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THE KANSAS
HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

Volume XXXIII Spring, 1967 Number 1

Kansas Territory and Its Boundary Question:
“Big Kanms or “Little Kansas”
Ly W. Gown

OME leaders in the Territory of Kansas in 1858 and 1859 hoped

to receive congressional approval for a state of Kansas with a
western boundary at the crest of the Rocky mountains in the middle
part of present-day Colorado and a northern boundary at the Platte
river. If the Platte had been the northern border of Kansas, the
state would include a rather extensive and valuable portion of the
present-day state of Nebraska, and if the crest of the Rocky moun-
tains had formed the western boundary of Kansas, a large portion of
present-day Colorado would be part of the wheat state.

Such efforts by residents of a territory to establish a much larger
state were not uncommon occurrences in 19th century America.
Just a few years prior to the endeavors to establish a “Big Kansas”
rather than a “Small Kansas,” conventions in Towa and in Wisconsin
territory had tried to include within the boundaries of their proposed
states rather Jarge portions of what was later part of the state of
Minnesota.! Tn addition, in 1845 and again in 1850 with the admis-
sion to statehood of Texas and California, congress showed that it
was willing to accept very large states into the Union.

What those who favored an expanded state tended to overlook
was that Nebraska territory had been in existence for as long as
Kansas and, therefore, did not represent an area of unorganized
territory which could probably be included in a state of Kansas.
This situation contrasted to the circumstances involving much of
the territory contiguous to Texas, California, Towa, and Wisconsin.
Despite the fact that congressional approval of the inclusion of part
of Nebraska territory in a state of Kansas was not at all sure, the
efforts to try to accomplish this in the late 18 of some historical
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KANsAs HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

interest, in part because the debate which resulted in Kansas over
the boundary question was linked to the broader struggle between
the Democrats and the Republicans in that territory

act of May, 1854, created the Teritory of
Kansas, which extended from the western boundary of Missouri to
the summit of the Rocky mountains and from 37° to 40° latitude on
the south and north. The settlers in Kansas territory met and drew
up four state constitutions during the territorial period: The Topeka
constitution (1855), the Lecompton constitution (1857), the Leav-
BN o (0 andl e Wenasks (i
(1859). All of these except the one framed at Wyandotte followed
the example set by those who had devised the boundaries of the
territory and placed the western boundary at the summit of the
Rocky mountains. The Wyandotte constitution put the western
boundary of the state of Kansas at 102° longitude, which was con-
siderably east of the crest of the mountains.? The Pike's Peak gold
rush of 1858-1860 was probably one of the principal factors which
prompted the move to set the western boundary of the proposed
state of Kansas so far east of the territory’s western boundary.

Suggestions to cut off part of western Kansas had occurred even
before the gold rush developed. One writer predicted in 1857 that
lawmakers would exclude part of the western portion of Kansas and
would establish a state which would be about 300 miles long and
200 miles wide However, until the gold rush took place, the
boundary matter did not receive much attention; then it became
entwined to some degree with the question of whether or not to
annex a portion of Nebraska to Kansas.

In January, 1858, in the council of the Kansas legislature one of
the delegates introduced a resolution maintaining that the Platte
river was the natural boundary between the territories of Kansas
and Nebraska and should become the legal boundary between
them. The resolution called for Nebraska to agree to the annexation
of southern Nebraska by Kansas® The fecling for this movement
became stronger as 1858 passed and eventually became associated
with the endeavor to cut off part of western Kansas.

On December 16, 1858, editor Sol Miller of the White Cloud
Kansas Chief voiced the opinion of some Kansans when he noted
a move in congress to exclude a westem portion from the rest of

2. Unied Sttes Stattes ot Large, v. 10, v
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msas territory and then commented, “This would be well, if they
would also effect the proposed change in the Northern boundary
The Kansas delegate to congress introduced a bill shortly thereafter
to change the northern boundary of Kansas.® Then in January, 1859,
a Kansas legislator again introduced the resolution to annex that
portion of Nebraska south of the Platte river to the territory of
Kansas.

