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As the country commemorates the centennial of the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment, 
it is important to remember the role that Kansas played in the fight for suffrage. Kansas was 
often looked to as a key state for securing the right to vote for women. The battle began in a 
small town called Moneka in 1857 and lasted for nearly six decades until 1912. In that year, 
Kansas voted to ratify an amendment to the state constitution to allow most women the right 
to vote. It is worth noting that Native Americans were not legally recognized as citizens until 
the Snyder Act in 1924 and therefore were not able to vote in elections prior to that date.

Kansas was home to many firsts for women. In 1887, the town of Argonia, Kansas, hosted the election 
of the country’s first female mayor, Susanna Madora Salter. The same year, Syracuse, Kansas, saw the 
election of the country’s first all-female city council. An argument in a Kansas Supreme Court case 
concerning the county superintendent of public instruction election in 1876 held that women could 
hold public office because “all political power is inherent in the people and all powers not delegated 
by the constitution remain with them.” Many women put in countless hours to fight for this right.

Of these amazing stories, none offers as complete a record as the story of Martha 
Cordelia Van Orsdol Shaw Farnsworth. With a personality almost as big as her name, 
Farnsworth was one of those tenacious women who worked for the right to vote. What 
made her different? She recorded nearly every activity of nearly every day of her life. 

The Martha Farnsworth Collection consists of sixteen diaries spanning forty years (1882–1922). The 
collection includes bound volumes and writing tablets filled with Farnsworth’s neat and sprawling 
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This studio photograph of Martha Farnsworth was made in 1912.
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handwriting. The only years missing from 
the collection are 1900 through 1902. Also 
included in the collection are photographs, 
scrapbooks, pamphlets, invitations, 
announcements, and other ephemera.

In her younger years, Farnsworth wrote of her 
trouble getting along with her stepmother, the 
numerous boys on whom she had crushes, and the 

various friends she encountered at school. As she 
matured, her diary entries matured with her. In 1889, 
she married her first husband, Johnny Shaw. During 
this period of her life, the diary entries focused on her 
unhappy home life. Johnny was often emotionally and 
verbally abusive, causing much turmoil and angst in 
Martha. In 1892, she gave birth to a baby girl, but her 
happiness was short-lived, as Inez Mabel Shaw died 

nearly six months after her birth. 
Shortly afterward, Johnny Shaw 
died of consumption. After 
Johnny’s death, Martha married 
Fred Farnsworth, a Topeka 
postal worker. Her life during 
this time was much happier, 
and her diary entries reflected 
this change. She began to write 
less about her pain and suffering 
and more about her love of her 
church, her teaching of her 
Sunday-school boys, and her 
involvement in many social clubs. 

Most notable and relevant 
to the subject of suffrage was 
her involvement in the Topeka-
based Good Government 
Club. The club’s membership 
included influential women, 
and Farnsworth often recorded 
every name of the people 
she encountered at these 
meetings. During her active 
membership years (1906–1922), 
she recorded the addresses of 
the residences and businesses 
where the meetings were 
held. She wrote in detail of 
how these women organized 
when they had very little 
political capital to help them. 

The Martha Farnsworth 
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This studio : Martha Farnsworth detailed the cares and concerns of her days in diary entries such 
as the ones here for November 1912. Her entries filled sixteen diaries and spanned several decades.



Collection also includes seven scrapbooks that 
serve as commentary on her words. The books 
showcase photos of her life from 1911 to 1920. Most 
of these records are focused on her Sunday-school 
class, but there are references to other moments 
in her life during this period, including passing 
mentions of her community and civic involvement.

Further context is provided by ephemera removed 
from between the pages of her diaries. These items, 
mementos from the events that Farnsworth 
highlighted in her diaries, have been placed in folders 
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by year and housed in a separate box in the collection. 
They include event programs, invitations, letters, news 
clippings, announcements, and various other items.

This collection not only reveals the life of a woman 
in Kansas at the turn of the century but also serves as a 
barometer of the social changes taking place in Topeka 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It is 
invaluable to researchers who wish to understand the 
experiences of one woman during a monumental time 
in Kansas history.

Martha Farnsworth’s love of teaching Sunday school and her students figure prominently in her writings.


