constant study, which is very rare,” she 
wrote. “Coming and going is the rule, staying the exception.” 36 Similarly, 
missionary J. C. Berryman expressed frustration at his ability to educate 
Indian youth effectively, arguing that the “ignorance and prejudice, insta-
bility and apathy, of the parents, and all the little whims that can be imag-
ined as being indulged in by so degraded a people, combine to hinder us 
and retard their own advancement in civilization.” 37

	 Because the success of mission schools proved inconsistent at best, mis-
sionaries employed a variety of methods by which they would “civilize” 
their Indian subjects. Proselytizing and spreading the Christian word and 
religion among the tribes met with mixed success, but many missionaries 
believed this task to be their most important. Jordan Johnnycake, likely a 
Delaware, thoroughly embraced the Christian theology preached by the 
Baptist mission, thus appearing to be “saved” from the damnation inher-
ent in practicing his indigenous religion. “At the Judgement there will be 
all nations of men. God will Judge in righteousness,” he wrote. “At that 
day Christ will say to the wicked depart from me. . . . I think that if death 
should come I think that I should find myself with the wicked. . . . I ought 
to repent of my sins and turn to God.” 38 Though he practiced Christianity 
at the urging of Baptist missionaries, Johnnycake continued to judge him-
self as “unsaved.”
	 The strong influence of evangelical Christianity in the area also shaped 
race relations between white settlers and Indians. Some abolitionist set-
tlers, many of them known for their egalitarian ideas about white/black 



18

bl eedi ng bor der s

race relations, reserved much of their overt racism and racialized criti-
cism for the “heathen” Indians. Often grounded in the very same evangel-
ical Christianity that aimed to liberate the slaves, abolitionist theologians 
could not conceive of Indian spiritual practices as alternative vehicles to 
God’s grace.39 Similarly, those Indians who converted to Catholicism rarely 
measured up to abolitionists’ ideals about godliness and service.40 Thus, 
like the missionaries, Christian abolitionists encouraged conversion to 
Protestantism, and white settlers’ diverse opinions of the local tribes often 
varied according to that tribe’s degree of conversion to evangelical Christi-
anity.
	 The Kaw, known to resist Christian teachings, received the brunt of 
white criticism and scorn. Abolitionist Clarina Nichols described the Kaw 
as “the lowest and most degraded tribe in the territory, who are beggars 
and thieves, but otherwise harmless.” She remarked that “their faith is 
unchanged since the time when Pope wrote of the ‘poor Indian’” and re-
counted a funeral of one of their members that included a grave laden with 
provisions, including the deceased’s dog and pony. Sara Robinson, also an 
abolitionist, wrote in April 1855 that “the Kaw Indians are the most uncul-
tivated of all,” and contrasted them with the “civilized Shawnee.” Robin-
son reported that one of her friends was forced to entertain some “unwel-
come visitors,” a group of Kaw Indians that demanded food and drink and 
rummaged through her friend’s personal belongings. The Kaw lacked a 
mission in the area, and their resistance to Christianity and their “unciv-
ilized” behavior clearly cast them in a negative light in the white commu-
nity.41

	 On the other hand, Robinson described the Shawnee and Delaware 
Indians favorably, in part because those bands had readily converted to 
Protestantism by the 1850s.42 She even indicated that on occasion white 
settlers joined these Christian Indians in worship. On April 8, 1855, Rob-
inson and her husband attended the “little white church upon the rolling 
prairie,” whose architecture reminded Robinson of “dear New England.” 
Though the church’s exterior conjured up memories of home for Sara, its 
contents were far from familiar. She “noticed the Indian worshippers” and 
“their odd-sounding dialect” and commented on the Indian women who 
arrived on horseback. The essential quality of the service, however, im-
pressed Sara, and she concluded that the Indian interpreters’ “quick and 
varied intonations . . . their graceful and most expressive gestures, singu-
larly enchain the attention of the hearers, and impress upon them the sub-
stance of the discourse.” 43 Christian Indians might dress and act differ-
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ently, but at least they embraced the word of God—and, most important 
for Robinson, a white, Protestant God.
	 Though Robinson looked fondly upon these particular Kansas Indians, 
native peoples who accepted Christianity and who practiced the missions’ 
agricultural and domestic arts engaged white settlers on fundamentally 
uneven ground. No matter how willing certain Indians may have been to 
learn English and to convert to Christianity, they did so only after their 
land had been invaded and their cultures disparaged by the very mission-
aries who sought to “save” them. Nonetheless, many tribes recognized that 
some missionaries could be helpful in their quest for fair treaties and could 
give them cultural tools with which to enter the white world and defend 
their rights. One of the ways many Indians engaged the white world in a 
mutually profitable and positive way was through trade. On this more level 
playing field, Indians, especially mixed-breeds, prospered and maintained 
a healthy living by trading their goods and services with white settlers and 
traders.

A L ively Trade

Economic exchange between the white and Indian worlds produced a va-
riety of results, ranging from symbiotic to antagonistic, but formal trade 
between whites and Kansas Indians often garnered positive results for 
both groups. White traders and fur trappers moved into the area to profit 
from the commerce in Indian goods and to sell provisions to the numer-
ous white settlers who traveled on the Santa Fe and Overland trails. B. F. 
Van Horn and his wife, Elizabeth, arrived in the territory in 1857 and set-
tled near Topeka, where they opened a store and enjoyed a “pretty lively” 
trade with the Indians.44 Frank La Loge also arrived in Kansas Territory in 
1857 and with his wife operated a “dug-out” store near present-day Salina, 
Kansas, until 1864.45 They took advantage of their location on the Santa Fe 
Trail to sell wares to both Indians and whites.
	 Indians also took advantage of the increased traffic in the region by 
taking in boarders and providing basic supplies to serve the needs of set-
tlers and Indians alike. In fact, many white settlers’ first taste of life in 
Kansas was filtered through their overnight stays in Indian homes, and 
most settlers experienced positive interactions with their hosts and host-
esses. Free-state and proslavery settlers alike frequented the Indian board-
ing houses that peppered the eastern border of Kansas Territory. Sylvester 
Clarke, a free-state settler, wrote to his wife that upon arrival in the ter-
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ritory, his party stayed near the Shawnee reservation in an “Indian Hut” 
owned by proprietor John Ham. He described his evening there in detail: 
“Our supper and breakfast consisted of bread and molasses and some tea—
Our beds were previously spoken for by a prospecting company of bed bugs 
and mosquitoes. . . . In one department there were ten persons including 
Ham and his Squaw with several Papooses—thus we passed the first night 
amid the charming scenery of the Kansa Valley.” 46 Sharing meals, bed-
rooms, and bed bugs was not uncommon in frontier Kansas; during the 
territory’s early years Anglos and Indians at times inhabited the same lit-
eral and cultural spaces.
	 The social lubricant that most frequently facilitated these Indian-white 
economic and cultural exchanges was undoubtedly alcohol. Although pro-
hibited by the U.S. government, the practice of exchanging alcohol for In-
dian goods continued to dominate economic exchange between the two 
groups.47 This pattern persisted in Kansas Territory, and the Indian agents 
in the region lamented the negative effects of alcohol on the tribes’ men-
tal and physical health. Superintendent Cumming reported that “the Pot-
tawatomies are in a condition which requires the united effort of their 
agent and best men now to shield them from temptations which seem too 
hard for them to encounter alone.” 48 And agent Burton A. James noted that 
“the Sac and Fox Indians who have been wintering in the state of Missouri 
and Kansas Territory have as usual been drinking to excess.” 49 In response 
to these problems, Cumming and his agents in the Central Superinten-
dence developed programs designed to curb alcohol consumption among 
the tribes. He formed alliances with influential men within each tribe and 
discouraged alcohol consumption by promising financial benefits in return 
for temperance.
	 Cumming experienced mixed success with his temperance policies, 
however, in part because the constant influx of new whites often brought 
new sources of alcohol. “The condition of the smaller tribes without agents 
is comparatively good,” he wrote, “but much evil is apprehended from their 
proximity to the white settlements. This however, is inevitable and they are 
now in a more favorable condition for the trial than some of their neigh-
bors.” Cumming acknowledged that it would be impossible to prevent the 
tribes from trading and socializing with white settlers, but he made every 
effort to eliminate alcohol from this equation. Writing to Commissioner 
Manypenny, he claimed, “I have the honor to report that efforts are now 
being made by the agents and a few influential men of the tribe to dimin-
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ish the intemperance and debauchery heretofore so prevalent among the 
Miami Indians.” 50 While government policy curbed alcohol consumption 
among some tribes, the problem persisted, especially as more and more 
white families arrived in the area with few resources with which to trade 
other than food and alcohol. Trading for frontier essentials, such as hous-
ing, often necessitated the use of alcohol as capital.
	 Much of the Indian trade took place in less formal settings, as white 
settlers satisfied their needs for housing and material goods in exchange 
for food and drink. These informal exchanges, often accompanied by alco-
hol consumption, sometimes elicited positive and lucrative results for both 
parties. Mrs. Fannie Kelly, an early settler, experienced a pleasant interac-
tion with a band of Sioux Indians when she first encountered them on the 
Santa Fe Trail: “A party of Indians rode up to us appeared to be friendly 
each one of them shaking hands with each one of us they made motions 
for something to eat we gave them bread, sugar and tobacco which pleased 
them very much. I traded for a pair of moccasins with a yancton Indian 
named Wechedah. I did not feel very much alarmed as the Indians all the 
way along had been reported friendly.” 51 Though Kelly’s friendly trading 
partners proved to be interested in taking more than food and drink from 
her party (they ransacked the wagon train and kidnapped Kelly and other 
settlers a day later), many Indian-Anglo encounters sustained a congenial 
tone.
	 The McMeekin family experienced positive and productive interactions 
with their Indian neighbors after moving from Kentucky to the banks of 
the Kansas River in 1850. Hayden D. McMeekin established a trading post 
near the Pottawatomie reservation, about eighty miles southwest of Fort 
Leavenworth, and enjoyed “good success” for several years before moving 
to Leavenworth and opening the Planter’s House hotel in 1855.52 His daugh-
ter, Mary, harbored fond memories of her family’s interactions with their 
Indian neighbors: “The Indians were very friendly, and frequently brought 
my brother and me presents of quail and birds which they brought in cages 
they made. Indeed they were too friendly, for they would walk into the 
kitchen and pick up anything they fancied.” 53 Clara Harding Jordan, who 
grew up near the Kickapoo, remembered playing “peek-a-boo” with the In-
dian papooses but also recalls how her mother had to keep a store of but-
termilk on hand to give to the Indians who frequently made unannounced 
and unwelcome visits.54 Jordan and McMeekin observed that Indian-white 
friendships treaded on uncertain ground, as both parties navigated differ-
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ing interpretations of concepts such as privacy and sharing. Unfortunately, 
misunderstandings and miscommunication sometimes undermined tenu-
ous friendships and led to violent altercations.
	 Predictably, Indian and white Kansans did not always engage in peace-
ful forms of economic and cultural exchange; violent conflict often punc-
tuated the two groups’ initial interactions. Large-scale combat occurred in 
eastern Kansas before the 1850s, as government troops stationed at Fort 
Leavenworth and Fort Scott battled the Pawnees, Kaws, and Osages in 
preparation for the westward movement of white settlers. Wagon trains 
carrying supplies to and from these federal forts were particularly vulner-
able targets for Indian attacks.
	 W. B. Royall led two trains from Kansas to Arkansas, and he reported 
to Brig. Gen. R. Jones that Indians attacked his party in June 1848. At five 
in the morning, approximately two to three hundred “warriors” descended 
upon Royall’s unit. Both sides suffered losses, but Royall praised the U.S. 
soldiers’ courage: “The enemy made an attempt to charge through the line 
of tents on Major Bryant’s side of the camp. One Indian was killed there 
and dragged into camp with his shield and lance. The Indians endeavored 
to obtain his body, and tried several times to lasso him to carry him off, 
but our men were determined to have him; lances and arrows flew at our 
men, but they beat them off and kept possession of their trophies.” 55 Indi-
ans are stereotypically remembered as having carried war “trophies,” such 
as scalps, from battle, but this example indicates that white men kept sou-
venirs from the conflicts as well. These soldiers refused to return the dead 
Indian’s body to his tribe and even risked their lives to keep possession of 
the corpse. Though the ultimate fate of the body was not recorded by Roy-
all, perhaps the soldiers used it as physical proof of their professed superior 
military strength or even as a marker of white supremacy.
	 But possessing Indian bodies was not as important as possessing In-
dian land, and some soldiers stationed in the region blatantly thwarted In-
dian land rights in Kansas. In an 1854 report of the commissioner of In-
dian affairs, the Delaware agent reported that several officers of the U.S. 
army squatted on Delaware land. “I found the Delaware Indians much dis-
turbed in mind,” he wrote. “By their late treaty, all the land ceded by them 
to the United States . . . were to be offered for sale for their benefit a pub-
lic auction. . . . Some reflections were cast on certain officers of the Army 
stationed at Fort Leavenworth for their conduct in relation to the Dela-
ware Lands . . . that some of them were engaged in trespassing on the lands 
ceded by the Delawares to the United States in trust for their benefit.” 56 
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Captain Hunt, commander of Fort Leavenworth, confirmed the officers’ 
trespasses and reported the incidents to the Delaware agent. The agent 
deeply regretted the practice, arguing that the army squatters had done 
more to damage Delaware-Anglo relations than any other group of squat-
ters: “The Delaware Indians had been accustomed in all former occasions 
to look to the Fort for protection from trespasses of any kind, and the con-
duct of the officers on this occasion has therefore been the most fatal to 
the peace and interests of the Delaware.” 57 The agent requested immedi-
ate military action to remove the squatters but only received a letter from 
the secretary of war stating the squatting incidents would be fully investi-
gated.
	 Several tribes, such as the Delaware and Shawnee, continued to trust 
the government’s good will, even as they watched their land and rights 
get trampled on by the “Great Father’s” white children. Others, such as 
the Osage and Kaw, persisted in their challenges to the government and 
proudly asserted and articulated their differences with white settlers. The 
U.S. government often responded similarly to both groups and attempted 
to mold all Indians into a white, middle-class ideal of civilized, Chris-
tian citizens. Several cultural practices proved difficult to change, how-
ever, and the differences between white and Indian gender roles and sex-
ual practices promised to be some of the most intractable.

The Berdache and Other Gendered Anomali es

In the process of securing Kansas Indian territory for white settlement, 
members of the army and the federal government gained firsthand knowl-
edge of their enemies, information they often found puzzling. W. B. Royall, 
involved in a violent conflict with the Osage in 1848, added an interesting 
postscript to his description of the battle, involving what may have been 
a “berdache” Indian who led the tribe into conflict. He wrote matter-of-
factly, “We saw about one hundred yards from us during the fight a female 
who seemed to be their Queen mounted on a horse decorated with silver 
ornaments on a Scarlett dress, who rode about giving directions about the 
wounded.” 58 If the queen was not a berdache and was in fact a female In-
dian, it is interesting to note that she appeared to have a significant amount 
of power on the battlefield, a traditionally male preserve among most In-
dian tribes and certainly among the Osage. Royall guessed that the major-
ity of the Indians were either Osage or Comanche, and given the location 
of the attack, his presumption seems credible. Thus while blood spilled on 
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the battlefield, gendered boundaries and, more specifically, white assump-
tions about Indian gender roles blurred among some Indian tribes.
	 Government agents recognized that Indian gender relations created 
several obstacles to their project of civilization/colonization, and they for-
mulated their removal and reservation policies accordingly. Some Indian 
agents suggested that women and children be removed from their tribes 
and sent to mission schools, perhaps in an effort to destroy the commu-
nity-based agricultural and social system over which Indian women as-
serted a significant amount of control. This struggle continued into the 
1860s, when an Indian agent among the Sioux advocated “the removal of 
the women and children with a view to wiping out the tribe.” 59 By remov-
ing Indian women from the picture, U.S. agents could strike a blow not 
only at the physical reproduction of the community’s population but also 
at the tribe’s food supply and the cultural reproduction of gender relations 
that ordered Indian society in a particularly Indian manner. The project of 
civilization thus launched a two-pronged attack on Indian economic and 
gender relations because the government realized (whether consciously or 
not) that the two systems supported each other in symbiotic ways.
	 Some settlers and missionaries in Kansas specifically pinpointed In-
dian gender relations and sexual practices as blockades to the civiliza-
tion process. Clara Gowing met an Indian man, his two wives, and two 
“babes,” and she noted that “polygamy, though not the general custom of 
the nation, is not ostracized.” 60 John W. Whitfield, an agent among the 
Kaws, doubted the abilities of whites to change Indian ways, in part be-
cause they practiced polygamy. He wrote, “I am unable to say whether this 
people have been improved by the efforts of the missionaries, who have 
labored for them for the last thirty years. . . . So long as the custom pre-
vails of one man being entitled to all the sisters of the family he may marry 
into, I can not see how we are to expect much improvement.” 61 Unless the 
agents broke the Indians’ will to perpetuate their polygamous ways, the 
missions and the government would make little progress reforming and 
“civilizing” the Kaw. After all, polygamy in and of itself was uncivilized 
because, among other things, it countered the white, middle-class ideal of 
the nuclear family.62

	 In addition to making the nuclear family obsolete, polygamy included 
a whole host of corollaries that further challenged the mission’s goals. 
Agent Whitfield connected the practice of polygamy to the mission’s in-
ability to reform Indian gender roles and hence their civilization. Whit-
field elaborated on his initial complaints: “They never permit their daugh-
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ters to go to school; some man has a claim to them as soon as they are 
born. The boys are taken from school as soon as they are large enough to 
go out on a hunt.” 63 Whitfield’s observations clearly indicate that the Kaws 
maintained polygamy and its corresponding gender roles, which in turn 
preserved much of the traditional Indian way of life. After males reached 
hunting age, they had no need for academic or agricultural education be-
cause their responsibilities included hunting and defending their lands, 
not farming. Although Indian men might have seen the advantage of ac-
quiring some schooling, perhaps to increase their ability to communicate 
effectively during treaty negotiations, they saw little need for agricultural 
training. Furthermore, Indian girls failed to embrace a white, middle-class 
education because as women who spent their days tending the fields and 
processing animal and plant products, they would have little use for the 
domestic “arts” classes offered by the missions. Clearly, some Indians re-
sponded to the missionaries’ multipronged attack on their culture with a 
multilayered defense of Indian traditions that sustained much of their tra-
ditional economic and social relations.

Bleed and/or Di e

Though many tribes resisted the repeated attempts of the U.S. government 
and the Christian missions to change their cultures, the forces of white-
ness continued to press the Indians to change. Some missionaries believed 
that the Indians’ only hope for survival depended on their total conversion 
to the white world; white blood must bleed into red if Indians expected 
to endure the westward expansion of Anglo America. Thomas Johnson, 
founder of the Shawnee Methodist Mission, agreed that the Indians’ only 
course of action was to adopt the substance of white society. He wrote to 
Agent Benjamin F. Robinson, “I am forced to the conclusion that, as sepa-
rate tribes, they must in a few years pass away. The only hope is for the few 
who may become identified with the white population, and take their po-
sition in the walks of civilized society.” 64

	 Several congressmen endorsed Johnson’s sentiments, arguing on the 
House floor that tribes must acquire white ways or die a slow and pain-
ful death via removal and/or disease. During a U.S. Senate and House de-
bate on peace with the Indians, Representative John Sherman of Ohio il-
lustrated the threat that accompanied the language of whiteness: “As our 
white population progress westward over the Plains they will either absorb 
the Indian population or kill it off. It may be hard; but such is the fate of all 
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barbarous communities, all wild tribes, when they come in contact with 
civilized tribes. . . . The result is that tribe after tribe will gradually disap-
pear, until. . . finally [they will] disappear entirely from the race of human 
beings. You cannot stop or change that law of nature.” 65 While Sherman 
desired to portray Indians as the racial “other,” as members of a wild, bar-
barous tribe, he simultaneously acknowledged their membership in the 
human race by similarly referring to the white settlers as a tribe, albeit a 
“civilized” one. Thus his assertion of the white man’s evolutionary prowess 
also came with recognition of the “wild” man’s potential for civilization; 
only through “extermination” could Sherman entirely deny Indians their 
humanity. If not killed, they would be “absorbed”—in other words, Chris-
tianized and civilized—into the white human race.66

	 Sherman and like-minded settlers amplified their own whiteness by 
darkening and animalizing the racial other.67 For instance, during the “Sen-
ate Debate on Negotiating with Indians” in 1866, Senator James Doolittle 
explicitly equated Indians with the buffalo:

Compared with us, they [the Indians] are a very feeble people. We are 
strong; we are a great nation. They are wandering nomads over the 
plains, with no more habitation than the buffalo has. They go with 
the buffalo. . . . They live upon the buffalo, and with the buffalo, and 
range over those vast plains. . . . Whenever we meet them we can con-
quer them and capture and slaughter them; but it is just as impossible, 
within any reasonable amount of expenditure to catch these Indians 
and reduce them to obedience by war as it is to catch the buffalo upon 
the plains or the blackbirds that fly over the plains.68

Doolittle recognized the difficulty of subduing the Indian presence by 
force alone. “Capturing and slaughtering” served its purpose temporarily, 
but he acknowledged the need for other means of addressing the “Indian 
problem” (undoubtedly turning toward Christian missions for an answer). 
Those they could not kill, they would civilize.
	 Though Doolittle wondered how the nation could rid itself of the “In-
dian problem,” his speech illuminated how Indians’ redness helped con-
firm whites’ racial purity. “Compared with us” the Indians are “feeble,” 
wrote Doolittle; compared with redness, whiteness and the nation built 
on a foundation of white supremacy were “strong” and “great.” Without 
redness (and blackness), whiteness—and the white privilege of citizenship 
and the sense of national identity which it fostered—could not exist. Thus 
the expansion of the country and its national/racial identity depended in 
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part on the ability of whites to construct redness and blackness as “other.” 69

	 Many settlers reinforced racial otherness by consistently referring to 
Indians as “red men.” James Hindman arrived in the territory in 1857 and 
stayed near the Baptist mission before surveying the area for a proper claim 
site. One day he lost his way and stopped at an Indian cabin for directions. 
He found his way after “a dart of the eye, a point of the finger and a pecu-
liar grunt from the red skin showed me the way which I soon regained.” 70 
Hindman’s description of the “red skin” uttering a “peculiar grunt” sug-
gests that, in his mind, he was communicating with a being that was some-
how less than human. Hindman used the red skin to represent the Indian’s 
essence as an animal-like being, incapable of using rational language and 
dependent instead upon physical gestures and grunts to communicate.
	 In fact, white descriptions of Indians often aligned them with the an-
imal world, and posited beliefs that the Indians lived in a state of nature. 
Martha Chenault wrote to her mother, “The Sac and Fox Indians are wild 
looking people.” 71 Similarly, missionary Clemmie Boon wrote to her sister 
and referred to the Indians as “wild children of nature” who lived in a “sav-
age land.” Boon, though living among these “savages,” was not “entirely 
exempt from society,” because one trader in the area had two half-white 
daughters; one of these daughters had even “married a physician, a white 
man.” 72 The “half-breed” daughter, by marrying a white man, especially a 
white man of property and social standing, slowly stepped inside the privi-
leged sphere of whiteness. As long as white blood blended with red, white-
ness, and hence, civilized society, remained within reach for Indians and 
for the missionaries who lived among them.

Amalgamat ion and C iv i l izat ion

Perhaps the most effective and obvious method of infusing red with white 
blood was through cross-racial intermarriage and sex. One of the last op-
portunities to change Indian life, according to some, lay in physically and 
sexually amalgamating whites with Indians and forming multiracial fam-
ilies comprised of “half-breeds.” Only with white blood coursing through 
Indian veins, this argument ran, could Indians become truly civilized. By 
marrying Indian women (and the vast majority of interracial marriages 
were comprised of Anglo men and Indian women), white men could not 
only father children with white blood but also encourage their wives to 
adopt traditional Anglo gender roles, thus further diluting the cultural 
power of Indian society.73
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	 John Montgomery, an Indian agent among the Kaws, issued a favorable 
report of the mission’s progress among the “half-breeds”: “The half-breed 
Kansas, or the greater number of them, are industrious and intelligent, 
well versed in the English, French and Kaw languages, profess the Catholic 
religion, and have almost a thorough knowledge of the arts of husbandry.” 
The “full-blooded” Kaw, however, received a less positive evaluation:

When [the Kaw] were separated from the half-breeds [it] only retarded 
the progress of the civilization and christianizing of the former; from 
the fact, that there has been no change in the Indian customs and man-
ners to those of the white man; and from the fact that there has been 
no white people or half-breeds among the full-blooded Indians since 
they were removed from the Kansas river to this place. The native In-
dians having no white people affiliated with their tribe have strictly ad-
hered to their natural customs and pursuits of life.74

Montgomery criticized the government’s policy of separating the “full-
blooded” Kaw from their mixed-race kin and further indicted federal In-
dian policy and the mission process by endorsing the French program of 
civilization. He closed his report by saying, “The Canadian French, in 
my opinion, have done more to civilize the Kansas than all the schools 
and moral institutions that have ever been established for their benefit.” 75 
Montgomery implied that the French had done more to civilize the Indian 
by intermarrying with them than by any other method of conversion to 
white ways.
	 Several accounts detail Indian-French intermarriages in Kansas. Pierre 
Le Clerc married a Pottawatomie woman in Chicago, “after the fashion 
of the whites,” but later separated from her and married another Potta-
watomie woman in Kansas, named Musch-puck quai (according to the re-
port, Pottawatomie custom only recognized Pottawatomie marriage cer-
emonies and thus ignored Le Clerc’s first, “white” marriage). Le Clerc 
fathered children with both women, which caused some confusion regard-
ing his inheritance and his children’s entitlement to it and to Indian annu-
ity payments.76 One of his daughters, Fanny Beach, married a white man, 
Alexander Rodd, and together they raised four or five children. Thus the 
trend of red-white intermarriage that Le Clerc and his Pottawatomie wife 
began persisted in their family and further whitened and “civilized” their 
mixed-blood children.
	 If intermarriage alone could not achieve the desired results among the 
Indians, some believed that a combination of economics and sexual ex-
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change would sufficiently bring civilization and whiteness to the Indians 
in Kansas. During his travels in the territory, Sylvester Clarke explored 
several of the Indian missions and reservations, and he concluded in his 
diary that civilization had indeed reached a small portion of the Indian 
population. He was particularly impressed with the Delawares: “These In-
dians are far in advance of the neighboring tribes in everything appertain-
ing to civilization. . . . Commercial intercourse and intermarriage with 
the whites has nearly obliterated the peculiar characteristics of Indian life. 
The bow and the arrow [have] been laid aside to make room for the axe and 
the plow.” 77 Commerce and interracial marriage had “nearly obliterated” 
the cultural differences between red and white, according to Clarke. Cul-
tural and sexual boundaries between the two races would continue to blur 
as an increasing number of white settlers moved to the territory and inter-
married with the Indian men and women in Kansas.
	 Some interracial unions forged the kind of partnerships that allowed 
both parties to navigate their multiracial identities in skillful ways that 
benefited the couple and their larger communities. In rare cases, these 
mixed-race marriages promoted the idea among both cultures that racial 
amalgamation was favorable not only to Indians but also to whites. Take, 
for instance, the marriage of Abelard Guthrie to Quindaro Nancy Brown, a 
Wyandot Indian woman. Quindaro Brown belonged to the Big Turtle Clan 
of the Wyandot tribe and was herself a product of an intertribal marriage 
between her Shawnee mother and Wyandot father. After Brown married 
Guthrie, the Bear Clan of the Wyandots adopted him into their group and 
named him “Tah-keh-yoh-shrah-tseh, which means the twin brain.” 78

	 The Wyandots apparently recognized Guthrie’s acute ability to settle 
disputes between their tribe and the U.S. government, because they said 
he possessed the brain of both the white man and the Bear. Guthrie was 
involved with the Wyandots’ treaty negotiations, in part because his wife’s 
land covered a large portion of the region bordering the Wyandot and Del-
aware reservations. He named a nearby town Quindaro after his wife, “be-
cause we were wholly indebted to her exertions and influence with the In-
dians for every foot of land on which the town is built.” 79 It appears that 
Guthrie was not the only partner in this marriage who possessed talents of 
arbitration.
	 Guthrie and his wife discussed land deals and credit with the leaders of 
nearby white settlements, even though Guthrie loathed the endeavor. He 
complained in his diary, “I have never suffered more anguish of mind than 
I have suffered within the last month on account of pecuniary embarrass-
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ments. . . . After all the old Indian life, with all its poverty and hardship 
is the happiest.” 80 Guthrie suggested that before he and Quindaro had ac-
quired so much property, life had been poorer but much happier. He im-
plied in his diary that the free-state men whom he had trusted had swin-
dled him and put him into near-poverty and perpetual debt.81

	 Although Guthrie may have loathed the financial transactions he con-
ducted with his neighbors, his wife Quindaro appeared to integrate them 
into her social calendar, often conducting business while on social visits. 
On March 31, 1858, Guthrie recorded that his wife “went to widow Sarah 
Coon’s and got $60 which I had paid her for an old improvement. .  . . Mrs. 
Guthrie also borrowed $100.00 from widow Coon for me.” Guthrie signed 
a note a few days later “in favor of Sarah Coon payable on demand.” 82 Coon 
asked Mrs. Guthrie to sign the note as well, indicating that she trusted 
Quindaro’s word. It appears that Coon, a Wyandot Indian, felt more com-
fortable making a transaction with a fellow Indian rather than a white 
man, even one with two brains. Guthrie’s marriage to Quindaro proved 
beneficial to his ability to gain credit in the community.
	 The Guthrie marriage also served Quindaro and her tribe’s needs. In 
October 1858 Guthrie lamented that “the Wyandot pay[ment] will not take 
place for some weeks and possibly not until next year; this act of bad faith 
in the Government, must produce much suffering among the Wyandots 
and many whites to whom they are indebted.” While Guthrie’s concern for 
the tribe’s late payment was obviously connected to his own dependence 
on their money, he pursued the issue with government officials and ad-
dressed the tribes’ needs. He responded similarly when the government 
defaulted on a Delaware payment. Guthrie met with the local chief, John 
Sirahass, to discuss their options: “In this evening’s ‘talk’ with Sirahass 
who is now our head Chief, I proposed that as the payment was not made 
in October last as the treaty required, that the two payments of 1858 & 
1859 be made at the same time, say in May 1859.” The next day he drafted a 
new treaty that he hoped would address the Delawares’ needs. He claimed 
that if adopted, “it will secure the Delawares from being defrauded by the 
harpies that are flocking to Washington in the hopes of securing slices of 
their land.” Guthrie felt confident that the tribe would endorse his new 
treaty, “as some of them have long been my friends and neighbors.” 83 His 
marriage to Quindaro and his membership in the wider Indian commu-
nity lent credibility to his word and permitted him to lobby the Govern-
ment effectively for Wyandot and Delaware rights.
	 It was in fact this cultural, economic, and sexual blending that enabled 
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the Guthries to be successful in the tenuous borderlands of territorial 
Kansas. Although their marriage and success may be an exception, it can 
serve as one example of the benefits that red-white exchange could hold 
for some couples in territorial Kansas. However, it also articulates the he-
gemonic tendencies of whiteness and white values. The Guthries adopted 
many practices that would have safely placed them in the white middle 
class. They sent their two daughters to St. Louis for boarding school, and 
they employed several servants, one of whom was “a mixed blood of white, 
Indian and negro” and one who unfortunately spent more time drinking 
than working.84 They also acquired a healthy tract of land that they contin-
ued to possess, even in the midst of railroad expansion and increasing in-
debtedness.
	 Guthrie’s attitudes toward some Indian tribes exemplified the ways in 
which the discourse on whiteness infiltrated even multiracial homes. He 
complained of the Wyandots and their inability to accept the Great Fa-
ther’s paternalism graciously. He argued, “The envious and malicious dis-
position of the Wyandots so manifest in all their dealings with the white 
man, is one chief cause of their rapid decline. . . . I pity their errors.” 85 Like 
the congressmen who preached the inevitable decimation of the Indian, 
Guthrie implied that those Indians who insisted on stubbornly defending 
their rights would eventually die out. He pitied them from his privileged 
racial and class position, a position ironically obtained by his marrying an 
Indian woman. Guthrie and others like him implied that only by engaging 
in the white man’s world—his culture, his women, his religion—could any 
shred of Indianness survive.