This resolution argued that the determination of the northern
boundary of Kansas at the 40th parallel had resulted from “high
political considerations in 1854 but since that time conditions had
changed considerably. The Platte river was almost impassable at

us times of the year and thus formed a natural boundary. That
portion of Nebraska south of the Platte was extremely rich and
would contribute an abundance of wealth to Kansas, and the addi-
tion of the people in that area of Nebraska to the population of
Kansas would casily give Kansas enough people to deserve state-
hood. The resolution stated that most of the inhabitants of the
Platte river country desired annexation to Kansas. In addition,
“the dismemberment of our own Territory, as now constituted, by
the erection of a new Territory on our West, is among the fixed
things in the destiny of our nation. . . . In anticipation of that
loss the Territory of South Nebraska can today be casily acquired
by the Territory of Kansas.” 7

Not everyone in the Kansas legislature agreed with the plan to
annex part of Nebraska. The entire question of whether or not to
annex the Platte river country and whether or not to cut off part
of western Kansas territory can be characterized as a struggle be-
tween the “Big Kansas” proponents and the “Little Kansas” advo-
cates. This controversy continued during the remainder of the
territorial period, but it became most intense during 1859 and espe-
cially during the Wyandotte constitutional convention in the sum-
mer of that year.

The “Bi " partisans presented the principal reasons for
their attitude in the aforementioned resolution introduced in the
Kansas legislature in 1859 calling for the annexation of the Platte
river country. The proponents of the “Little Kansas” plan also used
the legislature as a forum to express their point of view. They
argued that Kansas had plenty of land resources and was commer-
cially independent from the southern Nebraska area. Even if some
o e R e e R
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much territory as Ohio, linois, or Towa. Finally, the annexation
of part of Nebraska would permanently damage the interests of that
territory.®

Advocates of the “Big Kansas” idea carried the day in the Kansas
legislature of 1859 and secured passage of a joint resolution asking
congress to attach the Platte river country to Kansas territory.?
During the spring of 1859, various statements appeared concerning
the support given such a move by the Nebraskans who lived south
of the Platte. A meeting in Brownville, Neb., in April, reportedly
brought together a group who favored annexation to Kansas.i®
In May, one paper stated, “We have leamned from the most authentic
sources that a large proportion of the population in all that portion
of Nebraska south of the Platte are in favor of uniting their interests
and the country they occupy with the Territory of Kansas” The
people in southern Nebraska were reportedly nominating candi-
dates for delegates to the Kansas consitutonal convention due to
begin in the summer

Two leading Kansas newspapers differed on the question of an-
nesation of southern Nebraska, The Atchison Freedom’s Champion,
an advocate of the “Big Kansas” movement, favored attachment of
southern Nebraska to Kansas, especially if part of western Kansas
were sheared off to form a new territory. The Champion wanted
either to retain the fur western portion where many miners might
congregate o to gain southern Nebraska with its riches.1* On the
other hand, the Lawrence Republican opposed the annexation of
southern Nebraska, because the paper believed such a movement
would endanger the statehood chances of Kansas, would end the
community of interests which the Kansans possessed, would make
southern Kansas only an appendage to northern Kansas, and would
delay Nebraska’s statehood movements Insofar as it opposed the
annexation of the Platte river country to Kansas, the Republican
was a supporter of the “Little Kansas” ide:

The struggle between “Big Kansas” and “Little Kansas™ advocates
came to a climax with the Wyandotte constitutional convention and
its aftermath, Kansans had already drawn up three state consti-
tutions by the year 1859, but none of them had been accepted;
another attempt was made in the summer of that year. Not all
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Kansans agreed that the territory was ready for statehood in 1859.
The Lawrence Herald of Freedom insisted on December 11, 1855,
that the people of Kansas did not want early statehood. This paper
Voiced the opinion that statehood would be too expensive and that
the people needed more experience in government. The journal
believed that f put o 2 vote, the question of @ new constitu onal
convention would receive a negative answer. The Lawrence Re-
publican and the Leavenwarth Weekly Times, on the other hand,
favored statehood in the early part of 1

