“A Goblin That Drives
Her Insane”
Sara Robinson and the
History Wars of Kansas, 1894–1911

by Julie Courtwright

T

he funeral was very large. In fact, it was the most well-attended funeral that the nineteenth-century
citizens of Lawrence, Kansas, ever witnessed. Long before the service began, reported the Lawrence
Daily Gazette, mourners filled the Plymouth Congregational Church to capacity. Even standing room
on the street blocks adjacent to the building was at a premium, and as the August mid-afternoon heat
grew along with the swelling crowd, access to the front church entrance became almost impossible. Earlier on
that Sunday morning solemn casket bearers had transported the remains to the sparsely decorated church parlor, where friends viewed the body until shortly before 3:30 P.M. At that time attendants closed the parlor doors
and the funeral for Dr. Charles Robinson, first governor of Kansas, began.1
The state and city that hosted Robinson’s interment were the primary focus of his life. In 1854 Charles
Robinson and his wife, Sara T. D. Robinson, came to Kansas Territory as part of the New England Emigrant Aid
Company’s effort to populate the area with free-soil settlers. The subsequent political struggle over Bleeding
Kansas constituted what one Kansas historian termed “one of the most confused—and confusing” events in
American history.2 So, it is not surprising that memoirists and historians have clashed over its interpretation
from the beginning. Sara Robinson was involved in both—the clash of arms that was Bleeding Kansas and the
“history wars” that followed.
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Mrs. Sara T. D. Robinson in 1897, a few years after the death
of her husband, Governor Charles Robinson, with whose “place
in history” she was obsessed for the rest of her life.

“A GOBLIN THAT DRIVES HER INSANE”

103

Amidst the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century “history wars” one thing is clear: Sara Robinson,
through her incessant letter writing and book distribution,
and in conjunction with her supporters and opponents,
helped shape the public’s perception of Kansas territorial
history. Her views reverberated throughout the twentieth
century and still influence students of Kansas history
today. The role of “Sara Alone” in Kansas history is significant. As the congregational choir sang “Lead, Kindly
Light” and “Shall We Gather at the River” that day in August 1894, almost exactly forty years after Charles Robinson’s first trip to Kansas, Sara T. D. Robinson took her seat
at the services to mark the end of her husband’s life and simultaneously began a new phase of her own.3
The hostility in Kansas Territory centered on slavery.
Under the new rules, as set out in the Kansas–Nebraska
Act of May 1854, residents decided for themselves if
Kansas would enter the Union as a free or slave state—in
other words, the people determined the fate of the territory by popular sovereignty. Partisans on both sides rushed
to Kansas Territory to try to achieve the upper hand, and
the volatile situation quickly deteriorated into guerrilla
warfare. Although one must be careful not to overemphasize the violence, raiding, burning, and pillaging characterized this mini-civil war between free-state “Jayhawkers”
and proslave “Border Ruffians.”4
The political struggle also was intense, with the Robinsons, Sara and Charles, each playing instrumental roles in
the fight to finally get Kansas admitted to the Union as a
free state under the 1861 Wyandotte Constitution.5 Charles
Robinson led the conservative wing of the Kansas Free
State Party, resulting in his election as the first governor of
the state. He helped establish the city of Lawrence and the
University of Kansas, located in that town. In 1892, just two
years before his death, Robinson wrote The Kansas Conflict,
a history of the territorial struggle. “There was no man in
Kansas for whom I entertained higher regards,” wrote one
friend after Robinson’s death. “He was in truth a statesman
and patriot, and the entire state is mourning over his
demise. What Washington was to the Republic, Robinson

3. Lawrence Daily Gazette, August 23, 1894.
4. See Dale Watts, “How Bloody Was Bleeding Kansas? Political
Killings in Kansas Territory, 1854 – 1861,” Kansas History: A Journal of the
Central Plains 18 (Summer 1995): 116 – 29.
5. An account of the Bleeding Kansas era is in Richmond, Kansas: A
Land of Contrasts, 66–84.
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was to Kansas, and though dead . . . he lives . . . in the
hearts of our people.”6
Sara Robinson supported her husband in his various
leadership roles—George W. Brown, editor of the free-soil
Herald of Freedom (1855–1859), noted that Mrs. Robinson
was “frequently advisory to lines of policy.”7 In 1856, when
authorities indicted and arrested her husband for treason
against the then-prevailing proslavery government, Sara
Robinson traveled to Washington and Boston where she
“eloquently reported the plight of her husband and the
free-state cause” to members of Congress and to the New
England Emigrant Aid Company.8 That same year she
wrote one of the earliest accounts of territorial life and politics, Kansas: Its Interior and Exterior Life. The book was
Kansas boosterism and free-state propaganda all in one.
Mrs. Robinson penned her work while living with her husband in a tent at Lecompton, Kansas, during his tenure as
a federal prisoner. “If a bitterness against the ‘powers that
be’ betrays itself,” she admitted in the preface of her book,
“let the continual clanking of sabers, and the deafening
sound of heavy artillery in the daily drills of the soldiery,
aids in crushing freemen in Kansas . . . be placed in the balance against a severe judgment.”9
Many women took active roles alongside Sara Robinson in the Kansas civil war. Although initially most settlers
tried to maintain traditional separate spheres for men and
women within their households, historian Kristen A. Tegtmeier noted, ultimately some women “found themselves
toting Sharpe’s rifles and threatening men at gunpoint” to
protect both their homes and their political beliefs. Often
left alone in isolated farmhouses, women were susceptible
to “surprise ruffian invasions.” One Kansas woman threw
hot water on a Missouri man who tried to enter her house.
After an initial transitional period, many free-state women
adjusted to the constant threat of violence and “channeled
this fear into energy for the antislavery cause.” During the
Kansas conflict, women manufactured both ammunition

6. C. E. Foote to W. H. Sears, August 18, 1894, Charles and Sara
Robinson Collection, Library and Archives Division, Kansas State Historical Society, hereafter cited as Robinson Collection.
7. G. W. Brown, Reminiscences of Gov. R. J. Walker; With the True Story
of the Rescue of Kansas From Slavery (Rockford, Ill.: 1902), 3.
8. Don W. Wilson, Governor Charles Robinson of Kansas (Lawrence:
University Press of Kansas, 1975), 41 – 42.
9. Sara T. L. [sic] Robinson, Kansas: Its Interior and Exterior Life
(Boston: Crosby, Nichols and Co., 1856), iii; Nicole Etcheson, “’Labouring
for the Freedom of This Territory’: Free-State Kansas Women in the
1850s,” Kansas History: A Journal of the Central Plains 21 (Summer 1998): 77.
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and rifle pieces and even used the pretense of female innocence to smuggle war paraphernalia to their men.10
But not all Kansas women were so eager to cross gender lines and put themselves in danger to ensure a free
Kansas. As historian Nicole Etcheson demonstrated, most
women traveled to Kansas not for politics but for economic reasons and simply to be with their husbands. Others refused to come at all, fearing the hardships of the frontier
and the escalating border war.11 Sara Robinson, while noting the contributions of some Kansas women, also believed
that most women during the territorial struggle were largely going about their business as usual. Even those who did
“wield guns” to protect their homes, Robinson wrote, also
managed to maintain the “native refinement, sensibility,
and modest dignity of a true woman.”12

A

t the time of Charles Robinson’s death, the Kansas
conflict was a part of the relatively distant past.
Most Kansans of the 1890s were more concerned
with dismal economic conditions and a farm crisis than
with the territorial skirmishes of forty years earlier. Following her husband’s death, however, Sara Robinson was
not content to settle peacefully into old age. She disregarded the new political issues and remained focused on her
old campaigns, the controversy about which haunted her
final seventeen years.
As the nineteenth century turned into the twentieth,
the few remaining early pioneers and a good number of
historians chose up sides in the struggle to write the “true”
history of the Sunflower State. Sara Robinson, as one of the
old conflict’s last living participants, plunged eagerly into
this debate, believing she had much work to do. Her
“facts,” she noted, were “quite at a variance with the expressed opinion of some of the would be historians of the
day in the 20th Century.”13 Sara Robinson had much to
teach them. She saw herself as a last link—a historical messenger from the mid-nineteenth century to future genera-

10. Kristen A. Tegtmeier, “The Ladies of Lawrence Are Arming!: The
Gendered Nature of Sectional Violence in Early Kansas,” in Antislavery Violence: Sectional, Racial, and Cultural Conflict in Antebellum America, ed.
John R. McKivigan and Stanley Harrold (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1999), 216, 219 – 21; Etcheson, “’Labouring for the Freedom
of This Territory,’” 78.
11. Etcheson, “‘Labouring for the Freedom of This Territory,’ ”
70–71.
12. Robinson, Kansas: Its Interior and Exterior Life, 183; quotation in
Etcheson, “‘Labouring for the Freedom of This Territory,’ ” 74.
13. Sara Robinson to the managing editor, Springfield (Mass.) Republican, April 18, 1903, Robinson Collection.

While Sara Robinson touted her husband’s The Kansas
Conflict as the “true” history of the state, Governor Robinson stated quite a different expectation in the preface to his
own work: “I make no pretense that this book, while it gives
the conflict in Kansas from my point of view, is a complete
history of that struggle.”

tions in the twentieth century and beyond. But her “facts”
did not go uncontested. Opponents such as historian
William E. Connelley, president (1912) and secretary
(1914–1930) of the Kansas State Historical Society, saw Sara
Robinson as a meddlesome, shrewish widow bent upon
obtaining an inflated place for her husband in Kansas history.
Perhaps too, Connelley and his allies believed Robinson was overstepping her bounds as a proper nineteenthcentury woman. Sara Robinson had always supported her
husband and accepted responsibility for traditional
women’s activities, but she also certainly thrived in the
public world of Kansas. Her political writing and outspokenness contradicted the traditional gender roles of her era.
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William E. Connelley, president (1912) and secretary (1914–1930)
of the Kansas State Historical Society, saw Sara Robinson as a
meddlesome, shrewish widow bent upon obtaining an inflated
place for her husband in Kansas history.