Redness and Blackness

Many whites shared Guthrie’s sentiments and believed that Indian resis-
tance to white ways would ultimately lead to their demise. In fact, mis-
sionaries, lawmakers, and Kansas settlers used Indian resistance as justifi-
cation for their removal; if the “hordes” could not be civilized, they would 
be disposed of without apology. Missionaries in particular endeavored to 
transform Indian culture, but even they lamented the Indian’s potential 
for progress without a near-total conversion to white ways. Paradoxically, 
those Indians who refused to discard their redness only furthered the proj-
ect of whiteness, because Indian resistance inadvertently bolstered the 
white settlers’ resolve to either kill or relocate the remaining Plains Indi-
ans. Many whites throughout the country believed that “there was no way 
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of stopping the spread of civilization; Indians had to join the march or risk 
extinction.” After decades of previous removal, disease, and oppression, 
the Indians in Kansas were doomed to conform or die.86

	 The increasing sectional tensions in the region only worsened the In-
dians’ chances of survival. In his diary, Guthrie lamented, “Alas the poor 
Indian, despised by those who use him and spurned by those he opposes 
and who have been his only friends. . . . How soon will thy sad fate be 
sealed[?]” 87 As arguments over the fate of slavery in the West heated up, 
Indians in Kansas were used and abused by settlers from both sides of the 
sectional divide. White settlers recruited like-minded political allies, and 
Indians inevitably became embroiled in the conflict, as Indian land be-
came the stage on which the great drama of Bleeding Kansas would take 
place.
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Runaways, “Negro Stealers,” and “Border Ruff ians”

antislavery and proslavery  
ideologies in action

During the spring of 1855 the Fugitive Slave Law received a unique test in 
Kansas Territory, a region that had yet to be officially declared as free or 
slave. On March 19 a black slave escaped from his master and fled from 
Westport, Missouri, toward Lawrence, Kansas, a new stop on the Under-
ground Railroad. The slave never made it to Lawrence, however, because 
he met his unfortunate fate at the hands of a Shawnee Indian, who appre-
hended, shot, and wounded him and returned him to his master. The Kan-
sas Weekly Herald, a proslavery paper published in Leavenworth, printed a 
story on the incident that claimed the slaveholder “expressed himself sat-
isfied as far as the maiming of the slave was concerned, but only wanted 
to find the ‘d—d Abolitionist’ who persuaded him to escape.” The Herald 
warned its readers of the “spirit that actuates these Abolitionists who decoy 
off slaves, and rob their neighbors of their property.” 1 Even though the Fu-
gitive Slave Law had fulfilled its designs in this particular case, slavehold-
ers still questioned its effectiveness when “negro stealers” lurked in the tall 
Kansas prairie grass. As Michael Fellman has noted, “‘Nigger-stealing’ be-
came the central symbol of all that was base in these northern invaders.” 2

	 The conflict between these “northern invaders” and the defenders of 
slavery, often referred to disparagingly as “Border Ruffians,” began as soon 
as Kansas officially opened for white settlement and persisted throughout 
the territorial era. This antagonism both mirrored and exacerbated the 
larger tensions between antislavery and proslavery politicians and ideo-
logues at the national level. The question of slavery in the West hamstrung 
political debate from the end of the Mexican War until the firing on Fort 
Sumter and overwhelmed politicians during the 1850s. Historian Michael 
A. Morrison argues that “the issues of expansion and slavery extension 
were critical to the destruction of Whiggery, the resonance of the Republi-
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can and fire-eater appeals, the disruption of the Democracy, the election of 
Lincoln, and the secession of the South.” 3 In other words, the debate over 
slavery in the West was a primary cause of the Civil War.
	 Morrison and others examine this important and convincing thesis by 
exploring the political and intellectual debates that occurred in Washing-
ton, D.C., and other more eastern cities; but rarely have the causes of the 
Civil War been evaluated from points farther west or from the perspec-
tive of the settlers themselves. How did proslavery and antislavery settlers 
put their ideologies about slavery’s expansion into practice in Kansas Ter-
ritory? Did they truly embrace the tenets of Republicanism and fire-eat-
ing Democracy? If so, how? Both parties breathed life into these ideolo-
gies: Slaveholders and their proslavery allies, like some Shawnee Indians, 
used legal and extralegal means to ensure that slavery would take root in 
the Kansas soil, but their efforts could not combat the fierce resistance to 
these proslavery measures executed by slaves and antislavery settlers.
	 Nicole Etcheson’s Bleeding Kansas begins to help us understand how 
Kansans interpreted and enacted popular sovereignty. One of the strengths 
of Etcheson’s work is its close examination of the sectional events in Kan-
sas and the related analysis of how policies that were formulated in Wash-
ington applied in the territory itself. Etcheson carefully narrates the po-
litical conflicts between proslavery and antislavery settlers, especially 
their leaders, but she only rarely examines how blacks, white abolition-
ists, or women influenced the sectional tensions. In her final two chap-
ters Etcheson does include African Americans and a few abolitionists (a 
woman or two among them) as she argues that the Civil War’s “upheaval 
finally executed the promise that liberty would encompass blacks.” 4 She 
finds that the outbreak of full-scale war provided unprecedented opportu-
nities for Missouri slaves to flee across the border to Kansas and to partic-
ipate in the military fight against Confederate and guerrilla forces.
	 Etcheson’s runaways, who flooded into towns such as Leavenworth 
and Lawrence during the war, were following a path that had been well 
marked by Kansas and Missouri slaves and abolitionists during the territo-
rial period. These “Negro stealers” and slave runaways comprised an im-
portant vanguard of early citizens who challenged slavery and racial hier-
archy. Too little has been said about the efforts of blacks and their white 
allies to initiate the emancipation process between 1854 and 1861. As Stan-
ley Harrold argues in his book about the biracial antislavery community in 
Washington, D.C., these men and women, “simply by engaging in interra-
cial cooperation . . . raised a radical challenge to the existing social order.” 
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Furthermore, like Harrold’s “subversives,” antislavery Kansans posed a 
palpable and immediate threat to area slaveholders.5 Slaveholding Missou-
rians’ greatest fear—losing their slave property to a free Kansas—was real-
ized not in 1861 but much earlier.6

I nd ians and African Americans

The debate over slavery in the West arose amid a national discussion of 
Indian rights and treaty negotiations, but the influence of these develop-
ments on the conception of free labor ideology has only rarely been exam-
ined.7 Republicans who embraced Free-Soilism crafted an ideology that ap-
peared diametrically opposed to slave and Indian labor systems. Free labor 
families depended on their own relatives’ sweat and toil for their agricul-
tural prosperity, not slave labor. In addition, white free laborers divided ag-
ricultural tasks by gender, keeping women and female children near or in-
side the home and sending men into the fields.8 Many Indians, however, 
reversed this gendered division of labor as Indian women tended the fields 
and men stayed in the village or ventured outside its boundaries to hunt 
and fish. White settlers often perceived Indians, especially Indian women, 
as living in a state of slavery because they performed hard labor in the 
fields while Indian men seemingly lounged around and got drunk. These 
“squaw drudges” and “lazy braves” provided “counterimages and negative 
reference groups by which to demonstrate [white] superiority and rational-
ize dispossession.” In addition, Indians appeared to be enslaved to nature, 
preferring to allow the earth to dictate planting schedules and locations 
rather than manipulating the land to fit human needs. Indian agricultural 
practices and gender roles contradicted the ideal vision of the free labor 
family whose (male) members farmed land enclosed by fences and bound-
aries created by man, not nature.9

	 Indians appeared content with their “perpetual enslavement,” and their 
resistance to the free labor system further alienated them from white no-
tions of “progress” and might have bolstered the idea that African Amer-
icans were more likely candidates for integration into a free labor soci-
ety. Methodist missionary Jerome Berryman remembered that even slaves’ 
condition was “greatly preferable” to the degraded state of “any” Indians. 
Similarly, Col. E. V. Sumner, stationed at Fort Leavenworth, compared 
white and Indian laborers and argued that even though white labor was 
more expensive, it would “be better economy to employ white men,” im-
plying that Indians were poor workers.10
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	 Many northern whites believed that freed slaves, on the other hand, 
could easily be molded into effective free labor farmers, if they had not 
already been introduced to such practices under slavery. Historian Elliot 
West defines African Americans in the mid-nineteenth century as “insid-
ers” because they were “enmeshed in white society” and were quite lit-
erally “inside the house” of many white southerners; Indians, however, 
“were far removed from white control” and remained “outsiders.” West 
cites Frederick Douglass, who claimed that “the Negro [was] . . . more like 
the white man than the Indian, in his tastes and tendencies, and disposi-
tion to accept civilization. . . . You do not see him wearing a blanket, but 
coats cut in the latest European fashion.” 11

	 Similarly, historian Randall Woods has argued that “extreme prejudice 
against the Indian” in Kansas made many believe that “Negroes were ca-
pable of farming and laboring; at least they had sense enough to try and 
learn the white man’s ways and to want to become assimilated.” 12 Further-
more, unlike many Indians, enslaved African Americans in Kansas and 
Missouri often followed a white, middle-class gendered division of labor: 
Men worked in the fields and female slaves functioned as house servants 
and laundresses. According to Nicole Etcheson, “Since most Kansas slaves 
were women and children, and the average slave owner owned only one or 
two [slaves], many probably worked in the house as servants rather than 
as field hands.” 13 It appears that white settlers in Kansas might have been 
more comfortable envisioning blacks rather than Indians as fellow free la-
borers because the latter kept defying the free labor ideal.
	 Furthermore, contrary to the often-cited racial hierarchy constructed 
by Thomas Jefferson in his Notes on the State of Virginia, by the early and 
mid-nineteenth century, some Americans placed Indians below blacks on a 
racial continuum. They posited Indians as less intelligent than blacks and 
believed that most Indians were stuck in a permanent “state of barbarism.” 
Instead of Jefferson’s hierarchy, some Americans embraced Senator Henry 
Clay’s philosophy on the races, which he articulated in a speech to the Col-
onization Society of Kentucky in 1829:

In surveying the United States of North America and their Territories, 
the beholder perceives, among their inhabitants, three separate and 
distinct races, of men, originally appertaining to three different conti-
nents of the globe, each race varying from the others in color, physical 
properties, and moral and intellectual endowments. The European is 
the most numerous; and, as well from that fact, as from its far greater 
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advance in civilization and in the arts, has the decided ascendency [sic] 
over the other two, giving the law to them, controlling their condition, 
and responsible for their fate to the Great Father of all, and to the en-
lightened world. The next most numerous and most intelligent race, is 
that which sprung from Africa, the largest portion of which is held in 
bondage by their brethren, descendants of the European. The aborigi-
nes, or Indian race, are the least numerous, and, with the exception of 
some tribes, have but partially emerged from the state of barbarism in 
which they were found on the first discovery of America.14

Some Kansans echoed Clay’s sentiments, as the black and Indian presence 
in the region enabled settlers to compare the two groups; often, Indians 
failed to measure up to African Americans, even slaves.
	 Indians were perceived as stubborn, headstrong, lazy and violent, but 
blacks in Kansas were often described as passive, flexible, and even hard 
working. During a visit to a Seminole reservation in the area one settler, 
Charles M. Chase, noted, “I could not help but observe the contrast be-
tween the negro and Indian characters. . . . The natural character of the 
negro is submissive, obsequious; that of the Indian, stubborn, contemptu-
ous. The one is by nature menial, dependent; the other haughty, defiant, 
and independent. . . . One will live and increase among Caucasians, be-
cause he is flexible, easily directed and used—is handy; the other will be 
driven westward, and soon cease to exist all together, because he is inflex-
ible, and too fixed in his own ways.” 15 Admittedly, these impressions were 
informed by racial stereotypes—generalizations at best and falsehoods at 
worst. But many settlers’ perceptions, however racist, fell into one of two 
separate camps that perpetuated stereotypes about each group: Indians re-
fused to change and would never be integrated into a free labor society, 
whereas blacks could and would learn to live in ways that supported repub-
lican ideas about the future of the expanding nation.
	 In fact, Kansas provided some reassurance that if the North went to 
war over slavery, emancipation would lead to agricultural prosperity and 
the successful expansion of free labor, even with the inclusion of black 
farmers and their families. Some African Americans appeared to whole-
heartedly embrace free labor ideology in Kansas and served as examples of 
a future that included black free labor. One black family in Kansas farmed 
Alexander Johnson’s (son of the Reverend Thomas Johnson) land even 
while Johnson spent the majority of the year traveling and living across 
the river in Missouri. Remarkably, these slaves not only remained faithful 
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to their master and never sought their freedom elsewhere, but according 
to Johnson they also worked diligently.16 In addition, they performed this 
labor without living under the daily threat of the lash—quite an example 
for surrounding whites about blacks’ potential as free labor farmers. The 
Johnson slaves worked on the Kansas farm while their master lived with 
his wife in Missouri until 1861, when state law outlawed slavery in the re-
gion.
	 However, the Johnson slaves provide only one example of the poten-
tial of African Americans to fulfill the free labor ideal, and the fact re-
mains that free labor ideology persisted in its exclusion of blacks and Indi-
ans from its vision of a Free-Soil republic. As historian Reginald Horsman 
made clear over two decades ago, “The United States shaped policies 
which reflected a belief in the racial inferiority and expendability of In-
dians, Mexicans, and other inferior races, and which looked forward to a 
world shaped and dominated by a superior American Anglo-Saxon race.” 
Though some missionaries and policy makers may have believed that In-
dians had the ability to improve and join the ranks of civilized citizens, by 
midcentury most Americans believed that Indians were innately inferior 
and unable to transform their society or culture unless physically infused 
with whiteness through interracial marriage.17 Similarly, although some 
abolitionists argued in favor of including blacks in discussions of free labor 
and the expansion of suffrage, most Free-Soilers refused to consider Afri-
can Americans, whom they deemed racially inferior, as equal political and 
economic partners in their vision of a world beyond slavery.
	 A few abolitionists in Kansas, however, firmly supported the idea of en-
franchising blacks and incorporating them into free-state civic and politi-
cal life. Abelard Guthrie himself fought simultaneously for Indian and Af-
rican American rights at the free-state convention in Topeka in the fall of 
1858.18 But before the theory of black free labor could be put into practice, 
African Americans had to attain their freedom. The struggle between pro-
slavery and antislavery forces in Kansas focused on this central question: 
Would Kansas soil be preserved for free labor farming or would the south-
ern plantocracy spread beyond Missouri’s borders?

The history of slavery in Kansas reaches back to the preterritorial period. 
According to historian Kevin Abing, Reverend Thomas Johnson, who ran 
the Shawnee Methodist Mission, “introduced slavery into Indian country, 
perhaps as early as 1832.” 19 Slaves also lived at Fort Scott and Fort Leaven-
worth in the 1840s; for example, Maj. Gen. George A. McCall, who was sta-
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tioned at Fort Scott in 1844, owned at least one slave, a young man named 
Jordan. Soldiers at Fort Leavenworth such as Chaplain Leander Kerr and 
Col. Hiram Rich kept slaves of their own in addition to employing some 
who were hired out by their masters from Missouri. Maj. Richard W. Cum-
mins, also an Indian agent, owned at least a dozen slaves and worked them 
at a farm near the Shawnee Methodist Mission before returning to Mis-
souri in 1850.20 But the largest group of enslaved blacks who lived in Kan-
sas prior to 1854 resided on or near the mission, where Reverend Johnson 
kept slaves and Indians to labor in his fields and tend to his affairs at the 
Manual Labor School. As Abing has found, some of the most “accultur-
ated” and wealthy Shawnee Indians, most of whom were of mixed blood, 
owned slaves; in an effort to become “civilized” it appears that many of 
the Shawnee emulated their missionaries’ habits, including slaveholding. 
Some slaves also resided on other Indian reservations, where “half-breeds” 
such as Baptiste Peoria owned a female slave who served as his maid.21

	 In fact, it is within Indian country that the slavery controversy began 
heating up prior to 1854. Agent Cummins reported in early 1849 that the 
conflict over slavery would “be the cause of much evil among the Indi-
ans themselves,” as some tribes split into factions over the issue. The more 
“progressive” mixed-blood Shawnee, for example, tended to support the 
“peculiar institution,” whereas the more traditional tribes, and those who 
were served by the local Quaker and Baptist missions, opposed the prac-
tice. After the Methodist Church fractured into northern and southern 
divisions in 1844 and the Methodist Church, South, gained the right to 
control the Methodist missions in the area, some antislavery Indians with-
drew their children from the Manual Labor School.22

	 Similarly, Thomas Mosely, an agent to the Wyandot Indians, discov-
ered that there was “considerable excitement” among the Wyandot regard-
ing the slavery issue, claiming that the nation was “fairly divided upon 
the subject.” A group of Wyandots requested a missionary with “northern 
principles about slavery,” and they burned part of a chapel owned by the 
Methodist Church, South. Both agents Cummins and Mosely believed that 
some of these antislavery Indians would refuse to uphold the fugitive slave 
law and would help runaways, making them even more vulnerable to at-
tacks by white Missourians. Mosely wrote, “Difficulties and troubles [with 
the Missourians] will surely beset them thick.” He reported, “The peo-
ple of Missouri located in the immediate vicinity of the Wyandotts, enter-
tain, and express daily, the opinion that the Methodist [Episcopal] Church 
north are abolitionists, and that their great anxiety at this time, to locate a 
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northern preacher near the State, is to carry on their religious fanaticism 
with regard to slavery.” 23 As white settlers began pouring across the bor-
der after 1854—some bringing slaves, others bringing antislavery ideals—
the potential for conflict with the resident Indians only magnified. The ap-
plication of popular sovereignty was thus complicated even further by the 
presence of Indians, who were also divided on the slavery question.

The Kansas F ire- Eaters

Bleeding Kansas gave the nation a concrete, living example of how two dif-
ferent political visions could and did clash as ordinary men and women put 
broad theories such as popular sovereignty into practice. Proslavery set-
tlers enacted their ideology quickly and definitively; they argued that white 
southerners had every right to bring slaves to Kansas, and they would en-
sure the protection of slave property by defending this right through a va-
riety of means. Indeed, proslavery forces enjoyed several successes early in 
the territory’s history: They elected (however illegally) a proslavery territo-
rial legislature, passed a territorial constitution that included a strict slave 
code, and enlisted a vigilant cadre of settlers who enforced the laws that 
protected slavery in the territory.24 A proslavery paper in Parkville, Mis-
souri, just north of Kansas City, argued in favor of protecting slavery at 
all costs, in part because they believed the “peculiar institution” was en-
dorsed by the Constitution. They chided the Free-Soilers and abolitionists 
in the territory, speculating that “by robbing the South of the rights se-
cured by the Constitution, Free-Soilism seeks to drive the South out of the 
Union. . . . Under these circumstances it is evidently the duty of our Legis-
lature to take steps to prevent the introduction of such treason.” 25

	 One important step white southerners took to mitigate antislavery in-
fluence on the border was to migrate to the territory and transplant south-
ern political and cultural institutions that incorporated slavery. One Mis-
souri newspaper on the border “noticed a family of emigrants pass[ing] 
through this city last week for Kansas Territory, taking with them three 
or four negroes.” The proslavery paper approved, saying, “We like to see 
such families on the move, especially when they are headed towards Kan-
sas.” 26 According to the March 1855 territorial census, southerners com-
prised roughly 60 percent of the population. The census also counted 193 
slaves and 151 “negroes” out of a total population of roughly 8525 settlers 
(about 4 percent); an 1856 almanac counted 242 slaves and 151 free blacks.27 
Other sources claim the number of slaves in the territory was grossly un-
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derestimated. John Speer, editor of the antislavery Kansas Tribune, remem-
bered that he “called upon the venerable Dr. J. N. O. P. Wood at Wichita, a 
well-known opponent of the Free State movement, and compared notes on 
our personal knowledge of slaves in Kansas, and we counted over 400 and 
quit.” 28 In 1859 John James Ingalls, future U.S. senator for Kansas, wrote, 
“It is estimated that there are five hundred slaves in the territory today” 
and declared, “Kansas may be a slave state after all.” 29

	 From 1854 to 1857 the number of slaves in the territory rapidly increased, 
from a few dozen to roughly four hundred.30 The majority of slaves in Kan-
sas emigrated with their masters from Missouri, Kentucky, and Tennes-
see; only a sprinkling came from Virginia, Maryland, Alabama, and Geor-
gia. According to the Territorial Census of 1855, Missourians accounted for 
forty-six out of a total of sixty-three slaveholders.31 The Kansas Emigration 
Society of Missouri sent the most proslavery settlers to Kansas, for they 
understood the importance of settling the territory with men sympathetic 
to their cause.32 A proslavery convention that met in Lexington, Missouri, 
in 1855 passed a resolution that reveals the state’s fears about a Kansas 
populated with abolitionists: “The Convention have observed a deliberate, 
and apparently systematic effort on the part of several States of this Union 
to urge a war of extermination upon the institution of slavery . . . [by] in-
corporating large monied associations to abolitionize Kansas, and through 
Kansas, to operate upon the contiguous States of Missouri, Arkansas and 
Texas.” 33

	 As early as 1855, Missourians realized that they could not colonize Kan-
sas by themselves; they needed help from other, more populous southern 
states that were capable of sending slaves and masters to the territory. Mis-
sourians appealed to their southern brethren for assistance: “The time has 
come when she [Missouri] can no longer stand up single-handed, the lone 
champion of the South, against the myrmidons of the North. It requires 
no foresight to perceive that if the `higher law’ men succeed in this cru-
sade, it will be but the beginning of a war upon the institutions of the 
South, which will continue until slavery shall cease to exist in any of the 
states, or the Union is dissolved.” 34 Many white southerners viewed Kan-
sas as the “key to the southwest,” connecting the future success of slavery 
with westward expansion.35 They worried that if slavery stopped in Mis-
souri, there would be no hope of it expanding elsewhere in the West. One 
Missouri lawyer, William B. Napton, revealed these concerns in his diary: 
“If we cannot carry slavery into Kansas, it is quit[e] obvious that we cannot 
succeed any where else. The result will be that no more slave states will be 
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created. The majority of the North over the South will in a few years be-
come overwhelming.” 36 Men such as Napton argued that the whole South 
must be involved in the struggle to extend the western border of slavery, 
and they solicited assistance for their colonization project throughout the 
region.
	 Various emigration parties formed across the South to organize the 
proslavery settlement of the Kansas Territory. Kansas emigration meet-
ings convened in many southern states, like one held in Griffin, Georgia, 
where “resolutions were passed calling upon the people of the slave-hold-
ing States to adopt such measures as would encourage Southern emigra-
tion to Kansas.” 37 Maj. Jefferson Buford answered Missouri’s call for help, 
and he led what eventually became the most infamous and vocal of south-
ern emigration parties.38 Buford sold forty of his slaves to finance the trip 
to Kansas and garnered financial and military support from his fellow pro-
slavery brethren in Alabama, Georgia, and South Carolina. Before leav-
ing Montgomery, Alabama, in 1856, Buford told the prospective emigrants, 
“Here is your cheapest and surest chance to do something for Kansas,—
something toward holding against the free-soil hordes [who attack] that 
great Thermopylae of Southern institutions.” 39

	 Buford’s implication that the “free-soil hordes” were intent on destroy-
ing the institution of slavery rang true for many Kansas slaveholders. At 
one point, several proslavery settlers found that their commitment to slav-
ery made their homes targets for arson. John Montgomery, an Indian agent 
for the Kaw nation, warned local proslavery squatters that they had vio-
lated a federal treaty by building cabins and farming on the Kansas “half-
breed” lands. When the squatters refused to vacate the land, Montgomery, 
an opponent of slavery’s extension, burned down roughly twenty cabins; 
antislavery homesteads on nearby Delaware lands, however, escaped his 
torch. The proslavery squatters appealed to President Franklin Pierce for 
a federal response to what they deemed “acts of lawless violence” against 
their “rights of property,” and it appears that Pierce and the local govern-
ment officials sympathized with their plight. The proslavery men, orga-
nized by a former Kentuckian, were able to rebuild their cabins on the Kaw 
lands, and the government eventually bought out the Kaw rights to the 
land.40

	 Proslavery emigrants learned that protecting their property, both real 
and human, required local and federal government allies. It also required 
a watchful eye, as slaves began running away and resisting their enslave-
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ment in a variety of ways. Some slaveholders seemed genuinely confused 
and surprised at their slaves’ “betrayal” and “thought the negroes loved 
them so well they would never leave them.” 41 But most proslavery men took 
immediate precautions to protect and control their human property, em-
ploying both legal and physical defenses.
	 The white southern community quickly took legal action to ensure the 
safety of its chattel by enacting one of the strictest slave codes in the na-
tion’s history in September 1855. Benjamin F. Stringfellow, organizer of 
the Platte County, Missouri, Self-Defensive Association, wrote in a letter 
to the Montgomery (Ala.) Advertiser, “They have now laws more efficient to 
protect slave property than any state in the Union.” 42 Kansas’s “Black Law” 
threatened severe punishments for rebellious slaves and their co-conspira-
tors. The Laws of the Territory of Kansas stipulated the following:

	 Section 1. That every person, bond or free, who shall be convicted 
of actually raising a rebellion or insurrection of slaves, free negroes, or 
mulattoes, in this Territory, shall suffer death.
	 Section 2. Every free person who shall aid or assist in any rebel-
lion or insurrection of slaves, free negroes, or mulattoes, or shall fur-
nish arms, or do any overt act in furtherance of such rebellion or insur-
rection, shall suffer death.43

Clearly, proslavery Kansans feared slave rebellion and made the punish-
ment of convicted slave rebels or their allies a primary concern. They 
shared this obvious concern with their southern neighbors. Notices of 
slave conspiracies and uprisings peppered the Missouri papers in the bor-
der counties, and a Covington, Kentucky, newspaper clipping found in one 
proslavery Kansan’s scrapbook claimed, “Some of the slaveholders too, are 
in dread lest their slaves rise and kill them.” 44 Indeed, just across the bor-
der in Missouri, one master met his fate in the fall of 1855 at the hands of 
his slave, who bludgeoned him to death with a hoe.45

	 Proslavery settlers were anxious about both black rebellion and white 
inspiration of said resistance. The Westport, Missouri, Star of Empire 
claimed, “Negroes never attempt to rise of their own accord: some white 
devil is always at the bottom of insurrection, and this community must 
provide for keeping out of it . . . [those] who want to see the slave cut his 
master’s throat, and give money to encourage such crimes.” 46 Because of 
these fears, the Kansas slave code pertained to white and black settlers. 
“An act for the protection of slave property” passed by the territorial legis-
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lature in 1855 declared that “any free person” who challenged the right to 
own slaves in Kansas in print or in speech committed a felony worth two 
years of prison time.47

	 Proslavery legislators attempted to deter any settlers from expressing 
abolitionist opinions, acknowledging the potential danger that such propa-
ganda might create if read or heard by slaves. The Independence, Missouri, 
Western Dispatch feared that abolitionists would not only threaten the se-
curity of slaves in Kansas, but also in Missouri. The editors wrote, “We 
have seen with concern the efforts of the Abolitionists of Boston and New 
York by the importations of loafers and vagabonds into Kansas . . . with a 
view, as we believe, of . . . eventually operating in our own state against the 
institution of slavery and gradually undermining the value of our property 
by diminishing its security, and thus, in time, abolitionize the state.” 48 To 
further aid proslavery Kansans in their fight against abolitionists, the terri-
torial legislature also passed a statute that prohibited any person suspected 
of antislavery beliefs from serving on a jury in a case involving crimes out-
lawed by the slave code.
	 Legislators armed proslavery citizens with several legal tools to com-
bat abolitionist settlement and incendiary speech, but they reserved the 
most extreme punishment for the infamous Negro stealers: “If any per-
son shall entice, decoy, or carry away out of this Territory, any slave be-
longing to another, with intent to deprive the owner thereof of the ser-
vices of such slave, or with intent to effect or procure the freedom of such 
slave, he shall be guilty of grand larceny, and, on conviction thereof, shall 
suffer death.” 49 Though the codes threatened the death sentence, the more 
likely punishment for breaking any of the codes was hard labor. Stringfel-
low noted with irony that some white people convicted of opposing the 
code would be hired out for manual labor and could potentially work with 
a “ball and chain” next to a slave.50

	 Proslavery men continued to organize and pass local statutes designed 
to curb abolitionist activity in the region. A group of men headed by Lewis 
Burnes and J. H. R. Cundiff formed a squatters association and passed a 
series of resolutions that were aimed at intimidating antislavery settlers. 
The eighth resolution asserted that “we recognize the institution of slavery 
as already existing in the territory, and recommend to slave-holders to in-
troduce their property as fast as possible,” and the ninth warned that “we 
afford protection to no abolitionists as settlers of Kansas Territory.” 51 An-
other group of proslavery settlers met in Westport, Missouri, and passed 
the following: “Resolved, that we will carry with us into the new territory 
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of Kansas, every species of property, including slaves . . . that we desire to 
do so peacefully . . . yet, we notify all such [organized antislavery bands], 
that our purpose is firm to enjoy all our rights, and to meet with the last 
argument all who shall in any way infringe upon them.” 52 Proslavery set-
tlers, like their brethren in Congress, declared their rights as southerners 
and citizens to carry slave property into Kansas and beyond.53

	 When the local squatters’ organizations and slave codes proved ineffec-
tive at stemming the tide of antislavery activism in Kansas, proslavery men 
frequently turned to vigilante tactics to enforce their rights. Tarring and 
feathering seemed to be a favorite tool of mob law among the Border Ruf-
fians. The editors of the Independence Dispatch warned of a “Negro stealer” 
in the area, noting that “a white man . . . has, we have been informed, at-
tempted to incite slaves in this city to leave their masters.” They sent a 
message to “all such philanthropists, who are not desirous of sporting a 
suit of tar and feathers, to make themselves peculiarly scarce.” 54 Reverend 
John McNamara, an Episcopal preacher who ministered to several proslav-
ery communities, witnessed the tarring and feathering of an abolitionist 
who was also “Sold at Auction.” A group of proslavery settlers kidnapped 
one Mr. Phillips, a known free-state man, and decided to “teach him a les-
son.” They tarred and feathered him and dragged him across the river to 
Weston, Missouri, where they cut off his hair and verbally harassed him. 
“They cut off the hair of his head, but his strength did not fail him—he 
was a Samson still,” McNamara remembered. “His body looked contempt-
ible but the soul of the man was there; they could not tar and feather that!” 
Next the mob demanded that Phillips sign a paper saying he would leave 
the territory immediately. He refused, and the ruffians brought forward 
a slave who was commanded to “sell” Phillips at auction. McNamara re-
counted the scene: “‘How much, gentlemen, for a full-blooded abolition-
ist, dyed in de wool, tar and feathers, and all?’ Laughs and jeers followed 
this sally of humor on the part of Sambo. ‘How much, gentlemen? He will 
go at de fust bid.’ A quarter-of-a-cent was bid and Phillips was sold!” 55 By 
tarring and feathering Phillips, the mob literally and figuratively black-
ened him, turned him into a virtual slave, and pretended to sell him at 
auction, thereby taking control over the abolitionist as they would over 
their own slaves. The act functioned to not only intimidate abolitionists 
but also bolster the mob’s sense of their own whiteness and superior racial 
identity. “Sambos” and abolitionists were relegated to the auction block, 
whereas proslavery white citizens commanded the fate of their slaves and 
their white allies.
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	 In another example of vigilantism, proslavery men once again “black-
ened” their white victim by branding him and sending him “down river.” 
Reverend Pardee Butler arrived in Atchison amid the fervor of a recently 
passed squatters’ resolution that declared slavery legal and vowed to pre-
serve the institution at all costs. News of Butler’s antislavery tendencies 
quickly reached the proslavery community, and several men held a meet-
ing to determine what course of action should be taken against the anti-
slavery culprit. A party visited Butler and demanded that he sign the pro-
slavery resolutions. He refused, and after much discussion the ruffians 
agreed that the best punishment would be to banish him from the terri-
tory by using a most unconventional method. They set him on a log raft, 
gave him a loaf of bread, and painted the letter R (for “rogue”) on his fore-
head before sailing him down the Missouri River.
	 After completing the banishment, the Squatter Sovereign of Atchison, 
Kansas, issued a warning: “Such treatment may be expected by all scoun-
drels, visiting our town for the purpose of interfering with our time-hon-
ored institutions, and the same punishment we will be happy to forward 
to all Freesoilers, Abolitionists and their emissaries. If this should prove 
insufficient to deter them from their dastardly and infamous propensity 
for negro stealing, we will draw largely on the hemp crops of our Missouri 
neighbors, for a supply of the article, sufficient to afford every jail-bird in 
the north, a necklace twelve feet in length.” 56 The editors of the Squat-
ter Sovereign threatened all abolitionists with lynching if they dared in-
terfere with the South’s “time-honored institutions.” Similarly, the Star of 
Empire flexed its proslavery muscle, saying, “We warn abolition agents as 
they value their necks, to keep clear of Westport.” The South stood ready 
to defend its ideology and its institutions with violence, in Kansas and else-
where.57 Their antislavery opponents and their slaves, however, were also 
ready to practice what they preached about abolitionism and Free-Soil.

Runaways and Negro St ealers

Much to proslavery settlers’ dismay, vigilantism and slave codes failed to 
prevent a significant number of slaves from resisting their owners or to 
curb “Black Republican” agitation in the region. Slaveholders complained 
of their slaves becoming increasingly disobedient on their arrival in the 
territory, and they often attributed this unrest to abolitionist influence. 
The Squatter Sovereign reported, “A servant . . . [was] induced to believe 
that she ‘was illegally held in bondage,’ and that she was on ‘equality with 
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her owners’; since which time she has been unruly, and shows evidences 
of discontent.” 58 The newspaper blamed the slave’s resistance on “Negro 
stealers,” but the direct quotations in the report might indicate that the 
slave woman verbalized her discontent on her own volition. Although pro-
slavery settlers continued to nurture the myth of the contented slave by 
pointing their fingers at abolitionists, African Americans in Kansas clearly 
resisted their enslavement in a variety of ways.
	 Perhaps the most extreme action against slavery recorded in the terri-
tory was slave suicide, but even in this case proslavery men refused to be-
lieve that a slave would act without abolitionist “coaching.” 59 The Squat-
ter Sovereign reported that a slave woman named Lucinda threw herself 
into a river near Atchison and purposely drowned. Her master, Grafton 
Thomason, accused a local abolitionist, J. W. B. Kelly, of tempting her to 
commit suicide, but Kelly maintained that Thomason’s cruelty and exces-
sive drinking had driven her to death.60 The incident initiated a confron-
tation between Thomason and Kelly in which Thomason tried to provoke 
a fight. But Kelly refused, saying smugly, “I do not speak with men who 
own negroes.” At this, Thomason reportedly pulled Kelly out of his house, 
beat him severely, and dragged him to the center of town, where a pro-
slavery mob was waiting to administer justice for the crime of inciting 
slave suicide.61 After a brief discussion among the members of the vigi-
lante group, when several recommended hanging Kelly, the majority ruled 
that he should only be tarred and feathered and exiled from the territory. 
Thomason and his cohorts refused to believe that the slave woman could 
have actively pursued her own destiny, that of death over enslavement, and 
continued to blame and punish the neighboring abolitionists for her crime 
and resistance. Through killing herself, Lucinda sent a message to her mas-
ter and the slave community that enslavement was worse than death.
	 Not surprisingly, some white southerners feared the deaths of their 
slaves less than their own. In a speech to the Platte County Self-Defensive 
Association, Benjamin Stringfellow indicated the level of paranoia initi-
ated by abolitionist emigration to nearby Kansas. “To induce a slave to es-
cape, involves not merely to the master the loss of that slave . . . but it brings 
in its train far more serious consequences,” he argued. “Other slaves are 
thereby induced to make like attempt; a hatred for their masters . . . is thus 
begotten, and this, too, often is followed by arson and murder.” 62 Stringfel-
low asserted that his association formed precisely to “guard against such 
fearful evils” and worried that slaveholders in neighboring states like Ar-
kansas would also become “victims to abolition energy” and slave violence. 
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One proslavery man from Indiana wrote to the Kansas Weekly Herald and 
warned its readers that he heard “a big buck Negro swear he would like to 
be in Kansas to kill a few proslavery men and Missourians.” 63

	 Proslavery fears of slave murder and violence were not unfounded. In 
their study of slave resistance, John Hope Franklin and Loren Schweninger 
assert, “There were more than a few overseers—and masters as well—who 
feared a possible violent response by the slaves. Their anxiety was more 
than justified.” They chronicle the story of a Tennessee slave, Jake, who 
murdered his master with a knife when the master tried to reprimand 
him for being insubordinate. They also uncover evidence of a slave woman 
named Ellen who tried to poison her mistress by serving her a mercury-
tainted apple. The ingenious Ellen had scraped the mercury off the back of 
a mirror, poured it into the core of the apple and roasted it. Had her mis-
tress not cut up the apple prior to eating it and been puzzled by the strange 
contents, Ellen may have succeeded in poisoning her.64

	 Two slave women in Kansas, Aunt Cely and her daughter Patsy, both 
slaves of a Mr. Agness, were accused of poisoning their master, who died 
“mysteriously” in the fall of 1856. A neighbor who remembered the scene 
described the punishment meted out for the accused murderers: “They 
were both taken down to the saw mill . . . [and] were set astride the log and 
the saw started. When the saw got uncomfortably close Aunt Cely declared, 
‘To God I is innocent.’ The saw was stopped and they were released.” 65 
One can only speculate whether Cely and Patsy were innocent or guilty of 
Agness’s murder, but the white community’s response to their indictment 
suggests that masters feared slave violence and retaliation. Though Cely 
and Patsy evaded execution, the reaction to their suspected crime demon-
strates how slave owners attempted to control resistance through intense 
public intimidation and punishment.
	 Even the threat of such extreme punishment for slave crimes did not 
discourage many slaves from resisting their masters. Runaways caused 
problems for slaveholders throughout the territorial period, although the 
exact number of fugitives in Kansas has never been determined. Advertise-
ments for runaways were published in local proslavery newspapers such as 
the Lecompton Union, in which George W. Clarke offered fifty dollars for 
the return of his slave woman, Judy. He guessed that Judy was “no doubt 
lurking in the woods or about Lawrence if she has not already secured pas-
sage on the underground railway to Chicago.” 66 Clarke suspected that Judy 
ran to the Lawrence area, a known haven for Negro stealers, and other 
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slaves undoubtedly followed suit. Col. Peter T. Abel of Atchison lost a slave 
woman, Aunt Nancy, when she “suddenly disappeared—permanently—
much to the surprise of everyone.” Aunt Nancy and Judy may have trav-
eled on the local tracks of the Underground Railroad (UGRR) to Iowa and 
Illinois, for news of their suspected presence filled the Atchison, Leaven-
worth, and Missouri papers.67

	 Slaves in nearby Missouri also took advantage of the porous borders to 
their west and north, and proslavery papers reported on their escapes. The 
Missouri Republican published a notice in May 1856 claiming that “a larger 
number of Negroes . . . [than in years past] has made their escape” from 
the state during the previous winter and spring.68 Historian Douglas Hurt 
finds that the escape rate in Missouri increased between 1850 and 1860 to 
1 fugitive per 1,161, a rate that far “exceeded the national average of 1 run-
away for every 4,919 slaves.” Harriet Frazier concurs with Hurt and also 
claims that larger numbers of slaves began absconding in groups during 
the 1850s.69 Slaveholders often attributed the increase in runaways to abo-
litionist agitation, and they worried that the entire state would be “entirely 
niggerless” if the abolitionists kept up their activity. The editor of the Sat-
urday Morning Visitor of Waverly, Missouri, claimed that the “U.G.R.R. is 
doing a smashing business—to the owners of Negroes especially. . . . The 
whole country is ‘lousy’ with abolitionists.” 70