The vote on the question of a u»mnlutuum] convention was held
on March 25, 1859. The results were: For a constitution and a
state government, 5,306 votes; against the proposition, 1425. The
proclamation in which the results of the vote appeared called for
the clection of delegates to a constitutional convention in June at
Wyandotte, but a month later an announcement postponed the con-
vention until July.’ On June 7 the elections for delegates to the
convention took place.1®

In Nebraska a debate ensued over whether or not to send dele-
gates to the Wyandotte convention. An election was held in June
in which voters elected delegates and in one county over 900 out
of 1,078 petitioned for annexation.!”

Because of the action of these Nebraskans and because of the
question of what to do about the gold fields, the boundary question
became an important matter in the Wyandotte convention.  When
they passed through Leavenworth in July, three of the Nebraska
delex,.nm issued the statement that, “every ten miles of river front
[on the Platte] is worth more to Kansas than two hundred miles
west of the one hundred and second degree (102°) of west longi-
tude” 1 The Lawrence Herald of Freedom also asserted that the
Wyandotte convention should exclude the far westem lands from
the state of Kansas, but for a different reason. It declared that since
the agricultural section had no unity of interest with the gold
region, eastern Kansas should let the mining area have its inde-
pendence.”

14, Tbid., January 20, 1850; Leavenworth Weekly Times, April 2, 1859.
“The total vote of 6,731 was
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The Wyandotte constitutional convention held its first session
on July 5, 1859, permitting the delegates from southern Nebraska
to sit as honorary members of the convention “with the privilege of
participating in the discussion of the subject of the northern bound-
ary of the State of Kansas.” However, the state boundaries which
were first proposed excluded far western Kansas by setting the
western boundary at the 25th parallel of longitude west from
Washington (102°) and left out southern Nebraska by establishing
the northern boundary at the 40th parallel of latitude. The first
and only real debate in the convention between “Big Kansas” and
“Little Kansas” men did not occur until July 16

On July 15 one of the delegates from southern Nebraska spoke
to the convention in behalf of the movement to secure the annexa-
tion of that area to Kansas, and on the following day the convention
took up the question of boundaries. The chief opposition to the
annexation of southern Nebraska scemed to come from Republicans
in general and southern Kansans in particular. S. O. Thatcher of
Douglas county feared that the annexation of southern Nebraska
vould permit the Democrats to regain control of the government of
Kansas, and thus he (and, he rlLd\rsd southern Kansans) opposed
the annexation movement. W. R. Grifith of Bourbon county in
southern Kansas objected to the Pl.mz_ river boundary, but he sug-
gested other reasons. Griffith believed annexation of southern
Nebraska would endanger the chances of Kansas for immediate
statehood and would considerably delay Nebraska's chances for
statehood. James J. Blunt of Anderson county, also in southern
Kansas, stressed the idea that southern Kansans wanted to retain
the balance between the agricultural and the commercial interests
which then existed in Kansas. According to Blunt these people
feared that annexation would permit the commercial interests (o
dominate Kansas because of the large river border area which would
result. Eventually these opponents of annexation carried the day
in regard to the northern boundary.

The matter of the western boundary also received attention.
Before debate began on July 16 the suggestion was made to set the
western boundary at the 23d parallel of longitude west rather
than the 25th as had been suggested carlier. This recommenda-
tion resulted from the belief that the “State of Jefferson” which was
being discussed in the gold region would have its western boundary
along the crest of the Rockies. If so, Kansas should set its western
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boundary farther back than the 25th parallel of longitude in order
to permit the proposed state (Jefferson) to have a larger area®