Interestingly, however, at a time when women were
making significant political headway, Robinson chose a different arena in which to express her independence. She was
not interested in women’s clubs and was not particularly
active in the suffrage movement or progressive reform
causes that typically occupied the “new” woman. Robinson’s one obsession was Kansas history. Because she had
more than adequate financial resources, few other significant hobbies, and no children or grandchildren to occupy
her time, it was possible, and perhaps necessary, for Robinson to funnel all of her relentless energy toward one obsessive goal. During the actual territorial struggle, she focused
her fury on proslavery males, “exaggerating the crude and
almost barbarous nature of southern men,” thereby justifying retaliatory strikes against them.14 During Kansas’s “his14. Tegtmeier, “The Ladies of Lawrence Are Arming!” 224.

106

tory wars,” Robinson redirected her wrath, focusing on
those who held views of territorial history contradictory to
her own. Like the actions taken against the proslavery Missourians, she believed that any means necessary must be
employed to safeguard Kansas history. Once Robinson
made the decision to remain in Kansas after her husband’s
death, she committed her life to the preservation of her
husband’s good name and legacy.15
Sara Robinson did not like Kansas Territory when she
initially moved there in the 1850s, but as her husband became more important in territorial affairs and as her own
involvement in the formation of the territory escalated, her
aversion lessened.16 After her husband’s death the wealthy
widow showed no inclination to leave her adopted state,
and she continued Charles’s tradition of local philanthropy, making regular donations to progressive organizations such as the Lawrence YMCA and the humane society.17 Much more important than her own feelings about
Kansas, however, was the reputation of her husband not
only in philanthropic ventures but in the legacies of history. If Robinson abandoned Kansas, she also abandoned her
husband’s place in history to the partisanship of historians.
This was too great a risk to take. To Robinson, the history
of her husband and the true history of Kansas were one
and the same. “He has outlived most of his greatest and
most bitter adversaries, after all,” reasoned Sol Miller, editor of the Kansas Chief. But had he? “Mrs. Governor Robinson,” as many referred to the widow, had to make sure.18
Her mission was similar to that of another widow of
the nineteenth century who carried the legacy of her dead
husband into the new era. “Mrs. Major General,” the wife
of George Armstrong Custer, “shaped and colored public
opinion until she died.” Unlike Robinson, Elizabeth Custer
was motivated partially by a need for money. She published a trilogy of books and gave speeches to support her-

15. Mr. and Mrs. J. E. Sands to Sara Robinson, August 17, 1894,
Robinson Collection; Frank Lawrence to Sara Robinson, August 31, 1894,
September 30, 1894, ibid.; Maria F. Hancock to Sara Robinson, August 26,
1894, ibid.; Laura M. Johns to Sara Robinson, August 20, 1894, ibid. In addition to those who tried to persuade Mrs. Robinson to leave Kansas for
the East, others sought to channel her energies. Kansas suffrage leader
Laura Johns urged the new widow to become involved in the cause of
women to help ease her grief. “Turn your thoughts to this,” Johns advised, “it will help you to bear all trouble. There is nothing like a great
cause to uplift us when we are in sorrow.”
16. Wilson, Governor Charles Robinson of Kansas, 65.
17. Sara Robinson to E. F. Hall, October 13, 1894, Robinson Collection; Sarah Radcliffe to Sara Robinson, September 5, 1910, ibid.
18. Sol Miller to Sara Robinson, September 5, 1894, ibid.; John Sullivan to Sara Robinson, August, 1894, ibid.
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self for fifty years after her husband’s controversial demise
at the Battle of the Little Bighorn in June 1876. In fact, according to Elizabeth Custer’s biographer, Shirley A. Leckie, the widow “remembered” the history so well and for so
long that after half a century “tradition and history had become so mingled that scholars are still untangling the
skeins today.” One of the most successful mythmakers in
American history, Custer transformed her husband into a
boy’s hero. In this way she “sought to inspire youth to become what she claimed he had been.”19 While this goal
might have been admirable, and Custer’s devotion (bordering on obsession) to “the General” might have been a
logical product of her nineteenth-century “True Woman”
mindset, it was nevertheless only a “perception of an idealized version of the past” (italics added).20 It hardly was true
history. In fact, theorized Leckie, possibly the person Elizabeth Custer wanted to convince most of her husband’s
heroism was herself. “What passed for decades as the historical Custer was an idealized figure created in large measure by a woman who derived her authority from her reputation as a model wife and her role as a loving widow.”21
To a limited extent this also was true of Sara Robinson.
But unlike Elizabeth Custer and countless other widows
who carefully guarded their husbands’ eternal flames,
Robinson was an active (as opposed to Mrs. Custer’s passive) player in the historical events she later tried to re-create. Sara Robinson, after all, wrote her book on Kansas
thirty-five years before her husband’s work appeared in
print. And it is significant that she penned her story while
her husband still lived. Robinson’s early status as an independent author set her apart from most women. “Your history reinforced the work of your husband,” wrote one observer. “It was conservative and truthful. The friends in the
East believed what you said, and it strengthened and
widened the active interest in the cause of Kansas.”22 At a
time when the state needed both new free-state settlers
and aid for the existing population, this was an important
contribution.

19. Shirley A. Leckie, Elizabeth Bacon Custer and the Making of a Myth
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1993), xiii – xviii.
20. Maryan Wherry, “Women and the Western Military Frontier:
Elizabeth Bacon Custer,” in Nineteenth-Century Women Learn to Write, ed.
Catherine Hobbs (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1995), 221;
Leckie, Elizabeth Bacon Custer and the Making of a Myth, 311.
21. Leckie, Elizabeth Bacon Custer and the Making of a Myth, xxi.
22. Zu Adams to Sara Robinson, October 22, 1907, Robinson Collection.

Both Robinson’s support of her husband and her independent participation in Kansas territorial history led to
her later reputation (at least among some circles) as an authority on historical events. Her solitary trip to Washington after proslavers arrested Charles, for example, or her
choice to remain incarcerated with her husband gave Sara
Robinson her own credibility. Therefore, prominent men
who wanted to know about Kansas history consulted her,
not as Mrs. Governor Robinson but as a knowledgeable
source—regardless of sex. S. C. Smith, a friend of both
Robinsons and a participant in the territorial struggle,
often wrote Sara to check his facts. “What I have written
about Andreas’ history is as I remembered you wrote me,”
Smith told Robinson in 1899. “If there is any bad history in
mine you must correct it.” Similarly, Levi Pritchard commented: “I appreciate the efforts you are making to correct
the history of Kansas. . . . It takes a long time to get correct
history.”23

S

ara Robinson’s “correct” version of history, however,
was far from universal. The factionalism that ran
amuck in political circles during the territorial period also festered in historical circles near the turn of the
century. The freestaters in the 1850s split between supporters of Charles Robinson, who led the conservative wing of
the party, and supporters of the more radical James H.
Lane. The two men, although ostensibly working toward
the same goal, disagreed on almost every possible item.
Robinson hated the fiery rhetoric and fly-by-the-seat-ofhis-pants attitude that Lane exuded from his every pore.
Lane, for his part, tried to circumnavigate Robinson’s
“cool, deliberate judgment” every chance he got. At the
start of the Civil War, for example, Lane, who had just been
elected United States senator from Kansas, saw an opportunity to take over military and political leadership of
Kansas and thereby usurp Governor Robinson’s authority.
After Robinson recruited two regiments of volunteers,
Lane countered with an offer to President Abraham Lincoln for two regiments for three years’ service or until the
end of the war. Throughout his entire career, Lane curried
the favor of Lincoln, a fact that Robinson, as governor of
the state, heavily resented. In 1862, when enemies implicated Robinson in a state bond scandal, many Kansans

23. S. C. Smith to Sara Robinson, July 18, 1899, ibid.; Levi Pritchard
to Sara Robinson, n.d., ibid.
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whispered that Lane had engineered the whole event to
“eliminate Robinson as political competition.” In retaliation, Robinson lambasted Lane to anyone who would listen and criticized the president for relying on the advice of
a charlatan. Because James Lane committed suicide in
1866, however, Robinson won the factional war of the
nineteenth century by default.24
The historical factional war of the early twentieth century, however, was not as easily dealt with. In this conflict,
historians and amateurs alike subscribed to either the
James Lane/John Brown view of territorial history or they
supported the Charles Robinson camp. Each side claimed
to know the “true” history of Kansas. “As already suggested,” noted an early Robinson biographer, “no little
controversy has arisen as to who was most prominent in
the saving of Kansas to freedom. . . . As to the
Brown–Lane–Robinson controversy, it is not easy to get at
the whole truth and cause each man to stand forth in his
true light.”25 And certainly it was not.
Of course, Sara Robinson led the pro-Robinson faction
of the historical quandary. Joining her, most prominently,
were George W. Brown, Samuel C. Smith, participant and
observer in various territorial actions, and Oscar E.
Learnard of the Lawrence Daily Journal. Those who championed the actions of James Lane and John Brown included
William Connelley, George Martin, and Franklin G.
Adams, all associated with the Kansas State Historical Society. Also, Noble L. Prentis, who wrote a school history of
Kansas, sympathized with the latter faction.
By far the greatest antagonism between the two
groups concerned the place of John Brown in Kansas history. The issue was not new. In fact, it persisted doggedly
even while biographers, pioneers, and public opinion rose
and fell over half a century, a drama that is documented
with amazing detail by historian James Malin in his John
Brown and the Legend of Fifty-Six. Early Brown biographers,
James Redpath, Franklin B. Sanborn, and Richard J. Hinton, were associates of Brown. Therefore, wrote Malin,
they “were writing not only a eulogy of their hero, but
were making a defense of themselves.” The debate over
John Brown was not limited to partisans of Kansas history.

