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Activists involved in preserving the Quindaro townsite included  
Ruth Hendon (left), Jessie Hope III (middle), and Fred Whitehead (right)  

from Kansas City Kansan, September 3, 1987.
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Over many decades after its beginning in 1857, the site of Quindaro went through numerous phases, from 
boom town to virtual abandonment during the Civil War; its dissolution as an incorporated city; and the 
founding of Western University, which itself passed through periods of flourishing and eventual decline and 
abandonment. Yet it continued to attract plans for preservation in the community. In 1922, a local newspaper 

editorial called for a public park at the site.1 Some years later, State Representative W. H. Towers proposed a state park 
there, but in both instances, nothing was accomplished.2 

In the early 1980s, the city government of Kansas City, Kansas (KCK), began planning a new landfill, as the Forest View 
facility near Muncie Drive was nearly full. The search for a new site focused on an area at the north end of 27th Street, not 
far from the Missouri River. At the end of 1982, letters were sent to property owners in the vicinity announcing a plan for 
a “special use” permit to be issued to Browning Ferris Industries (BFI) to build and operate a landfill on this site in the 
heart of what was known as old Quindaro. Most of the land down the steep hill east of 27th Street was owned by the city, 
and most of the land west of 27th Street was owned by Western University Association (WUA), affiliated with the African 
Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church. Previously, on July 1, 1982, BFI and WUA had signed an option to lease the land, and 
an actual lease was subsequently signed between these two parties on December 21, 1982.

The process involved in proceeding was complex, and we will focus on the essentials. On January 21, 1983, a hearing 
before the city Planning Commission was attended by scores of Quindaro residents. I wrote a letter opposing the landfill 
and emphasizing the unusual historical significance of the site with its statue of John Brown, said to be the first monument 
to the abolitionist hero in the world. The Quindaro cemetery was on a high hill overlooking the Missouri River valley. I 
also spoke at the hearing and stated that on that very evening, I was to help teach a course at the Kansas City Kansas 
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Community College, and I would hate to have to tell 
students that the city government did not care about 
preserving its own history. A few days later, I received a 
verbal message relayed from Dr. Pat Carothers, an 
administrator at the college who was a member of the 
Planning Commission, advising me not to refer to my 
connection to the college when I was involved with 
controversial issues. I told the person who relayed the 
message to reply to Dr. Carothers that I would take my 
stand on the guarantees of freedom of speech in the U.S. 
Constitution. Surprised and perhaps alarmed, she asked if 
I really wanted that response to be passed on to Dr. 
Carothers. I emphatically answered yes. That encounter, in 
retrospect, somehow set the tone for a great deal of what 
ensued over nearly a decade.

The Planning Commission voted 7–1 to oppose the 
landfill, but on January 26, the KCK Council voted 2–1 in 
favor of the special use permit, with Mayor John Reardon 
opposed. On March 31, BFI and KCK completed lease 
arrangements for BFI with the two major landowners at the 
site.

Soon a community organization, Concerned Citizens for 
Old Quindaro (CCFOQ), was formed by people who lived 
in the neighborhood, anchored by Jessie Hope and the 
Hope family.3 In July 1983, CCFOQ appealed to the KCK 
Landmarks Commission, which unanimously recom-
mended that the city designate the old Quindaro area a 
historic district. However, attorney John Bukaty Sr., repre-
senting BFI, stated that such a designation would not stop 
the landfill. Such cross-purposes even among KCK govern-
ment agencies and bodies indicated the depth of division 
in the community. 

Friends of CCFOQ filed a lawsuit opposing the landfill 
in the state district court, Boston Daniels et al. v. Board of 
Commissioners, contending that placement of the landfill in 
a populated area was harmful to residents. On January 9, 
1984, the court found for the city, concluding that the 
special use permit “was not arbitrary or capricious but in 
fact was based upon substantial competent evidence and 
was reasonable.”4  On January 26, 1985, the Kansas Supreme 
Court confirmed a decision that was adverse to the 
plaintiffs.5 

I had warned Jessie Hope that they were likely to lose 
the suit given the legal system’s regard for contracts, not to 
mention the generally racist tenor of said system. Even so, 
the action was important and had ramifications for the 
later movement to stop the landfill.

From the earliest public hearings on Quindaro in 
January 1983, there were repeated protests at KCK city 
council meetings as well as on 7th Street outside City Hall. 
There might be as few as five or six protesters, but at times 
hundreds of people attended in opposition to the landfill. 
One such protester, a printer named John Freed, originally 
from Holton, Kansas, was a regular in the streets, as were 
the artist Nedra Bonds and Marvin Robinson. Despite poor 
health, Betty Roberts also participated. These protests went 
on literally for years.