	 Escaping north on the Underground Railroad was a constant attraction 
for slaves in the area and its close proximity unnerved local slaveholders. 
Slaves who considered running away and otherwise might not have taken 
the risk by themselves found extra courage when they knew assistance and 
safety lay ahead of them on the road to freedom. Hurt acknowledges that 
“the pursuit of runaways often proved a fruitless experience, if a white 
guide led the escaped slaves.” 71 John Bowles, a Lawrence resident, boasted 
that the UGRR there had facilitated the escape of “nearly three hundred 
fugitives” between 1855 and 1859 and noted that slaves were sure to find as-
sistance in the area.72

	 One slaveholder, Duff Green, acknowledged the risks associated with 
keeping human chattel near these active UGRR stations and decided to sell 
his two slaves to a trader in 1859. While waiting for the steamer in St. Jo-
seph to take them south, Green’s slave woman decided to take her freedom 
and left the city with her daughter in tow. The slave woman was accom-
panied by another “colored person” to the home of Reverend J. H. Byrd, 
who then passed her off to George H. Evans, whose home was an official 
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stop on the UGRR. Evans secreted her and the child on a platform that lay 
above the crossbeams of his small cabin, where they remained for two or 
three days. Slave hunters searched Byrd’s home the day after the slaves left 
but found nothing, thanks to Mrs. Byrd’s quick response and her big skirt. 
Before she greeted the slave catchers, she spied the slave child’s skirt in the 
front yard (which had been dropped the previous night) and hid it under 
her petticoats.73

	 Slaveholders and slave catchers lost several slaves because of lax sur-
veillance. In 1857 a slave woman named Ann Clarke escaped from her mas-
ter near Lecompton and sought refuge at an UGRR station located about 
two miles east of Topeka. She remained there for six weeks until neighbors 
discovered her whereabouts and dragged her back to Lecompton. While 
waiting at a hotel for her master to arrive with a reward, the slave catchers 
sent Ann to the kitchen to “tidy up and eat her lunch.” 74 Her “captors” im-
bibed some whiskey while awaiting their reward, and Ann took advantage 
of their altered state to escape from the hotel. Early settlers recounted her 
flight from the proslavery men: “It was then quite dark. She secreted her-
self in a thicket and laid there till morning. At dawn she rose, followed the 
ravine out onto the prairie, and looked about her. A man approached her 
from the west, a book under his arm. She felt assured that a book meant a 
Free State man. It was Dr. Barker of Lecompton. . . . She acosted [sic] him, 
and was told how to reach his house in safety.” Whether Ann knew the 
man’s book denoted his free-state status or not, she was careful enough to 
consider her contacts and connect with someone who assisted her escape. 
She returned to a UGRR station near Topeka, run by Barker. Two days later, 
“concealed beneath comforters in his waggon [sic],” Barker drove her to a 
boardinghouse in Topeka. Here she hid in the hogshead cellar at night and 
remained at the Scales’ house until the UGRR community raised enough 
money and supplies to carry her to Chicago. Ann and her abolitionist allies 
left Topeka in February 1857 and traveled through northern Kansas and 
Nebraska to Iowa, from whence she traveled safely to Chicago.75

	 Though the slave catchers failed to retrieve Ann, proslavery men per-
sisted in developing spy patrols to combat the success of runaways in the 
area. Mr. and Mrs. James B. Abbott operated a station on the UGRR from 
their home in southern Douglas County in 1857, and Mrs. Abbott concealed 
“two bright mulatto boys,” aged fourteen and eighteen, for two days. On 
the second day the slave fugitives “very unwisely” revealed their where-
abouts by venturing outside, and Mr. Abbott quickly transported them 
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to the next station. He knew that the spy patrol would be close on the 
boys’ heels, and in fact Mrs. Abbott’s neighbors sighted lanterns circling 
around the Abbott claim that evening.76 Once again, however, the UGRR 
triumphed and secreted the slaves to safety.
	 Fugitives and conductors on the UGRR carefully worked together to 
avoid detection, because both parties’ livelihoods and safety depended on 
the successful transport of the runaways. In 1857 Mrs. Abbott received a 
“stoutly built colored man of 23 or 24” when Mr. Abbott was away on busi-
ness, and she hid him away in the basement. When Mrs. Abbott suffered 
from an injury to her arm, she solicited the fugitive’s assistance in cooking 
the evening’s meal. “He had cooked for the river steamboats, and was very 
skillful,” she remembered. “He made delicious chicken broth with milk. It 
was my first knowledge that milk could be used as an ingredient in chicken 
soup.” 77 But their pleasant exchange of culinary ideas was interrupted by a 
loud knock at the door. Abbott recounted the story:

He [the slave] started, but I told him to keep still and went to the door. 
Two men were there on horseback [and] they wanted dinner. I told 
them I had nothing cooked up, and was not fit to do anything more 
than was absolutely necessary on account of my lame arm, and that my 
husband was away in Lawrence. I told them they could go to the next 
house and I could assure them that they could get their dinner there. 
They evidently didn’t like it, and hung on. I finally closed the door and 
they went off.

The woman remembered greeting the strangers confidently, not even 
flinching at the potential danger at her door. She successfully detained 
them at the time, but they persisted in searching for the fugitive slave with 
a bloodhound. The dog ran into the woods and Mrs. Abbott stepped out-
side to look for the men, whose horses she sighted in the ravine. She devel-
oped a plan to ensure the slave’s safety:

The axe was lying there and I told him [the slave] to take it. . . . I told 
him “now is your time. If that dog attacks you, knock him over with 
the axe. Don’t make a mistake and allow him to get away. It is your only 
chance.” He took the axe and started straight for the creek through the 
timber. I was all in a tremble. It was not but a little while when I heard 
that dog give a terrible yelp. . . . The boy did not return until after dark. 
He said he was so trembly [sic] that he missed the dog the first stroke, 
but the second finished him.78
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The slave catchers left the property after hearing the dog’s yelps and Mrs. 
Abbott’s fugitive moved on to the next UGRR station. Thanks to Abbott’s 
quick thinking and the slave’s courageous response, the two escaped an al-
tercation with the proslavery men and the slave successfully traveled north 
to freedom.
	 Not all slaves made it to Canada, and if they did, it was only after a long, 
protracted journey through Kansas, Iowa, and Illinois. But conductors on 
the UGRR in southeastern Kansas Territory proudly asserted that fugitives 
were “as safe here, as they would be in Canada.” James Montgomery, an 
active leader of the Kansas UGRR, wrote to George Stearns, coordinator of 
the Kansas Relief Committee, “Two more [fugitives] have come to us since 
my last writing. If Mr. Bird were here, I think he would be disposed to take 
back what he said to me on our first meeting: and agree that fugitives may 
be protected in Kansas.” The following year he added, “It will cost less to 
protect them here, than it will to send them to Canada; and besides, the 
principle is much better. ‘He shall dwell among you, even within thy gates, 
in a good place where it liketh him best.’ Deut.XXIII: 15, 16 does not allow 
us to send him to Canada against his will.” Montgomery identified a few 
exceptional fugitives and sent them back to their native states to guide 
more runaways to Kansas. In the fall of 1860 he reported to Stearns, “We 
have several fugitives on hand and more are expected. . . . When a keen, 
shrewd fellow comes to us, we send him back for more. As yet they have 
not been followed by anything like a force.” 79

F ight ing Preachers and Ant islavery V iolence

At times the conflict among the UGRR conductors, the fugitives, and the 
slave catchers reached an intense, violent level. James Montgomery and 
others not only harbored fugitives but also provided them with the tools, 
including guns, with which to defend themselves against the slave catch-
ers. One settler reported that slaveholders who chased their slaves into the 
territory risked their lives in doing so:

The troublous times that have beset Kansas have proved to be a very 
good track for the underground railroad—numbers of slaves have 
passed through here on their way to Canada. They know their masters 
dare not follow to take them back until Peace is restored in Kansas. In 
the Delaware County near the border of Missouri, however, they have 
tried it but have met with such a reception they will hardly try again. 
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Four of them tried to take one of the runaways but he stepped into a 
house and in coming out the muzzle of a musket appeared first and 
they ran when the Negro came out.80

Two proslavery men attempted to kidnap a free black, but “he disarmed 
one of a revolver and drove them both off and that after being shot in the 
side though not severely injured.” 81 Fugitives and abolitionists alike knew 
the power of the sword was necessary to support the power of the pen 
when encouraging slaves to escape.
	 One man who used the power of the sword was Capt. John E. Stewart, 
the “fighting preacher” of Kansas. A former Methodist minister, Stewart 
was a close associate of James Montgomery’s, and Stewart and his wife ran 
a popular UGRR station just south of Lawrence. The couple facilitated the 
escape of dozens of slaves from the western border counties of Missouri. 
At one point, Stewart boasted that in less than six months he had “brought 
away from Mo. [Missouri] fourteen [slaves], including one unbroken fam-
ily, of which I feel rather proud, & very thankful that I have been able to 
do so much good for the oppressed.” Stewart reported that he had been in-
volved in “considerable fighting” in the process of freeing the slaves and 
claimed that “sometimes our success depends upon the fleetness of our 
horses, sometimes on a steady hand, when the revolver cracks.” Mrs. Stew-
art endorsed her husband’s violent means, and said, “What a wicked Insti-
tution Slavery is. . . I feel that I should like to burn every slaveholder up. I 
believe, husband, it would be right for you to shoot them.” 82

	 The free-state man most famous for his violent conflicts with proslav-
ery men was John Brown, a fanatical abolitionist who would gain even 
more notoriety for his armed invasion of the federal arsenal at Harpers 
Ferry, Virginia.83 Olive Owen, whose parents’ home served as a station on 
the UGRR north of Topeka, recalled that Brown brought sixteen slaves to 
her home in January 1859. He arrived at night with the slaves concealed 
in his wagon, where they remained until morning, when Mrs. Owen pro-
vided them with breakfast. They left the Owen station and headed for Hol-
ton, where they were “overtaken by a crowd of slave holders.” 84 Brown sent 
to Topeka for help, but apparently he resolved the situation before any free-
staters arrived. Horace Greeley reported the event:

As they [the slaveholders] were preparing to attack, Brown and his 
companions suddenly issued from the wood in order of battle, when 
the valorous posse turned and fled. Not a shot was fired, as they, put-
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ting spurs to their horses galloped headlong across the prairie and were 
soon lost to view. Only four men stood their ground and these were 
made prisoners henceforth. Brown ordered them to dismount and give 
their horses to the negroes. This command occasioned, not to say pro-
voked, profane language on their part, whereupon he commanded si-
lence saying he would permit no blasphemy in his presence.85

Brown forced the prisoners to kneel and pray twice a day on each of the 
five days they were held captive. Brown’s actions indicate that he and his 
slave “companions” collaborated on their escape plan. Their pursuers were 
clearly caught off guard by the united black/white military front that “sud-
denly issued from the wood in order of battle.” Brown understood the 
power of intimidation, especially when backed by rebellious slaves and 
radical abolitionists.
	 Brown’s men and other radical abolitionists like James Montgomery 
led the fight in resisting the Fugitive Slave Law. The federal government 
dispatched troops to southern Kansas presumably to preserve the peace 
between the antislavery and proslavery settlers, but Montgomery argued 
otherwise. He quipped, “It is not the hanging of a few scoundrels that has 
brought the troops to this country: there is a ‘nigger in the woodpile.’ The 
‘nigger’ is here, but Uncle Sam can’t get him.” 86 Benjamin VanHorn con-
firmed Montgomery’s claim and remembered that the “government offi-
cials at [Fort] Leavenworth often sent United States soldiers out to hunt for 
and capture runaway slaves.” 87 Part of “preserving the peace” in southern 
Kansas, it seemed, involved recovering runaway slaves. But in their quest 
for runaways the troops confronted a well-organized UGRR and recalci-
trant slaves. Montgomery coordinated most of the southeastern Kansas 
UGRR efforts, and he received a positive report from one of his conductors 
in December 1860: “The Government already feels badly whipped; and . . . 
no more Troops will even be sent to Southern Kansas; and I predict again that 
not another attempt will even be made to enforce the Fugitive Slave Law in this 
part of Kansas.” 88 The conductor, Daniel R. Anthony (Susan B. Anthony’s 
brother), concluded, “The Fugitive is as safe here as in Canada.” Further-
more, he asserted, “Nothing less than a Regiment of troops—‘Proslavery 
Troops’ at that—in every county can compel us to send them forward.” 89

	 Montgomery relayed his own positive report to George Stearns and felt 
confident in Kansans’ ability to evade the troops who enforced the Fugi-
tive Slave Law. He wrote on December 11, 1860: “It isn’t worthwhile for 
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Uncle Sam, or anybody else, to think of enforcing the Fugitive Slave law 
on us here; it can’t be done.” Montgomery’s confidence stemmed from the 
warm reception he received in most Kansas homes. He recounted, “We 
have a home among the people; and our darkies too are welcome wherever 
we go. By shifting frequently we elude the troops, and this is thought bet-
ter, under the circumstances, than fighting them.” 90

	 Some abolitionists and slaves went beyond merely resisting the Fugitive 
Slave Law and instead advocated outright rebellion. Immediately follow-
ing the firing on Fort Sumter, some eastern abolitionists looked to Kansas 
for answers to the ensuing conflict between the North and South. W. W. 
Thayer of Boston wrote to James Montgomery on April 16, 1861, declaring, 
“If President Lincoln does not proclaim liberty to the slaves, then the work 
of insurrection should be hastened by private means. . . . We boys here are 
waiting to hear from Montgomery and his intended course.” Thayer went 
on to encourage Montgomery to incite slave rebellion in Kansas and Mis-
souri: “Now is the time. Providence seems to be calling upon the men 
ready for work to go forth and free the slave. . . . Organize your guerril-
las and pursue a line of independent operations. . . . Do not let the time go 
by without one more attempt to start an insurrection. Insurrection now 
not only will liberate the slaves but will help save our liberties. I hope, I do 
hope that Kansas can do something.” Thayer argued that slave insurrec-
tion was the only quick solution to the impending full-scale war. He urged 
Montgomery to start the process in Missouri, a key border state, and asked 
him, “Would not slave insurrection . . . destroy all cause for further war?” 91 
Raising the specter of slave rebellion, a slaveholder’s primal fear, undoubt-
edly caused many Missourians to examine carefully their commitment to 
the new war and to the institution the Confederacy supported.92

	 But even before Fort Sumter, Brown, Montgomery, and others who ac-
tively encouraged slaves to escape from their masters or suggested slave re-
bellion caused many proslavery men to seriously question their decision 
to populate Kansas with slaves. One Missourian recognized the danger in 
bringing his slaves to the territory. “I’ve got some boys [slaves] up hyar, and 
I expect I’ll bring them down,” he wrote. “Reckon property’s a ‘nation sight 
safer at home than among these mean, cantankerous abolition cusses.” He 
went on to protest the interference of New England abolitionists in Kan-
sas, arguing, “Let Massachusetts govern itself, and we’ll govern ourselves, 
I say. That’s right and fair; and they’ve no right to interfere.” 93 Slaveholders 
already feared slave rebellion throughout the slave states, thanks to mem-



56

bl eedi ng bor der s

ories of Nat Turner and others; the addition of antislavery violence in the 
expanding West merely exacerbated their fears.

The Su ic ide of Slavery?

The intense combination of slave resistance and abolitionist agitation 
proved a formidable force to be reckoned with for proslavery Missourians 
and Kansans. By 1858, especially after the proslavery Lecompton constitu-
tion failed to pass Congress, the presence of slavery in Kansas dwindled to 
an insignificant and unprofitable level.94 Zu Adams, a state historian in the 
1890s, wrote a brief essay that chronicled the proslavery issue in Kansas. 
She argued that “a large per cent of our actual slave holders came during 
the first two years of the settlement, with the honest intention of found-
ing new homes in a new state, and brot [sic] with them their slaves as they 
brot their horses and cattle. When the partizan [sic] strife broke over and 
waged around them, they were alarmed and dismayed. Many of those who 
had come, hastened to remove their slave property to a safe distance.” 95 
Most slaves who continued to live in the territory after 1858 eventually em-
igrated with their masters or were sold to slaveholders in the Deep South, 
and many of the slaves who remained after that date either escaped north 
or demanded their freedom.96 Proslavery Kansans either surrendered their 
rights as slaveholders or returned to the South where they and their right 
to hold chattel was still respected. James Montgomery proudly noted that 
the free-state efforts in Kansas had “widened the boundary between Free-
dom and Slavery by removing the slaves further South—leaving their place 
to be supplied by Free Labor.” 97

	 The expansion of slavery had been tested in Kansas, and the results 
did not bode well for the South. In her book on runaway slaves in Mis-
souri, Harriet Frazier claimed, “In the endgame stage of slavery in Mis-
souri, the presence in eastern Kansas of a host of abolitionists from up-
state New York and New England made slaveholding in western Missouri 
a risky business.” 98 Bleeding Kansas provided an arena for slaves and ab-
olitionists to combine their strengths, and their collective activism dem-
onstrated how difficult it would be to extend slavery beyond its current 
borders. Though slaveholders responded quickly to abolitionist and slave 
agitation, their efforts fell short of their goal of preserving Kansas and the 
West for slavery. Some argued at the time that the South committed the 
“suicide of slavery”—metaphorically killing itself by attempting to extend 
slavery west of Missouri.99 But a thorough examination of abolitionist and 
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slave resistance complicates this interpretation by illustrating how crucial 
black-white activism was to “murdering” the peculiar institution in Kan-
sas. Slaves and abolitionists refused to allow slavery to triumph in Kansas, 
and their joint efforts demonstrated that antislavery ideology’s primary 
concern, preventing the extension of slavery, would be defended by men 
and women in the West.
	 In fact, as Julie Roy Jeffrey has recently shown, antislavery and aboli-
tionist women in the North played an integral role in attacking the power 
of slaveholders during the 1850s. What Jeffrey’s “Great Silent Army of Abo-
litionists” does not include, however, are the very Kansas women who were 
central players in the drama that she claims helped energize the movement 
after 1854. Abolitionist women who inspired activism during the 1850s did 
so in part because they were made increasingly aware of how desperate the 
situation was in Kansas. Massachusetts abolitionist Elizabeth Earle recog-
nized the gravity of the battle between proslavery and antislavery forces 
when she wrote in 1856, “The powers of slavery are no longer content with 
self-defence—they are active and aggressive.” 100 Earle no doubt reflected 
on the bleeding in Kansas, and she, like her abolitionist sisters, knew that 
their great silent army had some powerful female soldiers there.
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“All Women Are Called Bad”

what makes a woman in bleeding kansas? 

On April 19, 1858, Joseph A. Cody, a recent Kansas settler, penned a let-
ter to his “loving” wife who lived in Ohio. He reported from the battle-
fields of Bleeding Kansas that “the great mass of people are desperadoes. . 
. . All manner of evil conjectures are a[float].” He seemed particularly dis-
turbed by the status of women in Kansas: “All Women are called bad, no 
high minded man would suffer his wife to be poluted [sic] with the odor of 
this scum of earth, and no Woman that has the least particle of care for the 
opinions of this society could possibly live here.” He implied that women 
who lived in the region were involved in criminal activities such as prosti-
tution, noting that “even Mrs. Butts is accused of the worst crimes.” Unfor-
tunately the records do not reveal if Mrs. Cody eventually joined her hus-
band in Kansas, though he wrote to her in 1859, “As soon as my house is 
ready, I leave for your arms,” perhaps implying that he returned to Ohio to 
retrieve his wife and bring her to Kansas.1

	 If Mrs. Cody accompanied her husband to Kansas, she would have con-
fronted a number of challenges to the traditional gender roles that shaped 
nineteenth-century social and economic relations between women and 
men. In addition to more typical frontier forces such as crude living con-
ditions and Indian conflict, Kansas settlers confronted political upheaval 
and the imminent threat of sectional violence; these tensions pushed and 
reshaped the boundaries of Victorian gender norms. As a result, new gen-
der identities formed as emigrant men and women adjusted their lifestyles 
to the war-torn border; gender bled as Kansas did.2

	 Free-state women, those who embraced the antislavery cause in Kan-
sas, experienced the most profound shifts in gender roles. These women 
actively involved themselves in free-state activities and moved swiftly 
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and gracefully between the public and private spheres, even though pro-
ponents of separate spheres ideology argued that women belonged in the 
home.3 In fact, many female settlers attempted to fashion households rem-
iniscent of those back east, but antislavery women rarely enjoyed the lux-
uries of a truly private space. Free-state women transformed their homes 
into antislavery meeting halls, ammunition “factories,” Underground Rail-
road stations, and safe houses for free-state men fleeing southern aggres-
sion. This voluntary infiltration into the “private” sphere was peppered by 
involuntary invasions from Indians and more often, proslavery men who 
sometimes ransacked antislavery properties, harassed free-state women 
and threatened their husbands, fathers, and brothers with murder.
	 Rather than surrender to their fears, however, free-state women mus-
tered the courage to join their husbands and brothers on the metaphorical 
and physical battlefields of territorial Kansas. When conflicts over slavery 
ignited the streets and public spaces of territorial towns, free-state women 
met their proslavery enemies head on, attacking their rhetoric with an-
tislavery speeches, parades, and editorials and violently defending their 
homes and families if necessary. Because they adopted these new roles as 
politicians and domestic soldiers, they lent stability and political power to 
the nascent free-state community. Women’s dynamic involvement in the 
free-state fight was an integral part of free labor’s triumph over slavery in 
Kansas Territory.4

	 The role of proslavery women in territorial Kansas is more difficult to 
discern. First of all, few women accompanied their husbands in the very 
early years of proslavery emigration, which was dominated by Missouri-
ans. Some men crossed the border only to vote in the territorial elections 
and thus did not bring their families, whereas others who were “bona fide” 
settlers chose to leave their wives at home until they established a proper 
homestead. Southerner Jefferson Buford believed the wilds of territorial 
Kansas and the sectional violence posed too much danger for southern 
ladies, and he claimed that part of his mission in Kansas was to secure 
the area before their arrival. “Women and children should not be exposed 
there in tents in the spring,” he wrote, “but the husbands should go first 
and prepare homes.” 5

	 The white southern women who did settle in the territory unfortu-
nately did not leave much documentary evidence of their existence. Un-
like some of the literate, middle- and upper-class Virginia women who en-
gaged the antebellum political sphere and documented their actions, many 
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proslavery women in Kansas, most of whom were from Missouri, may not 
have been literate, nor did they have a history of political involvement.6 
Furthermore, the local proslavery newspapers in Kansas and western Mis-
souri rarely published articles or editorials related to southern women and 
their approach to the slavery question prior to the Civil War. Instead, when 
southern women appear in the local papers, the articles often focus on 
fashion or “character,” as one editorial in the Parkville, Missouri, South-
ern Democrat demonstrates. Titled “Consistency of Character,” in it, the 
author describes the ideal woman’s intelligence: “Hers is not a masculine 
mind; it is peculiarly, sweetly feminine . . . they [‘intelligent’ ladies] set so 
gracefully and becomingly, that they never obtrude themselves into no-
tice.” 7 With advice like this, it is not surprising that it is difficult to “notice” 
southern women in Kansas, and their unfortunate silence indicates that a 
strong belief in patriarchy persisted among proslavery settlers in the terri-
tory.8

	 Patriarchy was less stable in free-state communities, however. Women 
such as Margaret Wood, an abolitionist originally from Ohio, broke down 
the boundaries between public and private, sometimes acting in ways that 
posed radical challenges to patriarchal ideals. However, these same women 
often justified their radical behavior with more conventional notions of 
women’s superior religious and moral strength. By couching their activism 
in service to “God and Truth,” they eluded accusations of improper wom-
anhood and reformulated a gender code that endorsed female participa-
tion in sectional politics, even to the point of embracing violence.9

	 Contrary to what Joseph A. Cody observed, free-state women were not 
perceived as “bad women” by their political peers. Like the Garrisonian ab-
olitionists, most of whom supported the expansion of woman’s rights, an-
tislavery men and women in Kansas cultivated a new ideal of womanhood 
that encouraged independence and bravery, rather than Victorian notions 
of feminine delicacy and helplessness.10 Mrs. Wood gave a speech at a re-
ception for the territorial governor that embodied the new gender ideology 
articulated by numerous free-state settlers. She asserted: “Woman’s sphere 
is wherever there is a wrong to make right . . . It is here to guard our beau-
tiful embryo State from the invasion of wrong, oppression, intemperance. 
. . . Yes, Kansas must and will feel that woman has an influence and that 
influence on the side of God and Truth!” 11 Free-state women’s political ac-
tivism not only bolstered the antislavery forces at home, but perhaps more 
importantly, publicized the events of Bleeding Kansas nationwide, pulling 
the disinterested public onto the battlefield with them and their families.
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Pioneers with a Miss ion

Julia Louisa Lovejoy espoused a love of God and freedom as she tearfully 
departed her native New Hampshire for the Kansas plains in 1856. Al-
though one could characterize Lovejoy as a reluctant pioneer, given the 
tentativeness with which she approached emigration, her diary reveals a 
strong commitment to moral reform that motivated her move to the West. 
Even as a young woman of seventeen, Lovejoy recognized that her faith 
and principles would carry her into uncharted waters:

I am willing to leave my youthful friends,
For the precious peace that Jesus sends
To the souls of those, who obey His word,
And leave all beside, to follow the Lord.
Come! who will go along with me?
The road is pleasant, as you may see,
Its travellers united in harmony, and love,
We’re bound for “Mount Zion,” the City above.12

Lovejoy did not anticipate at this early age that she would be “leaving all 
beside” to move to Kansas twenty-five years later, but her religious faith en-
couraged her to meet the challenge of the uncertain frontier in defense of 
moral justice and antislavery. In 1834 she married an antislavery Method-
ist minister, Charles H. Lovejoy, whose cousin, Elijah, was murdered by a 
proslavery mob in Alton, Illinois, three years later. The passage of the Kan-
sas-Nebraska Act inspired both Julia and Charles to transplant their anti-
slavery roots westward, and they traveled to Kansas in 1856 with a mis-
sionary-like zeal that some have called evangelical abolitionism.13

	 Similarly, Margaret Lyon Wood grew up in an intensely religious atmo-
sphere. Her father served as a Presbyterian minister, and the entire fam-
ily moved within Presbyterian and Quaker abolitionist circles in Mount 
Gilead, Ohio. Margaret Lyon became involved in the Underground Rail-
road through her father’s antislavery connections and eventually met her 
husband through these very same associations. Samuel N. Wood was a 
Quaker and a conductor for the Underground Railroad, and Margaret be-
came attracted to her future husband after hearing of his mythologized 
run-in with the southern border patrols. According to his biography, Sam 
Wood’s wagon was stopped by the Kentucky-Ohio border patrol in 1849, 
and the guards inquired about the content of his wagon. Sam replied, “I’ve 
got a wagon full of runaway ‘niggers’ in the back.” 14 The patrolmen laughed 
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in disbelief and waved Wood and his cargo of runaway slaves across the 
border into freedom. Wood delivered the slaves to the Lyon home, met 
Margaret, and the two began a long and tempestuous life together (they 
were married in 1850).15 After publicly proclaiming their commitment to 
abolitionism at a gathering held to protest the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 
1854, they left Mount Gilead for the Kansas Territory one month after the 
act’s passage.
	 Susan Wattles also hailed from an abolitionist background in Ohio. 
Based in Cincinnati, Susan and her husband, Augustus, traveled through-
out the country, soliciting financial support for the establishment of a school 
for free blacks in southern Ohio. After opening the Free Colored School in 
Cincinnati, the Wattles migrated to Kansas and worked to establish simi-
lar institutions in the new territory. In addition to laying the groundwork 
for free black schools in Kansas Territory, Susan Wattles became actively 
involved in drafting various proposed state constitutions. Through her al-
liance with Clarina Howard Nichols, a Vermont native and antislavery and 
woman’s rights advocate, Wattles became involved in a variety of political 
activities in the territory. She and Nichols initiated a mass petition drive to 
influence territorial legislators who might endorse an equal rights clause 
in the proposed state constitution that favored women. While Nichols sat 
in the legislative chamber in Wyandotte (knitting in hand), lobbying for 
the word “male” to be stricken from the bill of rights, Susan Wattles can-
vassed the Lawrence countryside, soliciting ammunition for Nichols’s bat-
tle in the territorial legislature. Both women dedicated a significant por-
tion of their lives in Kansas to political action and became integral parts of 
the activist circle of free-state women in territorial Kansas.16

	 Perhaps the most famous female emigrant to Kansas was Sara Tappan 
Robinson. Robinson gained notoriety in part because she was married to 
Charles Robinson, the first governor of Kansas, but she earned a promi-
nent place in Kansas history in her own right because of her commitment 
to the antislavery cause and her authorship of the popular book, Kansas: Its 
Interior and Exterior Life.17 Robinson, originally from Boston, traveled back 
to her native Massachusetts several times to lecture on the Kansas ques-
tion. Charles Robinson alerted his wife in an 1856 letter that she was “get-
ting quite noted to have [her] route marked by newspapers. It will soon be 
‘Mrs. Robinson and her husband, the husband of Mrs. Robinson’ etc. What 
can I do to keep even with you?” Robinson had little trouble “keeping 
even” with his wife; he held the highest post in the state government when 
Kansas joined the Union in 1861. He quipped lightheartedly about the re-
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versal of gender roles that resulted from his wife’s popularity, but he com-
plained about the events that propelled his wife into the public sphere and 
longed for some domestic bliss. “I should love very much to see you in our 
own house, if we had one,” he wrote. “When will this turmoil cease and we 
have quiet again?” 18

	 The turmoil that enveloped the governor’s home lasted for several years, 
and many free-state women, including Sara Robinson, recorded their ex-
periences in the trenches of Bleeding Kansas in letters, diaries, poems, and 
autobiographical narratives. Their words chronicled the ongoing tensions 
between proslavery and antislavery settlers and publicized the experience 
of living in the midst of a border war. Many of these personal and pub-
lished narratives traveled eastward to the settlers’ extended families and 
hometowns, linking the events in Kansas with national concerns regard-
ing the expansion of slavery.