24. Richmond, Kansas: A Land of Contrasts, 87 – 89, 101; Blackmar, The
Life of Charles Robinson, the First State Governor of Kansas (Topeka: Crane
and Co., 1902), 17–18, 275.
25. Blackmar, The Life of Charles Robinson, 17.
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Brown’s attack on Harpers Ferry, Virginia, after leaving the
territory attracted nationwide attention and sparked a flurry of conflicting opinions about the man. But in Kansas,
Brown and his antislavery activities were the subject of
hero-worship for many years.26
While Sanborn and others supported Brown’s actions
on Pottawatomie Creek and elsewhere on moral grounds,
the opposite side of the early Brown controversy occupied
Eli Thayer of the New England Emigrant Aid Society, G. W.
Brown, and Charles Robinson.27 Initially, Robinson defended Brown but drastically changed his mind. According to
G. W. Brown, the shift resulted from a direct conversation
in the Robinson house in 1879 between himself and Sara
and Charles Robinson. “It was her approbation, in her own
parlor . . . that encouraged me to ‘tell the truth’ about Old
John Brown,” G.W. Brown remembered of Sara Robinson’s
role. “‘We converted Gov. Robinson to the truth about
Brown.’”28 The “truth,” according to G. W. Brown and Sara
Robinson, was that John Brown was a murderer and a
blight on the reputation of Kansas.
And so Charles Robinson spent the rest of his life criticizing the antislavery fanatic. Sara, too, joined in this early
criticism of Brown. “The Female of the [Robinson]
Species,” as James Malin described her, attacked Brown defender F. B. Sanborn in the press in the 1870s. One early
controversy turned on whether John Brown was even actually present at the Pottawatomie Massacre, with Sanborn
alleging he was not. Another difference of opinion, far
more subjective, involved John Brown’s reaction to the
1856 “sack of Lawrence.” An article from Massachusetts’s
Springfield Republican, ostensibly written by Richard Realf
but possibly by F. B. Sanborn, attributed the defense of the
town from a proslavery attack to John Brown. “This
aroused Mrs. Sara T. D. Robinson to a characteristically vehement reply that John Brown had nothing to do with the
defense of Lawrence.” Sanborn replied in an offensive
style, and the two sparred back and forth. “Mrs. Robinson

26. James C. Malin, John Brown and the Legend of Fifty-Six (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1942), 3, 352; Richmond, Kansas: A
Land of Contrasts, 78.
27. Malin, John Brown and the Legend of Fifty-Six, 3; Richmond, Kansas:
A Land of Contrasts, 78. The so-called Pottawatomie Massacre, which left
five proslave men brutally murdered, occurred on May 24, 1856. The
bloodbath was a retaliation for the destruction of the free-state city of
Lawrence just three days earlier.
28. G. W. Brown to Martha Campbell, August 20, 1894, Robinson
Collection; second quotation in Malin, John Brown and the Legend of FiftySix, 373.
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and Sanborn seemed to thrive on controversy and this was
their first encounter,” Malin reported. “Neither of them exhibited any spirit of either fairness or common courtesy.”29

A

t the turn of the century the Brown controversy
continued with Sara the ever faithful watchdog
and with largely a new set of players on the proBrown side. Sanborn, however, remained a thorn in Robinson’s side even after her husband’s death, and Mrs. Robinson and her supporters persisted in their criticism of the
Brown biographer in extensive letters. Sara delighted in revealing to others that Sanborn was instrumental in securing money to aid John Brown’s cause. She tried to “educate” the younger generation about the sanctification of
Brown. “I have studied the Kansas question with some
care for many years and have been interested in it, in fact,
since I was 10 or 12 years of age, but your note tells me
many facts of which I had never heard,” wrote a young reporter from the St. Louis Globe-Democrat. “[T. W.] Higginson and Sanborn are worshippers of John Brown.”30 Sara
Robinson and her friends repeatedly accused Sanborn of
changing his “facts” between publications.31
Robinson could not understand why Sanborn did not
relent under the evidence of such enlightening revelations
on the true nature of John Brown that she continued to
write to the newspapers and as was contained in several
“truthful” books that she recommended. “It is hardly necessary to say we have had many discussions with Mr. Sanborn in the Springfield Republican and Topeka Commonwealth in the days gone by and still he returns to the
attack,” she complained. Robinson saw Sanborn as a child
who stubbornly refused to heed to the advice of a wise
parent. In 1897, almost twenty years after her first journalistic encounter with Sanborn, Robinson suggested that the
Topeka Daily Capital reprint portions of her book that concerned the John Brown question. “I have been considering
your suggestion,” replied the newspaper representative,
“and I have concluded that having published Mr. Sanborn’s and your letters the Capital would wisely drop the
controversy. . . . I do not feel justified in reopening the
Brown question.”32

Works that championed the actions of James Lane or
John Brown angered Mrs. Robinson, who viewed
these men as immoral radicals and a blight on the
reputation of Kansas.

29. Malin, John Brown and the Legend of Fifty-Six, 367.
30. Sara Robinson to O. E. Learnard, March 22, 1898, Robinson Collection; Charles M. Harvey to Sara Robinson, January 19, 1902, ibid.
31. David Utter to Sara Robinson, November 1, 1899, ibid.
32. Letter to the editor of the Topeka Daily Capital, unidentified clipping, ibid.; Harold Chase to Sara Robinson, December 18, 1897, ibid.
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Oscar E. Learnard joined the pro-Robinson faction, and in 1899 Mrs.
Robinson selected his Lawrence Journal Publishing Company to print
the tenth edition of her history, Kansas: Its Interior and Exterior Life.

The Brown question, however, never closed. As time
passed, the debate about Brown settled on two points: was
Brown a murderer or a patriot, and how did his actions affect Kansas? In short, was Brown a hero or a hindrance to
the state? This largely depended on perception. The Robinsons and their supporters in the territorial struggle blamed
radicals such as John Brown and James Lane for the bloodshed that accompanied the liberation of Kansas. Charles
Robinson believed that the slavery question in the territory could have been settled by constitutional means. He
wanted to avoid violence if at all possible. The Robinsons
believed radicals such as Brown and Lane, whose passionate and impulsive natures frequently invited violence, triggered the events that led to the numerous attacks on
Lawrence. Brown and his sons, upon hearing of the assault
on the town in 1856, according to Robinson, “came no farther on the way to Lawrence than the little Santa Fe Road
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and heard there of the sacking of Lawrence whereupon
Brown took his sons, son-in-law and went back to the Pottawatomie to do his deeds of blood.”33 Killing proslavery
neighbors and sponsoring raids into Missouri (a la Jim
Lane) only invited retaliations such as the infamous
Quantrill Raid of 1863. The Robinsons, who witnessed
these aggressions toward their town, blamed them on
Brown and Lane. To canonize Brown in history for bringing chaos to the state was unthinkable. “People now, when
they think of Brown, do not think of the author of the massacre at Pottawatomie, but of the John Brown whose ‘soul
is marching on,’—an ideal John Brown,” S. C. Smith wrote
to Robinson.34
Proponents of the opposite view, however, sought to
justify the actions of Brown and Lane under the moral circumstances. Sanborn gave a lecture on “The Hero on the
Scaffold.” Noble Prentis, in his school history, wrote that
“the three great factors in the spring of 1855 towards making a free state were the coming of John Brown, Jim Lane
and Sharps[?] Rifles.” (“Brown did not arrive until Dec. 7,”
Sara corrected).35 But a larger issue was Prentis’s list itself.
All three items related to radicalism or violence. All three
stood in direct opposition to Charles Robinson’s philosophy on how best to liberate Kansas. Therefore, in Sara
Robinson’s view of history, the list was not an opinion, but
an error. Sara Robinson’s devotion to the Robinson vision
clouded her ability to distinguish between opinion and
error. Consequently, any statement in opposition to the
Sara/Charles Robinson philosophy represented either
gross ignorance or an intentional effort to do harm to the
governor’s memory. “I am tired and weary of false history,” Robinson wrote in 1903.36

B

ut there was another possible motivation for Robinson’s disdain for John Brown’s hero status in history and for her dislike of historians who favored
him. She wrote in 1910, “I am always sorry when outsiders
attempt to [recount] what John Brown did for Kansas. His
act was the one blot cast upon the state. Otherwise we had

