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Background to Territorial Kansas’ History 
 

Essential Prior Knowledge: 
 

Kansas was a territory before it was a state.  In 1820 Congress created the Missouri 
Compromise, which ruled new states as free or slave states based on their geography (the 
36’30’ compromise).   The 1854 Kansas-Nebraska Act repealed this ruling and allowed 
settlers of new states to vote for themselves if the state would be free or permit slavery.   
The United States government organized Kansas Territory and opened it for white settlers 
to move in.  Many people took advantage of the cheap land offered in Kansas Territory.  
Some of them had strong beliefs about the practice of slavery in America and moved to 
Kansas with the goal of making it a free state or a slave state.  The whole country 
watched in fascination as the residents of Kansas Territory struggled with one another 
over its future as a state.   
 
American Indians already occupied part of the new territory.  Due to actions taken by the 
United States government, many American Indian groups had been forcibly moved from 
their original homes elsewhere in the country and relocated to the area known as Indian 
Territory, part of which became Kansas Territory.  Some had already moved several 
times against their will, never receiving their promised restitution from the United States 
government.  The new white settlers in the territory caused problems for the American 
Indians: they settled on protected land and stole cattle and horses.   
 

Introduction to Kansas Territory: A Free State or a Slave State? 
 
The Kansas-Nebraska Act was the turning point for white settlement in Kansas.  
Americans flocked to the newly organized territory, which was already occupied by 
several nations of Indians.  New residents of Kansas Territory came with different 
beliefs—some of them wanted only to take advantage of the good farming land, but 
others came with very specific goals for the territory’s future.  The passage of the 
Kansas-Nebraska Act meant that new states would now allow their own residents (instead 
of the national government) to decide if their state would permit slavery within its 
borders.  This nullified the Missouri Compromise, which determined whether new states 
would allow or disallow slavery based on their geography.  Now that the future of Kansas 
Territory laid in the hands of its residents, people from all over the country—and the 
world—came to settle in Kansas, so their opinion—and vote—would help determine 
whether or not the future state of Kansas would be a slave or free state.   

 
 

American Indians in Kansas 
 
Some of the American Indians had lived in Kansas for hundreds of years, while others 
moved there as part of the Indian Removal act in the 1820s and 1830s.   These groups, 
including the Delaware, Sac and Fox, Shawnee, and Potawatomie were moved to Kansas 
by the United States government.  The American Indians living in Kansas at the time it 
became an official territory—and hence, open to white settlement—experienced 
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hardships at the hands of the new settlers.  The reserves provided by the U.S. government 
were intended for their private use, but settlers squatted without penalty on Indian lands.    
 
American Indians living in Kansas had already experienced many hardships at the hands 
of the United States government and white settlers.  The promise that Kansas would be 
their last stop was an empty one, and they were again subject to injustices.   
 
In the following lessons, you will notice that American Indians are not included to the 
same degree as other groups of people in Kansas Territory.  This trunk focuses on the 
conflict over slavery in Kansas Territory among the settlers in the area.  Many American 
Indians were involved over the conflict, on one side or another.  However, in an effort to 
not group all American Indians as one (opinions differed among tribes as well as 
individuals), they are not the focus of the lessons in this trunk.   
 
Opinions regarding slavery and the status of Kansas varied among American Indians in 
the area.  Many were unconcerned over the issue because they were focused on their own 
survival.  Some individual American Indians joined the free state cause, some joined in 
with the abolitionists, and some joined the proslavery supporters.  For many, their 
motivation for joining in with one of these groups was less about the issue of slavery and 
more about their own personal gains or protection to be enjoyed by associating with a 
group of white settlers. 
 

Abolitionists 
 
The most famous group of new settlers in Kansas Territory came with a clear political 
agenda.  Abolitionists working toward the ultimate goal of eliminating slavery in the 
United States, rightly saw Kansas as an essential territory (and prospective state) for the 
antislavery cause.  Were Kansas to become a slave state, it would clear the path for other 
new states in the West to choose slavery.  Abolitionists organized and settled in Kansas 
Territory so their antislavery votes would go to representatives opposed to slavery.  Yet, 
even though they were well known nationally and made a great impact on Kansas’ future, 
abolitionists were a decidedly minority group in the territory.  Their opinions regarding 
race relations were considered radical in mainstream society.  Most antislavery supporters 
in Kansas considered themselves to be freestaters (see below).   
 
Some abolitionist settlers chose to come to Kansas with the aid of an organized group.  
Businesses known as emigrant aid companies typically served individuals coming from 
the Northeast (the majority from Massachusetts) on their journey to Kansas Territory.  
Many of these emigrants came to Kansas to support the abolitionist cause—that is, to 
keep the institution of slavery out of Kansas Territory, and eventually out of the state of 
Kansas.  The New England Emigrant Aid Company was the first and most influential of 
these companies.  In addition to bringing settlers to Kansas, it funded a newspaper (the 
Herald of Freedom) and opened a mill.   
 