Report ing from the Trenches

Women such as Sara Robinson and Margaret Wood moved to Kansas with 
a missionary zeal that inspired their commitment to antislavery activ-
ism in the territory and encouraged their involvement in the politics of 
Bleeding Kansas. Some of the most important effects of their free-state ac-
tivism occurred outside the territory’s borders, in the parlors and coffee 
houses of eastern cities and towns, where citizens of every political stripe 
learned about Bleeding Kansas through reports of these women’s experi-
ences. Free-state women kept easterners abreast of the important events 
that transpired in territorial Kansas, and their letters and editorials con-
nected antislavery concerns in the West with those in the East. Historian 
Michael Pierson argues that Republican women’s political activism peaked 
in 1856 in part because “the political debate of that year hinged on the ex-
tent to which families and private homes had been devastated by southern 
aggressors in Kansas.” Free-state women who reported from the trenches 
and their eastern sisters who raised money for them and their families 
helped “convince the electorate that Democratic misrule had created a cri-
sis in the [Kansas] territory.” 19

	 Julia Louisa Lovejoy interrupted her methodical diary keeping for three 
years to contribute to the free-state effort by writing numerous letters to 
newspapers in New Hampshire, Vermont, Massachusetts, New York, and 
Connecticut. The papers reprinted Lovejoy’s letters and spread informa-
tion about Bleeding Kansas throughout the Northeast. The proliferation 
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of information on the Kansas Question sparked politicians’ interest in the 
subject and motivated several legislators, most prominently Sen. Charles 
Sumner, to adopt the free-state cause as their own.20

	 Lovejoy’s letters dramatized and personalized the Kansas conflict as 
she narrated outbreaks of violence and destruction in the territory. Writ-
ing to Concord, New Hampshire’s Independent Democrat after an August 
1856 attack on Lawrence, she warned, “A crisis is just before us, and if we 
fall our last petition is, that our blood may be avenged, and that our own 
New England, that achieved such wonderful victories in the Revolution of 
’76, will join her forces with our western brethren in the drama of ’56, and 
ravage Missouri to its nethermost nook and corner, until every chain shall 
be broken and slavery die, without a resurrection!” Lovejoy recalled the 
revolutionary history of her native home and publicly declared her com-
mitment to its legacy in Kansas. She continued, endorsing a full-scale at-
tack on proslavery forces: “We never prayed for the destruction of men, 
made in the image of their Maker, but if they persist in killing and tortur-
ing our innocent citizens, let the sword be driven to the hilt!” 21

	 Sometimes even private letters became public weapons for the free-
state cause. Free-state leader Sam Wood fled the territory in the spring 
of 1856 and sought refuge from proslavery forces in Ohio with Salmon P. 
Chase, an antislavery politician and then governor of Ohio. Wood received 
a letter from his wife, Margaret, who remained in Kansas, and Chase re-
quested that it be published in all of the Republican papers in the area. The 
letter “gave a graphic description of the gloomy situation in the Territory. 
Two more Free-state men—mere boys—had been wantonly murdered. The 
various companies of Southerners . . . had unitedly marched, eight hun-
dred strong, upon Lawrence, pillaged and burned the Free State Hotel, 
stores, and many dwelling-houses.” 22 Chase felt the published letter would 
serve as a useful campaign document in favor of the Republican Party’s 
presidential candidate that year, John Charles Frémont. He recognized the 
power of these personal stories for promoting the free-state cause in Kan-
sas and the Republican Party nationwide.
	 Horace Greeley, editor of the New York Daily Tribune, also realized the 
importance and political significance of personalizing the Kansas con-
flict for his readers. Greeley’s paper solicited prominent abolitionist Lydia 
Maria Child to spearhead an effort to marshal support for Frémont and the 
Republican Party by publicizing women’s experiences in Kansas. During 
the last week of October 1856, Child produced “The Kansas Emigrants,” 
a daily column based loosely on the actual letters and published accounts 
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she had received from female settlers in the area.23 She skillfully and pas-
sionately lobbied for a free Kansas by weaving together fact and fiction in 
her account of a typical Free-Soil family’s experiences in the borderlands 
of territorial Kansas. Child followed the fictionalized Bradford family from 
their home in New England to Kansas and chronicled their struggles with 
the environment and the famed Missouri Border Ruffians.
	 Child’s story, though designed to galvanize support for the free-state 
and Free-Soil movements, also narrated a shift in the construction of gen-
der. Child depicted her protagonist’s transformation from a traditional 
New England housewife to an armed defender of free Kansas. Through 
her heroine, Kate Bradford, Child reconstructed a new ideal of woman-
hood that endorsed feminine independence, bravery, and violence in self-
defense. Bradford defended her home and her family against ruffian at-
tacks yet managed to maintain a feminine identity that withstood and 
accepted these more “masculine” tasks. Her husband, John, encouraged 
his wife’s energy and autonomy, and Child emphasized how Kate’s activi-
ties strengthened, rather than weakened the Bradford family.
	 Child’s column, along with dozens of actual letters published in news-
papers throughout the Midwest and East, produced a windfall of financial, 
emotional, and political support for free-state families like the fictional-
ized Bradfords. Elisabeth Shove wrote to Thaddeus Hyatt from Fall River, 
Massachusetts: “By an article in the Tribune . . . I notice that you are Pres-
ident of the National Kansas Committee and that Societies wishing to for-
ward clothing to Kansas were at liberty to apply to you for information.” 
Shove informed Hyatt, “The Ladies of Jesser Circle of this city are now in-
terested in soliciting donations and sewing for the suffering ones of that 
ill fated country.” 24 Dozens of Kansas aid societies formed, many of them 
exclusively female, in response to this publicity. In addition, female an-
tislavery societies focused their efforts on Kansas, holding special meet-
ings dedicated to discussing the Kansas question and to assisting the set-
tlers there. For example, the Dover, New Hampshire, Anti-Slavery Sewing 
Circle “recruited seventeen new members, bought and distributed tracts, 
raised money for Kansas settlers, [and] called a citywide meeting on behalf 
of Kansas.” 25 These antislavery and aid societies sponsored sewing circles, 
held auctions, and established monetary funds that funneled goods and 
money into free-state homes.
	 Women from Maine to Pennsylvania to Illinois joined together in sup-
porting free-state emigrants in Kansas, and in doing so they solidified their 
commitment to antislavery causes in general. Helen Bushman wrote to 
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Hyatt that “some of the ladies of Norristown, Penn. have been assisting in 
the movement for the aid of the Kansas sufferers—we should like to for-
ward our boxes (or barrels) of clothing next week.” 26 Mrs. Maj. W. Mitch-
ell of Freeport, Maine, asked, “What would be the best method of convey-
ing a barrel of clothing to the Kansas sufferers,” and Rachel Denison of 
Royalton, Vermont, inquired “whether a box of warm country-made cloth-
ing or its equivalent in money would be most useful.” 27 Even individual 
women not connected to Kansas aid societies or antislavery groups became 
involved in the aid campaign. Mrs. J. H. Corwin of Newburgh, New York, 
reported that she sent “a barrel of clothing by barge . . . this evening which 
I shall pay freight on to be delivered . . . almost any free state family would 
need them all.” Corwin wished she could send “a hundred fold more, but 
am sorry . . . what I send is from my own family. May God’s blessing at-
tend your efforts in the cause of humanity.” 28 Julie Roy Jeffrey argues that 
Bleeding Kansas energized the antislavery movement, as previously disin-
terested women such as Corwin joined the cause to free Kansas.29

	 James Blood, area coordinator of the Kansas National Committee, a 
free-state relief agency based in Chicago, published a list of the numer-
ous towns that donated items to the committee. Sixteen towns in Mas-
sachusetts contributed, as did six in New Hampshire, six in Maine, and 
two in Vermont. By 1860 the New York Ladies Kansas Relief Society had 
sewn and transported $707.65 worth of clothing to the territory.30 The 
city of Boston alone provided sixty-four packages of clothing and/or provi-
sions, and all towns together shipped roughly 275 barrels to free-state set-
tlements. One contributor argued, “This supply is not a mere charity but 
a contribution of the North toward the support of her Free State soldiers, 
who have been bravely battling for the cause of freedom.” 31 As late as 1861, 
free-state settlers continued to receive supplies from the East. W. J. Potter, 
pastor of a Unitarian church in New Bedford, Connecticut, for example, 
wrote to Thomas Webb that his congregation was busy gathering supplies 
for the “sufferers in Kansas.” He proudly reported, “As the ladies are al-
ways the most zealous in such a cause we have undertaken to put up some 
boxes of goods and clothing, in preparing which they are now enthusiasti-
cally engaged.” 32

	 This well-organized philanthropic network of antislavery women and 
men helped sustain one of the most crucial roles played by free-state women 
in the territory, that of Underground Railroad conductor. Free-state women 
fed and clothed the often starving, half-naked fugitives, and the multiple 
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shipments of goods from women’s civic and church groups proved essential 
to the enterprise’s success. Free-state women welcomed slaves into their 
homes, often feeding them and hiding them for months at a time. One 
settler remembered that Massachusetts-born Mary Jane Colman “aided in 
every way possible the negroes who came to Kansas as a place of refuge.” 
Colman and her husband, Ezekiel, established a homestead near Lawrence 
that served as a stop on the UGRR.33 Free-state women were responsible 
for preparing these UGRR “stations” for the unexpected arrivals, making 
sure adequate food, supplies, and even disguises were readily available. 
One man stopped at the Ritchie home in desperate need of a veil to dis-
guise his female fugitive as his white wife. Mrs. John Ritchie, he recalled, 
“kindly loaned me her veil,” and he continued on his journey north.34

	 Women’s ingenuity also helped protect fugitives from capture. Richard 
and Mary Cordley harbored a slave woman, Lizzie, in their home in the 
fall of 1859. The Cordleys housed Lizzie for one dangerous night, after U.S. 
marshals had been dispatched from Missouri to extract her from a neigh-
boring farm, where she had been hiding for weeks. Mr. Cordley worried 
about how to protect Lizzie if the marshals learned of her new whereabouts 
and searched the house. Mrs. Cordley and her companion, Mrs. Ward, de-
vised a plan. Ward, known for her weak and sickly constitution, was set 
up in a “sick bed” and Mrs. Cordley played “the part of nurse.” If the Mar-
shals intruded the house, Lizzie “was to crawl in between the mattress and 
the feather bed and remain quiet there till the danger was passed.” Lizzie 
told Mrs. Ward, “You need not be afraid of lying right on me with all your 
might.” Lizzie understood that a few moments of discomfort outweighed 
the horror of being returned to her master. Lizzie’s white allies never had 
to put their plan into action because before the marshals arrived, a wagon 
picked up the fugitive to carry her further north to safety.35

	 The boxes, barrels, and money that female aid and antislavery societies 
exported to Kansas sustained many free-state families who struggled with 
proslavery violence and bouts of poverty, starvation, and disease. Guerrilla 
warfare and the crudities of the frontier took their toll on many families, 
but free-state men and women used the support they received from aid so-
cieties and their families as a springboard from which to launch a political 
and military offensive against the proslavery forces. Like their antislavery 
counterparts in New England and Ohio, free-state women engaged in let-
ter-writing campaigns, petition drives, and public displays of support for a 
free Kansas. Kansas women also went beyond their more eastern sisters by 
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incorporating violence into their antislavery activism, at times even arm-
ing themselves to confront the “slave power” in Kansas. But they turned to 
violence slowly and somewhat reluctantly and only after political activism 
faltered.

Stumping for Freedom

Female political activism in Kansas took several forms, ranging from 
conventional, indirect methods of participation to more overt and radi-
cal acts. Free-state women drafted poems and composed songs, wrote and 
signed petitions, and delivered speeches to mixed audiences that argued 
in favor of a free Kansas. Women who publicly stated their political opin-
ions, whether by merely signing a petition or authoring a poem, did so at 
the risk of being accused of improper behavior for their gender. Female po-
litical action by its very nature implied that one rejected the notion that 
women’s political power (if they had any) stemmed only from their influ-
ence on their husbands’ political decisions. In fact, by drafting a petition or 
composing a song that lobbied for a free Kansas, each woman gave auton-
omous expression to her own political voice.36

	 Some women sustained the Free-Soil movement by writing songs and 
poems to comfort and reassure emigrants to Kansas of their weighty pur-
pose. Though poems and songs may have been less controversial than pe-
titioning or making public speeches, women effectively used these media 
to express their political opinions. Sara Robinson wrote the poem, “Kan-
sas Emigrant Farewell” in 1856:

Strong in the love of freedom, a brave true hearted band
Far from the hearths and altars, of dear old Yankee land
Go forth, mid prayers and blessings, mid affection’s gushing tears
And God’s right arm defend you, ye sturdy pioneers . . . 
Go plant the tree of freedom, in the valley of the west
And bid the poor and needy, beneath its shadow rest
God’s blessing on your journey, on the home where ye may dwell
And on your Great Endeavor, brave pilgrims, fare-ye well.37

Robinson simultaneously praised and roused her fellow free-state emi-
grants with this poem, arguing that the Kansas pilgrims followed in their 
English ancestors’ footsteps by seeking freedom in the name of God. “The 
tree of freedom” needed planting, and Robinson and others undertook this 
“Great Endeavor” to block slavery’s extension west.
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	 Like Robinson, Mrs. J. M. Winchell proudly noted the nation’s his-
tory of defending freedom in the face of tyranny when she celebrated the 
Fourth of July 1855. She penned the following ode and sang it at an Inde-
pendence Day celebration in Council City, Kansas:

Land of priceless liberty, loved and honored by the Free
Land we proudly claim our own, Land where God and Right are known
Thee we sing in grateful days, sing thy glory and thy praise
Hail the day, that gave thee birth—brightest fairest land on Earth38

Though Winchell’s song commemorated the birth of the nation’s indepen-
dence from England, her song undoubtedly alluded to northern settlers’ 
own quest for liberty in Kansas. Northerners in Council City likely related 
the nation’s fight to their own fight with the proslavery settlers who passed 
laws made by a “bogus” legislature without their consent.
	 A group of women banded together to express their dissatisfaction with 
these “bogus” laws and directly challenged a proslavery man’s right to rule 
their city. A “Petition of Ladies,” signed by thirteen women, argued that 
the mayor of Leavenworth had failed in his duty as chief purveyor of civil 
law and order. Writing to the acting territorial governor, Daniel Woodson, 
they complained about being “driven from their homes by a band of armed 
men” and forced to flee their homesteads in fear of their lives. The women 
asserted that they arrived in Leavenworth with their husbands, fathers, or 
brothers, “prepared to endure the privations and inconveniences of pioneer 
life cheerfully,” but claimed that it was impossible to live amid a “scene of 
general robbery and too frequently of murder.” They pleaded with the gov-
ernor to override the city officials’ power and restore order: “We must and 
do doubt both the ability and inclination of the acting mayor of Leaven-
worth City to render protection to any citizens who may not be of the same 
sentiment as that advocated by himself and the bands of whose violence 
we have had to complain. Therefore we must and do rely solely upon your 
excellency to adopt such measures as will secure our present and perma-
nent security.” 39 These women demanded that Governor Woodson address 
their concerns immediately, and they directly challenged his proslavery 
sentiments by asking him to override his like-minded colleagues’ policies. 
Though they placed their reputations (and perhaps their lives) at risk by 
publicly challenging the proslavery government, they insisted on pursuing 
their right to protection.
	 Some women asserted their political rights by signing their names on 
petitions written and signed by men. Four free-state women signed an oth-
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erwise male-dominated petition that firmly stated, “Believing that Kan-
sas should be a free State, and that the proper way to insure it as such is 
to induce Free Soil Emigration and sustain it. . . . We whose names are 
affixed, agree to contribute in such amounts as may seem best for us . . 
. to relieve in part the many indispensable wants of a new settlement.” 40 
These women joined their husbands, brothers, and fathers in their support 
of Free-Soil emigration, and by doing so, implied their equality with men 
in this political project.
	 Some free-state women made the leap from words to action by pub-
licly declaring their political convictions in speeches and parades. Inde-
pendence Day celebrations appear to have been popular forums for female 
politicians to voice their opinions. Harrison Hannahs remembered that a 
Miss Whiting delivered an exciting address to a group of free-state women 
on the Fourth of July 1856 in Topeka. Whiting’s speech was interrupted by 
the arrival of Colonel Sumner, who rode through the crowd and saluted 
Whiting and her audience as he dismounted.41 A similar celebration took 
place in Lawrence, where Jonas Colburn reported to his wife that “the To-
peka Company were drawn up in line to receive a Banner from the Ladies 
when the U.S. dragoons made their appearance and rode between the sol-
diers and the Ladies.” 42 Perhaps the U.S. soldiers, who at the time were sent 
to enforce proslavery laws, understood the potential danger of men and 
women combining their resources to fight the proslavery forces and pur-
posely separated the two “companies” with their horses.
	 Colburn noted later that year that the Ladies of Mount Oread (Law-
rence) made forty-two waterproof coats and presented them to the free-
state soldiers, “accompanied by a beautiful address from the young ladies.” 
Mrs. Gates, the “adopted mother” of the Stubbs Company, delivered the 
address and Dr. Harrington responded to her words on behalf of the com-
pany. “Mother” Gates replied in turn and “made as beautiful and appro-
priate a response as it has ever been my lot to hear,” concluded Colburn.43 
Gates led the Stubbs Company not only with words but also with a moth-
erly spirit that was “beautiful and appropriate,” perhaps indicating that 
Gates did not ruffle any feathers when she challenged traditional gender 
roles. Mother Gates left the fighting to her “sons,” preferring instead to sew 
clothing and make speeches that lent feminine support to their mascu-
line military efforts. Thus although Gates may have been treading on gen-
der norms by speaking in public to a mixed audience, she did so under the 
cloak of motherhood, softening the impact of her potentially radical act.
	 Some free-state women went further than Gates and spoke openly about 
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their political ideas and defied gender constructs that prohibited women 
from speaking in public.44 Charles Robinson noted that his wife made quite 
a splash in the Chicago papers when she lectured on the Kansas question 
there.45 Like Sara Robinson, Clarina Nichols traveled throughout the coun-
try to lecture and garner support for Kansas settlers. Reporting from Elm-
ira, New York, Nichols wrote to Thaddeus Hyatt that in Pennsylvania she 
could not find “a house that would hold (standing) all the people who came 
to hear me on Kansas. The people are awake.” Nichols suggested to Hyatt 
that he employ Susan B. Anthony to lecture and gather money for the free-
state movement. She wrote that Anthony had “the executive ability and 
the experience admirably adapted to the work. . . . She has a brother in the 
Free State army in Kansas and if I take the post you propose I would solicit 
her as my right hand woman.” 46 Though Anthony was too busy to join the 
speaking tour, Hyatt conscripted Nichols and other women to spread the 
word about tyranny in Kansas, and their lectures likely disturbed many 
audience members’ ideals about gender and politics. Nichols remembered 
that several men verbalized their “conscientious scruples as to the propri-
ety of women speaking in public,” but she managed to deliver over fifty lec-
tures in the fall of 1856.47

	 Some women’s political opinions not only challenged traditional gen-
der roles, but possibly disrupted their marriages as well. A free-state news-
paper, the Kansas Republican, reprinted an account of one woman who 
expressed her opinions forcefully, even though they differed from her hus-
band’s. Several free-state emigrants boarded at the woman’s hotel and re-
corded their spirited conversation with her: “Our landlady was not only 
a good cook, but a shrewd politician. . . . ‘My husband,’ said she, ‘is a Na-
tional Democrat,—would follow the party to perdition, I suppose—but I 
tell him that this National Democracy has been at the bottom of all our 
troubles here in Kansas.’” This woman not only had the gumption to share 
her political views with a group of strange men, but she boldly affirmed 
her disagreement with her husband. She persisted in this course and told 
them, “After suffering everything for three years, they ask us to humble to 
those bogus laws, and to go in and act with these National Democrats. For 
one, I would fight it out for fifty years, before I would do it.” 48 The “land-
lady politician” refused to obey the laws passed by the proslavery legisla-
ture and even claimed she would “fight it out” before submitting to the 
lawmakers’ position. One wonders what kind of fights occurred inside this 
woman’s home, if in fact her husband defended the opposite political posi-
tion.
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Reluctant Recru it s

Although these women embraced their new role as voices for Free-Soil pol-
itics and accepted the potential challenge their actions posed to their sta-
tus as “true women,” it appears that some free-state women and the ma-
jority of proslavery women were reluctant to challenge traditional gender 
roles. Hannah Anderson Ropes traveled to Kansas in the spring of 1855 and 
published an anthology of the letters she wrote to her mother while in the 
territory. In Six Months in Kansas, by a Lady, Ropes demonstrates that she 
adhered to Victorian gender norms whenever possible and left the defense 
of her cabin and her body to free-state men. While at home with her sickly 
daughter, she comported herself in keeping with the traditional model of 
male protector and female victim. News of the “Wakarusa War” reached 
Ropes in November 1855, and her male relatives instructed her in the gen-
dered etiquette of war: “My orders are, if fire-arms sound like battle, to 
place Alice and myself as near the floor as possible, and be well covered 
with blankets. We already have one bullet in the wall, and, since that, one 
struck the ‘shakes’ close by the bed’s head and glanced off. Now, for the 
first time, I begin to take an interest in Lawrence, as a city. . . . How well 
her men bear themselves.” 49 Ropes wondered how well Lawrence’s men 
“bore themselves” and their arms because she depended on their marks-
manship for protection. Ropes cast women as passive, would-be victims 
of southern male violence who relied on free-state men to shield and pro-
tect them.
	 The belief that women were helpless victims who were in need of 
male protection pervaded the proslavery newspapers on the border. Sev-
eral poems published in papers in the Missouri border counties construct 
women as submissive and docile, and the authors appear to encourage and 
laud these qualities. The “Farmer’s Daughter,” a poem published in the Lib-
erty, Missouri, Democratic Platform, praises the ideal qualities of a farm 
maiden: “The timid fawn is not more wild, nor yet more gay and free. The 
lily’s cup is not more pure, in all its purity. . . . There’s none more pure and 
free than she, the farmer’s peerless daughter.” Another poem, “To Kate 
Upon Her Bridle,” printed a month later in the same paper, affirms the 
ideal white southern woman:

In thy pure and gentle beauty, thou art standing by the side
Of him thy young heart’s chosen one—A proud and happy bride!
Life should be full of beauty to one so bright as thou;
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And may it ever prove to thee as fairy-hues as now:
But should the world grow weary and chill they heart-strings warm,
Thou’lt have a brave heart near thee, to shield thee from the storm.50

Both poems cast women as weak and dependent on men for protection 
from the pain and danger of the outside world. Kate leans on her groom’s 
arm, never drawing on her own strength as long as she has a man to pro-
tect her, and she need never step outside her prescribed place by his side.
	 A poem in Westport, Missouri’s Star of Empire provides “delicate hints 
for indelicate ladies” and instructs women to literally stay in their places 
unless given permission by a man to do otherwise. The poem derides 
women who assert themselves by asking and expecting men to give up 
their seats to women in churches and railcars. The author writes,

Never, girls, disturb a lecture, church or hall, where’er you go
. . . respect the rights of others—this is ‘Woman’s Rights,’ don’t you know.
Never ask a man abruptly to resign his chosen place;
if it’s offered, thank him kindly, with a smile upon your face.

The author refers to women as “ladies” throughout the body of the poem 
until the above stanzas, when he directly addresses them and reprimands 
them as “girls.” In an article in the same paper later that year, the author 
comments on the character of a lady: “She is all simplicity, a creature soft 
and mild; / though on the eve of woman-hood, in heart a very child.” 51 
According to these authors, ideal southern women were simple, obedient 
girls who dared not question their place in society.
	 Encouraging white southerners on the border to maintain traditional 
gender roles was an important project for these papers; with abolitionists 
looming in the West and threatening one of the South’s foundational in-
stitutions, some comfort and reassurance could be found in conventional 
gender roles. Moreover, the few pieces of evidence that exist about proslav-
ery women in the 1850s suggest that they responded favorably to the ad-
vice these papers gave their Missouri readers. Lucinda Ashton settled just 
north and east of Atchison, Kansas, in 1855. She, her husband, and the 
family slaves ran a farm, but even in the face of frontier hardship, “the 
dual-sphere ideology remained intact in the Ashton household.” Lucinda 
supervised the domestic chores performed by her slaves, and she main-
tained a strict division between her own and her husband’s family duties.
	 In fact, it appears that Ashton was wholly dependent not only on her 
husband but also on her slaves. When slavery was abolished, she com-
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plained about having to work and lamented that “there had always been 
someone to comb her hair and tie her shoes.” Similarly, when Maryland 
native Ellen Bell Tootle married in 1862 in St. Joseph, Missouri, she en-
tered into a strictly patriarchal relationship that was acutely obvious dur-
ing her honeymoon trip across the Great Plains to Colorado. As the newly-
weds traveled cross-country in a covered wagon, Mr. Tootle assumed that 
his wife was incapable of functioning outside her domestic sphere and in-
sisted on supervising her every move, even her cooking. Mrs. Tootle re-
corded her experience in her diary: “Mr. Tootle says I can not do anything 
but talk, so would not trust me to make coffee.” 52 Mrs. Tootle watched 
her husband make a bad pot of coffee, knowing that she could improve 
on his effort, but did not question his right to make it. These southern 
couples relied on the comfort of traditional patriarchal relations to carry 
them through frontier hardships and uncertainty. Better to drink bad cof-
fee than disrupt time-honored institutions such as slavery and patriarchy.
	 Many women on the Kansas-Missouri border initially relied on the 
trusted standard of patriarchy for comfort and protection, but as news 
of atrocities committed by guerrilla forces instilled terror in the commu-
nity, some women began to realize that they had to learn to protect them-
selves. Sara Robinson cited a particularly brutal example of the danger 
some women faced. She recounted an incident when a free-state woman 
from Indiana “was carried from her home a mile and a half, by four ruffi-
ans, her tongue drawn out of her mouth as far as possible, and cords tied 
tightly around it. Her arms were pinioned, and she was otherwise so wan-
tonly abused, that for days her life was despaired of.” 53 The ruffians’ de-
cision to tie this woman’s tongue suggests that the men feared the power 
of female speech. Unfortunately, Robinson’s account fails to disclose the 
mob’s precise motivation for attacking the woman, but she mentions that 
“Atchison’s ruffian band” had been attacking settlers in the area who criti-
cized the recent murder of an abolitionist. So it is possible that this woman 
was similarly indicted. That she was “wantonly abused” probably indicates 
sexual abuse, a punishment in keeping with the men’s desire to control this 
apparently unruly woman.54

	 The anxiety produced by these reports was heightened by free-state 
women’s acute vulnerability to surprise ruffian invasions, but many women 
gradually learned to conquer their fears and began to confront the intrud-
ers with confidence. Wilson Shannon, a proslavery governor appointed by 
President Franklin Pierce, got drunk and entered one woman’s home in 
search of her husband. Mrs. Hazeltyne recounted her story to Sara Robin-
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son: “[Governor Shannon] staggered around, holding upon the furniture 
to keep himself from falling. He was busy feeling mattresses, peeping into 
closets, emptying trunks, looking under beds and used language which 
shocked those obliged to listen . . . he inquired of Mrs. Hazeltyne for her 
husband; upon her replying that she did not know where he was, the Gov-
ernor of Kansas Territory replied, ‘I’ll cut his d—d black heart out of him, 
and yours too, madam, if you don’t take care.’55 According to Shannon, 
“taking care” meant obeying his orders, but Mrs. Hazeltyne defied Shan-
non and thwarted the gendered code of women’s submission to men, es-
pecially those endowed with state authority. Hazeltyne obeyed a different 
code, one that placed her in the position of protecting her husband.
	 In fact, it appears that eventually many Kansans discouraged feminine 
submission and weakness, especially after experiencing encounters like 
the one above with Governor Shannon. One Quindaro, Kansas, woman 
chided her male cousin for seeking the perfect, obedient wife. She wrote, 
“I feel to remonstrate with you a little because you are waiting to have 
some earthly angel to drop into your home and become your dutiful wife. 
But such things are supernatural and the days of miracles are passed.” 56 
Rather than fulfilling the role of “dutiful wife,” it seems that many free-
state women spoke and acted as they desired, without respect for gendered 
propriety. Miss Kellogg, a schoolteacher in Lawrence, embroiled herself 
in a conflict between one of her male students and the boy’s father. Syl-
vester Clarke recorded the event in his diary, calling it a “terrible excite-
ment.” According to Clarke, after Miss Kellogg disciplined a boy in her 
class by whipping him, the boy’s father pursued and “insulted her, using 
threatening and abusive language. The citizens of Lawrence turned out en 
masse to protect Miss Kellogg, and . . . after considerable loud talk both 
parties quieted down and left the street.” 57 Clarke described Kellogg as a 
“pretty, sprightly, [and] loquacious” woman, indicating that she most likely 
expressed her opinions openly, and her punishment of the boy indicates 
that she backed up her opinions with force. What is most fascinating about 
this event is the level of support expressed by the community for this bra-
zen woman. Not only did they protect her from the boy’s father and his 
threats, but they forced him to accept her decision to punish his son.
	 Another woman, Elvira Cody, elided definitions of the dutiful, submis-
sive female when she traveled to Kansas as a single, unmarried woman 
and likely did so against her parents’ wishes. Cody seemed impervious to 
the dangers that swirled around her in Bleeding Kansas. She wrote to her 
parents that Kansas was “a beautiful and excellent place to live” and as-
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sured them that she had “seen no hardships to alarm or discourage me 
in the least. Everything is novel, adventurous and delightful.” She even 
noted that she saw “plenty of well dressed ladies everywhere—I am not 
the only adventuress I assure you.” 58 Acknowledging that the frontier was 
not a typical destination for a young, single woman, Cody calmed her par-
ents’ fears with reports that daring ladies, and “well dressed” ones at that, 
abounded in the territory. Perhaps Cody and other free-state women were 
able to venture across gendered boundaries because the presence of Indian 
and black women reassured them that they were “civilized” white women, 
even if they did not adhere to traditional gender codes.
	 A short editorial in the Kansas Republican reinforces the notion that 
free-staters supported a conception of womanhood that embraced wom-
en’s assertiveness, strength, and independence. The male editors advised, 
“Never shrink from a woman of strong sense. . . . You may trust her, for 
she knows the value of your confidence; you may consult her, for she is able 
to advise, and does so at once, with the firmness of reason and the con-
sideration of affection.” 59 Free-state women—women of “strong sense”—
were eventually solicited for advice and assistance in the moral and mili-
tary fight for Kansas’s freedom.60

Gendered D isgu ises

Though many free-state female settlers clearly transgressed traditional 
gender codes, they were able to capitalize on the perception that they, 
like their southern counterparts, still observed more conventional gender 
boundaries. Many women were able to protect their male relatives from 
dangerous proslavery men because of this misperception. Charles Chase 
wrote to the Sycamore, Illinois, True Republican and Sentinel about his ex-
periences in the region during this turbulent era and challenged the idea 
that men always protected women. He reported, “In this country the old 
notion that men are the protectors of women has exploded, the tables are 
turned, men are now the weaker vessels and the woman the protector.” 61 
Women, by virtue of their perceived gender identity, projected an air of in-
nocence and pacifism that often shielded men from harm. Some women 
accompanied their husbands on the dangerous trips between UGRR sta-
tions because their presence sometimes deflected harassment from slave 
patrols. Because white southerners believed women could not and would 
not partake in things military and masculine, they frequently overlooked 
free-state woman’s role in the sectional conflict in Kansas.62
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	 Northerners thus gained a military advantage and a degree of security 
by manipulating southern and national gender codes. For example, during 
the “Wakarusa War” in November 1855, free-state fighters ran out of am-
munition and needed more gunpowder to defend their position. Their only 
remaining ammunition stores were located inside a guarded circle of Mis-
sourians, so they sent two messengers inside to solicit assistance. Margaret 
Wood and Mrs. George Brown answered the call of duty and rode in their 
buggy to retrieve the hidden ammunition: “Two kegs of powder were hid-
den under the buggy seat. Pillow slips were tied under their skirts, partly 
filled with the powder, bars of lead were concealed in their stockings, bul-
let molds, caps, gun wipers and cartridges stowed away in their waists 
and sleeves. So laden they were lifted into the buggy and they returned 
in safety to Lawrence, although they were halted and questioned by pro-
slavery guards. Their only visible cargo was a work basket with knitting, a 
book, and some milk.” 63 By using a disguise of naïve, feminine domesticity, 
Wood and Brown succeeded in convincing the men that their intentions 
were harmless. Their conscious co-optation of traditional gender construc-
tions exemplifies many Kansas women’s approach to free-state activism.
	 Like Wood and Brown, female spies used gendered disguises to facili-
tate the crossing of enemy lines and legitimize the presumed innocence of 
their missions. On May 21, 1856, proslavery vigilantes partially destroyed 
the town of Lawrence, the free-state settlers’ nascent antislavery com-
munity, by burning the Free State Hotel and several other buildings and 
homes. Helen M. Hutchinson rode to Kansas City with “certain documents 
of value to the cause of free soil” on May 23, 1856, shortly after the Sack of 
Lawrence. She left the antislavery town “having secreted the papers about 
her person,” and though intercepted by border patrols, she safely delivered 
them to Kansas City.64 Her ability to evade suspicion related almost en-
tirely to her seemingly innocent gender, and her services proved vital to 
the free-state war effort. Luckily for Hutchinson and her free-state allies, 
gender disguised her clandestine purpose and the battle plans were effec-
tively transmitted.
	 Women’s communication networks often carried news of impending 
proslavery invasions and facilitated free-state preparation for conflict. Tom 
Stearns’s wife and her friends were known to “gather the news around and 
keep us posted,” according to A. G. Patrick, who lived near the Stearns 
claim. Patrick and his male peers benefited from this advance information, 
and some left their claims to go into hiding on receipt of bad news. “The 
women one day gave us to understand that something was up, and possibly 
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it would be advisable for us to be absent,” they remembered.65 When the 
ruffians arrived, they found no men present and the women professed ig-
norance of their whereabouts.
	 Kansas women often acted as decoys or created strategic diversions 
while “wanted” male free-staters remained hidden from their proslav-
ery pursuers. In one instance, a group of proslavery men were searching 
for a free-state officer, Captain Walker, who had hidden himself in a ra-
vine but had left his horse in full view his enemies. In an effort to se-
cure Walker’s safety and retain the horse, “Miss Dolly Thom,” a free-state 
girl, confronted the men and protected both Walker and his horse. Han-
nah Ropes recounted the incident in her book, noting that the Georgians 
attempted to take Walker’s pony, but Thom interfered: “With wonderful 
tact and coolness, the little girl went to the pony and put her arms round 
its neck. . . . ‘Is that your pony, sis?’ asked one of them. ‘Yes, sir.’ ‘Well, we 
must have it; the governor told us we must take it.’ ‘It’s my pony; you can’t 
have it!’ Here they threatened her, and . . . presented a pistol. The little girl 
did not relinquish her hold of the pony although she was nearly moved to 
tears.” 66 Because Miss Thom pretended that the horse was hers, the Geor-
gians could not bring themselves to take it. Using the “disguise” of a vul-
nerable young girl, yet conniving all the time, Thom beguiled the men, re-
trieved the horse, and protected Walker. Luckily for Thom, southern men 
observed their code of chivalry when dealing with young women and their 
horses.
	 Although chivalry restrained most men, others repeatedly transgressed 
the boundaries of southern honor, especially when free-state women failed 
to embody the ideals of true womanhood.67 Proslavery “general” David 
Atchison, a former Missouri senator, orchestrated the Sack of Lawrence, 
and according to many accounts, his men committed random acts of de-
struction during the siege, although no settlers were killed.68 For example, 
Sara Robinson’s home was destroyed, and she witnessed several proslavery 
men fire their weapons at free-state women, threatening the “d—d” aboli-
tionists.
	 But the Ruffians were not wholly indiscriminate in their attack, at 
least according to Robinson’s report of the conflict. Her report implies that 
Atchison instructed his men to observe the gendered etiquette of guer-
rilla warfare. According to Robinson, he argued in a prebattle exhorta-
tion: “Boys! Ladies should, and I hope will, be respected by every gen-
tleman. But, when a woman takes upon herself the garb of a soldier, by 
carrying a Sharpe’s rifle, then she is no longer worthy of respect. Tram-
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ple her underfoot as you would a snake!” 69 Whether Atchison actually said 
these exact words is impossible to confirm, but the message contained in 
the speech speaks volumes about how gender was used as a tool of war. 
The speech claimed that if a woman toted a gun, she no longer merited 
the chivalrous respect usually accorded the “weaker” sex. Violence against 
women who embodied traditional ideals of true womanhood was prohib-
ited; antislavery women with guns, however, deserved the same treatment 
as their male counterparts and proved equally vulnerable to the proslavery 
attack on Lawrence. In an attack later that fall, one man reported that the 
Missourians “fired on the women and children, who came running into 
town.” 70 Southern chivalry tempered male violence when passive, depen-
dent females needed protection, but not when females asserted indepen-
dence and carried guns to defend themselves.