33. Sara Robinson to Frank Blackmar, September 19, 1899, ibid.;
Blackmar, The Life of Charles Robinson, 18.
34. S. C. S. to Sara Robinson, March 24, 1895, folder 3, box 2, Robinson Papers, Kansas Collection, University of Kansas Libraries, Lawrence,
hereafter cited as Robinson Papers; Richmond, Kansas: A Land of Contrasts, 90 – 91.
35. S. C. Smith to Sara Robinson, July 29, 1897, Robinson Collection;
Sara Robinson to O. E. Learnard, March 22, 1898, ibid.
36. Sara Robinson to William Hutchinson, January 3, 1903, ibid.
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a clean record.”37 First, John Brown was an outsider. Although he was forever associated with Kansas radicalism
in history, in actuality he did not arrive in the territory
until 1855 and only stayed for three years. Brown never
lived in Lawrence, the central location of the free-state
movement, and he never participated in legitimate territorial or state governments. Robinson and many others resented that Brown’s short residence would forever link
him to the state. Second, outsiders also produced much of
the writing about John Brown. They had not participated
in the territorial struggle, and in Robinson’s mind had no
business writing its history. G. W. Brown, in a letter to
Robinson, expressed a view that the latter endorsed wholeheartedly:
We who were the sufferers because of his [Brown’s]
marauding expeditions into Missouri, stealing horses, wagons, cattle, slaves, and even [killing] some of
the people who resisted, then fleeing back with his
plunder into Kansas, incited invasions from Missouri
which did not culminate until several years after he
was hanged for his numerous crimes. The people of
Lawrence should never forget the Quantrill Raid,
and the murder of something less than 200 citizens,
and the burning of their homes was only the culmination of the John Brown raids. The present population of Kansas, with its great wealth and unparalleled
prosperity, have but a feeble conception of what we,
the first pioneers suffered to overcome the devilty of
the “Osawatomie hero.”38

On some level, Sara Robinson and G. W. Brown believed that the exaltation of John Brown’s role in Kansas
history degraded their own contributions and the contribution of Charles Robinson. Not only did some of the old
pioneers and citizens revere John Brown, which was bad
enough, but now a new generation of historians venerated
Old John Brown as well, and threatened to impose this erroneous view on the twentieth century. Sara Robinson had
to do all she could to stop this from happening.
One tactic she used was to distribute historical books
she considered “truthful.” In addition to her own book and
her husband’s, of course, she touted Leverett Spring’s
Kansas: The Prelude to the War for the Union as a correct treatment of John Brown’s role in state history. “John Brown is

37. Sara Robinson to Lyman Abbot, September 4, 1910, ibid.
38. G. W. Brown to Sara Robinson, September 14, 1910, ibid.

a parenthesis in the history of Kansas,” Spring wrote. “The
immense vibration of his career upon the nation had its
source in the Virginia campaign and its ill-fated but heroic
sequel, rather than in contributions to the territorial struggle.”39 This downplay of Brown’s influence in Kansas,
which in turn elevated Robinson’s role, represented just the
kind of history Sara Robinson wanted to read—and wanted others to read as well. She sent copies of Spring’s book
to acquaintances in Kansas and Massachusetts alike.
Spring, who was heavily criticized by the Brown/Lane faction, was an early critic of the John Brown legend. Still, in
Robinson’s view, Spring was not perfect. “He . . . favored
too much the John Brown stories,” she complained in 1900.
Apparently, even a parenthesis in Kansas history still gave
too much glory to Old John Brown.
James Ford Rhodes’s History of the United States Since
1850 took a similar stand on the Brown question, as did
John W. Burgess’s The Middle Period. Robinson frequently
purchased copies and sent both books, especially Burgess’s,
to many libraries. In 1899 she sponsored a “Charles Robinson Traveling Library” containing fifty books she selected
personally and carefully for content. Of course, she included her favorite anti-Brown/pro-Robinson literature in the
mix.40 Robinson employed the distribution of “appropriate”
reading material as one method to counteract the surfeit of
“untruthful” (anti-Robinson) history.
One such book was William E. Connelley’s John
Brown.41 “Connelley is anxious that people shall believe that
Brown’s massacre and Lane’s raids in Mo. begot no
reprisals,” noted S. C. Smith. “He don’t [sic] think Brown’s
murders, nor Lane’s robberies and marauding would
arouse the appetite of a Border Ruffian for revenge.”42 Con-

39. Leverett W. Spring, Kansas: The Prelude to the War For the Union
(Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Co., 1885), 137. When Spring resigned his
position at the University of Kansas a year after his book was published,
the Topeka Daily Capital commented that his loss “would be more generally mourned if he had not attempted to write a history of Kansas.” See
Kirke Mechem, ed., Annals of Kansas, 1886 – 1925, vol. 1 (Topeka: Kansas
State Historical Society, 1954), 5.
40. Charles M. Harvey to Sara Robinson, January 19, 1902, Robinson
Collection; Ida Ahlborn Weeks to Sara Robinson, November 29, 1898,
ibid.; Sara Robinson to Frank Blackmar, September 19, 1899, ibid.; Malin,
John Brown and the Legend of Fifty-Six, 457; James Ford Rhodes, History of
the United States From the Compromise of 1850 (New York: Macmillan and
Co.); John William Burgess, The Middle Period, 1817 –1858 (New York:
Scribner, 1897).
41. William E. Connelley, John Brown (Topeka: Crane and Co., 1900).
42. S. C. Smith to Sara Robinson, November 24, 1895, folder 3, box 2,
Robinson Papers.
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nelley was Robinson’s major historical nemesis. On all accounts, they despised each other. Try as she might, Robinson could not convince Connelley that her view of John
Brown was correct. In an uncharacteristically polite letter
Connelley addressed Mrs. Robinson: “I can not agree with
the editorial in the Journal so kindly sent me, nor with the
sentiments of G. W. Brown Esq. in his pamphlet. . . . I believe John Brown did much for Kansas, and as much for
humanity as any man has ever done.” Robinson’s tactic of
inundation with “correct” literature was a dismal failure
where Connelley was concerned. “He finds errors in
Burgess’ Middle Period,” she wrote in astonishment. Like a
doctor prescribing a remedy, she “recommended him to
read in the Kansas Conflict from page 351 to the end of the
chapter including Gov. Stanton’s address at Bismark [sic]
Grove if he desired to know the truth.”43

A

s the first decade of the twentieth century progressed the John Brown legend, much to Robinson’s relief, started to fade in Kansas. “I read the
Capital with the description of John Brown’s career in
Kansas,” wrote S. C. Smith to Sara in 1905. “Something has
been gained for truth when the leading Republican paper
in Kansas dares rebuke its party Governor for striding to
exalt Old John Brown. . . . The half century of Kansas history, just closed, will not bequeath to the next half John
Brown [and] Jim Lane.”44 Perhaps Robinson’s “educational” campaign was having its desired effect.
John Brown’s demise, however, would mean nothing
without the ascent of Charles Robinson. So Sara Robinson
worked tirelessly to guarantee her husband’s place in
Kansas history. She began soon after his death by reprinting the governor’s book The Kansas Conflict. In February
1895 she wrote to Harper and Brothers to inquire about
ownership of the book’s printing plates, which, she discovered, were under contract with the publishing firm. “The
demand for the work is very small and hardly sufficient,
under the circumstances, to encourage us to print a new
edition when the present stock is exhausted,” a representative informed her. Dissatisfied with this lackluster response, Robinson took control of the book herself. She ordered fifty-four leftover copies of the work directly from
the publisher for ninety cents each and made arrangements

43. Sara Robinson to Frank Blackmar, May 14, 1900, Robinson Collection; W. E. Connelley to Sara Robinson, May 21, 1900, ibid.
44. S. C. Smith to Sara Robinson, September 12, 1905, ibid.
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to cancel the contract and acquire the plates. She also inquired about a facility to publish a paperback edition.45
As soon as Robinson received her copies she began
sending them out to individuals and libraries as testimony
of the legacy of Charles Robinson. “I wish to thank you for
a book just received,” wrote William Stryker. “I will take
time soon to read it. I know though, that it will be like
everything else that Charles Robinson ever wrote or said—
candid, fair, forceful and scholarly. History eventually sets
all things right. Mr. Robinson will be even better appreciated in the future than in the past.”46 That was certainly
Sara Robinson’s goal.
In 1898 Robinson made arrangements with the
Lawrence Journal Company to publish a new edition of
“Dr.’s” book.
Do you think I can fix the price of the book at $1.50?
It is not to be a money making affair with me, simple,
I have desired to do what Dr. hoped to do, — lift a little the cloud of ignorance that rests upon so many
minds in reference to how the victory was won, &
Kansas became free. . . . My aim is to get the book into
the hands of some people—either by purchase or
gift. . . . If I could ask enough of them, to partly pay
the expense it would be satisfactory. I am however,
borrowing no trouble about it and only happy in the
thought that there is a day coming when the old
myths, will all die, & be buried forgotten.47

This partisan view of her husband’s book as the gospel of
Kansas history is characteristic. Throughout her correspondence, whenever she needed the “truth” of history,
Sara Robinson always referred to her “Bible,” published
under the name The Kansas Conflict. “Now the actual truth
is, if one would know the facts,” she preached to O. E.
Learnard in 1898, “to be learned from the files of the Liberator and other annals of that stormy time. The Easiest way
for me to [get] them to you is to ask you to look at certain
paragraphs of his in the Kansas Conflict. First, look in pages
10 and read . . .”48 The conscientious widow always gave
“chapter and verse.”