Meanwhile, a provision of the leases mandated a full-
scale archaeological survey of the site, and in 1984, BFI 
retained Environmental Systems Analysts (ESA), led by 
Larry Schmits, to undertake the survey. The point of the 
survey was to fully document the site, its structures and 
artifacts, etc., before they were obliterated by the landfill. 
This project was somewhat delayed until the courts 
rendered their decision, which proved to be adverse, in late 
January 1985. ESA proceeded with excavations at the site 
without much public notice. Meanwhile, the KCK 
government continued to say it saw no way to stop the 
landfill, even though city attorney Hal Walker admitted 
that he had been told by a “stunned” archaeologist that 
“the Quindaro ruins were the most significant historical 
find ever in Kansas.” At the same time, Richard Pankratz, 
director of the Kansas Historical Society (KSHS) historic 
preservation department, said that the rights of private 
property owners are “sacrosanct,” adding, “We have no 
way to step in and say ‘stop.’”6  

On August 20, 1987, the New York Times published a 
story on the extensive excavations at the Quindaro site, 
including a large photograph of workers there.7  This article 
not only brought the saga of Quindaro’s history to national 
attention but also greatly stimulated interest in and 
opposition to the landfill. Locally, Marvin Robinson had 
been covering the story for the Kansas City Call, writing 
almost weekly columns during the summer and fall of 
1987. Robinson had the strong support of his mother, 
Verdis Robinson, a longtime leader of the African American 

3. “Landfill: Fight Not over Yet,” Kansas City Kansan, January 28, 
1983.

4. “Judge Rules in Favor of KCK Landfill,” Kansas City Star, January 
9, 1984

5. “Ruling Clears Way for Dump at KCK Site,” Kansas City Times, 
January 29, 1985. 
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6. “KCK Officials Can’t Stop Landfill at Old Town Site,” Kansas City 
Times, July 17, 1987.

7. “Abolitionist Port Focus of Dig on the Missouri,” New York Times, 
August 20, 1987.



area of northeast KCK (she was later elected to the 
Wyandotte County Commission and served as its chair as 
well). The Kansas City Kansan published a letter opposing 
the landfill from the respected retired educator Orrin 
Murray, recalling activities of students at Western 
University, including himself, and emphasizing the 
proximity of the site to the Missouri River and the possibility 
of run-off pollution.8  Similarly, retired KCK judge Norman 
B. Sortor wrote a column for the Wyandotte County section 
of the Kansas City Star recalling his family’s life at the site 
dating to its earliest days.9 

Local activists began informal discussions of how best 
to save the site, and on December 3, 1987, the Quindaro 
Town Preservation Society (QTPS) was founded, meeting 
at the Vernon Multi-Purpose Center (previously Vernon 
Elementary School, named after Bishop Vernon of the AME 
Church, whose house was directly west of the center). 
Officers were elected: Marvin Robinson, president, Shirley 
Landis, vice president, Fred Whitehead, secretary, and 
Theresa Williamson, treasurer. We recognized the important 
role of CCFOQ in proceeding with litigation, even though 
that effort was not successful. The QTPS was in no way 
competing with CCFOQ but had a membership base 
beyond the immediate community. The QTPS met weekly 
at the Vernon Center, hosted by the center’s director, Nealie 
Atkins; her husband, Rev. George Atkins; and a retired 
KCK teacher, Ferdie Hughes. The group remained small 
but was tenacious, hardworking, and dedicated.

8. Orrin Murray, letter to the editor, Kansas City Kansan, September 
16, 1987.

9. Norman R. Sortor, “Quindaro’s Founders Succeeded,” Kansas City 
Star, September 16, 1987.
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undated photo of ruins from Old Quindaro with telephone poles in the background. Courtesy of Missouri Valley Special Collections, Kansas City 
Public Library, Kansas City, Missouri.



We drafted a Quindaro Declaration that was adopted on 
December 10, pledging “to resist the destruction of the 
Quindaro area by a proposed landfill” and adding, “We 
object on the grounds that the public health could be 
endangered in the immediate area as well as through the 
city water intake on the Missouri River. We also object to 
the obliteration of an area which includes the Underground 
Railroad, now proven to be of great importance for the 
history of the city, the state, and the nation, and hereby call 
for the designation of this site as a National Historic 
Landmark, with proper archaeological preservation and 
the development of educational and cultural facilities for 
our citizens and our posterity forever.” This declaration 
proclaimed goals beyond preservation, including a visitor 
center, walkways through the site, and an urban 
archaeological laboratory for research and teaching. It also 
envisaged publication of documents, maps, and literature 
concerning Quindaro. An informational brochure was 
quickly printed and circulated.