This suggestion undoubtedly was not well received by S. D.
Houston of Riley county (on the western fringe of the then settled
part of Kansas) who was the champion of “Big Kansas” in regard
to the western boundary. Houston said, “If we can get the bound-
ary designated by congress in the Kansas-Nebraska bill, and get a
road to the mountains, I ask if it is not a question of some magnitude
whether Kansas shall not have the grand Pacific Railroad of the
country. Suppose you go on and adopt the 25th meridian,
you leave Kansas some three hundred miles from the mountains.”
He continued, “I'd rather have it go to those regions of gold.”
Houston did not feel that a state the size of the Territory of Kansas
would be too large, and he cited the examples of Texas, California,
and Oregon. He concluded that if Kansas wanted to be a great
state it must secure for itself a large expanse of

jam C. McDowell, of Leavenworth county, answered Houston
by declaring that the region between the 23d parallel and the gold
fields consisted of desert land. McDowell asserted that the gold
fields did not have to be included in Kansas territory in order to
guarantee the flow of their wealth to Kansas territory. “Tt will
inevitably flow to us.” In addition McDowell opposed the type of
people who would inhabit the gold region, and feared that the
population in that area might soon be greater than that in eastern
Kansas, thus wresting control of the territory away from the eastern

art

James J. Blunt of Anderson county stated that the eastern and
the western areas of Kansas differed too much, and that conflict
would result unless they were split at the 23d, 24th, or the 25th
parallel. B. Wrigley of Doniphan county agreed with Blunt, but
added that he favored “making the western boundary on the 23d
meridian, because I am in favor of attaching Southemn Nebraska

on the north.

Houston answered his opponents by stating, “How large would
a State have to be to be too large? . . . you can run a railroad
from here to the mountains in a few years. Is that too large”
Also, he said, far western Kansas was not a desert, otherwise how
could all the buffalo roam that area?

20, The move to ctablsh a “Stte of Jellson” was s extalegal tep by some of
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Houston's words were to no avail. On July 28 when the westem
boundary question came up again the convention decided to set the
border at the 25th meridian west of Washington. The final bound-
aries for the state of Kansas were: In the south, the 37th parallel;
for the east, the western boundary of Missouri; in the north, the
40th parallel; and for the west, the 25th parallel of longitude west
of \thnngmn (102°).# “This development crushed the hopes of
the “Big advocates and defeated their schemes to annex
e e e e B e
versy did not cease, however, with the close of the convention, and
the political character of the argument became more and more
evident.

The convention’s decision on boundaries brought forth an abun-
dance of newspaper comment upon the move to exclude territory.
Most newspapers favored the decision. The Lawrence Republican
stated that the exclusion of both southern Nebraska and far western
Kansas was wise. “It is entirely evident that the gold region could
not be included in our government. A State 700 miles long is out
of the question.” Furthermore, the newspaper declared, the miners
would oppose inclusion in such a state. The Republican added that
the interests of the western arca were entirely different from those
of the eastern area. Under these circumstances an attempt to force
the miners into a political unit which they opposed would be all
wrong. Kansans who had striven for popular rights so long should
not deny them to the miners. Kansas without the gold region
would still be a very large state, but a compact and homogeneous
one. The Republican bitterly attacked the criticism of the consti-
tution by Democrats and pointed out that they had protested against
a large state in the convention but now were complaining because
the gold fields had been left out. The real reason for their oppo-
sition, said the Lawrence paper, was that they opposed the Free-
State character of the constitution

Another Kansas newspaper, upon hearing that both southern Ne-
braska and far western Kansas had been rejected by the constit
tional couvention, amnounced, “We are folly convinced that this
will be the best for Kansas.” Later this paper asserted, “The citi-
B e e v Nt o B organizing
state governments, and yet the Democrats would have us believe

31, Kavsas Coruitutonst Convention, A Reprint o the Proceedings and Debates of the
"‘YE,"‘“ e T i L E Aol . i
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that the Wyandot Convention did a fatal thing in not embracing
both sections within the limits of Kansas.