45. Harper and Brothers to Sara Robinson, February 21, 1895, ibid.;
ibid., March 21, 1895; ibid., April 5, 1895; ibid., April 15, 1895.
46. William Stryker to Sara Robinson, February 15, 1898, ibid.
47. Sara Robinson to O. E. Learnard, April 2, 1898, ibid.; Charles
Robinson, The Kansas Conflict (Lawrence, Kans.: Journal Publishing Co.,
1898).
48. Sara Robinson to O. E. Learnard, March 22, 1898, Robinson Collection.
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Because Mrs. Robinson subscribed so thoroughly to
her husband’s “gospel,” she also believed that the reprinted version of The Kansas Conflict would automatically be a
best seller, not only in Kansas but in other parts of the
country. All she had to do was distribute the product and
then the truth and importance of Kansas history would sell
itself. She was unpleasantly surprised, therefore, when E.
M. Barber, a friend residing in Jackson, Michigan, sent her
a letter indicating otherwise:
Had your letter of the 24th arrived before the box of
books I should have written you promptly and advised you not to send them, for I am sure you will be
disappointed in their sale. . . . In this section the persons who had knowledge of the Kansas Conflict
when the struggle was taking place and were active
in politics are all dead, and to the new generation it is
regarded as a local affair. One cannot get them interested in it . . . To nearly all of our people the Civil War,
though they see about them some of its decrepit veterans, is merely a matter of history. . . . Outside of
your own State the sales must be small from a lack of
personal interest in the contest, and yet it is an admirable history. . . . It renders his [Gov. Robinson’s]
position secure from all assailants, and makes him for
all time the foremost man in the Kansas struggle. He
will be remembered when a long list of subsequent
governors are forgotten. But this will not sell the book
to any extent — perhaps not at all—among people
who feel no personal interest in the conflict. I will try,
however, by placing copies in the leading bookstore,
and mentioning it in the paper. I would like to be the
means of selling a goodly number, as the book deserves it, but even John Brown, in the onrush of
events, is almost a forgotten name and of Jim Lane
nothing is known except by very few participators in
events some thirty years ago.49

These last words provided little consolation. And Robinson became more determined than ever that her version of
the Kansas territorial period would never be “merely a
matter of history.”
To supplement the governor’s own work and to gain a
more national audience, Robinson arranged for short biographies of her husband to appear in newly published encyclopedic works. In 1898, for example, she negotiated
with James T. White and Company, Publishers, concerning
the contents of Robinson’s biography in their publication.
49. E. M. Barber to Sara Robinson, August 30, 1898, ibid.

Frank W. Blackmar, professor at the University of Kansas, was
commissioned by Sara Robinson to write a biography of her husband. Published in 1902, it received cool praise and damning criticism as an over-glorification of Charles Robinson.

A few months later she received a letter from the company.
“Our attention has just been called to a misstatement in the
biography of your husband in Volume VIII. The criticism
is in regard to the sentence that Gov. Robinson organized
most of the Kansas regiments in the civil war. He tells us it
was Gen. James H. Lane who had charge of organizing
most of the regiments. Can you enlighten us in any way on
this point?” Of course she could, and she could do better.
Mrs. Robinson hastily penned the appropriate response to
an obviously blatant attack by an anonymous “Lane man,”
and sent along with the letter—what else?—a copy of The
Kansas Conflict. No other proof was needed. Sara paid
three hundred dollars for Robinson’s story to be included
in the National Cyclopedia of Biography.50
50. James T. White and Co. to Sara Robinson, January 17, 1898, ibid.;
ibid., September 6, 1898; ibid., September 14, 1898; Wilson, Governor
Charles Robinson of Kansas, 164.
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Mrs. Robinson placed both Franklin G. Adams (above), secretary of the Kansas State Historical Society, and his successor George Martin
(above right) in the pro-Lane and Brown camp. Indirectly Martin suggested to Robinson that “to harp all the time on the evil, the weaknesses, the suspicions, and the false” was detrimental to all concerned.

A

more substantial contribution to Charles Robinson scholarship, however, was Frank Blackmar’s
Life of Charles Robinson, commissioned by Sara
Robinson and published in 1902. Blackmar was professor
of sociology and economics and later dean of the graduate
school at the University of Kansas. He also was a personal
friend of the Robinsons and served as an administrator of
the governor’s estate. Beginning in 1895, the year after her
husband’s death, Mrs. Robinson began a frequent correspondence with the professor to give him the “facts” about
Kansas history and the governor, many of which resurfaced verbatim in Blackmar’s book.51

The letters covered topics from gossip about the State
Historical Society to specific suggestions for chapter revisions: “Last night I finished my four little suggestions of
your fine Chaps. 3d & 4th,” wrote Robinson on July 10,
1900.
It was a second reading and I was much impressed by
it. It carried me back to those stirring times when to
be alive, and a part of what was daily enacted in the
interest of the good cause was enough . . . many a
time in the reading of your story the old feeling
welled up in my heart—& (I am not a crying woman)
the tears came to my eyes—& I was glad the truth of
History would be set down. I always wonder when
one who was not in Kansas in the [illegible] days can
so enter into the spirit of the times, as to bring them

51. Blackmar, The Life of Charles Robinson, title page; Wilson, Governor
Charles Robinson of Kansas, 164 – 65, 191.
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forcibly before us—I am glad you can do so—& congratulate on your success.52

Sometimes, however, the suggestions became cumbersome. “I begin to wonder if you are sick, or discouraged,
or out of patience with me for sending you the great quantity of material I sent you a week or two ago,” Robinson
once wrote.53 As with everything associated with Kansas
history, she approached the biography with exuberance;
and underneath friendly helpfulness lurked the obsessive
watchdog. Even a friend like Blackmar did not escape her
watchful eye. The Robinson version of history would be
protected at all costs. In August 1899, for example, Robinson wrote the professor to complain about a recently published book that falsely attributed the defense of Lawrence
to John Brown. The comments came complete with an implicit warning to Blackmar. “I am sure no error of this kind
will creep into your book or any error of any kind,” she directed.54 The message was clear. In Robinson’s mind, the
governor ’s place in history depended on a “truthful” account. And that is what she would get.
By all indications, however, the author of The Life of
Charles Robinson appreciated the widow’s interests and
support. Mrs. Robinson was as generous with her money
as she was demanding of the professor’s time. She assured
Blackmar that she could send a check to the Lawrence National Bank whenever he needed it and the author, in the
preface to his book, acknowledged the value of the material gathered “by the untiring zeal of Sara T. D. Robinson.”55
Robinson’s zeal even extended to Blackmar’s choice of
a publisher. When he suggested that Crane and Company
print the book, the widow hesitated. She was uncomfortable with Crane because that company had also published
Connelley’s books. “How Crane, if he has any ideas of
honesty, could publish such an infamous recital of cruelties
& outrages which were never perpetrated I can not imagine,” she worried. “Could such a man be trusted to publish
the life of a pure minded upright man? I do not know.
Does he ask for the publication? I shall gladly assist you to
the amount of $500 with an Eastern Publisher— or more if

52. Sara Robinson to Frank Blackmar, July 10, 1900, Robinson Collection.
53. Ibid., November 20, 1900; ibid., January 31, 1901; ibid., February
1, 1901.
54. Ibid., August 28, 1899.
55. Ibid., December 18, 1896, folder 4, box 2, Robinson Papers; Blackmar, The Life of Charles Robinson, 3.

necessary. Mr. Crane’s ideas of right & wrong must be in a
muddle.”56
Blackmar ’s biography was very sympathetic to the
Robinson view of Kansas history, but as a later Robinson
biographer stated, Blackmar “did not make fanciful claims
for his subject, as some biographers of John Brown and
James Lane have done.”57 In his introduction, Professor
Blackmar stated his intention to tell a “plain, unvarnished
story.” He also acknowledged that “no little controversy
has arisen as to who was most prominent in the saving of
Kansas to freedom.” Although polite to Brown and Lane,
the author had no reservations that Robinson was the key
figure in the territorial struggle.58 Therefore, when the book
appeared, it was no surprise that the factions surfaced to
either lavish praise or spitefully condemn it.
Of course, Sara Robinson was the book’s biggest supporter. As she did with other “truthful” books on Kansas
history, she distributed copies of The Life of Charles Robinson to a multitude of people.59 Most were gracious and
complimentary. Professor Leverett Spring believed the
new book to be an “impartial account of the Governor’s career.”60
Other reviewers, however, were less kind. Connelley’s
less than enthusiastic review in the Topeka State Journal
prompted Robinson to muse: “It’s strange how he clings to
lies.”61 By far the most damning critique, however, came
from an even older adversary and again revealed the political nature of history. F. B. Sanborn entitled his review
“Suborned Biographies: The Certainties and Uncertainties
of Fame—Charles Robinson and his Dull Biographers.”
“There are all sort of biographers, and men are tolerant of
all but the bores,” Sanborn wrote. “But really, Prof. Blackmar has exceeded the limit; he has carried tedious to the
nth power, and only the most heroic . . . can wade through
his 435 close-printed pages about Charles Robinson, the
Kansas quarreler, who even in his ashes awakens the fires
of controversy.” The book, he maintained,

56. Sara Robinson to Frank Blackmar, December 6, 1901, Robinson
Collection.
57. Wilson, Governor Charles Robinson of Kansas, 165.
58. Blackmar, The Life of Charles Robinson, 3, 17.
59. Charles Eliot Norton to Sara Robinson, February 1, 1902, Robinson Collection.
60. Leverett Spring to Sara Robinson, February 22, 1903, ibid.
61. Sara Robinson to Frank Blackmar, January 28, 1902, folder 8, box
2, Robinson Papers.
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was a conglomeration of Charles Robinson, Sara
Robinson, Eli Thayer (of the New England Emigrant
Aid Company) and Amos Lawrence (financier and
founder of Lawrence). . . . One would fancy that the
professor’s library was made up of nothing but the
works of these four impartial historians—the four
evangelists of his revised version of Kansas history.
But he must be wary of taking even the gentle S. R.
for inspired authority.62

Blackmar’s book, the reviewer ridiculed, abounded
with portraits of the Robinsons but likenesses of other important Kansas figures were curiously absent. Furthermore, the professor, although he did not admit it, knew that
his work was not the correct way to write history. Therefore, he omitted much of the deceitful information furnished him, but did not replace it with sources from the
State Historical Society. Had he done this, Sanborn concluded, the value of his book to “the world at large would
have been greater, though perhaps less to the followers of
the Robinson . . . cult.” Sanborn also found opportunities to
lambaste Blackmar ’s theories on John Brown’s popularity
(the professor attributed the martyr ’s legend “solely” to
the song composed about him) and to state that politically
Charles Robinson “was in every party that existed in
Kansas during the 40 years he lived there, and while he was
often right, he was quite as often obstinately wrong, and
usually made his political quarrels personal ones, because
with him everything tended sharply to personalities. . . .
His place in history is so far below John Brown’s that it is
idle to compare them.”63