Domest ic Soldi ers

Proslavery men violently threatened free-state women, perhaps because 
some of these women carried guns and thus were no longer deserving of 
manly respect (or perhaps because they feared for their own lives). Many 
Kansas women actively engaged themselves in the process of self-protec-
tion and openly challenged patriarchal norms that championed men as 
woman’s sole protector. One newspaper reporter quipped, “Prepare for an 
awful shock. . . . It is said the ladies of Lawrence are arming!” 71 The shock 
experienced by free-staters must have been brief, because they employed 
the ladies of Lawrence in a variety of military capacities, ranging from 
crafting bullets to shooting proslavery men. Free-staters refused to limit 
their military capability and effectiveness because of a restrictive gender 
code that discouraged women’s participation in these masculine endeav-
ors. Though necessity and the literal lack of “manpower” undoubtedly mo-
tivated these gender-bending activities, free-state men and women’s will-
ingness to transgress social norms should not be dismissed as incidental. 
Free-staters openly acknowledged that their mission necessitated radical 
measures, and they realized that such actions might scandalize the soft at 
heart.
	 As domestic soldiers, free-state women helped build and maintain a 
sufficient pool of firearms for the makeshift antislavery forces. Although 
they conducted their army work behind closed doors, Kansas women con-
tributed greatly to the free-state arsenal. Several women gathered regu-
larly at Sam and Margaret Wood’s home to craft cartridges for Sharps rifle 
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bullets. While bolstering the ammunition stores, “they tried to encour-
age and cheer each other, listening in the pauses of their conversation for 
the opening sounds of deadly conflict.72 Though fearful of the “sounds of 
deadly conflict” and the men who initiated them, many free-state women 
eventually acclimated themselves to the daily threat of violence and chan-
neled this fear into energy for the antislavery cause.
	 Susannah Weymouth recalled that her fear and hatred of the proslav-
ery Missourians motivated her participation in the war effort. She settled 
in Kansas Territory in February 1855 with her husband, Henry Weymouth, 
who was part of the New England Emigrant Aid Company. When her hus-
band was called to battle during the Sack of Lawrence, Weymouth added 
her support to the men in arms. She acquired a pattern to make bullet car-
tridges and “made a water bucket-full.” She wished “every one would kill a 
man—not that I was a murderer at heart, but we were being murdered at 
every chance.” 73 Weymouth justified her murderous desires and her status 
as an accomplice of war by arguing that the free-staters were merely fight-
ing in self-defense.
	 After experiencing frequent confrontations with proslavery men, many 
free-state women bridled their fear of the Border Ruffians and defended 
their homes and communities with stubborn strength. Even Hannah 
Ropes, who initially hesitated to protect herself, warmed to the idea of self-
defense and grew more comfortable with the small arsenal that her house-
hold maintained. Writing to her mother, she remarked, “How strange it 
will seem to you to hear that I have loaded pistols and a bowie-knife upon 
my table at night, three of Sharpe’s rifles, loaded, standing in the room. . . 
. All week every preparation has been made for our defense.” 74

	 During the Sack of Lawrence, any and all weapons were used to defend 
the antislavery town. Mrs. Mandell readied herself with a pitchfork as she 
stood guard with John Brown, Charles Robinson, and George W. Brown 
at a makeshift fort east of town. Brown and Robinson carried Sharps ri-
fles, but because they lacked sufficient guns to arm all the defenders, the 
remaining “soldiers” received pitchforks to use in the anticipated battle.75 
They kept watch at the fort for approximately two hours and apparently 
held their position with little or no opposition. Though Mandell lacked the 
firepower her male cohorts enjoyed, she remained committed to defending 
her town and its ideals with a pitchfork.
	 Other free-state women defended their homes with more conventional 
weapons, including shotguns. Kansas women familiarized themselves 
with guns, for their husbands frequently slept with one near their beds.76 
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In their husbands’ absence, women used firearms to defend their homes 
and families. One fictional example of a gun-toting Kansas woman repre-
sents the reality for some female settlers in the territory. In a novel pub-
lished in 1856, a Kansas widow asserts that she does not fear living alone, 
even in the wilds of Bleeding Kansas. “I keep a loaded gun at the head of 
the bed,” she says, “and I’d shoot down the first person that entered my 
premises just as quick as I’d shoot a squirrel.” 77 One Kansas woman, hear-
ing rumors of proslavery raids in the area, prepared for the possibility of a 
ruffian invasion: “That morning she placed a rifle in the window, and told 
a young girl in the family, if she saw (Sheriff) Salters coming, to let her 
know, and she would shoot him before he reached the house.” 78

	 Another antislavery woman, Mrs. Speck, used a shotgun to defend 
her homestead and protect her husband. A group of proslavery Missouri-
ans marched to the Speck home with the goal of arresting Mr. Speck, but 
thanks to his wife they never collected their prisoner. While Mr. Speck 
and his father-in-law remained hidden in the fields beyond a nearby hill, 
Mrs. Speck confronted the men at the door and scuffled with them ver-
bally and physically until one man forced his way inside the Speck home. 
The Missourian spied a gun and immediately grabbed it up. Mrs. Speck 
explained that the gun was a souvenir from her father who had used it 
to fight in the Revolutionary War. She pleaded with him to return it, but 
the man refused. In response to his refusal, Mrs. Speck “sprang back of 
the door where she had a double barrel shot gun conveniently concealed, 
snatched it up drawing the hammer, and bringing the gun to her shoulder 
ordered the captain to drop the old gun and get out instantly or she would 
fire.” The proslavery man, surprised by Mrs. Speck’s sudden show of mil-
itary strength, dropped “the old Blunderbuss [and] went out through the 
door as if fired from the muzzle of the Blunderbuss itself.” 79 Whether the 
captain actually fled the property because of Mrs. Speck’s threats is diffi-
cult to discern. It is likely, however, that the captain and other Missourians 
who found themselves on the wrong end of a woman’s gun barrel received 
a terrible shock. They not only stared down death, but death at the hands 
of a woman.
	 One settler observed an entire company of women readying themselves 
for war in May 1856. Phil Tower reported, “Forty ladies of Lawrence enrolled 
themselves secretly, with the determination of fighting by the sides of their hus-
bands and sons as soon as the combat commenced! Many of them had pre-
viously practiced pistol shooting, for the purpose of giving the invaders a 
suitable reception if they came again, as they came on the 30th of March, 
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to desecrate the ballot-box.” Although it is unknown if these women were 
used to defend Lawrence later that month, Tower marveled at their eager-
ness for military action. “One young girl—a beauty of nineteen years—told 
me that she dreamed last night of shooting three invaders,” he wrote.80

	 Some of the most intense, violent conflict between antislavery women 
and their enemies occurred during the Civil War itself, when William 
Clarke Quantrill invaded Kansas on August 21, 1863. Quantrill and his 
band of guerrillas completed what Davy Atchison and his followers had 
begun in May 1856—the destruction of that hated antislavery town, Law-
rence. Quantrill officially targeted Lawrence men and their property in 
the attack, so many women tried to safeguard their husbands and families 
from harm. Mr. C. W. Cherry fled his property with Mr. and Mrs. Solomon 
and the Solomon’s two children. As the guerrillas closed in and “bullets 
began to whistle about,” Cherry and Solomon left the women and children 
behind to seek shelter on the next claim. Mrs. Solomon did all she could to 
buy them time to escape: “The guerrillas were close by and Mrs. Solomon 
stood in front of their horses and tried to stop them, hindering them long 
enough to allow [us] to get into a small field of corn over the hill. From that 
field they soon got into a larger one west of the Dulinski place, where they 
remained until Quantrill took his guerillas [away].” 81 Mrs. Solomon’s brav-
ery and gender protected her and her family from virtual death. Quant-
rill’s men may have murdered innocent men and boys during the raid, but 
they drew the gendered line when it came to physically harming women.
	 One Lawrence woman literally threw her body on her husband’s, hoping 
that her protected gender status would shield them both from harm. Un-
fortunately, her efforts to save her already wounded husband were not suc-
cessful, because the “rebel forced a pistol between their bodies and killed 
her husband.” 82 Another woman grabbed a rebel’s horse bridle and “repeat-
edly jerk[ed]” it around to prevent the rebel’s aim from meeting its target, 
her husband. Neither woman was able to save her husband, but their gen-
der and the southern chivalry it elicited protected their own lives.
	 Two women employed quick thinking and intelligent deceit in rescu-
ing their husbands and saving their families from Quantrill’s attack. One 
watched the raiders torch her house, knowing that her husband was in-
side attempting to elude detection. She pleaded with the men to allow her 
to go inside and retrieve a carpet from back home that she cherished. Re-
markably, she received permission to remove the carpet and “succeeded in 
bringing [her] husband out under it,” saving him and his disguise. Another 
woman protected her entire family and their property by quickly paint-
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ing “Southern” over the door of their homestead.83 By playing on south-
ern sympathies, these women managed to escape many of their neighbors’ 
more unfortunate fates.

Bad Women Made Good

Violence animated the struggle between slavery and freedom before and 
during the Civil War in Kansas, and the “ladies of Lawrence” engaged in 
both the political and military conflicts that rifled the region during its 
first ten years of white settlement. Free-state women were crucial to both 
means of attacking slavery. One settler, remembering the bravery exhib-
ited by pioneer Samuel Walker, quickly added, “No more heroic man ever 
lived than Samuel Walker, unless it was his wife.” 84 Free-state women’s 
willingness to defy gender roles by asserting their political identities and 
engaging in the verbal and violent defense of antislavery goals sustained a 
political and military project that eventually prevailed at the state and na-
tional levels. The nation followed Kansas, as Free-Soil triumphed over slav-
ery.85

	 Governor John Geary, third territorial governor and twice governor of 
Pennsylvania, made an address to the people on March 12, 1857, in which 
he praised the contributions free-state women made to the state’s survival. 
He gave “grateful acknowledgement to the peaceable citizens, and [to] the 
women of the territory—the wives, mothers, and daughters of the honest 
settlers—I am also under a weight of obligation.” 86 Geary and others recog-
nized that women’s activism shaped the tenor of events in territorial Kan-
sas and implied that the free-state cause could not have succeeded with-
out their influence. One editorial lauded “Kansas women who . . . endured 
hardness as good soldier[s],” and argued, “Never too often or too graphi-
cally can their story be told who were the foundation makers in the build-
ing of the West.” 87

	 “The Women of Kansas—Brave as they are fair,” adopted their new 
roles as politicians, reluctant recruits, and domestic soldiers without en-
tirely compromising their gender identities as proper women.88 By couch-
ing their activism in service to “God and Truth” and to antislavery justice, 
free-state women evaded accusations of improper femininity and reshaped 
the concept of nineteenth-century true womanhood to fit their needs. 
Free-state women forged new spaces in which they pursued the cause of 
antislavery, and they formed a political partnership with their husbands 
and brothers in pursuit of their goals. They made every sphere woman’s 
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sphere, evading the nineteenth-century doctrine of separate spheres that 
discouraged women’s participation in things public and political.
	 In addition, by manipulating southern and national gender codes, many 
women furthered the military objectives of the free-state forces by disguis-
ing themselves under the cloak of innocent femininity. Whether it was to 
transport battle plans across borders or secret their husbands to safety, 
women used their protected status to escape detection and attack by pro-
slavery forces. Though not always successful, these women maintained 
their reputation as “good women” and fought slavery in Kansas until its ab-
olition.
	 The men and women who transformed true womanhood in Kansas also 
witnessed a shift in definitions of true manhood. The two changes were in-
terrelated, as gun-toting “good women” forced some men to reassess what 
it meant to protect themselves, their women, and their way of life. What 
made a woman in Bleeding Kansas affected what made a man.
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Portrait of Isaac Brown and His Wyandot Wife. Isaac Brown and his  
Wyandot Indian wife are just one of the many mixed-race couples that  

formed in the Kansas-Missouri border region before the Civil War.

(Kansas State Historical Society)

Forcing Slavery Down the Throat of a Freesoiler. This 1856 political cartoon  
showed Democrats Stephen A. Douglas, Franklin Pierce, James Buchanan, and  
Lewis Cass “forcing slavery down the throat of a freesoiler.” But freesoilers in  

Kansas, along with black runaways, made it impossible for slaveholders  
to establish slavery in the region.

(Library of Congress)



Portrait of Sara Robinson. Sara Robinson, wife of the first Governor  
of Kansas, helped forge a new ideal of womanhood that endorsed  

women’s participation in free-state politics.

(Kansas State Historical Society)

Portrait of John Brown. John Brown, the most famous “negro stealer,”  
embodied a martial manhood that gained ascendancy in the late 1850s.

(Kansas State Historical Society)



Liberty, the Fair Maid of Kansas, in the Hands of the “Border Ruffians.” This 1856 
cartoon depicts Democrats William Marcy, James Buchanan, Franklin Pierce, Lewis 
Cass, and Stephen Douglas harassing the “fair maid of Kansas” who cries out, “Oh, 

Spare Me Gentlemen, Spare Me!” The feminized and vulnerable Kansas kneels 
down before the licentious looking Cass and President Pierce, as Douglas scalps a 
free-state man and Marcy and Buchanan attack and rob another Kansas settler. In 
the background, a free-state family laments the loss of their children as their house 

burns, while other scenes depict widespread murder and pillaging. 

(Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society.  Artist: John L. Magee) 

The exact cartoon captions are as follows, from left to right:

[Woman in background]: Come husband let us go to heaven  
where our poor Children are. 

[Man in background]: Ho! ho! She thinks I’m her husband, we Scalped the Cus and 
she like a D_mn fool went Crazy on it, and now she wants me to go to heaven with 
her, ha! ha! ha! 

[James] Buchanan: Twas your’s once but its mine now. “Might Makes Right,” dont it. 

[Franklin] Pierce: You may bet yer life on that, ole Puddin head. Come, Sis_sy, you 
go along wid me, I’ll take Good care of you (hic), over the left. 

Liberty: O SPARE ME GENTLEMEN, SPARE ME!! 

[Lewis] Cass: Poor little Dear. We would’nt hurt her for the world, would we Frank? 
ha! ha! ha! he! he! he! ho! ho! ho! 

[Stephen A.] Douglas: Hurrah for our side! Victory! Victory! “WE WILL SUBDUE 
THEM YET”
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“Free Sons” and “Myrmidons”

what makes a man in bleeding kansas? 

On May 26, 1856, the pages of the New York Daily Tribune overflowed with 
news about the “War in Kansas.” The headlines warned of “Freedom” 
being “Bloodily Subdued” after proslavery forces attacked the town of Law-
rence on May 21 and nearly destroyed the small antislavery outpost. Events 
in Washington, D.C., only exacerbated the increasing tensions between 
North and South when on May 22 Representative Preston Brooks of South 
Carolina brutally caned Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts on the 
Senate floor. Sumner had given a speech titled “The Crime Against Kan-
sas” in which he admonished white southerners, particularly South Car-
olinians, for their behavior in territorial Kansas. Brooks refused to allow 
Sumner to slander his southern brethren and defended South Carolina’s 
honor by attacking Sumner.1 The Tribune’s reporters painted literary pic-
tures of Sumner’s bruised body and the charred remains of the Free State 
Hotel in Lawrence for nearly a month after the incidents occurred.
	 One report of the Sack of Lawrence argued that the “free sons of the 
North” confronted the “myrmidons of Border-Ruffianism” in a bloody bat-
tle over the extension of slavery into Kansas Territory. Northerners charged 
that the Missouri Border Ruffians who attacked Lawrence acted “like 
wolves,” hunting down their enemies in lawless, animal-like mobs.2 South-
erners countered these incendiary accusations by claiming that northern 
men simply lacked the manly courage and military skill necessary to de-
fend themselves and their families.3 According to these reports, southern 
men exceeded the proper boundaries of manhood by violently defying any 
code of civilized law, whereas northern men barely mustered the strength 
to protect themselves, let alone their property. In the context of fighting 
about slavery and free labor, white northerners and southerners also ar-
gued about what kind of men they were.
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	 Proslavery and antislavery men battled over what brand of manliness 
would best serve the territory of Kansas and the nation itself. The southern 
version, one that endorsed violence and aggression, eventually triumphed 
over the northern definition, which championed self-restraint and moral 
fortitude. Thus even as they lost the struggle to make Kansas a slave state, 
white southerners won the rhetorical battle over the meaning of manhood 
on the eve of the Civil War.4 The language of gender in Kansas articulated 
the tensions between the North and South, and through this lens, one can 
see how the gendered meanings of sectional conflict helped foreshadow 
the nation’s movement toward the violence of civil war.
	 The political and physical conflict over slavery’s extension also spawned 
a rhetorical battle over the meanings of manhood. Several scholars have 
constructed models of manliness in the nineteenth century that can be 
applied to northern men in Kansas. The “Masculine Achiever” and the 
“Christian Gentleman” both championed a man’s ability to control his be-
havior, manipulate his environment, and maintain power over others. The 
“achiever” focused on man’s domination of the marketplace and his exter-
nal environment, whereas the “gentleman” disciplined his internal drives, 
such as sex and violence. The Masculine Achiever guarded his ideals and 
his property, through violent means if necessary, whereas the Christian 
Gentleman kept that violence in check and justified its occasional usage 
with religious morality.5

	 These characterizations of manhood are distinctly northern and mid-
dle class, and although they may describe the ideals of the majority of free-
state men, they fall short in delineating white southern manhood. Many 
southern men may have subscribed to these models, but white men’s be-
havior in the South was influenced first and foremost by the code of south-
ern honor. Historian Nina Silber notes that “a strong tradition of chivalric 
and heroic behavior had taken root in the antebellum South, propagating 
a code of masculinity that affected the lives of all southern white men.” 6 
Defined by Bertram Wyatt-Brown as “a masculine ideal—aggressive, pos-
sibly rash, jealous of the family name, and protective of its women,” south-
ern honor supported strict notions of the patriarchal family.7 The code of 
southern honor dictated rigid gender rules for both men and women and 
sustained a racial hierarchy that relegated enslaved and free black Amer-
icans to perpetual inferiority. Concepts of southern honor shaped ideas 
about gender, race, and social status, as these interwoven ideologies to-
gether governed social relations in the South.
	 These ideal types of northern and southern manhood, however, rarely 
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coincided with reality, especially in frontier Kansas, where settlers’ daily 
lives were punctuated by sectional violence and lawlessness.8 A group of 
free-state men summed up the situation best when they declared, “We, the 
citizens of Kansas Territory, find ourselves in a condition of confusion and 
defenselessness so great, that open outrage and midday murders are be-
coming the rule, and quiet and security the exception. . . . The law . . . has 
never yet been extended to our Territory—thus leaving us with no fixed or 
definite rules of action, or source of redress.” 9 Within such a hostile, anar-
chic environment, perhaps it is no surprise that antislavery men in Kan-
sas gradually shed the doctrine of restraint and nonviolence as a marker of 
true manhood. As historian Nicole Etcheson notes in her research on vig-
ilantism in 1840s southern Illinois, “Violence became the recourse of the 
law-abiding when there was no law.” 10 One could therefore attribute north-
ern men’s turn toward violence as simply a product of the frontier itself.
	 But the frontier environment alone cannot explain northern manhood’s 
eventual embrace of violence in Kansas. Faced with free-state women who 
wielded pitchforks and guns and proslavery men who accused northern-
ers of timidity and weakness, free-state men gradually shed their reliance 
on notions of restraint and self-control in favor of martial manhood. Like 
their abolitionist counterparts in Boston, free-state men “struggled to bal-
ance rebelliousness and respectability,” and in the process they success-
fully forged an ideal of manhood that embraced both violence and moral 
correctness.11

“God, g ive us men!”

In 1855 Lucy Larcom wrote “Call to Kansas,” a poem that commemorated 
the westward movement to Kansas, and won a fifty-dollar prize from the 
New England Emigrant Aid Company for her literary effort. Larcom began 
by calling forth “Yeomen strong” to “hither throng!” and settle the West 
in freedom’s name:

Bring the sickle, speed the plough,
Turn the ready soil!

Freedom is the noblest pay
For the true man’s toil.12

A “true man,” according to Larcom, sought freedom and liberty, not mon-
etary gain or political prowess, in return for hard work. Thus the New 
England Emigrant Aid Company, though primarily a money-making enter-
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prise in practice, remained in theory and rhetoric a vehicle for “true men” 
and their families to establish a society based on the principles of antislav-
ery and free labor.13 True New England men pursued justice, civilization, 
and moral truth, regardless of whether wealth and power rewarded them 
for their endeavors.
	 Defending truth and justice required bravery, and Larcom continued by 
marking the courage these men must possess in order to survive the trials 
in Kansas:

Brothers brave, stem the wave!
Firm the prairies tread!

Up the dark Missouri flood
Be your canvas spread14

Larcom called on northerners to “stem the wave” of slavery and prevent its 
extension west, noting that as they moved westward they would have to 
tread through “the dark Missouri” river, whose banks were peopled with 
black slaves. As they traversed the prairies, northern men spread a white 
canvas that covered Missouri’s blackness, transforming it into a place 
where “Father . . . there your sons, brave and good, shall to freemen grow.” 
Proper northern men created a society in the West that not only embraced 
free labor but also was blanketed by whiteness. Such a tall order required 
bravery and a commitment to free labor ideology, values to which northern 
manhood increasingly aspired in the mid-nineteenth century.15

	 Sara Tappan Robinson, wife of the future governor, argued that in ad-
dition to brave and civilized male settlers, Kansas needed men who lived 
by Christian principles. She lobbied for a refined northern manhood, mod-
eled after a family friend who just happened to be a minister: “We need 
such manliness among us, in this new, unsettled state of things; such men, 
with unwearying [sic] confidence in God, and the humanity of men; with 
whom the love for a distressed brother is more than one’s faith in creeds, 
and whose faith is strong.” Kansas needed men who resolved conflict non-
violently if possible and respected and lived to serve God. She pleaded with 
the Almighty to dispatch such men to Kansas: “God give us Men! . . . Tall 
men, sun-crowned, who live above the fog in public duty and in private 
thinking.” 16

	 In accordance with certain Christian teachings, the ideal northern 
man valued nonviolence and held pacifism in high regard, especially when 
backed by principles of justice and liberty. After a proslavery mob destroyed 
the press of the Parkville, Missouri, antislavery newspaper, the Luminary, 
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Samuel Pomeroy encouraged the editor, George Parks: “Be of Good cheer. 
. . . He whose cause is just is doubly armed—we are here for you. . . . Few 
in numbers but of strong faith and unconquerable courage! Strong in our 
adherence to principles strong in the Omnipotence of the right!17 Pomeroy 
assured Parks that although he was caught unarmed militarily and could 
not prevent the destruction of his property, he was “doubly armed” with 
a noble cause. “Heart, soul and purse”—not guns—supplied the ammuni-
tion for this battle, which northern men waged with “unconquerable cour-
age” and “the Omnipotence of the right!”
	 Robinson noted the northerners’ penchants for pacifism and implied 
that southerners, Border Ruffians in particular, failed to abide by such mor-
als. “The people of Missouri call all eastern and northern men cowards, 
and are evidently disappointed at the calm determination of the people of 
Lawrence to protect themselves from mob violence,” she wrote. “They do 
not understand how a people can be brave, yet quiet.” 18 From Robinson’s 
subjective viewpoint, she posited northern manhood and antislavery activ-
ism as “brave, yet quiet” and placed negative, excessively violent connota-
tions on the proslavery men’s actions.19

	 Even some Missourians regarded the quiet, pacifist nature of many 
free-state men as admirable. A newspaper correspondent for the self-pro-
claimed politically neutral Missouri Democrat met a free-state man on a 
steamboat whom he described as “quiet, gentlemanly and intelligent.” The 
same reporter argued against using violence to make Kansas free, claim-
ing, “One good man with a wife and family—one good Free-State bona fide 
settler—is worth more to Freedom than a dozen rifles.” 20 Restraint from 
violence and the careful cultivation of free labor families ensured the de-
struction of slavery, not war.
	 As northern men attempted to shape their own version of the ideal free-
state man, they often depicted him as a hard-working father who served as 
a mentor to his children and a moral exemplar to society at large. The New 
York Tribune claimed that the men of Kansas, “and preeminently those of 
Lawrence . . . are careful, industrious, orderly, moral men, who ask only to 
be permitted to earn their bread by honest labor, and rear their children 
to habits of temperance and frugality, and in the ways of intelligence, vir-
tue and peace.” 21 Historian Gunja SenGupta finds that Charles Robinson, 
the first governor of Kansas, typified this ideal by defending the “moral 
strength” of the free-state cause. Robinson argued that the free-staters 
were “fighting in defense of their wives, their children, their hearth-stones, 
and their family-altars” in addition to defending the free-state moral po-
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sition.22 Men such as Robinson sought to fashion a free-state masculinity 
and a free labor family that could serve as models of the ideal Republican 
citizen to the rest of the nation.23

	 Although northerners frequently touted nonviolence, free-state men 
also recognized the necessity of violence when forced to defend them-
selves, their families, and their principles. Kansas emigration promoters 
advertised for a particular type of man, a “moral hero” who refrained from 
reactionary violence yet bravely persisted in the fight for freedom. Writ-
ing to James Blood, member of the State Central Committee of Kansas (an 
emigrant aid society), George W. Hunt and Charles Stearns defined what 
they meant by “true men”: “The class of men we most need are moral he-
roes, and not merely fighting bravadoes. We do not wish our war, to be 
conducted on the principles of Border Ruffianism—those of fiendish rage 
and savage cruelty. We therefore wish for men of principle and of course, 
for men of courage for moral heroes are never physical cowards.” 24 True 
men, unlike Border Ruffians, used violence only when absolutely neces-
sary and fought according to a commonly accepted code of war. Samuel 
Walker wrote an editorial in the Missouri Democrat that claimed free-state 
men “never acted but in self-defense,” and maintained that “we banded 
together for this purpose [because] of the organized bands on the other 
side.” 25

	 A willingness to resort to violence in self-defense or in pursuit of jus-
tice comprised a central component of proper northern manhood. Amos 
Lawrence, whose name marked the famous antislavery town, wrote to his 
uncle, Giles Richards, and assured him of the free-state settlers’ laudable 
goals and their appropriate conduct in war. “Those shining pacificators 
Sharpe’s Rifles . . . in hands of good and true ‘Free State’ men have wonder-
fully cooled the ardor of the border Missourians,” he claimed. “Our people 
will act on the defensive only.” 26 Lawrence argued that free-state men used 
violence “on the defensive only,” an assertion the record does not always 
support, but he was careful to present northern manhood in a way that fit 
the restrained ideal.

“Our party is composed of honorable men”

White southerners who moved to Kansas also defended their mission with 
moral ardor and claimed that they used violence only when they had to 
protect themselves and their property, which often included their slaves. 
A correspondent for the Missouri Republican reported that the emigration 



91

w h at m a k es a  m a n i n bl eedi ng k a ns a s?

parties to Kansas were “composed of honorable men” who were “not in 
the habit of pledging eternal friendship to robbers and murderers.” 27 One 
man, writing for a proslavery paper, claimed that the “Sack of Lawrence” 
was “done with order and according to law” and praised the “Law-and-Or-
der men” of Kansas and Missouri.28 Proslavery manhood valued respect for 
the law and stood willing to prosecute anyone who disobeyed the southern 
version of “law and order.”
	 Historian Philip Paludan noted over three decades ago that Americans, 
particularly those who lived in the mid-nineteenth century, cherished the 
democratic ideal of law and order: “Although hardly the sort of law and 
order that civil libertarians admire, vigilantism is ‘as American as cherry 
pie’ and springs from . . . the belief that individual Americans are respon-
sible for the preservation of stability, that the law is an expression of popu-
lar sentiment, and that the people have the duty to maintain it even if pro-
cedural due process is not respected.” 29 Paludan finds the attachment to 
“law and order” particularly salient in the North, but the same adherence 
to the principle can be found among southerners in Kansas. They often de-
fended what northerners called “ruffianism” or vigilantism with the asser-
tion that they were simply defending the law of the land. Michael Fellman 
argues that proslavery settlers “defined themselves as defenders of Amer-
ican institutions and of law and order. . . . They stood for home, church, 
private property, familial and community honor and male authority; they 
were the conservative party, guarding tradition from anarchic, invading 
northern radicals.” 30

	 In fact, the proslavery men in Kansas called themselves the “Law and 
Order Party,” and according to their rhetoric, lawfulness reigned supreme 
during the various territorial elections that northerners argued were 
plagued by illegality and chaos. One Kansas settler with southern sym-
pathies reported to Congress that the “people of Missouri acted upon the 
principle of self-defense,” when they crossed the border in March 1855 to 
vote into power a proslavery territorial legislature. He argued that any vio-
lence they might have employed in the process of voting was necessary “to 
counteract the unusual and extraordinary movements which were being 
made at the north.” He blamed the northern emigrant aid companies for 
the strife in the territory, not the Border Ruffians, noting that “the people 
of Missouri . . . were alarmed and very greatly excited at the unusual move-
ments at the north and east, which they considered would engender civil 
war.” 31

	 Southern men, like northern ones, affirmed their manhood by engag-
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ing in activities and advancing ideals that touted law and order and the 
use of violence for self-defense.32 Consequently, the Border Ruffian sought 
to maintain a harmless, honorable reputation as a proper southern man. 
One Missouri congressman, Mordecai Oliver, bolstered pride in his pro-
slavery constituents and described the Border Ruffians as “men of wealth, 
intelligence, and high moral worth.” Oliver defended the Ruffians against 
congressional attacks, arguing that they epitomized the best of the Old 
Dominion and the new West: “Behold the wide-spread fields, churches of 
every denomination, numerous school-houses, the high state of civilization 
and refinement; and then talk about the people of Missouri being ‘border 
ruffians!’” 33 He persisted in this laudable description by emphasizing the 
Ruffians’ gallantry and patriotism, noting in particular that they possessed 
the “nerve to maintain” their rights. Perhaps Oliver implied that the use of 
violence to defend Missourians’ rights was part and parcel of a Border Ruf-
fian’s honor and manhood.
	 Similar to Oliver’s depiction, an editorial in the Richmond (Va.) Enquirer 
portrayed the Border Ruffian as a simple farmer who defended southern 
rights with valor. The Enquirer argued that the “‘border ruffian,’ the farmer 
of the far South and West, is the noblest type of mankind. In his person is 
revived all the chivalry and generosity of the knights of the Middle Ages. 
He is the pioneer of a high and honorable civilization.” Countering much 
less favorable interpretations of the Border Ruffian, this report compared 
him to the ancient Greeks and Romans who represented the pinnacle of 
civilized society. It was no accident that the Greeks and Romans also prac-
ticed slavery; the Border Ruffian merely perpetuated the legacy initiated 
by these ancient slave societies. The Enquirer claimed, “He is planting a 
master race . . . on a new soil; not buying up white men at the shambles, to 
remove them from slavery to capital in Boston, to make them, in a few gen-
erations, slaves to capital in Kansas. . . . Free men of the North! Go there 
[to Kansas]. But invite Southerners with their slaves . . .then the African 
will be menial, which suits his nature, and you however poor, a privileged 
and honored class.” The Border Ruffian’s identity relied in part on the ex-
istence of the “menial” African, who performed labor unsuited for privi-
leged white men, enabling white southerners to achieve “independence,” 
whether as yeomen or planters. The reporter noted the white farmer’s free-
dom from enslavement to capital yet denied his inherent dependence on 
the labor of black men and women. The story closed with the assertion 
that if northerners joined southerners and permitted slaves to settle in the 
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territory, “to be a citizen of Kansas, will then be an honour and a distinc-
tion, as once it was to be a citizen of Rome.” 34

	 A story in the Kansas Weekly Herald, a proslavery paper based in Leav-
enworth, reinforced southern manhood’s connection to ancient Greek so-
ciety.35 The Herald asserted, “The prosperity of a nation mainly depends 
upon the number, ability, and integrity of her Great Men. . . . The mighty 
Roman Empire owed her greatness, power and wealth, to such men as Ci-
cero; while Solon, Lycurgus, and Demosthenea [sic], caused the fame of 
Greece to resound through the world.” The author worried that the na-
tion’s Great Men had been relegated to the history books, but then en-
couraged Leavenworth’s men to resurrect the historical greatness rooted 
in ancient Greece and Rome. He argued that the key to asserting “great” 
manhood lay in fulfilling the divine mission to plant slavery in Kansas: 
“Must we believe that the position which we now occupy, as the practical 
expounders of popular sovereignty . . . will fail to arouse American minds, 
and bring upon the stage of action, men equal to the demand? No; There 
will arise among us, men of principle, men of intellect, who will lead us 
forward.” Politicking to make Kansas a slave state according to the rules 
of popular sovereignty could reaffirm southern manhood’s commitment 
to preserving the ideal of the “Great Man.” And Kansas’s great white men, 
like Greece’s and Rome’s, would own slaves and/or respect the right to own 
them.36

	 Given this apparent link between white southern masculinity and slav-
ery, one can understand the necessity of slavery’s expansion westward for 
the South and especially for Missourians. If southern honor epitomized 
“power, honor, and respect, for which riches and a body of menials were 
essential,” then the possibility of achieving real economic success with-
out slavery seemed daunting.37 Slaves performed the necessary labor re-
quired in making a large profit, and owning slaves served as a status sym-
bol that marked one’s economic and social prestige. A man ruled over his 
castle and his dependents, and the more he ruled, the more power he pos-
sessed. By arguing against the right to own slaves, free-staters threatened 
the very foundations of southern honor and southern manhood. Though 
not all white southerners owned slaves, the threat that antislavery activ-
ism posed to even nonslaveholders persisted because slavery was integral 
to maintaining the larger system of white patriarchy that dominated the 
South’s social and economic relations.38

	 Even though only the southern system of racial social control was 
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grounded in slavery, masculinity among white men in both the North and 
the South rested on the laurels of white racial ideology. In the South, slav-
ery secured and perpetuated the supremacy of white manhood, in part be-
cause it denied emasculated black men the privileges of whiteness, such as 
having the ability to protect wives and families from physical abuse.39 In 
the North, Republican ideology may have touted free labor and free men, 
but it also explicitly excluded free black men from its political project in 
Kansas and elsewhere in the West.40 Accordingly, any threat to white man-
hood in the North or the South can also be viewed as a threat to racial su-
periority. And because one’s gender identity was closely tied to one’s racial 
identity, the battle over slavery was also articulated as a battle between 
northern and southern manhood.
	 But before proslavery and antislavery men faced off militarily on the bat-
tlefield and rhetorically in the nation’s dailies, they encountered numerous 
challenges and stresses to their gender identities on the Kansas frontier. 
The crude existence that characterized early Kansas settlers’ lives recon-
figured social and sexual relations between men and women. For northern 
men, the Kansas prairie and the sectional conflict might have challenged 
their responsibilities as heads of household, because free-state women en-
gaged in economic and political pursuits that supplemented the family in-
come. Free-state women also learned to defend themselves, thereby calling 
into question men’s responsibility as sole protectors of women and chil-
dren.
	 The absence of southern white women during the early years of set-
tlement further complicated this dynamic for southern men, whose code 
of honor depended on protecting a passive, if not submissive, female pop-
ulation. The exclusively male world that characterized most of the early 
southern settlements also necessitated a shift in gendered responsibilities 
like cooking and cleaning.41 By examining the ways in which northern and 
southern manhood adjusted to the unique environment of a bleeding bor-
der, one can set the stage for the acute conflict that ensued between these 
two groups.

“All there is of manhood with in me will be developed”

Lydia Maria Child’s serialized column, “The Kansas Emigrants,” which ran 
in the New York Daily Tribune during the last week of October 1856, por-
trayed the lives of several New England families who had moved to Bleed-
ing Kansas. John and Kate Bradford, the fictional protagonists of Child’s 
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story, endured frontier hardships and conflicts with their Missouri neigh-
bors before establishing a successful free-state home. The Bradfords’ cous-
ins, Ellen and William Bruce, joined them in Kansas, but only after con-
templating their purpose in life and their motivation for moving west.
	 William Bruce cited his Puritan forefathers’ trials in the wilderness in 
pursuit of religious freedom and utopia as the precedent for his mission to 
Kansas. He connected this mission to the fulfillment of his responsibilities 
as a man. “My heart is set upon accompanying these emigrants,” he de-
clared. “I feel that all there is of manhood within me will be developed by 
the exigencies of such a career.” His betrothed, Ellen, wept at the thought 
of her beloved fiancé leaving New England for Kansas, for she feared the 
insecurity and violence of the frontier and wondered if she had the cour-
age to accompany him. The strength of William’s faith and manhood, how-
ever, persuaded her to go with him to Kansas: “He had spoken so seriously 
of his sense of duty, that her womanly nature reverenced the manliness of 
his convictions; and she prayed that his courage to dare might be equaled 
by her fortitude to endure.” 42 Ellen’s “womanly nature” was inspired by 
William’s manly confidence and valor, and the newlyweds decided to ac-
company the Bradfords to Kansas.
	 On arrival in the territory, the Bradford and Bruce families experienced 
numerous challenges to their gender identities. For Kate and Ellen “there 
was a need that the women of Kansas should overlook their own inconve-
niences and be silent about their own sufferings.” For John, “knowing the 
reliable strength of [Kate’s] character, [he] did not hesitate to confide to her 
his anxieties and fears for Kansas.” 43 These women, traditionally expected 
to express pain and grief, silenced their anxieties, whereas their husbands 
openly expressed their fears and willingly shared the emotional and phys-
ical stress of frontier life with their wives. Thus the strain of daily life in 
Kansas necessitated a shift in the ways in which Mr. and Mrs. Bradford in-
teracted.
	 The fictionalized account of the Bradford family illustrates a num-
ber of themes about gender roles that can also be found in other private 
and printed sources on early Kansas. First of all, emigrant aid companies 
such as Eli Thayer’s New England Emigrant Aid Company (NEEAC) em-
phasized family migration to Kansas. One settler remembered Thayer’s 
achievements in the following way: “I . . . saw how the genius and en-
ergy of Eli Thayer taught the North to win Kansas for freedom by orga-
nized emigration, against the sporadic hordes from the populous borders 
of Missouri who poured over the line to plant slavery.” 44 Charles Robinson 
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testified that one hundred men and seventy women comprised the first 
company that arrived in the territory in November 1854, countering the 
Missourians’ accusations that single abolitionist males filed into the ter-
ritory to vote and promptly left after stuffing the ballot box.45 Whether 
based on fact or fiction, the perception prevailed among free-staters that 
New Englanders arrived in organized companies comprised of families, 
whereas Missourians crossed the border in all-male bands. Northerners 
challenged the Missourians’ commitment to settling the state by high-
lighting the southern emigrants’ unbalanced sex ratio. Perhaps northern-
ers also wanted to demonstrate that the difference in northern and south-
ern sex ratios implied that antislavery settlers would be able to recreate 
“proper” gender roles in Kansas, but all-male companies of Border Ruffi-
ans could not entertain such a possibility.
	 Second, family migration implied that women and men shared equally 
in the task of establishing new communities in the West.46 Embedded in 
the NEEAC migration plan was an acknowledgment of women’s ability to 
withstand frontier hardships as well as an admission of their importance 
in establishing free-state institutions such as the family home, church, and 
school. The inclusion of women in the migration and settlement process 
also implied that northern men were more willing to open their tradition-
ally masculine domains of farming, home protection, and politicking to in-
corporate women. Indeed, one guidebook published in Boston defined the 
kind of woman necessary for success on the Kansas frontier: “When the 
wife is feeble . . . she had better remain behind. . . . If, on the other hand, the 
woman is the man, or is in truth a help-mate, and can cheerfully submit to 
roughing it for a while . . . let [her] be taken along.” 47

	 Proslavery propagandists, on the other hand, rarely emphasized fam-
ily migration, and their emigration parties often attracted criticism from 
local settlers because of their paucity of women. South Carolinian Jeffer-
son Buford claimed that women should stay at home until men secured a 
proper home for their families, and no women accompanied his emigrant 
group to Kansas. One newsman in Kansas attributed a warlike character 
to an emigration party from Mississippi, in part because the group lacked 
women. “I will mention that a company from Mississippi, of some twenty-
two men, armed to the teeth, enrolled as a military company, not a woman 
with them, and not a vestige of peaceable or industrious intentions, arrived 
at Lecompton a week ago,” he wrote.48

	 Southern men might also have appeared more aggressive and warlike 
because outward displays of manly violence served as a means of display-



97

w h at m a k es a  m a n i n bl eedi ng k a ns a s?

ing their honor. If the duel exemplified the epitome of southern honor, 
then proslavery men must have endorsed the duel as a method of boldly 
illustrating the honor that resided within each southern man. Kenneth 
Greenberg argues that the concept of the duel is not limited to armed con-
flict or threats of such conflict; lower-class men used fistfights as a method 
of dueling and defending honor.49 Proslavery men who crossed the border, 
the majority of whom lived a middle- and lower-class existence, likely ex-
pressed their honor and manhood by presenting a rough, warlike appear-
ance. To their fellow southerners, arguing and fighting with other men 
proved that proslavery settlers maintained their honor in Kansas; to north-
erners, dueling behavior countered popular ideas of chivalry and southern 
honor, and many wondered if the Border Ruffians had checked their honor 
at Missouri’s door.