‘Other newspapers advanced similar arguments. The Freedom’s
Champion of Atchison noted that the people in the gold fields had set
the 95th meridian west of Washington as the eastern boundary of
their proposed state of Jefferson. This line was the same as the wes
ern boundary established by the Wyandotte convention and showed
how the miners felt about the boundary.* The Emporia News
asserted itself in favor of the restricted boundaries because the 300
to 500 miles of uninhabited country between eastern and western
Cansas created a large gulf between the two sections and also
because the miners wanted independence.® The Topeka Tribune
and the Elwood Free Press favored the restricted boundaries as set

Only a few newspapers voiced opposition to the decision to cut
ack on the limits of the proposed state of Kansas. The Herald of
Freedom of Lawrence disapproved of the expulsion of the mining
region with its mineral and forest wealth and maintained that a
Kansas reduced in size could not be an important state. ~Also, thi
newspaper feared the exclusion of the far western area would in-
jure the chances of Kansas to obtain a railroad*” One Leaven-
worth paper opposed the Wyandotte constitution “because it cir-
cumseribes our boundaries, and does not give us territory enough
for a first.class State”® Two arguments were stressed by the
Lecompton Kansas National Democrat in protest against the bound-
ary provisions of the constitution. This newspaper stated that the
loss of the population in far western Kansas might result in a con-
gressional rejection of the Wyandotte constitution because of in-
sufficient population in Kansas. Also, the Democrat said the con-
stitution “disfranchises thousands of the citizens of Kansas settled
beyond the western boundary as fixed by the constitution. . . "=

Speakers at various political meetings in the fall of 1859 joined i
the argument, but these politicians tended to discuss primarily the
elimination of the western portions of Kansas territory from the
proposed state. These speeches illustrated more clearly what was
already apparent in the newspaper controversy: The dispute over

Leavenwarth Daily Tim

s, July 18, Augost 12, 1850.
v, September 3, 1850.
“August 13, 1859.
August 18, 1859; Elwood Free Press, August 20, 1859.
Herald of Freedom, July 30, August 20, 1850.
5. Leaveaworth Woeekly Herald, September 24, 1859,
Kansas National Democrat, Lecompton, September 20, 1859.
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the western boundary was to a large extent political in nature and
concerned the conflict between Democrats and Republicans. Many
Democrats opposed the exclusion of the western territory, while
many Republicans approved of the rejection.

The speeches of various people demonstrated this political divi-
sion. James H. Lane spoke at a rally in Leavenworth in support
of the Wyandotte constitution in August, 1859. Lane favored
letting the miners set up a territorial or state government of their
own and thus subscribed to the boundaries set up by the constitu-
tion. M. F. Conway spoke at the same rally, stressing the same
points® A few days later Conway gave a speech at a Republican
rally in Atchison and said, among other things, “had we retained
the Pike’s Peak region, the mere mileage of the members of the
Legislature and officers going to and returning from the State
capital, would more than exceed the cost of the whole State Gov-
ernment.”® Marcus Parrott, delegate to congress, who ran on the
Republican ticket in November, 1859, and was reelected, spoke in
favor of the western boundary as set up by the Wyandotte con-
stitution at a Republican rally at Olathe in August, 18592 E;
Gov. Frederick P. Stanton made a speech at Lawrence in October
in which he accused the Democrats of supporting the exclusion of
the gold region in the convention, but then tumning against the
proposition in the months since in an attempt to defeat the con-
stitution. “Doubtless, if the old boundaries had been retained, the

emocrats would have been equally loud in their complaints and
denunciations.” %

The Democrats did protest against the expulsion of the far west
ern area. At a Democratic meeting in Kickapoo in August a speaker
named Park said the setting of the western boundary at the 25th
meridian cut off valuable territory. At a meeting in September
at Delaware, Gen. A. C. Davis, sreaking for the Democrats, asserted,
“The Constitution severs the Territory in the midst of the only
desert which it contains, and cuts off that rich country on the West.”
He believed that if Kansas would retain this western area it would
be able to offer more inducements to Pacific railroad builders. 5

‘The purpose of most of these speeches was to prepare the people
for the vote on the Wyandotte constitution which took place on

3. Lesvnwors,Datl T, Augu 10, 155
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October 4, 1859, The advocates of the constitution emerged
triumphant, with @ vote of 10,421 for the constitution and 5530
against it.% Undoubtedly the western and northern boundary
fssues were only two of the many issues involved, but on those par-
ticular questions the “Little Kansas” men won a victory.