T

he partisanship of the “history wars” at the turn of
the century even extended into the Kansas State
Historical Society, where Mrs. Robinson believed
the Brown/Lane faction was in total control. In 1895 she
mentioned in correspondence that she kept a scrapbook of
clippings that would someday go to the historical society.64
As her obsession with the truthfulness of history escalated,
however, she soon found evidence that “proved” the Society was corrupt. First, a friend of Robinson accused John
Speer, one-time president of the Society and a good

62. F. B. Sanborn, “Suborned Biographies,” unidentified clipping,
[1902], Robinson Collection.
63. Ibid.
64. Sara Robinson to Hazelrigg, May 9, 1895, folder 3, box 2, Robinson Papers.
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friend/biographer of James H. Lane, of dishonesty concerning donated documents that exposed “Lane’s transgressions.” “It is plain to me they were suppressed or
stolen from the files by John Speer or some other admirer
of the ‘Harlequin’ [Lane],” the friend believed.65
Robinson soon shared this opinion. Her antipathy for
Lane sympathizers almost matched her distaste for John
Brown’s believers, and the two usually went hand in hand.
More “evidence” accumulated. In 1897 G. W. Brown wrote
about a journal that was unfavorable to John Brown that F.
G. Adams, secretary of the Society, allegedly refused to
procure for the collections. “The Society has elected its heroes,” Robinson decided, and G. W. Brown, at least for a
time, refused to send any of his papers to Topeka.66 “I simply want to ask you if you realize what scalawags have
control of the State Historical Society & if anything can be
done to sort them out?” wrote the widow to Professor
Blackmar on January 3, 1899. “Or do we have to wait until
Death shall claim them?”
The incident that prompted this outburst involved
Robinson personally. In 1898 a friend sent her a newspaper
clipping from the Boston Evening Transcript that was extremely favorable to Governor Robinson. She mentioned it
to Adams in a letter, who wrote the Transcript office and requested a copy of the article. A few weeks later the secretary informed Robinson that the newspaper had no article
on file concerning Charles Robinson. Robinson had more
than one copy of the article and promptly sent one to
Adams at the Historical Society. She received no reply from
him, and the article did not appear in the year end report
under items received. Therefore, Robinson concluded that
Adams had purposefully lost the pro-Robinson item. The
ireful widow retold this story over and over in her correspondence until her death and used it as proof of the corruption of history in Kansas.67
Of course, all of Robinson’s cited accusations against
the Society were made by partisan Robinson supporters. In
1900 George W. Martin, the new secretary of the organiza-

65. Sara Robinson to Frank Blackmar [quoting the friend to Blackmar], January 22, 1896, folder 4, box 2, ibid.
66. G.W. Brown to Sara Robinson, August 23, 1897, Robinson Collection. There is a small G. W. Brown collection at the Kansas State Historical Society. The Robinson Collection is extensive, although Sara
Robinson’s scrapbooks are at the University of Kansas, along with a
smaller amount of correspondence.
67. Sara Robinson to Frank Blackmar, January 3, 1899, Robinson Collection.
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tion, informed Mrs. Robinson that “the Society is simply a
gatherer, and cannot possibly be responsible for what is
here deposited, written, or printed, as to facts, dates, etc.
Kansas has had a very peculiar history, and the man who
does the final sifting will have a hard time. This Society is
a sort of a last court, where every one can have a say, and
every interest should be represented by its own friendly
historian.”68 But Robinson could not be convinced of the respectability of the Historical Society or that the bias lay on
both sides.
In Robinson’s opinion, Noble Prentis was a member of
the “clique in Kansas determined to represent History their
own way.”68 Her friend agreed. “It is strange that Prentis,
who probably derives his opinions from prejudice rather
than facts, should have been selected to write a School history of Kansas,” opined S. C. Smith two years before the
book appeared.69 And Prentis’s prejudices did, in fact, offend Sara Robinson and her correspondents. Commenting
that Prentis had a “prolific brain,” she lamented that the
Kansas textbook commission had adopted the book for use
in all the public schools of the state. “They evidently are
not men who know anything about the days that are past,”
she decided.70
Robinson criticized Prentis’s History of Kansas for specific errors and omissions (“You probably know how
Noble Prentis has left out everything in his school history
of importance in the Border campaign of 1864”) and for
outright blasphemy (“Prentis’ school History in its chapter
Literature in Kansas does not mention The Kansas Conflict”).71 In fact, this omission was Robinson’s major complaint about the book, and it even took precedence over
Prentis’s favorable treatment of John Brown. But Prentis
also was lukewarm about Sara Robinson’s own book,
Kansas: Its Interior and Exterior Life. “Poor Prentis,” she
wrote sarcastically, “he wanted to speak more ill of my
book than he does. . . . He tries to speak slightingly of my
book and praises [George Douglas] Brewerton that ‘lying
Brewerton’ as he was universally called.”72
68. George W. Martin to Sara Robinson, July 18, 1900, ibid. Martin’s
letter was a response to Robinson’s of July 13 that referenced items in volume 6 of the Kansas Historical Collections.
69. S. C. Smith to Sara Robinson, September 27, 1897, Robinson Collection; Sara Robinson to J. W. Burgen?, August 30, 1897, ibid.
70. Sara Robinson to Frank Blackmar, October 6, 1897, ibid.
71. Sara T. D. Robinson to M. S. Field, December 11, 1911 [sic— correct year is 1900], G. W. Brown Collection, Library and Archives Division,
Kansas State Historical Society.
72. Sara Robinson to Frank Blackmar, August 12, 1899, Robinson Collection; Sara Robinson to W. H. Caruth, April 11, 1900, ibid.

According to Sara Robinson, Noble Prentis was yet another in the “clique in Kansas determined to present History
their own way.” She criticized his school text, History of
Kansas, for “outright blasphemy” because it did not mention Dr. Robinson’s The Kansas Conflict.

Robinson’s concern about the education of twentiethcentury Kansans paled in comparison to her worry about
her own place in history and that of her husband. But, of
course, in her view these problems were one and the same.
At the start of the new school year after Prentis’s book appeared in print, Robinson received a letter from J. H.
Beach, superintendent of schools in Pratt, Kansas. Beach
expressed his dislike of Prentis’s book and stated that “the
board urged me to throw the study out of the course because we are compelled to use the state text if we use any
and they did not consider the book of any value.” A week
later Robinson wrote Blackmar that the Pratt school board
had urged the superintendent “not to teach history at all
because if they teach it they must teach from the text book
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and there will also be some exercises appropriate to the date—to help make it an
occasion. Will this arrangement suit you?”
It did, and the unveiling was deemed a
success, with fifteen hundred university
and state elite in attendance.75
Charles Robinson’s likeness would
be a presence forever at the university. But
the widow’s action on another statue gave
far more offense to the anti-Robinson faction than the bust at the University of
Kansas. Beginning in the early 1890s an
intermittent ten-year argument ensued
among people in Kansas about whom the
state would honor in a display at “Statuary Hall” in Washington, D.C. Each state
in the union had two spaces available to
honor its chosen heroes. “It will be remembered that some years ago an effort
Although claiming that the Kansas State Historical Society was a corrupt institution, Mrs. was made by a Topeka paper to get a repRobinson donated a number of items to the organization, including a copy of the tenth edition resentation by means of a voting contest,”
of her own book, Kansas: Its Interior and Exterior Life, with the above inscription.
reported the Kansas City Star in 1898. “It
terminated in a sort of squabble . . . . We
think the legislature gave one of these
provided.”73 Robinson’s prejudice made her exaggerate the
niches to an eastern organization in which to place the stattruth. Beach had threatened to discard the text, not the enue of John Brown.” The other niche, the reporter asserted,
tire class.
should go to the late Preston B. Plumb, senator from
Kansas. Other newspaper editors concurred. “The [Topehe majority of Sara Robinson’s battles over her huska] Capital heartily approves. . . . Plumb was the greatest
band’s memory and Kansas history focused on
and best political leader Kansas ever had.”76
what historians and journalists wrote. Controversy
Of course, Sara Robinson found the idea appalling.
also arose, however, over Governor Robinson’s legacy cast
Her opinion of John Brown was well known, and Senator
in a different medium. Most likely at Sara Robinson’s bePlumb was no historical match for Charles Robinson. Alhest, the 1897 Kansas legislature appropriated one thouthough Governor Robinson gave the eulogy at Plumb’s fusand dollars “to obtain a marble bust of the Governor for
neral, there is little doubt that Mrs. Robinson considered
the University Hall.” To Mrs Robinson, Chancellor Francis
the senator far beneath her husband.77 Therefore, she loudH. Snow wrote, “It is a source of great satisfaction to me
ly proclaimed Governor Robinson the logical and approthat the State has made this slight recognition of the Govpriate choice for the display in Washington. She even
ernor’s noble life work.”74 And the university did its best to
protested a similar movement to place a portrait of Plumb
make the unveiling a special day for the widow as well. In
in the state capitol. Sara’s “acrimonious discussion” with
preparation for the big day, February 22, 1898, a university
representative advised Robinson: “That day [Washington’s
birthday] is a Holiday with them [the university faculty]

T

73. J. H. Beach to Sara Robinson, September 11, 1899, ibid.; Sara
Robinson to Frank Blackmar, September 19, 1899, ibid.
74. F. H. Snow to Sara Robinson, March 19, 1897, ibid.
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75. Topeka Daily Capital, February 23, 1898; B. W. Woodward to Sara
Robinson, February 5, 1898, Robinson Collection.
76. Kansas City Star, March 25 [1898] ibid.; Topeka Daily Capital, November 23 [1897] ibid.
77. Charles Robinson, manuscript eulogy for Preston Plumb, Robinson Collection.
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the “friends of the late P. B. Plumb” prompted a vicious
reply from George W. Martin, then editor of the Kansas City
Gazette:
The protest . . . serves to remind the people of Kansas
of the mercy of Providence when they think that the
Robinson family was childless. We say this in all
kindness because we never met a cleverer man than
Charles Robinson, but up to the day of his death he
kept the state in constant fatigue with his windmill
battles with John Brown and Jim Lane, thirty years
after their deaths, and now that his widow shows
signs of keeping it up, the daily hog wash [in the
news] about Cuba [prefacing the Spanish–American
War] will be refreshing and serve to smother it.