“O, southern honor! How her gloss has become d im”

Though northern and southern men endured a number of frontier chal-
lenges to their social authority and adjusted their gender identities accord-
ingly, the most extreme attacks on their manhood came from their respec-
tive enemies. Free-state women evaluated southern manhood according 
to a gender code that was based in some measure on notions of the Chris-
tian Gentleman, and they expected southern men to display chivalry and 
exemplify southern honor.50 In her book Kansas, Sara Robinson reflected 
on her ideas about northern and southern manhood, and southerners re-
peatedly came up short of her ideal. She experienced firsthand the Sack of 
Lawrence as several proslavery men pillaged her homestead. They raided 
her closets and drawers, set her bed on fire, and destroyed letters and da-
guerreotypes that had been locked inside a trunk. Robinson castigated 
one of the perpetrators and questioned the viability of southern honor: 
“This man, so busily prying into bureau drawers and private correspon-
dence, was one of the principal men in the ‘law-and-order party.’ O, south-
ern honor! How her gloss has become dim, when her chief men, the self-
constituted champions of southern institutions, attempt to gain their ends 
by stealing private correspondence, and pillaging a lady’s drawers!” 51 Rob-
inson wondered what kind of man would resort to such means to accom-
plish even more deplorable ends. Proslavery manhood stood under con-
stant moral assault from women like Robinson, and much of the free-state 
propaganda claimed that southern chivalry was mere hypocrisy.
	 Hannah Ropes joined Robinson in noting the lack of chivalry displayed 
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by southern men, especially Missourians. She wondered “how we, at the 
North, have always believed implicitly in the chivalry of the South. . . . It 
is not until we arrive in Kansas . . . that the truth really dawns upon us. 
Mother, there is no indignity to be mentioned which has not been heaped 
upon us.” Ropes castigated the Missourians, citing examples that proved 
southern chivalry had waned in Kansas. She argued that the Ruffians 
“shoot at defenceless people with as much cool indifference as they would 
at partridges or prairie chickens,” and she feared that not “a single cabin 
[was] safe from outrage anywhere.” 52

	 In fact, few examples exist of women actually being harmed by south-
ern men, but many Kansas women felt vulnerable without the guarantee 
of chivalry to protect them from southern aggression. One such woman 
questioned southern chivalry after sitting next to a southern man on a 
train. The two struck up a conversation about the events in Congress that 
week, which focused on Preston Brooks’s brutal caning of Charles Sum-
ner on the Senate floor. When the southerner stated that he had no sympa-
thy for Sumner, the woman promptly replied, “Sir, it seems to me that you 
are an advocate of ruffianly violence against unsuspecting and defence-
less men for the utterance of their opinions upon a great public question; 
and as I have no assurance that you will not put your theory in practice 
upon myself, if I venture to express my sentiments . . . I do not feel it safe 
to sit so near you.” In theory, southern chivalry assured women of a cer-
tain amount of respect and protection from southern men, and in practice 
it did provide many women with that protection. But after “Bleeding Kan-
sas” and “Bleeding Sumner” some northern women wondered if chivalry 
would continue to shield them from harm. In its report of Sumner’s can-
ing, the New York Tribune argued, “No meaner exhibition of Southern cow-
ardice—generally miscalled Southern chivalry—was ever witnessed.” 53

	 Some free-staters not only challenged the validity of southern chivalry 
but also placed proslavery men on the boundary between man and an-
imal. They often equated Missourians with animals and accorded them 
savage-like qualities. Historian Michael Fellman notes that poor Missou-
rians were also called “Pukes” by free-state settlers: “To Northerners, it 
seemed clear that the Pukes were indeed savages, beasts who had to be 
expunged if free white civilization were to be implanted.” A Chicago Tri-
bune journalist described these “Pukes” as “a queer-looking set, slightly re-
sembling human beings, but more closely allied to wild beasts.” 54 Simi-
larly, Hannah Ropes depicted the Border Ruffians as “a horseback people; 
always off somewhere; [they] drink a great deal of whiskey, and are quite 
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reckless of human life. . . . They ride fine horses, and are strong, vigor-
ous-looking animals themselves.” She concluded her evaluation by argu-
ing that “the west portion of Missouri is mostly inhabited with a partially 
civilized race, fifty years behind you in all manner of improvements.” 55

	 Julia Louisa Lovejoy used language that was particularly illustrative 
of this process of constructing the Missouri Border Ruffian, or Puke, as 
the violent, savage “other.” 56 Lovejoy commented on their violent habits 
and emphasized the moral, civilized response of her northern, middle-
class brethren: “The Free State men, are shot down by pro-slavery vil-
lains, as beasts of prey . . . the dogs of war, are let loose. . . . All is com-
motion. Murder, unwhipt by Justice, stalks abroad, at noon-day. . . . This 
is an awful crisis, and unless heaven interpose, we shall be swept away, 
by an overwhelming army, led on by the whiskey-demon, to deeds of the 
blackest hue!” 57 Lovejoy implied that murder “whipt” by antislavery jus-
tice was perhaps less reprehensible than proslavery murder. But proslav-
ery settlers, influenced by the “whiskey-demon,” committed “deeds of the 
blackest hue.” Were these deeds in reference to carnal transgressions like 
rape? Or was Lovejoy implying that if the free-staters lost their struggle, 
Kansas would fall to slavery and thus be forced to engage in a sin of the 
“blackest hue?” In either case, Lovejoy castigated the proslavery men for 
their apparent efforts to convert the free soil of Kansas into a southern 
plantation, where she believed the sin of slavery encouraged violent pro-
slavery men to rape and pillage without restriction.
	 Even decades later, the Border Ruffians’ reputation for violence and 
animalistic behavior endured. Reporting on the area’s tempestuous his-
tory, the Kansas City Star published “The Border Ruffian Chameleon” in 
1916, a story that asked its readers to “imagine a picture of humanity who 
can swear any given number of oaths . . . drink any amount of bad whiskey 
without getting drunk and boast of having stolen half a dozen horses and 
killed one or more Abolitionists.” The report claimed that the Border Ruf-
fian “has, however the happy faculty of assuming a very different aspect. 
Like other animals, he can shed his coat and change his colors. In the City 
of Washington he is quite another person.” 58 Thus the Ruffian, although 
posited as a simple, honorable farmer by southerners, assumed a  very dif-
ferent persona when characterized by northerners; in the North the Bor-
der Ruffian was more akin to an animal than to a quiet farmer.
	 In the end, northerners criticized southern manhood primarily for its 
connection to slavery. One northern woman implied that any man who 
committed the sin of slaveholding, whether in theory or in practice, lacked 
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manliness. “Every man at the South . . . who had any manhood left, would 
desert their shameful and ignominious cause and enlist under the banner 
of freedom and justice,” she argued.59 This woman encouraged southern 
men to salvage their manhood by embracing the antislavery movement.

Mocking Northern Manhood

Southerners vehemently resisted any attempts to attract men to abolition-
ism, and they retaliated against these efforts by questioning the manliness 
of northern men. Male abolitionists throughout the country were criti-
cized by southerners for their feeble manhood. The Baltimore Patriot ques-
tioned Wendell Phillips’s manhood and accentuated his association with 
“unsexed” abolitionist women: “Perhaps if a civil war should come, Mr. 
Phillips would be surrounded by a life-guard of elderly maiden ladies, and 
protected by a rampart of whalebone and cotton-padding.” 60 Those men 
who resisted the extension of slavery in the West suffered similar accusa-
tions. While describing a congressman who considered accepting the Crit-
tenden Compromise (a bill that would have prohibited slavery in Kansas 
but permitted its extension south of 36° 30́ ), one proslavery newspaper re-
ferred to the “coqueting and coyness on the part of the attractive Mr. Gid-
dings and sundry other belles . . . at the advances of Mr. Crittenden.” 61 The 
story continued to criticize Crittenden’s supporters by referring to them as 
“duennas,” or ladies in waiting. The reporter implied that men who sup-
ported the Free-Soil movement in Kansas mimicked feminine behavior, 
and he nullified their manhood because of their willingness to compro-
mise on the slavery question.
	 Congressman William R. Smith of Alabama characterized free-state 
men as cowardly, treasonous, and sly, and he defended the bold actions of 
proslavery men during the Kansas territorial elections. On the floor of the 
House, Smith argued that “there have been outrages in Kansas, deliberate 
and designed, which are without parallel.” He clarified which actions he 
found most appalling, citing those “which are committed in the dark by 
the quiet but deadly maneuvering of those ingenious peace men who, with 
a puritanical devotion to human liberty, utter speeches which are slob-
bered all over with treason.” 62 “Peace men,” men who furtively advanced 
their agendas in Kansas, fared much worse in Smith’s opinion than did the 
Missourians because “there is more devil in a sneak than in a bully.” Smith 
lauded the proslavery men for their aggressive, violent defense of proslav-
ery ideals and insinuated that northerners lacked the gumption to assert 
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their Free-Soilism openly, thus resorting to less daring and more covert 
modes of expression. Perhaps Smith meant to imply that northerners were 
less manly because they failed to follow the southern gendered etiquette 
of resolving conflicts via the duel. If a true southern man had a problem 
with another man, he did not sneak around and surreptitiously assault his 
enemy but called him to a duel and confronted him with confidence.
	 One southern newspaper agreed with Smith’s sentiments, claiming 
that some northern men not only lacked manly self-assertion but also were 
wholly out of their league when it came to the stuff of war. The Journal of 
Commerce reported, “When Eastern clergymen undertake to play bowie 
knife and pistol with ‘Border Ruffians,’ they are pretty sure to get worsted. 
Their strength lies in the arts of peace and the principles of religion. Had 
they stuck to these . . . the pride and passions of the South and South-west 
would not have been roused.” 63 In other words, if these eastern clergymen 
had adhered to their proper brand of manhood and not invaded the south-
ern male domain of “bowie knives and pistols,” then the South might have 
allowed their coexistence on the Kansas frontier. But northerners eventu-
ally engaged southerners on the same playing field, challenging them to an 
actual and metaphorical duel, a battle between North and South.
	 Considering how important the duel was to southern concepts of mas-
culinity, any implications about northerners’ inability to handle firearms 
or their reluctance to use violence certainly indicates a criticism of north-
ern manhood.64 Some southerners repeatedly critiqued free-staters’ poor 
marksmanship and their unwillingness to use guns to resolve social or po-
litical conflicts. One congressman from Missouri noted the free-staters’ 
apprehensions about using force in the territorial conflicts. Speaking about 
the men who comprised one of the emigrant aid companies sent to Kan-
sas in 1855, Representative Mordecai Oliver argued, “I take it that no men 
who would allow themselves to be herded upon steamboats, and shipped 
to the place of destination for a particular purpose, under the control and 
management of an association of men, would have any particular desire to 
indulge in the exercises incident to physical strife with deadly weapons.” 65 
Oliver portrayed the members of the emigrant party passively, comparing 
them to cattle (or slaves?) who were forced to Kansas to pursue a goal not 
of their own making. As drones, controlled and managed by other men 
who imposed their own ideas on the emigrants, these male settlers shied 
away from taking up arms to defend free-state ideals.
	 Another southern commentator criticized northern men for their re-
luctance to use guns and their inability to use them effectively. He con-
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ceded that northern men outperformed southern men in some tasks, but 
marksmanship was certainly not one of them. The Missourian claimed, 
“[Northern gentlemen] do excel us in the manufacture of wooden clocks 
and such like enterprise . . . but history has not shown, not even in the his-
tory of Kansas, that they are our masters in the polite art of rifle-shoot-
ing, either in skill or willingness with the weapon.” The man euphemized 
gun violence as a “polite art” and proudly asserted his southern and west-
ern brethren’s prowess in shooting rifles and their willingness to use gun 
violence to defend their ideals. Northern men, he argued, “may find that 
they have mistaken their vocation if they expect to conquer Southern and 
Western men in the open field.” He attacked Puritan men in particular, 
and asked, “Would it not be better to cross the Puritans with a race of men 
who will use weapons when they are put into their hands?” 66

	 It appears that southerners reserved their most trenchant critiques of 
northern manhood for New Englanders and the men associated with the 
northeastern-based emigrant aid companies. The editors of Leavenworth’s 
Kansas Weekly Herald repeatedly depicted New Englanders as less than 
manly, even as freaks of nature. In one article, the author described a gath-
ering of the Lawrence “Emigrant Aid” men and demoted their manhood 
to the level of prehistoric man: “It is more amusing than instructive, to ob-
serve the little knots of sharp-eyed, thin-nosed, poaked-stemmed bipeds, 
that are constantly gathering like spawn in a frogs pond; and to listen to 
their verbal essays about Abolition, Maine Law, Bloomer, Spiritual Man-
ifestations, Mesmerism, or whatever their fanaticism directs their atten-
tion to for the time being.” 67 In this quotation, northern radicalism, rang-
ing in focus from abolitionism to mesmerism, stands out in stark contrast 
to southerners’ practical, ordered traditions like slavery and patriarchy. In 
fact, the South’s “benevolent paternalism” served civilization’s needs more 
effectively than “free” labor, for under its aegis white male “slaves” were 
forced to work as mindless cogs in the North’s factories.68

	 Like the free-state settlers, the proslavery editors of the Weekly Her-
ald constructed their own identities as civilized, refined settlers and even 
criticized fellow proslavery settlers when they tarnished such an image: 
“We are astonished that the intelligent Editor of the [Squatter] ‘Sovereign’ 
should have made use of the low and debasing word D—d in speaking 
in defense of Mr. Donaldson’s rights. . . . We most cordially endorse the 
sentiments of the Squatter Sovereign; but we deprecate the profanity of its 
language.” 69 The Herald editors “cordially endorsed” the opinions of the 
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Squatter Sovereign, yet they censured their comrades’ use of “vulgar lan-
guage.” 70 As the Weekly Herald and the Squatter Sovereign quibbled over the 
proper behavior to be exhibited by true southern men, some of their north-
ern counterparts wondered whether free-state men had any manhood left 
at all.

“We have lost the noblest at tr ibutes of freemen”

Northerners debated and criticized their brethren in Kansas about what 
kind of masculinity they displayed. A few northerners were not surprised 
by either the repeated attacks on Lawrence or Senator Sumner’s beating, 
and some implied that the North lacked the nerve and manly courage to 
prevent such southern outrages. An editorial in the New York Daily Tribune 
quipped that “the North has always lacked manly self-assertion. . . . So long 
as our truly civilized and refined communities succumb to the rule of the 
barbarian elements in our political system, we must be judged by the char-
acter and conduct of our accepted masters.” One Tribune reporter argued, 
“Let them [Ruffians] seize and imprison, ravage and destroy; if the Amer-
ican People do not rise to the rescue of the free-state men of Kansas, they 
will deserve to be execrated to the last syllable of time.” 71

	 Another reporter related Sumner’s beating to the violence in Kansas 
and connected these incidents to the North’s inability to control its own 
affairs. The report claimed, “If, indeed, we go on quietly to submit to such 
outrages, we deserve to have our noses flattened, our skins blacked, and 
to be placed at work under task-masters; for we have lost the noblest attri-
butes of freemen, and we are virtually slaves.” Other reports articulated 
the theme of virtual slavery by claiming that the free-staters and the north-
ern politicians had become the subjects of a “slave oligarchy” that forced 
innocent citizens to submit to tyranny.72

	 Free-state manhood faltered in Kansas, leaving many men humiliated 
by the northern settlers’ inability to protect and defend the Free-Soil cause 
and the families who populated the area. One editorial in the Tribune bul-
lied Kansans into violently defending their state against the extension of 
slavery by citing a southern source that criticized northern inaction. Re-
printing a story from the Lexington (Mo.) Express, the paper cited a Mis-
sourian’s opinion of Kansas male honor: “As a Southern man, loyal to the 
State I live in, I would say that [a] Northern man must be base and desti-
tute of all honourable feeling who believes in acquiescing in such a mea-
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sure.” 73 Even some southerners could see why the North must respond to 
the outrages committed by the South, and the Tribune aimed to use this 
kind of persuasion and intimidation to rally northerners to support free-
dom in Kansas with arms as well as words.
	 Though many northern abolitionists continued to eschew violence, at 
least one man repeatedly opposed nonresistance.74 John Brown organized 
and led an attack on proslavery settlers who lived near Pottawatomie Creek, 
brutally killing and physically disfiguring five men on the night of May 24, 
1856. Claiming vengeance for the Sack of Lawrence and other attacks on 
free-state settlers, Brown and his men (among whom were four of his sons) 
systematically rounded up and executed some of the men they believed re-
sponsible for the proslavery depredations in Kansas.75 Though Brown de-
nied being present at the Pottawatomie Creek murders, several witnesses 
identified Brown and his sons as the chief executors of the bloody deeds.76

	 The extreme brutality of the Pottawatomie Creek murders and the na-
tional response to that massacre illustrates several aspects of the conflicted 
discourse over manhood at midcentury. Most free-staters and northerners 
condemned the attack, arguing that Brown exceeded the proper boundar-
ies of antislavery activism in murdering and, especially, in mutilating his 
victims. George W. Brown, editor of the Herald of Freedom (and no relation 
to John Brown) criticized Brown’s antislavery methods, claiming that “his 
policy was one of blood, which the best minds labored to counteract.” 77 
Brown acted against the grain of most free-state men’s ideas about antislav-
ery activism and manhood by turning to violence quickly and offensively. 
Though he cloaked his violence with claims of Christian justice, most 
Christian abolitionists were reluctant to embrace Brown’s methods.78

	 Southerners, of course, were outraged by Brown’s actions, which turned 
out to be a prologue to his 1859 raid on Harpers Ferry. Although the South 
attempted to undermine Brown’s significance by labeling him a butcher 
and a traitor, the murder of five proslavery men by a white abolitionist un-
doubtedly struck fear into the hearts of all southerners.79 One popular song, 
“Old Man Brown, a Song for Every Southern Man,” warned in its chorus 
that “Old Osawatomie Brown . . . [will] run the niggers away.” 80 From some 
planters’ perspectives, the “South was under siege,” and Brown’s actions in 
Kansas and at Harpers Ferry confirmed their worst fears about abolition-
ism. Soon after the raid, Edmund Ruffin, a fire-eating Virginian, claimed 
that northern abolitionists, “designed to slaughter sleeping Southern men 
and their awakened wives and children.” 81
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	 In contrast to the majority of opinions about Brown, a few northerners, 
most prominently men such as Ralph Waldo Emerson and women such as 
Lydia Maria Child, lauded Brown’s behavior in Kansas and supported “by 
any means necessary” retaliation to proslavery aggression and expansion. 
Child confided in Col. James Montgomery that he and Brown were two of 
the only men who truly understood the weight and import of halting slav-
ery’s expansion. She eloquently expressed her enthusiasm and support for 
Montgomery and his Jayhawker troops, like-minded men then stationed 
in Kansas who were known by many for their blatant disregard for the fu-
gitive slave law and for ransacking proslavery property. She wrote, “Your 
name is peculiarly endeared to me by the accounts I have often had of you 
from my beloved relatives. . . . They sympathize with all that is good and 
true; and since John Brown’s spirit ascended to Him who gave it, I think 
no man has more of their respect than your honored self.” Child praised 
Montgomery’s stalwart tactics, likening them to Brown’s, and encouraged 
further resistance to the fugitive slave law, even if such resistance meant 
boldly defying the U.S. government. She went on to support the violence 
of civil war by arguing, “Better this fierce ordeal, than the drowsy degen-
eracy preceding this war.” 82 According to Child, manly aggression and vi-
olence in pursuit of antislavery justice deserved a great deal more respect 
than the “drowsy degeneracy” of pacifism.
	 Like Child, Emerson valued Brown’s vigilance and portrayed him as a 
martyr to liberty. When Emerson heard Brown speak in March 1857 he 
wrote that “one of [Brown’s] good points was, the folly of the peace party in 
Kansas.” 83 Soon after this meeting, Emerson and thirty other Bostonians 
heartily endorsed Brown’s military plans for Kansas and formed a com-
mittee to financially support and advise him. For Emerson and the Kansas 
Committee, Brown was neither savage nor unmanly, but rather, a moral 
hero who deserved the utmost respect and praise.
	 Inherent in the support and criticism of Brown lies a judgment about 
his manhood, which, because of his notoriety at midcentury, exempli-
fies two conflicting meanings of manhood before the Civil War—one that 
sanctioned violence and one that advocated self-restraint. Stephen S. Fos-
ter, a self-proclaimed pacifist, praised Brown’s methods and said, “I think 
John Brown has shown himself a man, in comparison with the Non-Resis-
tants!” 84 Similarly, Emerson emphatically endorsed Brown’s tactics and en-
couraged other northern men to take up arms against slavery. “I am glad 
to see that the terror at disunion and anarchy is disappearing,” he wrote. 
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“Massachusetts, in its heroic day, had no government—was an anarchy. . 
. . Every man throughout the country was armed with knife and revolver 
and it was known that instant justice would be administered to each of-
fence.” Historian Michael Fellman finds that other northerners endorsed 
Emerson’s concerns and notes that the “freedom-loving moral manhood 
achieved in the American Revolution, subsequently gone flabby as unchal-
lenged slavehounds desecrated that true national spirit, could now be re-
gained in Kansas.” For Foster, Emerson, and other northerners, their man-
hood, indeed humanity itself, carried with it the obligation to pursue moral 
truth and justice, which in this case meant literally combating slavery.85

“There can be no peace unt i l you r ise up”

The growing sense that war was a necessity rang true with an increasing 
number of northerners as the events in Kansas and around the country 
proved to many that violence was the only effective response to southern 
aggression. One newsman reported from St. Louis that the means to peace 
between the proslavery and free-state forces was war: “Little can be done 
here by men of moderate opinion. . . . There can be no peace until you rise 
up and in a mighty exercise of power, put an end to the fell spirit of slavery 
propagandism.” Much of this push toward violence implied that northern-
ers needed to reconfigure their definition of true manhood to incorporate 
violence—preemptive and revolutionary violence, not merely violence in 
self-defense. After the sack of Lawrence, the Cleveland Herald announced, 
“Let it be distinctly understood, then, that men!—Men!! . . . are needed 
and must come, or Kansas is lost!” The North had not sent the “right kind 
of men” to Kansas, and they now needed to dispatch the men and “the 
means to use and carry on all the arts of peace.” 86

	 The most infamous tools used by free-state men to carry on the war in 
Kansas were Sharps rifles, which some referred to as “Beecher’s Bibles.” By 
1856 many in New England became convinced that settlers must employ 
violent means to accomplish the free-state goals, and sympathizers in the 
East sent numerous shipments of Sharps rifles to Kansas in late 1855 and 
1856.87 According to one of Henry Ward Beecher’s biographers, Beecher 
believed that “since the conscience of the southerner was destroyed by 
slavery, the Bible was of little use and only force could make him uphold 
the laws.” Accordingly, Beecher and his parishioners raised enough money 
to send more than fifty Sharps rifles to Kansas “for defense of the state.” 
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Beecher received much criticism for his endorsement of violence in Kan-
sas, but he continued to “wave the torch of bleeding Kansas” and argued 
that to attack slavery in Kansas was to perform the “most Godlike work of 
religion.” 88

	 Eventually, the North heard many cries for war, and some even em-
braced its arrival. One of the most vocal advocates for war had originally 
harbored a staunch commitment to pacifism and nonresistance only to be 
converted to violence while living in Kansas. Charles B. Stearns, the Kan-
sas correspondent for the National Anti-Slavery Standard, refused to con-
sider a military response to ruffianism until he experienced the firestorm 
of war firsthand: “When I came to Kansas, little did I dream of ever be-
coming a soldier. . . . Not until the war had existed for ten days did I arm 
myself, and then only in consequence of becoming convinced that we had 
not human beings to contend with. I always believed it was right to kill a 
tiger, and our invaders are nothing but tigers. . . . I made up my mind that 
our invaders were wild beasts and it was my duty to aid in killing them 
off.” 89 Stearns constructed the Border Ruffians as wild animals, arguing 
they were not even human and were most certainly not proper southern 
gentlemen. Stearns not only justified using violence against these “wild 
beasts” but also argued that the Border Ruffians deserved nothing less 
than total destruction at the hands of proper northern men.
	 As southern men lost their humanity and assumed animal-like quali-
ties in northern eyes, the “free sons of the North” somewhat ironically met 
the challenge of the “myrmidons of border ruffianism” in a battle to the 
death. Rather than lobby for a manhood that restrained itself in the face of 
provocation, free-staters began to find the utility in cultivating an ideal of 
manliness that stood ready and willing to strike the first blow. Abolitionist 
William Lloyd Garrison’s Liberator argued, “The alarming situation of the 
Kansas settlers is urged as demonstrating the worthlessness of the prin-
ciples of peace; because . . . returning good for evil, the martyr-spirit, [is] 
derided as folly and madness against ‘border ruffianism.’” Free-state men 
would be mad to think that refined manhood could combat the savagery of 
ruffianism. What became proper, instead, was the kind of manhood they 
had once criticized in their enemies—one that took an eye for an eye with-
out first asking permission. The Topeka Tribune announced in August 1856, 
“We are glad that the issue is thus finally reduced to one single, starting 
point, annihilation. We are ready.” 90

	 Seen through a gendered lens, the Sack of Lawrence was a virtual pre-
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lude to Fort Sumter. Proslavery and antislavery men provoked each other 
verbally and rhetorically until they finally confronted each other on south-
ern terms—on the battlefield. The South and the North would seek to 
prove the superiority of their respective societies in part through asserting 
the prominence of their manhoods. In the process they engaged in a grand 
duel that led hundreds of thousands of men on both sides to their deaths.
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“Don’t You See Old Buck Coming?”

miscegenation, whiteness, and the  
crisis of racial identity

On November 21, 1856, the Weston (Mo.) Argus mocked the candidacy of 
John Charles Frémont for president of the United States in the recent elec-
tion. Capitalizing on the pervasive white fear of miscegenation, the editors 
argued that Frémont’s election would have resulted in the amalgamation 
of the races. “Don’t you see old Buck coming?” they asked. “The friends of 
the amalgamation of the White and Black races are earnestly requested to 
support the following very Black Ticket.” Republicans chanted, “Free Kan-
sas, Free Men, and Frémont!” but the Argus wrote, “Free Kansas! Free Nig-
gers! And Frémont. Black Republican Ticket. unadulterated nigger!” Fré-
mont’s presidency, they claimed, would have encouraged the racial mixing 
not only of blacks and whites but also of Indians and whites. They warned, 
“Hurrah for Free Kansas . . . Beecher’s Revolving Rifle, Under-Ground 
Railroad . . . a slight sprinkling of catawba. . . . They say the ‘Union shall be 
Preserved!’ but we say ‘Let the Union slide!’” The editors feared that Indian 
and Negro blood would taint the white racial purity they so cherished and 
defended, and they alerted their readership to the threat of sexual preda-
tion that would have resulted from a Republican victory.1

	 The presence of “Bucks” (male African American slaves) and “Cataw-
bas” (Indians) among the few white settlers who lived in the Kansas-
Missouri border region had always threatened the foundation of white 
supremacy that Anglo setters worked to establish through legal and extra-
legal means on the nation’s expanding western borders.2 With the arrival 
of slaveholders and their African American chattel and the resettlement 
of thousands of Indians to eastern Kansas in the early 1850s, whites un-
doubtedly felt the weight of racial “otherness” on them and their families. 
Historian Elliott West notes, “Expansion [west] was double trouble. It not 
only sped up the old conflict between North and South. By complicating 
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so hugely America’s ethnic character it raised new questions on the rela-
tions between race and nation.” 3 To compound the dual threats of redness 
and blackness in the West, settlers in the borderlands of Missouri and Kan-
sas confronted the possibility that slavery, an institution intimately con-
nected to issues like white supremacy and racial identity, would either be 
abolished (white southern fear) or extended further west (white northern 
fear).
	 Ironically, although they approached the sectional conflict from oppos-
ing sides, the majority of white settlers in Bleeding Kansas fought against 
one another in pursuit of the same goal—white supremacy. Antislavery 
settlers charged that slavery perpetuated interracial sex and amalgama-
tion and thereby threatened whiteness; not only did white southerners and 
their slaves live and work together, they claimed, but slavery gave masters 
the right and opportunity to sexually abuse their female slaves on a reg-
ular basis. As Lydia Maria Child wrote in her introduction to Harriet Ja-
cobs’s slave narrative in 1861, slave women suffered “wrongs so foul” at the 
hands of their owners “that our ears are too delicate to listen to them.” 4 
But Charles Robinson, future governor of the state of Kansas, summed 
up best the free-staters’ negative opinion of amalgamation: “I am not a 
friend of amalgamation of the African and anglo-Saxon or Indian races, 
and never have been; and the fact that negro slavery is the principal cause 
of this amalgamation in the United States, is to me a very strong argument 
against the institution.” 5 Robinson and other antislavery settlers discour-
aged amalgamation and the expansion of the peculiar institution that fa-
cilitated, even encouraged, racial mixing.
	 On the other hand, proslavery advocates such as the editors of the 
Weston Argus claimed that slavery ensured the separation of the races and 
any challenge to the “peculiar institution” was by nature a challenge to ra-
cial segregation and white supremacy.6 A proslavery settler who lived in 
Wyandot City verbalized many southerners’ fears when he testified that 
the free-state men and women from the East intended to abolish slavery 
and amalgamate the races. Speaking about the New England Emigrant Aid 
Company in particular, he claimed, “The company’s object was to make 
Kansas a free State and ameliorate the condition of the negro. After form-
ing a free State, with free suffrage, by amalgamation of the Indians with 
the negroes . . . amalgamation with the whites would be an easy matter.” 7 
Thus although pursuing different means in regards to solving the conflict 
over slavery, northern and southern emigrants to Kansas envisioned sim-
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ilar futures that relegated African Americans and other people of color to 
inferior social positions and prohibited interracial sex.
	 Kansas settlers’ arguments over slavery distilled a larger trend in the 
national discourse about racial identity, miscegenation, and whiteness. 
Their anxieties over the meaning(s) of freedom and slavery, citizen and for-
eigner, “self” and “other” reflected national insecurities about racial iden-
tity that stemmed from a midcentury increase in racial and sectional ten-
sions, Indian wars and treaties, and an unprecedented rise in immigration 
to the United States from non–Anglo Saxon countries. Because the idea 
of popular sovereignty implied that democracy itself would be tested in 
Kansas, the blending of these peoples, cultures, and ideologies profoundly 
shaped how white settlers conceived of themselves as citizens in the rap-
idly expanding and changing republic.8

	 As Kansas bled, its settlers battled over what kind of state and nation 
they would inhabit, and they established social institutions that at once 
undermined and reinforced a national system of white supremacy. The 
free-state movement helped abolish slavery in Kansas Territory, but anti-
slavery ideology and its proslavery corollary coalesced to fuel a system of 
racial segregation and white supremacy that would persist in Kansas and 
elsewhere in the nation. Whether Kansas entered the Union as a free or 
slave state, the principle of white supremacy would govern the region’s so-
cial and cultural institutions.

Racial Ident it y—Not Exact ly Black and Whit e

The recent historiography on interracial sex, racial identity formation, and 
whiteness is too vast to survey here, but several key studies lend impor-
tant insight in to the crisis of identity formation in antebellum Kansas.9 
Historian Neil Foley’s discussion of the “white scourge,” which he defines 
as whiteness itself, helps explain the complicated, multifaceted nature 
and function of whiteness. He argues that whiteness was “not simply . . 
. the pinnacle of ethnoracial status but [also] the complex social and eco-
nomic matrix wherein racial power and privilege were shared, not always 
equally, by those who were able to construct identities as Anglo-Saxons, 
Nordics, Caucasians, or simply whites.” 10 As Foley and others have demon-
strated, poor whites were repeatedly denied the “wages of whiteness” even 
though their skin color should have racially linked them with their wealth-
ier, “whiter” peers.
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	 Political ideology in Bleeding Kansas served much the same purpose 
as class did in Foley’s Texas. Except for extreme racial egalitarians such 
as John Brown, white Kansans wanted desperately to define themselves 
as white, but both northerners and southerners claimed they were “more 
white” than their opponents. Having the wrong politics about slavery in 
Kansas could be as bad as working side by side with Mexicans and blacks 
in the cottonfields of central Texas—in each case, certain whites were as-
sociated more than others with people of color. Foley connects poor whites’ 
inferior racial status to their close association with Mexicans and blacks 
and to their reproductive habits, noting that “poor whites who competed 
with blacks and Mexicans as sharecroppers came to be racially marked as 
inferior whites whose reproductive fecundity threatened the vigor of Nor-
dic whiteness.” 11

	 A similar phenomenon existed in Bleeding Kansas. Free-staters argued 
that proslavery whites worked, lived, and even slept with their black slaves, 
and southerners claimed that antislavery whites welcomed free blacks into 
their homes and their conjugal beds. Leavenworth’s Kansas Weekly Her-
ald wrote that antislavery settlers came to Kansas specifically to “steal ne-
groes” and take “to their own bed and their own arms, a stinking negro 
wench.” 12 Close occupational and interpersonal relations with people of 
color and reproductive habits that threatened the “vigor” of white purity, 
then, left certain whites outside other whites’ definition of whiteness. Per-
haps more than anything, interracial sexual relations jeopardized one’s 
whiteness, and northern and southern Kansans agreed that miscegena-
tion, especially between whites and blacks, gravely threatened white racial 
identity.
	 The majority of whites in the mid-nineteenth century spoke out against 
miscegenation—in theory—but the preponderance of mixed-race offspring 
in the South and among free black populations in the North proves that 
whites did not always practice what they preached about interracial sex-
ual unions. Historian Martha Hodes finds a paradox in the way southern 
whites responded to what she calls “illicit” sex in the South: “For whites to 
refrain from immediate legal action and public violence when confronted 
with liaisons between white women and black men helped them to mask 
some of the flaws of the antebellum southern systems of race and gender. 
Yet paradoxically, any toleration of such transgressions meant that those 
flaws would also be exposed, especially in the evidence of free children of 
partial African ancestry.” 13 The paradox in southern attitudes about inter-
racial sex lies in white southerners’ attempts to ignore its existence—for to 
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acknowledge it was to affirm that white men did not enjoy complete patri-
archal control over women and blacks.
	 At stake was not only racial identity but also gender identity, as mis-
cegenation simultaneously revealed patriarchy’s strength—white men’s 
seemingly unfettered access to sex with women of color and white women’s 
powerlessness to prevent their husbands, fathers, and brothers from engag-
ing in these transgressive unions—and its potential weakness, especially 
when white women and men of color formed consensual sexual unions. 
There are few examples of interracial sex between white women and men 
of color in 1850s Kansas, but reports taken during the Civil War indicate 
there were cases on the border and in other southern states. James Red-
path, an associate of John Brown’s, and Richard J. Hinton, also an aboli-
tionist, gave the American Freedmen’s Inquiry Commission (AFIC) sworn 
testimony about the surprising frequency of sex between white women and 
their slaves in Missouri. One doctor who lived in Kansas at the time but 
had previously resided in Missouri told Hinton that “a very large number of 
white women, especially the daughters of the smaller planters, who were 
brought into more direct relations with the negro, had compelled some one 
of the men to have something to do with them.” Another testimonial fo-
cused on planters’ daughters in Missouri who “were envious of their broth-
ers who ‘got a flashy education, which they completed in the slave quarters 
and the bar-room.’” 14 Hodes argues that this sort of evidence illustrates the 
power white women enjoyed over their male (and female) slaves and indi-
cates a weak link in the chain of patriarchy on southern plantations.
	 Hodes’s analysis, however, focuses almost exclusively on black-white 
sexual relations, leaving out an important component in the assemblage 
of white fears and ambiguities about miscegenation in the mid-nineteenth 
century—namely, red-white sexual unions.15 Even scholarly discussions 
that consider the construction of white racial identity in general (and not 
miscegenation’s place in that construction) rarely include Indians in their 
interpretations of American racial cosmology. For example, pathbreaking 
studies on whiteness by David Roediger, Theodore Allen, Toni Morrison, 
and Eric Lott rarely if ever interrogate redness and its relationship to black-
ness and whiteness.16 Historian Philip Deloria proves to be an exception 
to this rule in his book Playing Indian, in which he uncovers the intimate 
connection between white ideas about Indian racial traits and culture and 
“white” American rituals and cultural practices, such as the Boston Tea 
Party. Though Deloria’s book focuses more on late-nineteenth- and twen-
tieth-century manifestations of white Americans’ fascination, attraction, 
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and abhorrence of Indian culture, Playing Indian builds on the early- and 
mid-nineteenth-century roots of red-white racial interaction and cultural 
exchange.17

	 By piecing together these various theories about racial identity forma-
tion in the nineteenth century, we can use them to analyze and compre-
hend the complexity of the multiracial frontier of antebellum Kansas. Any 
comprehension of race relations in Kansas must originate in a tripartite 
analysis, one that examines red, white, and black together. As Elliott West 
claims, the tension over westward expansion “was partly about Free Soil, 
the question of whether southern slavery, with its nonwhite peoples . . . 
would spread to the West. But equally pressing were questions about non-
white peoples already there.” 18 Northern and southern white settlers in 
Kansas may have endorsed similar racial ideologies and practices—in fact, 
the antiblack and anti-Indian racism they often shared certainly reinforced 
each other—but they often disagreed about how to accomplish this com-
mon goal of white supremacy. One of the areas in which they agreed most 
frequently, however, was in their approach to the “civilization” and/or re-
moval of Indians in Kansas. White settlers in Kansas forged a common 
white racial identity in opposition to Indian people and culture.