The next big step for supporters of the Wyandotte constitution
was the attempt to secure recognition by the national congress. Tn
the discussions in congress the western boundary question con-
tinued to receive attention. Even before the Wyandotte constitu-
tion had gained the approval of the people of Kansas, reports had
circulated that the constitution would be turned down by congress.
The chief reason for this expected rejection was that the popula-
tion of Kansas would not be large enough, since the exclusion of the
Pike's Peak country might bring the population of Kansas down
below the 93,000 required by the English act.

After the Wyandotte constitution had secured the assent of the
citizens of Kansas, serious discussion of it began in Washington. As
carly as December, 1859, a Leavenworth newspaper reported that
the “admission [of Kansas] will be made contingent upon an accept-
ance of the Gold Region as part of our domain,” and in January,
1860, the paper reported that “the Democracy have endeavored to
create the impression that the Gold Region is a legitimate portion
of Kansas, and that the Wyandotte Constitutional Convention ex-
ceeded their authority in excluding it from the limits of our State.”
The journal called for a memorial by the Kansas legislature declar-
ing against the inclusion of the gold region within Kansas and in
favor of the establishment of an independent territory in that area.
Such a move might defeat “the hope of the Democracy . . -
to prevent the creation of more Free States,” the newspaper as-
serted 2

This endeavor to attach the gold region to Kansas continued to
possess strength as the bill to admit Kansas into the Union came
under discussion in congress. The reason the Democrats were try-
ing to attach the gold fields to Kansas, one newspaper charged,
was their belief that such a step cither would prevent passage of the
bill to admit Kansas or else would prevent the organization of a
new territory in the gold region. 5

Rep. Galusha A. Grow introduced a bill for the admission of

6. Leavenwanth Daily Times, Novembe 4, 1850
emvenworth Weokly Timen, Augus 15, 1850

36. Leaveaworth Daily Times, December 13, 1859, January 7, 1560.
29, Lawrence Republican, Fbruary 9, 1860.
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Kansas into the Union on February 15, 1860, and six days later
Sen. William A. Seward introduced a similar bill in the senate. 40
The following day the Leavenworth Times reported that southern
senators were trying to fasten impossible conditions onto the bill.
“Jefferson [the extra-legal territory set up in the gold region] shall
be annexed—or Nebraska, or both—when Jefferson demands a
separate political existence, and Nebraska asks admission as a
State, each declaring that they cannot and will not be attached to
Kansas.” 41 By April 13 the house had admitted Kansas under the
Wyandotte constitution but senate approval was yet to be secured.
Then, on June 13 an announcement appeared in the press that Kan-
sas had been thwarted in its statehood attempt by the majority of
the Democrats in the senate, led by the Southern Democrats who
opposed Kansas as a free state. 42

About eight months later the state of Kansas came into being
with the restricted boundaries established earlier by the Wyandotte
constitution, and Kansas included neither southern Nebraska nor
the gold fields. The dream of the “Big Kansas” adherents was not
fulfilled, but possibly the “Little Kansas” advocates were more
realistic, since apparently large numbers of people in both the gold
region and in southern Nebraska opposed any enabling act which
would have created a “Big Kansas.” Also, the smaller Kansas
seemed to contain enough territory to enable it to develop satis-
factorily in subsequent years.

4. Congrssional Glae, 36t Con. 1t
Leavenworth Daily Times, February
Ibid., Apsil 13, June 13, 1860.