Robinson, Brown, Lane, and Plumb had their faults, the editor continued. But time has buried most of their “frailties”
and the good of their lives outweighed the bad. “If we are
to harp all the time on the evil, the weakness, the suspicions, and the false,” Martin considered, “then life is not
worth living.”78
In 1899 Sara Robinson published the tenth edition of
Kansas: Its Interior and Exterior Life. Although the book went
through several printings after its 1856 publication date,
the tenth edition contained new material Robinson had
chosen to represent a significant part of her mission to inform the twentieth century about the Kansas territorial period. She arranged for Learnard’s Lawrence Journal Publishing Company to print the book, and immediately after
began penning letters to him concerning the new material.
“This article of Mr. Smith’s is so good—makes the whole
cause of Dr. in regard to it so clear, if you don’t object I will
make a new short chapter at the end of the book—beginning with this paper.”79 After she began adding information
she could not stop. “There seems to be no end to the articles that ought to go in to make up that last chapter. Having ‘put my hand to the plow’ I can not afford to turn
‘back’ — and everywhere the enemy shows the cloven
foot.”80
Some of Robinson’s changes to the tenth edition are
minor while others are more significant. Many of the larg-

78. Topeka Mail and Breeze, reprinted from the Kansas City Gazette,
April 15, 1898. Martin became secretary of the Kansas State Historical Society in December 1899.
79. Sara Robinson to O. E. Learnard, n.d., Robinson Collection.
80. Ibid., January 6, 1899.

er modifications involved either the author herself, her
husband, or John Brown and the attack on Lawrence. Several quotes, unattributed in 1856, are credited to Charles
Robinson in 1899. “The following laconic reply,” for example, was changed to “Dr. Robinson’s laconic reply.” “The
decisive reply” was altered to “The pithy reply of Dr.
Robinson was . . . .” Near the beginning Robinson included a sentence that was not in the first edition: “The ruffians
seemed to have some respect for Dr. Robinson, and when
he approached the cabin cried out, ‘Here comes the doctor,
let him vote.’”81 These types of modifications bolstered
Charles Robinson’s presence and importance.
The most obvious changes in the tenth edition, however, were the additions of several new paragraphs of text
and the inclusion of various primary documents in the appendix. Robinson added a lengthy patriotic speech by Dr.
Robinson and two new unfavorable paragraphs about
James Lane and John Brown. While Lane had to be threatened with arrest to prevent him from attacking the militia,
Brown, “armed with javelins and cutlasses,” was not
pleased by attempts to find a peaceful solution to the
Kansas – Missouri disputes. He climbed up on a box,
Robinson noted, and began to harangue the “rabble.”82
These and other additions helped to bolster the claim that
John Brown and Jim Lane (and, in the “history wars,” those
who supported them) were, in fact, a detriment to the
cause. Charles Robinson and those who supported him,
however, were the true leaders of free Kansas.
Robinson’s main concern was that important documents showing the “actual facts” be included in her
“new–old” book. Also, she purposefully included documents revealing truths that men such as Adams and Speer
had allegedly falsified. “I would like them to read it in the
book,” she wrote. “It rejoices my heart that the old book is
to be rejuvenated.”83

B

ut not everyone saw the new book as an improvement. Robert G. Elliott, a journalist and “Lane
man,” commented, “‘the old book of 1856 made
new in 1899,’ as she terms it,—[is] a revision by blending

81. Sara T. D. Robinson, Kansas: Its Interior and Exterior Life
(Lawrence, Kans.: Journal Publishing Co., 1899), 13– 14, 19. The corresponding pages in the first edition (1856) are 12–13, 17.
82. Ibid., 187, 179. Corresponding pages in the first edition (where
the new text is absent) are 162, 154.
83. Sara Robinson to O. E. Learnard, January 16, 1899, Robinson Collection; ibid., January, 1899.
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unlabeled, her conclusions of 1899 with her observations
of 1856 depreciating their historic value.” Elliott maintained that Robinson’s newly added material concerning
John Brown’s harangue of the crowd in Lawrence was
false. “If this is not imagination it is clumsy fabrication,”
wrote Elliott.84
Another Kansas journalist, editor Charles F. Scott of
the Iola Register, gushed, however. Not only did Sara
Robinson have the foresight in 1856 to “set down while it
was yet fresh in your memory the absorbing details of the
fight for free Kansas,” wrote Scott, but luckily for Kansas,
both she and her husband “were spared to give to the
work of your youth the mature consideration and revision
of ripe and tranquil years.”85
Historical deprecation or mature consideration? Certainly, Robinson regarded her life experience, her long
memory, and her ability to look back on the past as assets
for writing history in her later years. A newspaper writer
in 1885 noted Robinson’s “extraordinary memory. . . . In
fact, she seems to remember not only the day of the month,
but the day of the week on which any particular event occurred; and she can repeat the names of all the characters
in any of the early doings, and can tell whether most of
them are dead or living, and if the latter, where they are
living. . . . She would be an invaluable aid to any person
writing history of early Kansas.”86
But would she? Although many of the changes Robinson made in the 1899 edition might go unnoticed to a casual reader, a closer inspection reveals an increasingly partisan view of history. Robinson made a conscious effort to
bolster her own faction’s position through her revisions
and to diminish the Lane/Brown faction. Additions to the
appendix possibly were an attempt to make the volume
more scholarly rather than simply a personal account. The
revisions to Kansas were another facet of Mrs. Robinson’s

84. R. G. Elliott to Katherine Mayo, August 6, 1908, 1873 – 1908 folder, Robert G. Elliott Collection, Library and Archives Division, Kansas
State Historical Society. With Josiah Miller, Elliot founded the Kansas Free
State in Lawrence, Kansas Territory, in January 1855. See Bill Cecil-Fronsman, “‘Advocate the Freedom of the White Men, As Well As That of Negroes’: The Kansas Free State and Antislavery Westerners in Territorial
Kansas,” Kansas History: A Journal of the Central Plains 20 (Summer 1997):
102–15.
85. Charles F. Scott to Sara Robinson, July 20, 1899, Robinson Collection.
86. Unidentified clipping, n.d., composed January 30, 1885, Sara
Robinson Scrapbooks, vol. 1, 18, Kansas Collection, University of Kansas
Libraries.
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ongoing obsession with Kansas history after her husband’s
death. She constantly reinforced her own view of territorial events while undermining other opinions. Her approach
was sometimes subtle, sometimes overt, but always present.
In 1908, just three years before her death, Robinson
published an article, “The Wakarusa War,” in the State Historical Society’s Kansas Historical Collections.87 Secretary
Martin accepted the article on one condition. Her “uncomplimentary references” to Jim Lane and John Brown had to
be eliminated. They “cannot be mentioned,” Martin cautioned. Robinson protested: “I have just finished reading
my Wakarusa War to try to find the objectionable portions
in it about Lane and Brown. In writing an historical paper
giving an account of what happened, isn’t one called upon
to give the facts? I have done no more.”88 Her bias was so
complete that she could not see it in her article, even when
others directly pointed it out.
Even Robinson’s extraordinary memory might have
been impaired. In his article “Memory and History: What
Can You Believe?,” noted psychiatrist Walter Menninger
observes that memory can not be relied upon to accurately recall past events. This is especially true when the subject participated in the event he/she remembers. “All too
often I came across instances of individuals recalling history as it wasn’t,” Menninger stated about his research. “As
a result of any number of processes, an individual’s perceptions and memories can be distorted. Usually, the distortion is a function of an emotional need to preserve one’s
self-esteem or protect the individual from the emotional
consequences of what actually happened. For whatever
reason, historical reality is modified.” Part of this phenomenon is what Menninger calls “wishful thinking.” Because
the truth threatens self-perception or the perception of others, people sometimes remember the past as they wish it
had been, not as it was.89
Another hindrance to accurate memory, however, is
simply the effects of time. When a person recalls an event,
the brain must reconstruct it. Over time this reconstruction

87. Sara T. D. Robinson, “The Wakarusa War,” Kansas Historical Collections, 1907 –1908 10 (1908): 457 – 71. The paper had been originally prepared for presentation to the State Federation of Women’s Clubs, May 17,
1905.
88. George W. Martin to Sara Robinson, October 23, 1907, Robinson
Collection; Sara Robinson to Martin, October 25, 1907, ibid.
89. W. Walter Menninger, “Memory and History: What Can You Believe?” Archival Issues: Journal of the Midwest Archives Conference 21 (1996):
95, 98 – 99.
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changes because of various factors such as “age and capacity to understand what is happening, our expectations and
knowledge at the time of the event, and the stress and bodily sensations experienced during the event.” Therefore, individuals tend to recall a past that is “consistent with their
present views” instead of how they viewed events at the
time they occurred.90