“The red man [has] been complet ely overlooked”

To illustrate the unity of northern and southern ideas about white suprem-
acy, one need only to look at the Kansas settlers’ interactions with Indians 
and their repeated abuse of the Kansas Indians’ civil, economic, and polit-
ical rights. Commissioner of Indian Affairs George W. Manypenny issued 
an annual report to Congress on November 22, 1856, that criticized the 
settlers in Kansas for their behavior toward Indians: “In the din and strife 
between the anti-slavery and proslavery parties with reference to the con-
dition of the African race there, and in which the rights and interests of the 
red man have been completely overlooked and disregarded, the good con-
duct and patient submission of the latter contrasts favorably with the disor-
derly and lawless conduct of many of their white brethren, who, while they 
have quarrelled about the African, have united upon the soil of Kansas in 
wrong doing toward the Indian!” 19

	 Given Manypenny’s support of the colonization and relocation of In-
dian tribes, a process that had consistently involved violence against them, 
his critique of the settlers in Kansas was surprising. But Manypenny ap-
parently drew the line in Kansas Territory, feeling that the settlers there 
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had transgressed the acceptable boundaries of “civil” and “legal” Indian 
removal and relocation. Indeed, one could conclude from his report that 
common whiteness enabled the settlers to transcend their opposing free 
labor and proslavery ideologies by uniting them against the Indians.
	 Manypenny recognized an important common theme regarding an-
tebellum ideas about race from his observations in Kansas. While many 
northerners vehemently opposed black slavery and especially its exten-
sion west, many also joined their southern “enemies” in a firm belief in 
white supremacy and the practice of white racism against all peoples of 
color. This shared racism helped foster a collective identity as white peo-
ple. Though at times this identity was fractured by gender, class, and re-
gional differences, whiteness allowed northerners and southerners to form 
a bond that united them in opposition to Indians and blacks. Whiteness 
also gave the early Kansas settlers, as “civilized” Christians, the moral im-
perative to civilize, remove, or exterminate the native “savages”; it gave 
them a common ground on which to affirm the inherent inferiority of Af-
rican Americans and Indians.20

	 Inevitably, white Kansans evaluated their Indian neighbors based on 
the Indians’ adherence to and association with whites and their culture. As 
shown in chapter 1, those tribes who had adopted the trappings of white 
“civilization,” such as the Delaware and Shawnee, were often praised by 
white observers; on the other hand, those tribes, such as the Kaw and Kick-
apoo, who maintained tribal and cultural sovereignty received the brunt of 
white criticism. Indians who intermarried with whites or eschewed their 
native culture and embraced “white” habits received favorable, though fre-
quently racialized and romanticized, evaluations from their white neigh-
bors.
	 Several “half-breed” Indians surface repeatedly in the sources for their 
industriousness and, not coincidentally, their adherence to white norms. 
Pascal Fish, a Shawnee “half-breed,” ran a boardinghouse ten miles east 
of Lawrence, and Charles Bluejacket operated a store near the Wakarusa 
River. Both men entertained numerous white guests and impressed them 
with their knowledge of English and their familiarity with white customs.21 
Samuel Pomeroy, an antislavery settler, negotiated several land deals with 
Pascal Fish and his brother, Charles, and described them as “half breed 
Shawnees—educated—honest.” He wrote that “both are Methodist Preach-
ers . . . [should] become citizens and have the right to hold and transmit 
their lands. . . . Pascal and Charles Fish are Excellent and honest men.” 22 
Pomeroy wanted the Fish brothers to become citizens for selfish reasons 
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(he wanted them to sell their land to his antislavery land consortium, not 
the competing proslavery one). But the rhetoric he used to argue in favor of 
their claims reveals what made a “good Indian,” even if Pomeroy’s private 
opinion of the Fish brothers remains more elusive.
	 Mixed-race people who ran boardinghouses often received praise from 
their white guests as well as from political supporters. James Hindman 
stayed at Pascal Fish’s boardinghouse one evening, only to tarry the next 
evening at Mr. Smith’s, whose wife was a Pottawatomie Indian. Located 
near the Baptist mission and the Pottawatomie reservation, Hindman 
spent the night at Smith’s home and described Smith’s wife as “an intelli-
gent half Pottawatomie native.” 23 He recorded in his diary that they were 
“kind and hospitable” and that he enjoyed his stay at the Smiths. Mary 
Lawrence McMeekin sometimes accompanied her father, an Indian agent, 
on his annuity payment trips, when they lodged with Joe LeFlambeau, 
a mixed-race man who had two wives and two sets of children. Though 
LeFlambeau challenged white norms with his polygamous habits, he ran 
his household in ways that impressed the McMeekins. Mrs. McMeekin, 
Mary’s mother, commented on how smoothly the peculiar household con-
ducted itself: “Ma said they got along beautifully; the first wife’s word was 
law, and the younger obeyed her as a daughter.” 24 Though strange on some 
accounts, those Indians who served white needs and who mimicked white 
norms were often admired by their white neighbors.
	 But praiseworthy comments about “half-breed” Indians were some-
times characterized by the same racist stereotypes as more derogatory 
descriptions. A Kansas correspondent for the New York Daily Tribune at-
tempted to describe his Indian hosts, but faltered because of the indeter-
minate nature of their racial origins. The reporter stopped at the house of 
“an [Indian]— no, not exactly an Indian, but a Pennsylvania Dutchman 
who had married one,” and recorded the scene for his readers: “The es-
tablishment was a compound of Indian life and Dutch civilization. Two 
coffee-colored, buxom damsels, my host’s daughters, were busied about 
domestic matters, and a half dozen little boys, of different ages, were illus-
trating this queer compound of human nature.” 25 The “Dutch man” (com-
mon slang used to describe German, or “Deutsch,” men) was not quite an 
Indian but wasn’t a white man either, for he had married an Indian and fa-
thered two mixed-race daughters, described as “buxom damsels.” The re-
porter questioned the man’s racial identity and fell into the racist habit of 
describing the man’s daughters, both clearly women of color, in sexually 
provocative ways. In addition, he claimed the man’s sons represented a 
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“queer compound of human nature,” implying that these particular prod-
ucts of interracial marriage were abnormal, even bizarre. Thus even be-
nign interactions with mixed-race households provided fodder for racial 
stereotyping and the profession of white supremacy.
	 Indians who resisted the white civilizing mission were especially crit-
icized. One settler, Charles M. Chase, visited the Sac and Fox reservation 
in 1863 and recorded these observations for the True Republican and Senti-
nel, an Illinois paper: “The government has by treaty, built a large number 
of good strong buildings on their land, most of which are now occupied by 
the Indians who partially take care of the land. . . . Among them there is 
occasionally a good farmer but most of them are lazy. There are but few 
whites in town.” Chase described the majority of the Sac and Fox Indians 
as being lazy, even though the government had provided them with “good 
strong” buildings in which to live and instruction on how to farm “prop-
erly.” He referred to the tribe as a bunch of the “wildest looking Indians” 
he had ever seen and claimed they were “too indolent to advance without 
a power behind them.” 26 Chase believed that white power—the presence 
and constant influence of white civilization—could change Indian ways 
and lift them out of a state of savagery. But without this white presence 
(“there are but few whites in town”), redness and the intractable Indian 
culture would not change.
	 Indeed, according to many white observers, proximity to whites and 
their culture or intermarriage with them proved to be the watermark for 
civilization among the Kansas tribes. Rev. Thomas Johnson, who presided 
over the Shawnee Indian Mission, developed a theory regarding the gov-
ernment’s approach to the Indian “problem.” He suggested a policy that 
foreshadowed what would become official Indian policy in the mid- and 
late nineteenth century:

For many years my mind has been directed to the probable destiny 
of these remnants of tribes west of Missouri; and I am fully satisfied 
that they can never be extensively improved as separate nations, and 
that the time will come when it will be best for our Government to 
. . . buy up the surplus lands belonging to these tribes, leaving a reser-
vation in each tribe for those who are not willing to live among civi-
lized people, and let the enterprising part of each nation hold property 
in their names, and live among the whites . . . and at a suitable time, 
when they were found qualified for it, let them have citizenship with 
the whites.27
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Johnson summarized a belief in the persistence of racial differences be-
tween Indians and whites that many settlers, missionaries, and govern-
ment officials held. Those Indians who were willing to relinquish their 
redness—their native, “savage” habits and ways of life and “live among 
civilized (white) people,” maybe even intermarry with them and liter-
ally whiten their offspring—could prosper in the United States and even 
achieve citizenship (which at the time was reserved almost exclusively for 
free, white men). Johnson reiterated these sentiments a few years later, ar-
guing that “the only hope is for the few [tribes] who may become identi-
fied with the white population and take their position in the walks of civ-
ilized society.” 28

	 Similarly, John Montgomery, Indian agent for the Kaws during the 
1850s, argued that the “half-breed Kansas . . . are industrious and intel-
ligent, well versed in the English, French and Kaw languages, profess the 
Catholic religion, and [have] almost a thorough knowledge of the arts of 
husbandry.” Montgomery evaluated the “full-breed” Kaw less favorably, 
however, finding that there had been “no change in the Indian customs 
and manners to those of the white man.” He blamed the full-blooded Kaw’s 
retarded path to civilization on the fact that there had been “no white peo-
ple or half-breeds among the full-blooded Indians since they were removed 
from the Kansas river to this place.” 29 For both Montgomery and John-
son, intermarriage with and proximity to white settlers promised positive 
change for Indians and ultimately, for whites, because the white race and 
its culture would triumph over redness, proving once and for all that white 
supremacy reigned.
	 Adopting the trappings of whiteness even promised beauty for one In-
dian girl who was taken away from her reportedly abusive Indian mother 
and raised by a white couple, the Elys. One Ely family member described 
the girl’s remarkable transformation from savage Indian to civilized, “al-
most white.” Mrs. Ely remembered, “She was supposed to be about 10 
years old . . . [and] as she learned to read and write and speak good Eng-
lish she became very goodlooking.” 30 As the Indian girl amassed the tools 
required of her to function in a white world, she also acquired beauty. As 
she grew even older and undoubtedly distanced herself even further from 
her Indian past, the now-attractive Indian girl received several suitors. 
The few Indian suitors who courted her proved inadequate, however, and 
she told her white family that they spoke only “foolishness” with their na-
tive tongues. She preferred the white language and culture and eventu-
ally married a white man, continuing on her path to whiteness by adopting 
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white habits and committing herself legally and sexually to a white man.
	 Interracial marriage and sex between whites and Indians appears to 
have been viewed as a necessary evil, if not a natural byproduct of west-
ward expansion, when dealing with Indian-white relations on the frontier. 
The neutral, sometimes positive portrayal of Indian-white sexual liaisons 
served the needs of white missionaries and Indian officials who believed 
that miscegenation was the quickest, if not the best means of civilizing the 
intractable red man. One article in the Kansas Weekly Herald flippantly 
recorded the following: “When Gen. Whitfield, Indian agent, visited the 
Cheyennes, and a few other wild tribes of Indians, to pay their annui-
ties, last fall, they informed him that the next year he must bring them 
one thousand white squaws and the balance they would take in money.” 31 
Rather than give the Kansas tribes money, the government could provide 
the Indian men with white women. Ultimately, both government money 
and white women could accomplish the same goal: civilizing/whitening 
the savage Indian.
	 Another reason why Indian-Anglo marriage and sex may have appeared 
rather benign to most whites is that the vast majority of these interracial 
unions were formed by white men and native women.32 Contrary to the 
example given by the Weekly Herald, white women rarely married Indian 
men, thus maintaining traditional patriarchal relations as both white and 
Indian women remained under white, male control. White, male patriar-
chy was not threatened by Indian women who intermarried; in fact, inter-
marriage bolstered patriarchy because these native women not only served 
white men’s domestic needs but they also sometimes facilitated the trans-
fer of Indian lands into white, male hands. Furthermore, marrying Indian 
women emasculated Indian men, as native women’s fathers and brothers 
lost control of their female relatives to white men. Interracial sex in these 
instances shored up white patriarchy, as Indian women served both indi-
vidual male needs and the larger needs of the white nation to conquer In-
dian lands and peoples. In sum, a reliance on conventional gender roles 
helped mitigate the effects of unconventional sexual behavior and racial 
mixing.33

“The whit e race wi ll never be enslaved!”

The apparent tolerance of red-white interracial sexual relations in Kansas 
stands out in stark contrast to the abhorrence of black-white miscegena-
tion. In addition to the potential threats black-white interracial sex posed 
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for patriarchy, particularly when white women and black slaves were the 
involved parties, the most salient reason for whites’ disapproval related to 
the institution of slavery. The children of Indian and Anglo sexual unions 
rarely, if ever, lived as slaves, but miscegenation law protected white prop-
erty rights and patriarchy by ensuring that all children produced by white 
men and enslaved black women were designated as slaves. Since the sev-
enteenth century, American law had dictated that the child born from a 
union between white and black would carry the status—free or slave—of 
his/her mother. Moreover, even though the child of a white mother and 
black father was technically free, that mixed-race child carried the taint 
of slavery, as slavery and blackness became equated in the national con-
sciousness.34

	 After 1850 and the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law, the “one drop 
rule” left everyone with “black blood” coursing through their veins vulner-
able to enslavement in the U.S. South.35 For example, free blacks in Kan-
sas were vulnerable to capture by slave patrols, like the free black man 
who was kidnapped by Missourians and taken to jail in Independence, 
Missouri, where he awaited his fate as an “escaped slave.” 36 Blackness had 
for so long been equated with slavery that laws like the Fugitive Slave Law 
merely reiterated what had been previously assumed: To be black was to 
be viewed as a slave in the United States. Missourian Benjamin F. String-
fellow articulated this assumption in a public letter to the Weston Reporter 
in August 1854. He told his fellow whites, “Stay in States where Negro 
slavery is established, there your color—the color of your sons and daugh-
ters—will be respected—there the white race will never be enslaved!” 37 
Because blackness and slavery determined one another causally in the na-
tional psyche, whites feared that any “black blood” in their veins could and 
would strip them of their rights as free men and women.
	 White settlers acknowledged that a bit of “red blood” mixed with white 
was not as damaging to whiteness as “black blood.” Redness connoted a 
more complicated history; Indians might be mistreated and discriminated 
against because of their race and culture, but they were rarely enslaved in 
North America after the seventeenth century. Red-white miscegenation 
would never result in the increase of blackness and hence the expansion 
of slavery. Indians might even be able to neutralize some of the negative 
threats of expanding blackness by adding a bit of beauty to it. One Kansas 
settler described a mulatto woman as beautiful because she had “a little In-
dian blood in her.” 38 So although civilization rhetoric characterized Indi-
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ans in Kansas as racially inferior, it rarely marked them as a threat to white 
liberty. Only blackness received such attention.

“Slavery seek ing to force it self upon her”

Civilization rhetoric not only encompassed descriptions of the various na-
tive peoples and cultures that inhabited the West but also referred to the 
land itself, the “wide-open” spaces that quickly filled up with white set-
tlers. The propaganda and rhetoric that enticed settlers to emigrate perpet-
uated already popular ideas about civilizing the savage frontier and bring-
ing culture and social institutions to the untamed region. Glenda Riley 
notes that women in particular “were reminded that, as carriers of Chris-
tian civilization, they had much work to do in the West.” In addition, civili-
zation rhetoric produced racialized, gendered, and sexualized meanings as 
masculine, white settlers impregnated Kansas’s dark, virgin soil. In Sena-
tor Charles Sumner’s words, “It is the rape of a virgin Territory, compelling 
it to the hateful embraces of Slavery; and it may be clearly traced to a de-
praved longing for a new slave state, the hideous offspring of such a crime.” 
Even discussions about the land illustrated the nation’s simultaneous fasci-
nation with and aversion to interracial sex and racial mixing.39

	 Scholars have only recently explored the gendered descriptions of the 
land and of states and nations, but many agree that female iconography 
and feminized language have commonly characterized nature and na-
tional symbols throughout American history.40 The usage of the feminine 
pronouns “she” and “her” to describe Kansas was common in the media, 
literature, and in personal correspondence. Abraham Lincoln referred to 
Kansas with feminine pronouns in a series of letters and speeches he de-
livered after the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act in May 1854 reinvigo-
rated his political voice. He proposed, “If Kansas fairly votes herself a slave 
state, she must be admitted, or the Union must be dissolved.” 41 Criticizing 
Illinois senator Stephen A. Douglas’s support of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, 
Lincoln retorted, “It is argued that slavery will not go to Kansas and Ne-
braska. . . . This is a palliation—a lullaby. . . . Slavery pressed entirely up to 
the old western boundary of [Missouri], and when, rather recently, a part 
of that boundary, at the north-west was, moved out a little farther west, 
slavery followed on quite up to the new line.” 42 Lincoln warned that if they 
failed to stop slavery in Kansas, the institution would continue to spread 
westward until no land remained for the free, white laborer. Similarly, the 
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New York Daily Tribune claimed, “No State can shield her soil from the 
withering tread of the slaveholder and his human chattels. . . . The plow 
is turning up her virgin soil and the blithe sower preparing to scatter his 
seed.” 43 Antislavery rhetoric like this portrayed slavery as a predatory force 
that spread westward, conquering innocent, virgin land with impropriety 
and relentlessness.
	 The New York Daily Tribune endorsed Lincoln’s free, white soil ideol-
ogy and warned its readers of slavery’s predatory danger to Kansas and the 
nation as a whole. Writing after the proslavery attack on Lawrence in the 
spring of 1856, the Tribune’s Kansas correspondent asked, “Who does not 
know that it is slavery, and nothing but slavery, which has brought all this 
horror upon Kansas—slavery seeking to force itself upon her, first by gigantic 
fraud at the polls; next by the most infernal enactments through a bogus 
Legislature; and at last by butchery and arson in the settlers’ homes?” 44 
Reminiscent of the rhetoric used by Senator Charles Sumner in his “Crime 
against Kansas” speech, a masculinized, racialized slavery metaphorically 
raped the feminized Kansas and the white settlers who inhabited Law-
rence by invading their homes and committing crimes on their property 
and persons.
	 Reports of the Sack of Lawrence repeatedly demonized the Missouri 
Border Ruffians, and many of them cited the negative, “blackened” effects 
that proponents of slavery left in their wake. The Tribune described the re-
mains of downtown Lawrence as “a charred and blackened waste,” where 
southern men were “intent on the transformation of Kansas into a breed-
ing-ground and fortress of Human Slavery.” 45 The Tribune article noted the 
necessity of breeding to the success of slavery. Perhaps the reporter recog-
nized that extending slavery into Kansas would require breeding between 
male and female slaves and the “breeding” of the Kansas soil and the cot-
ton or hemp seeds that would together produce a cash crop for the region’s 
farmers. Using language that referenced the central importance of sexual 
reproduction to the perpetuation of slavery undoubtedly raised questions 
about interracial sex between white masters and their black female slaves, 
a practice abhorred by many northerners
	 The Tribune announced that the “black deed was consummated on 
Wednesday last,” almost implying that the Border Ruffians cajoled and 
wooed an indifferent Lawrence until she no longer resisted slavery’s ad-
vances; the Ruffians then “consummated” the unhappy marriage between 
slavery and Lawrence’s antislavery citizens by invading the “virgin” town. 
The Tribune went on to declare that slavery’s evil reached beyond its black 



123

m iscegenat ion,  w hi t en ess ,  a n d t he cr isis  of  r aci a l  iden t i t y

roots and now threatened white settlers: “It is the free white people of Amer-
ica on whom the bonds are now to be cast, for an aristocratic Slaveocracy 
must trample on their privileges and sacred rights before they can succeed 
in their object.” 46 Slavery had the potential to rape white female settlers 
and/or the feminized land and blacken it all by casting the darkness of slav-
ery over the free-staters and their land.
	 The Tribune raised the specter of white slavery repeatedly, arguing that 
“the South has taken the oligarchic ground that Slavery ought to exist, irre-
spective of color.” The shield of whiteness would no longer protect whites 
from being enslaved if the South gained control in Kansas—all people 
would be vulnerable to slavery. An advertisement for Sara Robinson’s au-
tobiographical book Kansas compared Robinson’s work with Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin and claimed that what truths Stowe unveiled about black slavery, 
Robinson revealed for white slavery. According to the ad, Uncle Tom’s Cabin 
“shows, by fiction, what Slavery does for black people,” whereas Robin-
son’s Kansas illustrates the “outrages” slavery has “perpetrated, through 
the organization of the United States Government, upon white men and 
women.” 47 The federal government, backed by a proslavery president and 
local hirelings, threatened the freedom and, consequently, the whiteness 
of free-state settlers in Kansas.
	 One 1856 article, “Who Are and Who May Be Slaves in the United 
States,” recognized the mutability and manipulative nature of color/race 
and its equation with slavery. Author George Weston argued that even peo-
ple with coloring similar to the “pure Caucasian” could be enslaved, cit-
ing southern laws that determined slave or free status according to the 
status of the mother, regardless of the child’s paternity or how “white” 
he or she looked. Weston noted the importance of miscegenation to the 
maintenance of slavery and to the development of white slavery: “The fe-
male slaves, exposed of necessity to the unbridled lusts of the whites, are 
made the instruments through whom the Caucasian race is itself reduced 
to the condition of servitude. . . . This is both the law and the fact as to 
Southern Slavery. The blood of orators, statesmen, generals, and even Pres-
idents, flows in the veins of thousands, who are bought and sold like mules 
and horses.” 48 He revealed the role miscegenation played in increasing the 
enslaved population with people of mixed-race backgrounds and even re-
ported on a “white negro,” Phil, whose free, white father had impregnated 
his enslaved mother. Though Phil was “nearly white, with eyes blue,” he 
was destined to endure a life of servitude because of this irrational and im-
moral law. The Tribune articles exploded common tropes about miscegena-
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tion and race to reveal the potential and actual dangers that slavery posed 
in Kansas and for the nation if the “free sons of the North” failed to take 
immediate action.
	 A Lawrence paper, the Republican, urged free-state men to act quickly 
and decisively in response to southern atrocities in Kansas and described 
the state as an innocent victim caught in the middle of a battle between 
civilization and savagery. “Rampant Pro Slavery [power] will exalt its horn 
against Righteousness and try again the virtue of ruffianism to prevail 
against civilization,” the paper argued. “The barbarians will hang anew 
upon the border, ready to complete the conquest they began so well.” 49 
The proslavery power’s “horn,” could be interpreted as being a musical in-
strument, raised and blown loudly to signal the beginning of battle, or it 
could refer to an animal horn prepared for puncturing an enemy. Consid-
ering its pairing with “righteousness” and “virtue,” two terms often asso-
ciated with sexuality and moral character, the horn serves as an imposing, 
threatening, masculine tool of destruction. Kansas, on the other hand, re-
mained vulnerable and faultless, waiting for northern men to defend its 
(her) honor and reputation.
	 The Republican and its readers, such as Hannah Ropes, gendered Kan-
sas as an innocent, feminized victim and warned of the probable “darken-
ing” effects of southern deceit and aggression; Ropes wrote to her mother 
that the “dark line of Missourians” stood ready to pounce on Lawrence and 
blacken her.50 If northern men could ward off such an invasion and not 
succumb to the forces of evil, however, the Republican promised a moral 
and military victory: “Kansas at no distant period, will be welcomed by 
her Free Sisters to her place among them, with no stain of bribes in her 
hands and with no soil of meanness upon her garments.” 51 To maintain 
Kansas’s innocence and preserve her whiteness, northerners must harness 
the power of civilization to conquer the southern barbarians.
	 The media gendered not only Kansas but also the concept of freedom. 
In “A Song for the Time,” published in 1856 in the Tribune, the author re-
fers to freedom by name and uses non-gender-specific pronouns until the 
final stanza; then the author genders freedom. Not coincidentally, the final 
stanza also highlights the events in Kansas:

For Freedom? ha! The cheering sight,
From Kansas see her driven;

She fights, she fain’s, she falls!—at will
See Slavery smite her!—stark and still
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She lies. And now on Bunker Hill
Toombs calls his slave roll, loud and shrill,

God rules—who doubts—in Heaven!52

Slavery drove freedom from Kansas and perhaps even killed her; she fainted, 
fell, and lay still at the end of the poem. Though slavery had proven victo-
rious in this life, however, the author questions its success in the next life 
and fundamentally challenges the moral character of the institution and 
those who support it. “God rules . . . in Heaven,” not slavery, and those who 
impugned freedom in Kansas would pay for their sins in the afterlife.

“Proslavery dogs of war”

Antislavery settlers such as Hannah Ropes and Julia Louisa Lovejoy moved 
to Kansas in an effort to shelter the innocent, feminized land from the 
“dark clouds” that crossed the border from Missouri and other south-
ern states. Lovejoy asked in her diary, “Will Kansas, ever be redeemed, 
and saved and become a land where Sabbath-breaking and licentiousness 
and dishonesty are unknown? How has this fair land, been stained with 
blood, shed by a Cain-like murderer’s hand, that now crieth to heaven for 
vengeance, and will not long be delayed.” 53 Lovejoy lamented the “bloody 
atrocities” committed by the “proslavery dogs of war” and wondered if the 
men who “hailed from the land of the Puritans” could triumph over those 
who had for years “inhaled the air of the Sunny South, where the miasma 
of slavery taints and mildews every finer feeling of the human heart.” 54 
Her distinction between the two opposing groups is telling; she relates the 
New England emigrants to the Puritans, undoubtedly emphasizing and re-
ferring to their “pure” religious practices and morals (but perhaps also to 
their “pure” racial make-up), untainted by “the miasma of slavery.” South-
erners, on the other hand, inhaled impure air, air that colored everything 
and everyone it touched—air that produced “dogs of war.” Lovejoy thereby 
juxtaposed the two groups on religious and perhaps racial grounds, ques-
tioning southerners’ racial identity along with their morals.
	 Several antislavery reports from Kansas constructed proslavery south-
erners as savage beasts, and in so doing, questioned their racial identity by 
comparing them with animals. Charles Stearns, the Kansas correspondent 
for the National Antislavery Standard, called the Border Ruffians a pack of 
“wild beasts.” 55 Like Stearns, the Reverend Pardee Butler (remembered for 
being tarred, feathered, and floated down river on a makeshift raft by a 
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proslavery mob) wrote to abolitionist James Redpath about his experiences 
in Kansas and constantly referred to his attackers as dark, savage beasts. 
Describing his first encounter with the Ruffians, he painted a vivid, un-
doubtedly sensationalized picture of his confrontation: “If I can picture 
to myself the look of a Cuban blood-hound, just ready with open jaws to 
seize a panting slave in a Florida swamp, then I imagine we have a correct 
daguerreotype of the expression worn by these emigrant representatives 
of the manly-sentiment, high-toned courage and magnanimous feelings of 
South Carolina chivalry when first they scented—in their own imagina-
tion—the blood of a live Abolitionist.” 56 Butler compared his South Caro-
linian enemies to Cuban bloodhounds, panting in a Florida swamp, sali-
vating after the scent of a runaway slave. The Cuban reference elicited fear 
about race and amalgamation, because those who argued against the an-
nexation of Cuba during the 1850s frequently used racist discourse to af-
firm their opposition. The United States’ white identity was threatened 
enough by people of color within its current boundaries; the last thing the 
nation needed was to acquire and/or amalgamate with a nation of color.57 
Indeed, the comparison to a bloodhound alone implies that the southern 
Ruffians were more akin to animals than humans. Butler could even be in-
sinuating that free white settlers risked enslavement and, hence, the sur-
render of their whiteness, if they allowed Border Ruffians to hunt them 
down like black slaves.
	 Butler continued his description of the Border Ruffians by fortifying 
his references to slavery, blackness, and savagery. He wrote, “I was given 
into the hands of my South Carolina overseers to be tarred and feathered. . 
. . One little sharp-visaged, dark featured, black-eyed South Carolinian, as 
smart as a cricket . . . seemed to [be] the leader of the gang.” Again Butler 
constructed himself as a virtual slave, tarred and feathered (darkened) by 
his captors, the leader of whom sported a black eye and dark features. But-
ler raised the specter of blackness as a threat to the North’s racial identity 
and used blackness as a tool to question his attackers’ racial identity. Slav-
ery anywhere, it seemed, threatened white identity everywhere. The mob 
finally left Butler alone, but only after they “shrieked and yelled like a pack 
of New Zealand cannibals” as they departed.58

	 Northerners repeatedly questioned southern racial identity by align-
ing southern men with black, less-than-human, or savage beings. Anti-
slavery men like Johnston Lykins, who described a Border Ruffian he met 
as a “large, dark-skinned stuttering man,” capitalized on northern fears 
about the extension of slavery, blackness and miscegenation to disparage 
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their southern opponents.59 Ironically, however, southerners used similar 
tools to combat their northern foes, arguing that it was the North, not the 
South, that perpetuated savagery and threatened white racial identity.

Black Hearts and Black Republ icans

White southerners retaliated with their own brand of racialized and gen-
dered civilization rhetoric; they claimed that proslavery settlers ensured, 
rather than threatened the establishment of white supremacy in Kansas. 
The Richmond Enquirer argued that the southern Border Ruffian was “the 
pioneer of a high and honourable civilization,” who was “planting a mas-
ter race . . . on a new soil.” 60 According to the Enquirer, members of the 
master race would plant their white seeds in the savage Kansas soil and 
slavery itself would help preserve freedom and democracy for all white 
men. As historian Michael Fellman astutely noted over a decade ago, Mis-
sourians feared that their social and cultural worlds would be undone if 
“Black Republicans” settled on their western border. If these “nigger-steal-
ers” gained control of Kansas Territory, the proslavery Weekly Herald ar-
gued, “Our white men would be cowards, our black men idols, our women 
amazons.” 61

	 Like their northern counterparts, southern settlers and propagandists 
played on fears of blackness to disparage their opponents. They repeat-
edly described abolitionists and free-staters using the color black and often 
equated them with black people, arguing that their sympathy for black 
slaves implied their similarity to them. Governor Shannon, a proslavery 
territorial governor, referred to one free-stater’s heart as “black.” Accord-
ing to Sara Robinson, Shannon “inquired of [a] Mrs. Hazeltyne for her 
husband. . . . ‘I’ll cut his damned black heart out of him, and yours too, 
madam, if you don’t take care,’ he yelled.” 62 Shannon, angry and suspicious 
that Mrs. Hazeltyne had kept her husband’s whereabouts a secret, threat-
ened free-staters and their black hearts with extermination.
	 According to proslavery rhetoric, some abolitionists had “black hearts,” 
others joined the “Black Republican” party, and still others had skin of the 
“ebony hue.” Democrats consistently referred to their Republican rivals as 
“Black Republicans.” Democratic representative T. L. Harris from Illinois 
gave a speech in Congress that betrayed his colleagues’ opinions of free-
state men and their supporters: “The Black Republican press of the North, 
and the Black Republican preachers, with that reverend rifleman—Henry 
Ward Beecher—at their head, have declared from their pulpits that they 
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will carry freedom into Kansas.” 63 Another member of Congress, Missouri 
representative M. Oliver, called the New York Tribune the “leading organ 
of [the] Black Republican party,” and the proslavery Missouri Republican 
repeatedly criticized the actions of the “Black Republican party of Kan-
sas.” 64 One reporter in Washington, D.C., claimed the Crittenden Com-
promise, a bill that would challenge the proslavery Lecompton constitu-
tion, was the “darling object of the black-republican heart.” Furthermore, 
this reporter compared the Crittenden Compromise’s supporters to “belles 
of the pure ebony hue,” implying that antislavery congressman were not 
only less white, but less masculine than their proslavery counterparts.65 By 
consistently naming antislavery men and women as members of a “black” 
party who had black hearts and skin, white southerners attempted to at 
once radicalize the Republican project and the party’s members.
	 One antislavery man whom proslavery settlers sometimes referred 
to as less-than-white and less-than-human was John Brown. Especially 
after his 1856 attack on slaveholders near Pottawatomie Creek, Brown 
rarely looked white in photographs, nor did accounts of his actions de-
scribe him as being white. Photographs and daguerreotypes highlighted 
his dark, ruddy complexion and unruly hair, often depicting his eyes as 
slightly crazed pools of fire. During the congressional investigation of the 
Pottawatomie murders, John Doyle, who lost his father and brother in the 
massacre, described Brown as “dark complected” and depicted the entire 
raiding party as men who “were of sandy complexion.” In her testimony, 
Mahala Doyle, John’s mother, disparaged the motley crew that rounded up 
her husband and son and claimed Brown left their property after giving 
a “wild whoop.” 66 Whether dark or sandy, Brown and his men’s murder-
ous behavior marked them as savages, more like “wild, whooping” Indians 
than civilized white men.
	 In the proslavery Kansas Weekly Herald, a southern settler wrote a poem 
that explained the “Origin, history and progress of Abolitionism” and si-
multaneously indicted, demonized, and “othered” the free-staters and 
their ideology:

Before time began, but how long we can’t tell; a mighty Archangel, in heaven 
did dwell

The Son of the morning, and glorious was he; But higher in glory, he wanted 
to be.

Throughout the world he is known by many a name, but Abo-li-tion, we find 
is his true name
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To abolish the order of heaven he tried; And in his presumption its Sovereign 
defied.