Furthermore, we developed a slide presentation with a 
script that related not only the origins of the town in 1857 
but also its role in the entire free-state struggle through the 
Civil War, embracing grave sites of black soldiers 
throughout Wyandotte County. This presentation also told 
the story of the brave Conley sisters, who resolutely 
defended the Wyandot burial grounds in downtown KCK, 
and how Lyda Conley became the first woman to argue a 
case before the U.S. Supreme Court. Even though the sisters 
lost the case, they tenaciously refused to leave the site, 
staying in a small cabin there and arming themselves with 
a shotgun against vandals and intruders. Some questioned 
why the story of the Conley sisters was included in a 
presentation about Quindaro. Its relevance will become 
clear later in this account.

The slide presentation was shown at scores of places in 
the Kansas City metro area, such as the KCK Public Library 
and several community centers. It provided an educational 
background and a sense of public mission that proved 
essential to the defense of the Quindaro site.

In addition, QTPS member Ruth Hendon led a drive to 
gather one thousand signatures on a petition asking the 
state legislature to acquire the site. “I would just hate to see 
the biggest thing we have here get buried under trash,” she 
said. “It just seems too precious, something right here in 
our backyard, to be destroyed.”10 Her petition drive was 
successful and initiated a process of review at the KSHS.

Hendon also found two newspaper articles from the 
that related at length the story of a young New England 
woman, Elizabeth Dickinson, who became a teacher in 
Quindaro during the 1850s.11 These articles included 
important details on life in Quindaro at the time with 
lengthy excerpts from Dickinson’s journals. Finding such 
contemporary accounts gave added dimensions to our 
understanding of the town’s history. The writings of 
Quindaro journalist Clarina Nichols, published in two 
volumes of the Kansas Historical Quarterly in 1973–1974, 
documented the existence of the Underground Railroad 
there.

After the petition calling for preservation of the site had 
been filed at the KSHS, Martin Stein of the KSHS historic 
preservation section stated, “We don’t have any figures 
yet, but it would be expensive for the state to acquire this 
land from the owners, then pay off Browning-Ferris for all 
the money they have put into landfill design and 
preparation, and then do something with the site for 
historical purposes.”12 The suggestion that saving the site 
would be too expensive would recur many times over the 
ensuing years. Joseph W. Snell, executive director of the 
KSHS, confirmed that “private” support would be 
necessary to save the site.13  

Continuing the theme of cross-purposes and the failure 
of agencies to support preservation, Peter S. Levis, 
executive director of the Mid-America Regional Council 
(MARC), wrote to Marvin Robinson, “Our staff would 
certainly be available to meet with you. However, there 
does not seem to be an appropriate action for the board to 
take at this time. The area has received all the necessary 
approvals for a landfill. Unless we were requested to be of 
assistance by the City of Kansas City, Kansas, I do not feel 
it would be proper to ask the MARC board to take a position 
at this time.”14  

The remarkable thing about the MARC position and 
similar decisions being made by agencies and government 
was the parallel with the apathy and indifference shown by 
similar bodies during the struggle to end slavery. Those of 
us active in the movement to stop the landfill were 

10. “Effort Attempts to Preserve Quindaro Ruins,” Heritage (Fall 
1987). 

11. “Life in ‘Kanzas’ Alien to Young Woman,” Kansas City Times, 
January 30 and 31, 1976.

12. “Still No Solution on Quindaro Ruins,” Kansas City Kansan, 
December 27, 1987.

13. Joseph W. Snell to Ruth Henson, January 28, 1988, copy in 
author’s personal files.

14. Peter S. Levis to Marvin Robinson, January 14, 1988, copy in 
author’s personal files.
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constantly mindful of the lessons learned from the earlier 
period and continued in our resolve nonetheless.

There were other currents in some parts of the 
government. For example, on January 20, Congresswoman 
Jan Meyers visited the Vernon Center along with a staff 
member from Senator Nancy Kassebaum’s office. Meyers 
subsequently proved supportive of efforts to involve the 
federal government.

Noted Kansas historian Homer Socolofsky published an 
eloquent review discussing the fact that the state’s history 
is not properly taught in Kansas schools.15 Noting that this 
problem had often been brought up before the KSHS and 
the state Department of Education, he wrote, “The usual 
outcome from both these forums has been avoidance of 
any demands that would ‘rock the boat!’ . . . However, 
outside events and administrative decisions have weakened 
the teaching of state history in Kansas schools.” He 
concluded, “[Our] ability to survive innumerable hardships 

and tests of courage causes me to identify Kansans of 
yesterday and today as survivors. They have faced the 
challenge and they remain steadfast.”