Though the purpose of these aid societies was to assist emigrants on their journey and in 
their new home, they were also organized to make a profit for the shareholders.  The New 
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England Emigrant Aid Society never turned a profit, and most companies were criticized 
for not providing enough support to settlers upon their arrival in Kansas.   
 
Though most settlers moved to Kansas without the aid of an emigrant aid society, the 
abolitionists were extremely vocal.  They published abolitionist newspapers, pamphlets, 
and books; enjoyed strong support in the North; and were a powerful voice in the 
territory.  The 1856 Sack of Lawrence (an abolitionist town) garnered much sympathy 
and public support from the North. 
 
Abolitionists, like other settlers in Kansas Territory, lived in fear of attack from 
proslavery supporters. Settlers were warned that their possible future as a free state was at 
risk from “outside invaders.”  Yet some abolitionists were guilty of extreme violence as 
well.  The most famous abolitionist, John Brown, came to Kansas Territory from New 
York.  He joined two of his sons in the territory with the goal of fighting proslavery 
supporters.  He was involved in the border skirmish known as the “Battle of Black Jack,” 
and led a gang of radical abolitionists in a massacre of proslavery men at Pottawatomie 
Creek.   
 

Freestaters 
 
Free-state supporters shared many qualities with abolitionists.  They wanted Kansas to be 
admitted to the Union as a free state, and came to Kansas Territory to make sure that 
happened.  Many were from the Northeast.  Many came to Kansas Territory for the 
chance to claim excellent farming land, which was available in abundance in Kansas.  
The major difference between the two groups was where they stood on race and racial 
equality.  Whereas abolitionists fought for equality among the races, freestaters were less 
concerned with equality.  In fact, even though they wanted Kansas admitted as a free 
state (outlawing slavery), that didn’t mean they were open to black settlement of Kansas.  
Some preferred Kansas to remain in the hands of white settlers—never mind free blacks, 
or even native peoples.   
 
The term “free state” is used in several contexts, both in this trunk and in primary source 
documents of the era.  Abolitionists (radical and otherwise) were in the minority, even in 
Kansas.  Outside of abolitionist-founded towns such as Lawrence, most politically-
likeminded individuals in Kansas were freestaters.  Most freestaters came to Kansas to 
fight for “freedom,” but freedom just for some.  Their goal was to keep Kansas free for 
whites, and outlaw the slavery that would give an advantage to plantation-style farms, 
with their great numbers of unpaid laborers. Due to their majority status within the 
antislavery movement in Kansas Territory, the “Free State Party” was comprised of both 
freestaters and abolitionists. Leaders such as Charles Robinson and Eli Thayer were 
prominent individuals in Kansas Territory society, and played large roles in development 
of the territory as a free state. 
  
James Lane, one of Kansas’ first senators, was a freestater.  He came to Kansas Territory 
following a political career in Indiana and a stint as a state representative in Congress.  
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Though he had a Democratic (the proslavery party) background, he became an outspoken 
supporter of the Free State Party. 
 
It is important to remember that the terms “freestater” and “abolitionist” cannot be used 
interchangeably.  They shared a belief that slavery be outlawed in Kansas, but they 
disagreed on the role and place of African Americans in Kansas.  
 
 

Proslavery Supporters 
 
The opposing side of the slavery argument, proslavery supporters made known their case 
for slavery in Kansas Territory.  Like the abolitionists and freestaters, they knew the 
status of the future state of Kansas as a free or slave state carried great significance for 
the entire country.  When abolitionist and free-state groups from the East began sweeping 
into Kansas Territory in great numbers, proslavery supporters rallied to stem the 
oncoming tide of antislavery beliefs. 
 
The majority of proslavery supporters in Kansas Territory came from nearby Missouri, a 
slave state.  Conflicts arose during elections when proslavery Missourians crossed the 
border into Kansas Territory, took over polling places, and placed illegal votes for 
proslavery candidates.  Other skirmishes, sometimes resulting in death, took place 
between small gangs of proslavery and abolitionist supporters.  These fights and bad 
feelings led to the Wakarusa War of 1855, subsequent acts of terror and widespread fear 
in the area for the next four years.  After 1858 the number of proslavery supporters in 
Kansas began to diminish, as it became apparent that Kansas would likely be admitted as 
a free state.  
 
Influential proslavery supporters in Kansas Territory included David Atchison and 
Sheriff Samuel Jones.  William Quantrill lived in Kansas Territory for a time, but didn’t 
become famous for his raids until after the start of the Civil War.  
 
 

African Americans 
  
African Americans living in Kansas Territory were slaves, freedmen, or escaped slaves.  
It is not known how many African Americans lived in Kansas Territory.  During the 
territorial period, it was legal to own slaves in Kansas.  Accounts regarding the number of 
slaves living in Kansas Territory vary from a few dozen to several hundred.  Most slaves 
in Kansas Territory were probably household servants rather than field workers. 
 