R

obinson’s obsession with the perception of history
led her to revise her own book and possibly stray
into the area that R. G. Elliott called “historical deprecation.” Her obsession also led her to finance a 1902 publication by G. W. Brown called False Claims of Kansas Historians Truthfully Corrected. The book essentially was an
attack on William Connelley, whom Robinson and Brown
believed to be the worst violator of historical truth. “Instead of being a historian Connelley is the eulogist of John
Brown and Jim Lane . . . . The Ruffians in their bitterest
days never wrote so meanly of the men Connelley berates
as does this pretended historian,” Brown wrote. “There is
no State in the American Union which has bestowed such
care in collecting its pioneer history, commencing near half
a century ago, as has Kansas, and yet in no one of them will
more errors be found.”91
Not surprisingly, William Connelley took some offense
at this publication. He responded with An Appeal to the
Record in 1903 in which he refuted the criticism by G. W.
Brown and Charles Robinson. Possibly because Sara
Robinson was a woman, Connelley did not include a formal section on her in his attack. He was well aware that she
financed Brown’s self-publication, however, and Mrs.
Robinson did not escape Connelley’s public wrath entirely.
He noted that “the Robinson influence” was not pleased
with his book on John Brown. When it appeared, Connelley wrote, “there was a deep silence at Lawrence.” But now,
G. W. Brown’s False Claims facilitated Robinson’s revenge.
“I am called a liar some hundreds of times ‘in argument,’”
wrote Connelley.
Each member of the Legislature has been presented
with a copy by one [Sara Robinson] who shall remain
nameless by me, and the donor has been thanked for
the act of generosity. The design which prompted the

90. Ibid., 100–1.
91. G. W. Brown, False Claims of Kansas Historians Truthfully Corrected
(Rockford, Ill.: 1902), 3, 13 –14.

Always a supporter of Sara Robinson and her views was George W.
Brown, editor of the Herald of Freedom and an outspoken critic of
the radical actions of John Brown.

gift was not a generous one. It had for its object the
distribution of a work prepared by an historical Iago
who seeks to pollute the fair fountain from which the
pure current of Kansas history runs, and make it a
foul cistern for toads to know and gender in.92

Unlike Robinson’s other book distribution campaigns, supplying members of the legislature with copies of False
Claims went beyond an attempt to get the “truth” to the uneducated. It was a blatant and pointed attack on the opposition. Possibly the days of raiding and pillaging in the territorial era had, at least symbolically, never ended.

92. William Elsey Connelley, An Appeal to the Record (Topeka, Kans.:
1903), 3 – 4.
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wholly untrue so far as they related to John Brown.
And I think she knew they were untrue when she
made them. Our Historical Society can not afford to
publish her malicious grumblings.93

Connelley’s viciousness was largely gossip and petty
statements. Yet, the letter revealed much about the problems that Sara Robinson caused for herself and for her husband in the last years of her life. Like Mary Todd Lincoln,
whose lamentations about her husband were so frequent
as to be annoying, Sara Robinson’s obsession with her husband’s memory eventually started to wear thin, and the respect she longed for both in life and in history remained
elusive. In contrast to Lincoln and Robinson, Elizabeth
Custer commanded great respect for herself and for her
cause throughout her entire life. It was not until 1934, a
year after Mrs. Custer’s death, that a derogatory biography of George Armstrong Custer appeared.94
Kansas historian James Malin, in 1942, commented
that the reputation of Charles Robinson would have been
more solid had his wife not interfered. “Unfortunately for
both herself and her cause,” wrote Malin, “her contentiousness and bitterness of spirit, encouraged by flattery, kept her almost continually on the battle-line.”95 A
poem, anonymously written but allegedly circulated by
William Connelley while he was secretary of the Kansas
State Historical Society, tells the story of Robinson’s obsession and of her reputation within a portion of the historical community:

Taking offense at G. W. Brown’s False Claims of Kansas
History Truthfully Corrected, published in 1902, William
Connelley published his own An Appeal to the Record in
1903, in which he refuted the criticisms by Brown and
Robinson.

William Connelley tempered his public remarks about
Mrs. Robinson, but his private accusations knew no such
restraint. In letters to Dr. Edward Bumgardner of Lawrence, Connelley revealed his true opinion, not of Kansas
history, but of Sara Robinson.
Mrs. Robinson is complaining to everybody. I have
heard that while Governor Robinson lived he and his
wife barely spoke at the table because of the Governor ’s love for other men’s pastures and his conduct
with school marms in his district, but now she has
made a saint of him. She is old and feeble of mind
and body, and very few people pay any attention to
her opinions. . . . Most of the historical statements
made by Mrs. Robinson of late years have been

122

THE OLD WOMAN WHO DIDN’T LIVE IN A SHOE
There lives an old lady in Lawrence town,
Who keeps a red rag and she calls it “John Brown.”
Who mocks at a goblin that drives her insane,
And the name of that monster is Lane, Jim Lane.
And her favorite black beast, for she keeps them in order,
Is fear of the ‘Red Legs,’ who raided the border.
She once had a husband, our first Governor,
She didn’t love him, and he didn’t love her.
He is dead, praise the Lord! And she’ll die, more’s the
praise!
And somewhere or other old hades they’ll raise.

93. William Connelley to Edward Bumgardner, February 5, 1908,
Correspondence folder, Edward Bumgardner Collection, Library and
Archives Division, Kansas State Historical Society.
94. Jean Baker, Mary Todd Lincoln: A Biography (New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 1987), 183; Leckie, Elizabeth Bacon Custer, xxi, 307.
95. Malin, John Brown and the Legend of Fifty-Six, 457.
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She is old; she is rich; so, we leave her alone,
Though her rabies so rank would melt a mad-stone.
There’s a reverence for years, there’s beauty in age,
When the sunset of life has illumined the page.
When the folly of youth into wisdom has turned,
And the sacrifice incense on Time’s altar has burned.
All the incense she knows is the venom of hate
In these pitiful years when her candle burns late.
So we’ll leave her till Gabriel calls her, alack!
But we’ll welcome the noise when the hearse comes back!
—A KAW SQUAW 96

Certainly, Sara Robinson’s view of history was flawed.
A propagandist since she penned Kansas in 1856, Robinson
relied too much on memory and automatically assumed
that anything her husband said or wrote was a “fact.” She
also allowed politics to influence her remembrances. Mrs.
Robinson’s obsession was probably great enough to allow
her to manufacture facts, just as Connelley asserted. She,
however, made the same accusations against Connelley
and his associates. The truth about all that occurred on each
side probably will never be known.
What can be assumed with confidence, however, is that
the partisan “history wars” at the turn of the twentieth century did have an effect on Kansas history. Whether documents were “lost” or intentionally not recovered is not
clear and has not been proved. What can be traced is the attitude of historians toward the heroes of each faction.
Despite Connelley’s insistence that Sara Robinson was
a nuisance and a manufacturer of history, there is evidence
that her campaign to save the “truth” of history during her
“years when her candle burns late” had some effect. Historian Lloyd Lewis, in his 1939 speech on James Lane entitled
“The Man the Historians Forgot,” explained Lane’s poor
reputation in Kansas history by saying that “where a man
stands in history depends upon who keeps the record;
more than that, it depends upon who lives to keep the
record.”97 By Lewis’s time, the heroes in Kansas history had
reversed from what they had been near the turn of the century. Lane became the radical villain while Governor
Robinson took on the roll as pioneering statesman. By 1958,

96. Quotation in Wilson, Governor Charles Robinson of Kansas, 166. On
December 5, 1911, Connelley was elected president of the Kansas State
Historical Society for the year 1912 and was chosen secretary on February
16, 1914. Sara T. D. Robinson died at her home near Lawrence on November 15, 1911.
97. Lloyd Lewis, “The Man That Historians Forgot,” Kansas Historical Quarterly 8 (February 1939): 85.

when Albert Castel published A Frontier State At War, this
configuring of the two men had evolved into the traditional view. It is only recently that Lane’s reputation has started to rise from the ashes.98

S

ara Robinson lived long and wrote much, and it is
difficult to believe that her efforts did not have an effect on the uplifting of Governor Robinson and the
downtrodding of Lane by the 1930s. Her status as the wife
of the first state governor, as well as her own participation
in the territorial struggle, gave her automatic credence in
political and historical circles in the early twentieth century. With the help of her friends and other like-minded advocates, Sara Robinson used her financial resources, writing talent, position, and forceful personality to push her
version of Kansas territorial history into the forefront. Just
as Kansas territorial women actively resisted Border Ruffian advances in the 1850s, so too did Sara Robinson resist
the advance of (in her mind) untrue history in 1900. To her,
differing historical opinions were no less than errors written by outsiders who knew nothing of the true situation.
As the influential Elizabeth Custer helped to tangle the
skeins of western history in another section of the country,
so Sara Robinson and her adversaries did the same in
Kansas.
“We can not make the history other than it is,” Mrs.
Robinson wrote in 1907. Maybe not. But certainly the perception of history was changed by an influx of partisanship
and politics. Articles that contained exaggerated information and more backbiting and snipping than history, today
serve only to confuse a naturally confusing era. Sara
Robinson and others wanted to illuminate the territorial
struggle for the new generations. Instead, they helped bury
the “true” history under mountains of partisan rhetoric.
“Time is going to settle the Story of Kansas in the right,” G.
W. Brown once wrote to the widow. The “history wars” of
the early twentieth century made time’s mission, as well as
the mission of the modern Kansas historian, all the more
difficult.99
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