I experienced the same situation outlined by Socolofsky 
when I showed the QTPS slide presentation to a small 
group of curriculum coordinators for the KCK school 
district, pleading for the story of Quindaro to become a 
core part of the teaching of Kansas history in local schools. 
These professionals, who could have accomplished much, 
remained silent and apathetic.

In February 1988, Senator William Mulich of KCK and 
two other senators from KCK introduced a bill in the 
legislature authorizing the KSHS to acquire the site. Mulich 
explained that other senators, including one from Johnson 
County, had told him that “the proposal faces heavy 
opposition from legislators.”16 Senator Bill Wisdom, who 
also represented a district in KCK, was one of the most 

15. “Losing Memory of Kansas,” Kansas City Star, January 24, 1988.
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Current view of what remains of Old Quindaro Brewery. Courtesy of Tai S. Edwards.

16. “Bill Would Rescue Ruins,” Kansas City Times, February 10, 1988.



steadfast leaders in supporting the Quindaro cause locally 
and in Topeka.

The Kansas Historic Sites Board of Review included 
Quindaro as an agenda item at its meeting of February 6, 
1988, as part of the process mandated by the filing of the 
citizen petition. On February 15, the Wichita Eagle published 
an editorial stating, “Surely Browning-Ferris Industries, 
one of the nation’s largest trash-disposal companies, 
doesn’t want to acquire the image of a destroyer of history 
in Kansas—especially when it can make a name for itself as 
a protector of history, instead. For that it would gain the 
thanks not only of Kansas but of people from across the 
country. Once the bulldozers come in, Quindaro—and the 
historic secrets it holds—will be lost forever. BFI shouldn’t 
have that on its corporate conscience.”17 

The theme of resistance by citizens was reinforced by 
statements given to the Kansas City Star.18 I stated, “We 
can’t wait for two or three months. Legally, Browning-
Ferris can move in bulldozers this summer and destroy the 
site forever. You don’t want to see us standing in front of 
those bulldozers.” Theresa Williamson confirmed, “I’ve 
lived within five miles of the site my entire life and I just 
learned about it in September. Kansas history should not 
be a void for its citizens. You could spark a lot of public 
interest with stories of escaped slaves and of bounty 
hunters patrolling its streets.”

Throughout February, there were numerous articles in 
the press about Quindaro. The Kansas State Globe, an 
African American newspaper, defended the site.19 Noted 
writer and photographer Gordon Parks signaled his 
support for the site and donated money as well.20  
Conversely, Joseph Snell, executive director of the KSHS, 
stated once more that it was too late to save the site: “I’d 
hate to see the state step in on a whimsy and say to a private 
corporation (that has spent a lot of money planning the 
landfill) that it’s not going to happen.”21 On the same day, 
the Kansan reported on the inclusion of the Quindaro slide 
presentation during Black History Month at the Kansas 
University Medical Center.22 The KCK NAACP announced 

its support of preservation. Tyszu Coggs, chapter president, 
said, “It is with deep regret that our local elected officials 
and legislators have opted to fill the coffers of our city and 
state by jeopardizing and sacrificing the health and growth 
of its citizens as well as making this landmark a ‘dumping 
ground.’ The KCK NAACP will stand tall with those in this 
community who oppose BFI.”23  

In May, the Quindaro bill passed the legislature but was 
vetoed by Governor Mike Hayden. Senator Mulich 
expressed his disappointment: “I can’t understand why he 
did that. I thought we had it all worked out with him. I 
think somebody probably got to him. He probably got a 
call from somebody.”24 In the same article, KCK legislative 
lobbyist Dennis Shockley was quoted: “Even if the land 
owners donate the land to the State Historical Society the 
society doesn’t have any money to do anything with the 
site anyway.” A similar article in the Kansas City Times 
reported on Hayden’s veto and noted that according to BFI 
attorney John J. Bukaty, work on the landfill was expected 
to begin in the summer. In the same article, Governor 
Hayden justified his veto on the ground it would set a 
“dangerous precedent” because current state law allows 
the KSHS to acquire sites only after the State Historic Sites 
Board has recommended doing so. 