In the pride of his heart, he aspir’d to gain a higher position in heav’n to 
reign.

But for his ambition, he quickly was hurl’d, far, far, down below, from the 
heavenly world

To very hot quarters, in which to remain; forever in torment, in sorrow, and 
pain

But in process of time, he made his way out; and for a new world, he strait-
way took his rout

Into Eden’s fair Garden he enter’d one morn; the picture of envy, wrath, mal-
ice and scorn.

To try to abolish whatever he could; in this new world discover, fair, lovely 
and good.

He sat himself down full of anguish and pain, with malice and hatred to 
madden his brain.

He contrasted the beauty and grandeur all round,
With the horrors and gloom of his own burning ground;
The ambrasial sweets as they pass’d on the gale, with the hot sulph’rus va-

pors he had to inhale
Then he said, as he sigh’d—“this is all very well, but if i don’t make this a 

provence of hell,
It will be, because, I lack power, and not will;
But softly—my passions—I bid you be still;
For yonder comes one of this newly form’d pair; how graceful her form; how 

enchantingly fair!
I’ll assail her at once; all my arts I’ll employ; this beautiful being—that I may 

destroy
In revenge for my rout; and expulsion from heaven; to the regions of torment 

to which I am driv’n! But stop! I must change me, and be mighty civil
Lest she may discover, that I am the Devil.
And though I am from the dark regions of night; I’ll appear in her eyes, as an 

angel of light.
I must act well my part, to secure my prey or in deeper disgrace, I’ll be 

driven away.
Stay, I’ll enter that serpent, it suits my disguise they say it is cunning deceit-

ful and wise.
And with its assistance, exert all my power, to turn into sorrow and wo, this 

fair land.67



130

bl eedi ng bor der s

	 This poem elucidates many of the themes explored in this chapter and 
also captures the essence of the conflict between antislavery and proslav-
ery ideology. To begin with, the proslavery author accuses the fictive aboli-
tionist/devil character of disrupting the natural order between master and 
slave, a hierarchy ordained by God. The author blames such blasphemy on 
the abolitionist’s ambition and egotism and casts him into hell for ques-
tioning the slave owner’s patriarchal authority and hence God’s omniscient 
authority.
	 The abolitionist (Lucifer) then adopts the guise of a snake and enters 
the “Garden of Eden.” Here presumably the author is referring to the free-
state migration, and the raging debate over the expansion of slavery into 
the untouched, divine gardens of the western frontier. While in territorial 
Kansas, or some other slave-owning Garden of Eden, the abolitionist at-
tempts to reform the system by turning it into a free labor “hell.” But he 
“lacks power” and loses sight of his goal of abolitionism, when he becomes 
attracted to a southern woman (Eve).
	 This Eve-like woman, undoubtedly a white, innocent plantation mis-
tress, was duped into submission by the abolitionist/serpent’s disguise. The 
author implies miscegenation as he hints at the abolitionist’s less than lily-
white racial heritage (“though I am from the dark regions of night, I’ll ap-
pear in her eyes as the angel of light”). In addition, the poem darkens the 
abolitionist and constructs him as the devil himself. The concluding ref-
erence to the serpent reinforces the theme of miscegenation and suggests 
that the serpent, with powers that are “cunning, deceitful and wise,” could 
defile the southern lady. Abolitionism and the inevitable consequence of 
miscegenation, the poem declares, would destroy the natural, divine order 
of slavocracy, disrupt the southern Gardens of Eden, and desecrate south-
ern white womanhood. The author paints the abolitionist as a racial, sex-
ual, and ideological other and, as the very Devil, casts him into the caverns 
of hell.
	 Proslavery men metaphorically blackened their opponents with words, 
and they literally blackened them with tar, often turning to tarring and 
feathering as a favorite means of enforcing their supremacy and their 
whiteness.68 One proslavery mob tarred and cottoned a young free-state 
man, dragged him across town, and left him at the doorstep of his fami-
ly’s homestead. The proslavery “party” of Leavenworth called a meeting on 
April 30, 1855, to endorse tarring and feathering and other vigilante tac-
tics used by their fellow proslavery brethren. The members, led by Judge 
Payne, passed several resolutions, one of which specifically referred to the 
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tarring of a suspected abolitionist, William Phillips: “1st. That we heart-
ily endorse the action of the committee of citizens that shaved, tarred and 
feathered, rode on a rail, and had sold by a negro, William Phillips, the 
moral perjuror.” 69 These proslavery men went beyond blackening their op-
ponents’ skin and sold Phillips on a mock auction block as if he were a 
slave.
	 In addition to associating abolitionists with slaves, the proslavery news-
papers also implied that they permitted and even encouraged miscegena-
tion. Atchison’s Squatter Sovereign published a story that predicted the “Ef-
fects of Abolitionism”: “We copy the following marriage of a ‘Buck Nigger’ 
to a White Woman. . . . Such occurences [sic] will be frequent here, should 
the Northern fanatics succeed in excluding the institution of slavery.” The 
Squatter Sovereign fanned the flames of miscegenation hysteria by reprint-
ing the wedding announcement of this interracial couple from the Abington 
(Conn.) Standard: “Scorning the conventionalities of society the fair bride 
has set a noble example of practical amalgamation. This was no childish 
fancy or result of fanaticism working on youthful enthusiasm. The bride-
groom had arrived at the mature age of fifty, and the bride thirty-three. 
Both have tied the silken cord of Hymen with a partner of their own race, 
and so will be able to speak experimentally on the advantages of one or the 
other plans.” 70 This article most certainly frightened the Squatter Sover-
eign’s readership, because it openly announced a mixed-race marriage and 
noted the sexual implications of such a union. Furthermore, the Sovereign 
implied that such unions would be commonplace if more abolitionist New 
Englanders, like the couple from Connecticut, were allowed to settle in 
Kansas.
	 But anxiety surrounding interracial marriage and sex was not reserved 
for proslavery settlers; antislavery papers, like their proslavery counter-
parts, carried stories filled with accounts of miscegenation and popula-
tion growth spurred by nonwhites. The author of one story in the Republi-
can worried that native white families no longer married and reproduced 
in tandem with immigrants: “More than four sevenths of the marriages in 
Massachusetts are among the foreign born. . . . Here is our intolerable stu-
pidity once more; having children is left to the Irish!” The author blamed 
native whites’ extravagant spending habits and women’s reluctance to ful-
fill their wifely duties for the difference in marriage and birth rates. He la-
mented, “Once was the time when a wife was a ‘help meet’; now in thou-
sands of cases you can change the ‘meet’ to ‘eat’ and make it read more 
truthfully.” 71 Instead of focusing the problem on immigrants and their 
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“savage” habits (as much conventional wisdom did), this reporter blamed 
white, middle-class men and women. If these whites failed to change their 
marriage and reproductive habits, they would ensure a nation populated 
by not-so-white foreigners, like the Irish.
	 So although the most acute white anxiety stemmed from black-white 
interracial sex and blackness, white fear about miscegenation and the ra-
cial other attached itself to a variety of sources. The Irish, African Ameri-
cans, some Indians (particularly the “uncivilized” and full-blooded tribes), 
Border Ruffians, and Abolitionists all took their turn as racial others in 
Kansas Territory. White settlers grappled with each other for the exclusive 
right to claim whiteness and to formulate a white identity that maintained 
its purity and racial integrity.

Copper-colored Sons, Men of Africa, and  
Other Challenges to Whit e Supremacy

In contrast to the northerners and southerners discussed here, a few pieces 
of evidence indicate that some settlers in Kansas embraced not only abo-
litionism but also racial equality. Sara Robinson articulated many of her 
immediate peers’ sentiments when she explained why abolitionist women 
joined the movement to abolish slavery in Kansas: “Could she see this great 
country [Kansas] . . . thrown open to the foul inroads of slavery, so that no 
woman with black blood in her veins could be a welcome inmate of her fa-
ther’s house, feel safe in the protection of a husband’s love, or, in caressing 
the children God gave her, call them her own, and make no effort in their 
behalf? No. It was not thus, thank God! Men felt and women felt.” 72 Simi-
larly, Thomas Webb wrote to James Montgomery about coordinating relief 
efforts for the fugitives who flooded into Kansas from Missouri and Arkan-
sas and argued for equality in their treatment: “Where distress exists I do 
not stop to . . . inspect his complexion; whatever his color, white, black, or 
red, whatever his status, bond or free, neither he nor his family must . . . 
be left to starve or freeze.” 73

	 One settler, Erastus Ladd, criticized Rev. Thomas Johnson for his big-
oted views toward African Americans and highlighted the irony embed-
ded in a man who simultaneously worked for the betterment of one “col-
ored race” while degrading another: “This Johnson is the distinguished 
slave-holding missionary of ‘good will’. . . to the copper colored sons of the 
American forests, but not to the ‘men’ of Africa with darker skins, or even 
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of skins as light as his own, if a particle of African blood permeates their 
veins, even if most of the rest of that blood should be his own. The Rev. 
Mr. Johnson’s mission is to the skins of a peculiar color and not to the souls 
of men.” 74 Ladd not only chided Johnson for his slaveholding but also noted 
that he might in fact be enslaving and discriminating against his own off-
spring. By implying that Johnson’s “white blood” ran through some of his 
slaves’ veins, Ladd’s comments demonstrate that even those Kansas set-
tlers who advocated equality among the races capitalized on the fear of 
miscegenation to reveal the hypocrisy of proslavery men like Johnson.
	 This small vanguard of abolitionist settlers challenged slavery and white 
supremacy in Kansas, and it was their radicalism that attracted black lead-
ers such as Frederick Douglass to Kansas’s cause. In his abolitionist news-
paper, the North Star, Douglass proposed a “Plan for Making Kansas a Free 
State,” which suggested an exodus of one thousand free blacks into the ter-
ritory.75 His proposal, however, met with firm opposition from the main-
stream antislavery groups in Kansas. In fact, the free-state constitution 
proposed in Topeka during the fall of 1855 initially barred free African 
Americans from settling in the state. Moreover, the 1861 state constitu-
tion denied blacks voting rights and segregated the school system. A large 
minority of constitutional delegates even supported total “negro exclu-
sion.” 76

	 Although the abolitionist wing of the free-state movement effectively 
combated slavery in the region, it was not as successful in challenging 
white supremacy. Proslavery and antislavery settlers entered the Union to-
gether as Kansans in 1861, and the first Kansans agreed that whiteness 
would reign supreme in their new state. Their common use of racialized 
rhetoric to attack each other ironically brought them together in defense of 
whiteness.
	 Kansans proved to be sensitive to a variety of threats to white racial pu-
rity, which included the presence of both blacks and Indians, and they de-
veloped ideologies and public policies designed to minimize the impact 
of blackness and redness. In the case of the Indians, missionaries, Indian 
agents, and settlers agreed that removal to reservations and/or “civiliza-
tion” and total assimilation via intermarriage with whites would best serve 
both Indian and Anglo needs. Because some Indians refused to change on 
their own, they would have to be exterminated, moved, or physically in-
fused with white blood. Those tribes who insisted on cultural and polit-
ical sovereignty would simply be killed or placed on reservations. Those 



134

bl eedi ng bor der s

who embraced “civilized” white culture, on the other hand, could join the 
ranks of whiteness through intermarriage and prosper in the expanding 
Republic.
	 As for African Americans, they would not be enslaved in the new state 
of Kansas but would be denied citizenship and the suffrage and would be 
destined to occupy the lowest social and economic rungs of “free” Kansas 
society. Slavery, an institution that epitomized the southern expression of 
white supremacy, died in Kansas, but the victory of antislavery forces was 
marred by racism. Furthermore, whites in Kansas, whether northern or 
southern, disdained interracial sex with blacks and worked in different 
ways toward creating a society in Kansas that prohibited such unions. The 
northern faction may have “won” the battle in Bleeding Kansas, but ulti-
mately, whiteness won the war.
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After attending an antislavery meeting held to protest the Kansas-Ne-
braska Act, Samuel N. Wood and his wife, Margaret, left their Ohio home 
in May 1854 to settle in Kansas Territory. In part because of their efforts 
and the hardships they and other free-state settlers endured during the 
territorial era, Sam and Margaret found themselves living in a free Kan-
sas just seven years later. The Woods arrived in Kansas bringing only their 
passionate commitment to abolitionism and the possessions they could 
pack into their covered wagon. By the 1860s, however, the Wood family 
had acquired land south of Lawrence, a modest home that Sam and his 
father-in-law had built, and a printing press. While the Woods’s biogra-
phy is compelling because it chronicles the struggle over slavery between 
abolitionists like themselves, their antislavery counterparts, and proslav-
ery men and women, it is their printing press that tells the larger story of 
Bleeding Kansas.1

	 Jotham Meeker, one of the first Baptist missionaries among the Shaw-
nee Indians in Kansas, first purchased the printing press in Cincinnati, 
Ohio, in the early 1830s and began printing the Shawnee Sun in 1834. The 
Sun, or the “Shau-wau-nowe Ke-sauth-wau,” was the first newspaper ever 
published exclusively in an Indian language and eventually became a pop-
ular bilingual paper in the region. After Meeker died in January 1854, the 
missionary board sold the press to George W. Brown, who began publish-
ing the antislavery paper, the Herald of Freedom. After the press’s tenure at 
the Herald of Freedom and another like-minded paper, the Freedom’s Cham-
pion, Sam Wood acquired it and used it to publish several different papers 
that touted various social causes from impartial suffrage to spiritualism.2 
The press, traveling from Ohio to Kansas, published stories that covered 
the lives of Indians and missionaries, antislavery and proslavery settlers, 
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and, undoubtedly, the Civil War. The press and the men and women who 
used it, witnessed the bleeding borders among gender, race, and region be-
fore the Civil War.
	 Jotham Meeker used the press at the Baptist Mission to publish stories 
pertaining to Indian life in eastern Kansas Territory after the Shawnee 
and Delaware migration from the Ohio Valley and Great Lakes region in 
the 1820s and 1830s. The Shawnee and the Delaware had already experi-
enced life among white missionaries and fur traders and were accustomed 
to dealing with the Great Father by the time they arrived on the banks of 
the lower Missouri. They had also endured conflicts with resident Indian 
tribes who jockeyed with emigrant tribes for land and hunting grounds. 
In addition, a good number of Indians intermarried with other tribes and 
with French and Anglo fur traders; together they produced a growing pop-
ulation of mixed-race children who were neither wholly Indian nor French 
nor Anglo. Indians and whites struggled to coexist peacefully in a region 
that would soon be characterized by overt conflict.
	 Emigrant tribes fared better among white settlers in Kansas Territory 
than the resident Kaw, Kickapoo, and Osage tribes, in part because tribes 
such as the Shawnee and Delaware appeared more “civilized” and willing 
to adopt white social and cultural norms. Some practiced Christianity or 
a syncretic blend of native and Christian spiritual forms, and some had in-
termarried with white traders or settlers and produced mixed-race chil-
dren. Mixed-blood Indian couples such as Abelard and Quindaro Guthrie 
utilized their knowledge of multiple languages and cultures, trading and 
doing business with various Indian tribes and white settlers. Their ability 
to understand native and white ways enabled them to traverse the bleeding 
border successfully but would ultimately foreshadow how mixed-race Kan-
sans, like other mixed-race people in the region, facilitated the wholesale 
displacement and dispossession of Indian land and culture by whites.3

	 Unlike the Shawnee and Delaware, the resident Kansas Indians re-
ceived the brunt of white criticism and became the targets of various civi-
lization and extermination efforts advocated by white settlers and the fed-
eral government. Refusing to relinquish their language and culture, the 
Kaw, Kickapoo, and Osage battled with government troops and local white 
militias over land and definitions of civilization. Because they resisted 
white encroachment and often defended their tribal sovereignty with vi-
olence, these resident Indians gained reputations as savage beasts des-
tined for removal or extermination. These Indians refused to allow white 
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to bleed into red, and they consequently lost their right to remain in Kan-
sas and live among the white settlers.
	 Understanding how the Anglo and Indian worlds merged through eco-
nomic, religious, and sexual exchange helps explain how white racial iden-
tity formed at midcentury. The Indian presence in Kansas enabled Anglo 
settlers to see themselves as civilized, moral, white beings in opposition to 
the savage, degraded, red “other.” In addition, most northern and south-
ern settlers in Kansas tabled their differences over slavery and united on 
the ground of white supremacy in reference to Indians. Whiteness created 
a tenuous bond among the first white settlers in the region that facilitated 
the wholesale dispossession of Indians’ land and derided Indian culture. 
Few voices objected when the federal officials and missionaries urged the 
complete conversion of Indians to white ways or the removal and/or ex-
termination of those tribes who refused to adopt white social and cultural 
norms. Although “Bleeding Kansas” typically refers to the blood spilled by 
proslavery and antislavery settlers, the bleeding actually began as white 
bled into red and as red struggled to maintain its sovereignty.
	 Jotham Meeker’s press chronicled the convergence of the Indian and 
Anglo worlds in Kansas, and the same press, under George W. Brown’s 
ownership, would print stories recording the collision of North and South 
on the bleeding border. While politics and demographics explain a great 
deal about why Kansas entered the Union as a free state, one can only un-
derstand how that happened by thoroughly examining the people who ar-
ticulated, both verbally and physically, the conflict between slavery and 
free labor. When one explores Bleeding Kansas at the grass-roots level, 
black and white faces emerge, as do female and male actors.
	 African American slaves and white abolitionists worked tirelessly to 
prevent the implantation of slavery in Kansas. Slaves resisted their mas-
ters’ attempts to set up plantations in the region by running away to Iowa 
and Nebraska, and abolitionists facilitated slaves’ successful northern de-
partures by booking them tickets on the Underground Railroad. Women 
were crucial to the success of the antislavery movement in Kansas; they 
provided food and housing for runaway slaves in the area, and they ac-
tively contributed to the proliferation of antislavery literature in Kansas 
and throughout the country. Ignoring the impact of black slave resistance 
and female antislavery activism, conceals the breadth, depth, and strength 
of a movement that was, at its core, fueled by the people.
	 Free-state forces would have been considerably weaker had they not re-
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defined women’s gender roles to include their participation in the politics 
and warfare of Kansas.4 These assertive antislavery women rarely shied 
away from judging their fellow male settlers on a variety of issues, in par-
ticular, on their manhood. Women such as Julia Louisa Lovejoy joined 
newspaper editors such as George W. Brown and other cultural critics in 
their evaluation of southern and northern manhood. Northerners argued 
that the southern “myrmidons of border ruffianism” exceeded the proper 
boundaries of manhood by raping and pillaging innocent free-state set-
tlers. They claimed that southern men in Kansas betrayed the southern 
code of chivalry and transgressed the proper boundaries between men and 
women; by raiding women’s closets and shooting at them with guns, south-
ern honor’s “gloss” had indeed “become dim.” 5 In addition, northern critics 
accused southern men of acting more like animals than men.
	 Southerners responded to these critiques by questioning northern 
manhood. In the eyes of proslavery Kansans, northern men paled in com-
parison to their southern counterparts because they lacked the virility, 
courage, and willingness to use violence to defend northern principles. 
Northern men might excel at manufacturing and skilled trades, but the es-
sence of manhood resided in a man’s ability to use firearms quickly and ef-
fectively in defense of honor. Because the duel epitomized southern man-
hood, northern men’s reluctance to engage in violent duels proved to the 
South that southerners were more manly. In the end, some northerners 
began to agree with these southern critiques, especially after the Sack of 
Lawrence in 1856, and northern definitions of manhood began incorpo-
rating the need for aggressive, proactive violence in pursuit of antislavery 
goals. What both factions shared from the beginning, however, was a be-
lief that true manhood was white manhood, and that casting doubt on ra-
cial identity could simultaneously question gender identity.
	 Indeed, a belief in white supremacy often knitted the North and South 
together in their ideologies about race. In addition to uniting on the 
grounds of white supremacy in reference to Indians, northern and south-
ern settlers in Kansas agreed that miscegenation between whites and 
blacks should be prevented at all costs. Indian-white amalgamation rarely 
received the intense negative attention that black-white sexual relations 
did, and both North and South appeared extremely concerned that events 
in Kansas would increase miscegenation. “Don’t you see old Buck com-
ing?” asked the Weston Argus, and many northerners and southerners alike 
were deeply troubled by the prospect of his arrival.
	 Variant definitions of whiteness and different programs for achieving 
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and maintaining white supremacy split the two groups into proslavery and 
antislavery camps, however. Northerners and southerners disagreed about 
how best to prevent miscegenation. The North argued that slavery facili-
tated miscegenation because it enabled slave masters to have sexual rela-
tions with their female slaves. The South, on the other hand, claimed that 
slavery kept the races separate and, more important, maintained a racial 
hierarchy that kept all whites firmly above blacks on the social and eco-
nomic ladder. Furthermore, southerners argued, abolitionism would cer-
tainly result in amalgamation, because the abolitionists’ love for the slave 
encouraged whites to engage in social and sexual relations with African 
Americans. Thus a common fear of miscegenation stoked both antislavery 
and proslavery fires, and Kansas provided a central arena for the articula-
tion of that fear.
	 Examining the bleeding border between Missouri and Kansas illus-
trates how tensions within ideologies of gender, race, and sexuality pushed 
the North and the South further apart politically while uniting the two 
regions on the grounds of white supremacy. Free labor meant free white 
labor, according to men such as Andrew J. Francis, who settled in Kansas 
Territory after emigrating from his native Ohio. Francis helped organize 
the “free white State party” in Kansas Territory, the motto of which was 
“Slavery before free negroes.” Francis represented many Kansans when he 
said, “I would prefer to have Kansas as a free State, provided there were no 
negroes allowed to live in the Territory. If they were to be here, I preferred 
that they should be under masters.” 6 Though free-state forces triumphed 
in using popular sovereignty to save Kansas from slavery, theirs was a vic-
tory for whiteness and white supremacy, not racial equality.
	 The discourse on Bleeding Kansas articulated ideas about race, gender, 
and miscegenation that also mimicked a national discussion about the for-
mation of a national identity rooted in white male supremacy. As white, 
male suffrage expanded during the Jacksonian era and as the possibilities 
of female and black suffrage surfaced in the mid-nineteenth century, law-
makers struggled to define citizenship and national identity in ways that 
honored the pursuit of democracy but limited the rights of citizenship to 
white men.7 By carefully and narrowly determining the boundaries of “cit-
izen,” the male voting public defined itself by excluding women, blacks, In-
dians, and immigrants from the formal body politic.
	 The instructions given in 1855 by federal authorities to census takers in 
territorial Kansas illustrate this phenomenon of selective “citizen making.” 
The government directed the census takers to count as citizens all white 
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males, specifically excluding women, slaves, and “any Indians or persons 
of Indian blood.” Territorial governor Andrew Reeder issued the order as 
follows: “A qualified voter must be free, of white blood, twenty-one years 
of age, an actual resident of the Territory, dwelling here with the bona fide 
intention of making it his home, and a native or naturalized citizen of the 
United States.” 8 The census recorded white women and children’s names 
below those of their male relatives, and females were accorded some pub-
lic recognition through their association with these men. Most African 
Americans’ names, however, were not recorded; they shared the same sta-
tus as hogs and cattle by being enumerated with an X, and Indians were 
not counted at all. Thus as the government quantified its territories, it also 
qualified what kind of person would enjoy citizenship and nurtured a na-
tional identity defined by whiteness and maleness.
	 But the ascension of a racially exclusionary definition of citizenship did 
not gain complete hold on political life in Kansas. In 1854 the Kansas cor-
respondent for the New York Daily Tribune urged his readers to note the 
appalling suggestion made by the proslavery Squatter Sovereign that free 
blacks be barred from entering Kansas and Nebraska. The Sovereign’s ac-
tions demonstrated “the importance of prompt counteracting movements 
by the friends of freedom,” and in fact, in 1861 free blacks were not barred 
from entering the new state and African Americans moved to Kansas in 
droves after the Civil War.9 Known as the “land of old John Brown,” Kan-
sas attracted a stream of Exodusters, black sharecroppers who escaped the 
poverty and violent racism of the Deep South, and several all-black colo-
nies formed in rural Kansas in the 1870s and 1880s.10 Although blacks did 
not find the land of Canaan they hoped existed on the Kansas prairie, they 
did benefit from a small population of whites and blacks who honored the 
state’s abolitionist legacy and worked toward racial justice and equality in 
Kansas.
	 The “land of old John Brown” may have been a destination point for 
former slaves after the Civil War, but it was mainly a departure point for 
its Indian residents. By the turn of the twentieth century the largest bands 
of Indian and half-breed tribes had been removed to small reservations 
within the state or, more likely, to larger reservations in Oklahoma. Even 
though many tribes attempted to adopt white ways in post–Civil War Kan-
sas, their possession of rich farm land often negated any claims they made 
on the privileges of whiteness, such as citizenship or land ownership.11 In 
his Standard History of Kansas and Kansans, published in 1918, William E. 
Connelly chronicled the migration of dozens of tribes in and out of Kan-
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sas over the course of the nineteenth century. “The land-shark stood by to 
despoil the Indian” at every turn, he concluded.12 Furthermore, according 
to the U.S. government in 1876, “an Indian [was] not a person within the 
meaning of the law” and thus had no citizenship rights in Kansas or else-
where.13 As Bleeding Kansas receded into the state’s historical past, so did 
its Indian population.
	 The borders in Kansas merged in ways that allowed increased partici-
pation for white women in politics and provided African Americans lim-
ited, racially segregated educational and economic opportunities, but they 
also eliminated the chances for Indians or Indianness to survive in the 
state. The situation at the national level paralleled Kansas: Women poli-
ticked for suffrage and won that right in many western states (though they 
would have to wait until 1920 for federal elections), black men gained the 
suffrage in 1870 and were able to own property, especially in the North, 
but most Indians in the country were relegated to reservations, poverty, 
and alcoholism. During and after the Civil War the nation bled as Kan-
sas had; although slavery was abolished, white supremacy would reign su-
preme for decades to come.
	 Sexism and racism persisted throughout the twentieth century, and 
Kansas would remain a flashpoint in the nation’s negotiation with its rac-
ist past. One hundred years after the Kansas-Nebraska Act passed, the Su-
preme Court handed down a decision against the Topeka, Kansas, Board of 
Education, forcing it to allow black children to attend integrated schools. 
One can be sure that if Samuel Wood’s press had survived until 1954, it 
would have recorded the momentous events of the 1950s, as the borders in 
Kansas and elsewhere continued to bleed.
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In 2004, pundit Thomas Frank asked, “What’s the matter with Kansas?” 
in his best-selling book by the same name. Frank uses Kansas, his home 
state, as a representative example of a national political phenomenon: the 
political shift to the right of “ordinary,” working-class Americans. Frank 
wonders why and how “conservatives won the heart of America,” particu-
larly when conservative political policies often undermine their constitu-
ents’ economic self-interest. Although Frank focuses mainly on class and 
culture to answer his question, he considers race and gender in his anal-
ysis of Kansas’s political identity, and his commentary provides a fruitful 
opportunity to reflect on his conclusions in light of my work on Kansas’s 
historical roots.1

	 In chapter 9, “Kansas Bleeds for Your Sins,” Frank boldly asserts, “One 
thing [Kansas] doesn’t do is racism,” and he harkens back to the territorial 
era and its abolitionist founders as the source of the state’s “mythic iden-
tity” and its history of anti-racism. He notes that even radical “Cons” (con-
servatives) such as Sen. Sam Brownback honor the state’s proud abolition-
ist past by refusing to “play the race card” to convert voters to his party and 
his causes. He also reports that the NAACP chose Kansas as a prime loca-
tion for their landmark Brown v. Board of Education case precisely because 
of the state’s reputable history of race relations. According to Topeka jour-
nalist David Aubrey, “Kansas, with its free state past was selected to show 
that racial discrimination wasn’t just a Southern problem, but a national 
shame. If Kansas treated blacks as second-class citizens, the rest of the 
country had to take special notice.” 2 To be fair, Frank acknowledges that 
Kansas’s record on race is not perfect, and he cites the state’s 1920s flirta-
tions with the KKK and 1970s white flight to the suburbs of Kansas City in 
his footnotes. But he seems to reify the state’s mythic identity by assuming 
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that most Kansans reject racism in part because they honor its noble, free-
state heritage. Conversely, its racist, KKK-spawning history stems not from 
these hallowed New England mothers and fathers but from those damned 
Missourians who crossed the border and brought slavery and its accompa-
nying racism to the virgin soil of Kansas.
	 Bleeding Borders fundamentally challenges this interpretation and will 
undoubtedly raise the ire of many Kansans who cherish a mythologized, 
antiracist account of the state’s origins. It also should push Frank and oth-
ers to consider racism as one answer to “What’s the matter with Kansas?” 
As a native Kansan myself, I approached this project, and especially its 
conclusions, with a fair amount of hesitation. After all, my education, at 
the public high school just across town from the one Frank attended, was 
steeped in free-state mythology, as we studied the magnificent mural of 
John Brown in the state capitol building and lauded his legacy. I grew up 
hating the state of Missouri, and only recently did I realize that this hatred 
had been nurtured by historical roots, not merely college basketball rival-
ries. Kansas City natives are careful to distinguish on which side of the 
border they reside, and when asked the proverbial question, I remember 
answering, with conceit, “The right side.”
	 Discovering the reality that the right side, the side that resisted the es-
tablishment of slavery in the region, was also the wrong side, the side that 
allowed segregated schools, that disenfranchised black voters, and that 
spawned social and political institutions that discriminated against blacks 
and Native Americans, was a rude awakening. For in addition to harboring 
pride in my free-state heritage, I also counted myself a northerner, some-
one wholly different from those prejudiced, backward southerners I had 
learned about in the civil rights unit of my American history class. Finding 
myself now firmly established in the Deep South, I look back on this na-
ïveté with humor and irony; this John Brown admirer now teaches students 
who wear Confederate uniforms to fraternity balls! But what has been so 
liberating and enlightening about this project is the realization that the 
seeds of racism in our nation’s history planted themselves throughout the 
country, in the cottonfields of Mississippi and, yes, even in the wheat fields 
of Kansas. I hope Bleeding Borders conveys this message without detracting 
from the bravery and honest commitment to racial equality touted by Kan-
sas’s abolitionist vanguard, John Brown among them.
	 But what about the women who played such an integral role in Kan-
sas’s first generation? What’s the matter with Kansas women and how has 
gender shaped Kansas politics? Frank notes that “Kansas was traditionally 
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ahead of the crowd on women’s rights,” citing the early suffrage battles in 
the 1860s and laws that protected abortion rights in the 1970s to illustrate 
its political tilt to the left on women’s issues. But hot-button topics such as 
abortion and gay rights pulled many Kansas women to the conservative 
side in the 1980s and 1990s. Frank highlights these conservative women 
in his book, but the remarkable thing about them is that for the most part, 
they’re strong, confident, and politically active. Take antisuffrage darling 
Kay O’Connor, who in the process of running for state senator in 2001, 
ironically claimed that maybe women’s suffrage wasn’t such a good idea 
after all.3

	 O’Connor’s case is instructive because she embodies a legacy of female 
political activism that originated in Kansas’s territorial era and character-
izes the state’s history to the present. Kansas women were the first in the 
country to be able to vote in school board elections in 1861, they were some 
of the first to vote in municipal elections in 1886, and the state boasted 
the country’s first female mayor the following year. The nation’s first all-
woman city council took office in Oskaloosa, Kansas, in 1888, and Kansas 
women earned the suffrage in tax and bond issues in 1903. They did not re-
ceive full suffrage rights until 1912, but they were one of only eight states at 
the time who granted women the vote. Finally, Kansas was the first state in 
the country to elect outright a female U.S. senator, Nancy Landon Kasse-
baum, who took office in 1978 and was the only female member of the Sen-
ate at the time.4 Thus it appears that Kansas’s “strong-minded women,” 
such as Sara Robinson, Margaret Wood, and Clarina Nichols, carved out a 
space for women in Kansas politics that has been remarkably resilient, re-
gardless of party affiliation.
	 O’Connor’s critique of women’s suffrage, however, would make Clarina 
Nichols roll in her grave. So what is the matter with these Kansas women? 
Have they betrayed their foremothers’ heritage by aligning themselves 
with conservative politics? The short answer is no. What has happened, 
I think, is that conservative women, who typically stayed out of the pub-
lic sphere during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, are now trum-
peting their political voice by embracing conservative causes. Nineteenth-
century women might have touted radical ideas while safely ensconced in 
their lace petticoats and broadcasting professions of true womanhood, but 
twenty-first-century women have stepped outside the private sphere with 
the protection of conservative causes to shield them from accusations of 
improper womanhood. They are following in Clarina Nichols’s footsteps, 
albeit while wearing very different shoes.
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	 These women, like their more liberal foremothers, enjoy support from 
the men in their worlds. Free-state men recognized that their cause could 
be strengthened by enlisting their wives and daughters in the fight for a 
free Kansas, and they shifted their gender identities accordingly. Both mas-
culine men and feminine women could write political editorials in the na-
tion’s newspapers and even use guns to defend themselves from the bar-
barian ruffians who crossed the border. Now the “Cons” realize a similar 
advantage; put the housewives to work against the godless liberals who 
want to legalize abortion and gay marriage. Who better to fight these bat-
tles than conservative women, who by their very natures can claim author-
ity over pregnancy and marriage, the birthright of “all” women? At a recent 
abortion rights rally in Jackson, Mississippi, the most outspoken protestor 
from the prolife camp was a pregnant woman with her three younger chil-
dren in tow. Although her speech and her graphic signs marked her as a 
political being, her cause, her maternity, and the children by her side re-
minded everyone that she remained at her core a traditional, conservative 
woman.
	 So perhaps we can begin to answer Frank’s question in a number of 
new ways: First, conservative women, historically inactive politically (like 
many of the southern women who moved to Kansas in the 1850s), are now 
playing an integral role in certain political causes, even running for office 
because of them. And Kansas (and the nation?) has moved to the Right be-
cause of their activism. Second, Kansans “do racism” and always have. As 
historian Rusty Monhollon and I recently noted, “From its earliest days 
Kansas was something of a paradox for blacks; seeking to escape Jim Crow 
and racism in the South they often confronted both—albeit less virulent 
and in different forms—in the land of John Brown.” 5 One trip to the for-
mer location of Quindaro, a hotbed of abolitionism in the 1850s that is now 
an urban slum in Kansas City, Kansas, will illustrate Kansas’s ugly under-
belly of racism; boarded up shops, trash-ridden crack houses, and the sul-
len faces of black poverty will remind you that Kansas continues to strug-
gle with racial equality. If a stroll down Quindaro Avenue is not enough to 
convince you, then read the recent stories in the Topeka paper about water 
and land battles between the Kickapoo Indians and the state and federal 
governments. Their small reservation is home to several hundred surviv-
ing Kansas Kickapoo, but their water supply is contaminated and they 
cannot gain the legal right to fix the problem.6 And finally, the last full-
blooded Kaw Indian, the tribe for which the state of Kansas was named, 
died in 2000.7 Now only those Indians who intermarry with whites or who 
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run successful casinos can survive. It seems as if white Kansans continue 
to devalue Indian rights, a practice so painfully initiated in the 1840s and 
1850s.
	 If we acknowledge Kansas’s history, with its triumphs and challenges, 
instead of lauding a mythical past, answering Frank’s question is easy. Kan-
sas’s roots have produced rather predictable branches: A consistent strain 
of conservatism and a reluctance to change has persisted among the state’s 
citizens, even while bursts of spectacular radicalism continue to push the 
populace in new directions. The recent election of a female, Democratic 
governor and the rejection of intelligent design by the state school board 
indicate that the ghosts of Sam Wood and the free-state radicals may be 
rising again. But it is equally likely that Kansas conservatives will find will-
ing converts among the metaphorical descendants of the free-staters and 
the Border Ruffians, for both groups have qualities that reside in all Kan-
sans and, indeed, all Americans.
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