Even though the most vocal settlers in Kansas Territory were abolitionists, they were in 
the minority.  Most free-state settlers were not in favor of complete equality—in fact, 
many did not want African Americans in Kansas Territory at all.  Hence, life for African 
Americans in Kansas Territory was not the “free” land it was rumored to be. There was 
anti-black sentiment and escaped slaves and whites assisting them were subject to 
punishment under the Fugitive Slave Law. 
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William Matthews was one notable African American settler.  Matthews was born in 
Maryland in 1827. He moved to Leavenworth in 1856 and opened Waverly House, a 
hotel that eventually served as a stop on the Underground Railroad.   He worked with 
Daniel R. Anthony (the brother of Susan B. Anthony) to help slaves escape from 
Missouri.  At the outbreak of the Civil War, Matthews volunteered to serve in James 
Lane’s regiment of black soldiers, and actively recruited many other black men to join 
the regiment.  He proved to be a powerful leader and was named captain of his company.  
At the time, the Union government did not recognize black soldiers as eligible to be 
captains, so Matthews officially remained a volunteer soldier rather than receiving the 
title of the position he held: a commissioned officer.   He later served as a lieutenant in 
Douglas’ battery.  After the war, he returned to Leavenworth and held various regional 
and national leadership positions.  
 

Frontier Settlers 
 
Not all settlers in Kansas Territory came for political reasons.  Many were enticed by 
reports of excellent farming land, and opportunities for beginning new businesses.  
Samuel Reader is an excellent example of the average person to come to Kansas Territory 
without political motives.  He came to Kansas with the hopes of starting a farm. An 
adventuresome personality and readiness for tough times were essential for success.  
Eventually Reader, like many other settlers, was drawn into the conflict between the 
proslavery supporters and free-staters/abolitionists.  He joined the free-state cause and 
recorded many events in his diary and in artistic interpretations.   
  
Settlers came from all over the country and around the world.  Many were from 
neighboring states (Missouri, Iowa) and farther away (Ohio, Indiana, Kentucky, Georgia, 
Massachusetts, etc).  Records show settlers from Ireland, England, Hungary, Germany, 
Bohemia (Czech Republic) and many other European countries.   
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TRUNK REPRODUCTION ARTIFACT OBJECT NOTES: 
 
Leg Shackles: The leg shackle in the trunk is half of a whole set.  The shackle would be 
attached around the wearer’s ankle.  There is no key included in the trunk to unlock/lock 
the shackle. 
 
Corn Husking Peg: The husking peg aided settlers in removing the inedible corn husk 
from edible kernels of corn.  To use, place the peg at the base of the fingers, with the 
leather strap across the knuckles.  The tip of the peg faces up between the thumb and 
forefinger.  To remove the husk, insert the tip between the corn’s husk and kernels, press 
the husk between the peg and thumb then draw the husk downwards to separate it from 
the ear of corn.  A skilled husker could husk 100 bushels of corn per day! 

• To see a corn husker in action, see photos from another KSHS trunk online at: 
kshs.org/teachers/trunks/pdfs/farm_corn_picking.pdf 

  
VOCABULARY:   
 
Wakarusa War: The unofficial “war” between proslavery forces (who enjoyed U.S. 
support due to the proslavery Pawnee legislature) and the abolitionist and free-state 
supporters in Kansas Territory in November-December 1855.  It was named for the 
Wakarusa creek and settlement near Lawrence.  The murder of a free-state settler led to a 
period of terror and violence that led to about 50 deaths and several battles.  It led to the 
siege and subsequent sacking of the town of Lawrence in May 1856.   Newspapers across 
the country exaggerated the number of deaths.   
 
Squatting: When an individual settles on land without establishing ownership. In Kansas 
Territory this term was used when referring to both legal and illegal squatting.  The 
United States government sanctioned squatting in the new Kansas Territory.  Elsewhere 
(and on Native American reservations), squatting was illegal, though often overlooked. 
Proslavery supporters used the term “squatter sovereignty” to justify their cause, and 
claimed that their presence in the state gave them the right to determine for themselves 
whether or not the state of Kansas should permit slavery: the theory of “popular 
sovereignty.” 
 
Bogus Legislature: The first official legislature held in Kansas Territory (otherwise 
called the Pawnee legislature for the town where it was held). Called “bogus” because of 
the many illegal ballots cast by proslavery residents of Missouri for proslavery 
representatives.  Freestaters believed the legislature was illegitimate due to election fraud.   
 
Wyandotte Constitution:  The last of four territorial constitutions eventually became the 
constitution of the state of Kansas.  The product of the 1859 constitutional convention in 
the town of Wyandotte, it was less radical than its predecessor, the Leavenworth 
Constitution.  It provided voting rights for white men only. With help from convention 
attendee and lobbyist Clarina Nichols, it did grant women the right to vote in school 
board elections. 
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Propaganda: Propaganda is a specific method of persuasion, created to convince 
listeners/readers to agree with the speaker/writer’s opinion.  It is created to address a 
large audience and appeal to the audience’s emotions.  In addition to typically recognized 
forms (i.e., World War II-era posters,  symbols of nationalism, political cartoons), 
propaganda also includes objects that are seen by many and that carry meaning (i.e., the 
Admit Me Free and Southern Rights flags included in this trunk). 

  