Reviewing these developments, the Kansan published 
an editorial that deserves to be quoted at length: “The 
controversy over the Quindaro ruins is getting old. 
Actually, it is a controversy that is running out of steam 
because opponents of the Browning-Ferris landfill planned 
for the Quindaro site don’t have another leg to stand on.” 
The editorial continued its dismissive argument: “The 
landfill opponents are using history as a ploy to block a 
landfill that is needed here for the city, its residents, 
business and industry. For more than 125 years after the 
Civil War, the Quindaro town site has been sitting there 
collecting trash, debris, snakes and rats.” Bizarrely, it 
stated, “After the landfill is completed 15 years from now, 
that site can be made into an attractive park dedicated to 
old Quindaro. The city can put in benches, jogging trails 
and historical signs depicting the area’s history. Actually, 
the landfill project is going to make that site better for the 
residents living around there.”26 

17. “Quindaro Worthy of Saving,” Wichita Eagle-Beacon, February 15, 
1988.

18. “Kansas Urged to Save Quindaro,” Kansas City Star, February 7, 
1988.

19. “Old Quindaro Ruins Should Be Added to Historical Society 
Entry,” Kansas State Globe, February 3–10, 1988.

20. “Parks Backs Campaign,” Kansas City Kansan, February 18, 1988.
21. “Group Trying to Rescue Historic Site,” Topeka Capital Journal, 

February 7, 1988.
22. “Discussions to Mark Black History Month at KUMC,” Kansas 

City Kansan, February 7, 1988.

23. “State Board Set to Discuss Future of Old Quindaro Ruins,” 
Kansas City Kansan, February 3, 1988.

24. “Hayden Vetoes Measure on Quindaro Ruins,” Kansas City 
Kansan, May 11, 1988.

25. “Hayden Vetoes Quindaro Bill,” Kansas City Times, May 11, 1988.
26. “Old Quindaro Issue Now Appears Dead,” Kansas City Kansan, 

May 16, 1988.
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Dr. Gerald B. Lee, a local KCK physician, 
opposed the landfill on the grounds of its 
proximity to the Missouri River and the possibility 
that runoff could affect the water supply of 
several downstream communities.27 Lee often 
appeared at KCK city council meetings in 
opposition and wrote letters to Governor Hayden 
and Mayor Steineger on the issue.

On Juneteenth (June 18), a celebration of the 
day of black freedom took place at the Quindaro 
site behind the nursing home. Respected author 
Charles Blockson came from Philadelphia to be 
the keynote speaker. His publications and articles 
documenting the Underground Railroad, as well 
as his notable collection of African American 
literature, made him famous not only as a scholar 
but as an activist for African American history 
and culture.28 In a stirring speech, he called for 
continued resistance to save the Quindaro site, 
echoing Frederick Douglass’s theme “Struggle, 
struggle, struggle.” 

Meanwhile, the Quindaro story was gaining 
recognition across the country. The Los Angeles 
Times published a long article with interviews of 
local residents such as Orrin Murray.29 

In October 1988, the KCK city council 
authorized demolition at the site, but it was not 
until the fall of 1989 that demolition became imminent. The 
QTPS circulated word in the community that its members 
were resolved to sit in front of the bulldozers. There was no 
well-organized plan, but a kind of spontaneous resistance 
began to materialize around the site. Hundreds of people 
arrived from all over the metro area and even set up tents 
in a field adjacent to the historic Brown-Blachly house near 
where excavations were to take place. Facing this 
development, which could have resulted in arrests and 
then more resistance, the KCK government suddenly 
backed down. On December 7, the city council passed 
Resolution 37056, which opposed construction of the 
landfill. The city’s action to stop the landfill in turn 

prompted litigation with BFI and the WUA, which finally 
led to termination of the leases in December 1991. 

There are many lessons to be learned from the modern 
narrative of efforts to save the Quindaro site. Though 
various people with professional standing gave their 
knowledge and expertise to this campaign, the real power 
that drove it to success was its multiracial composition 
based on the deep determination of those in the local 
community. Education of the public was vital, but only 
when it was spread through the Kansas City metro area 
and beyond to the nation. Quindaro was founded in an era 
of national drama, and the resolute struggle to save it took 
on the same dimensions. 

27. “Proposed Landfill Protested,” Kansas City Times, May 20, 1988.
28. Charles L. Blockson, The underground Railroad: First-Person 

Narratives of Escapes to Freedom in the North (New York: Prentice-Hall, 
1987).

29. “Proposed Landfill for 19th-Century Town Stirs Opposition,” Los 
Angeles Times, December 28, 1988.
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Recent photo of signage designating the Old Quindaro Museum as the only African 
American museum in Wyandotte County, Kansas. Courtesy of Tai S. Edwards.  


