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FREESOILERS FOR GOD:

KANSAS NEWSPAPER EDITORS
AND THE ANTISLAVERY CRUSADE

DAVID W. JOHNSON

€< OD HELPS those who help them-

selves,” wrote Kansas journalist and
freesoiler George W. Brown on January 27,
1855. “He has placed a power in our hands
which, if rightly applied, will be sure to secure
the good we desire.” Throughout the conflict
over the extension of slavery into Kansas,
which raged from passage of the Kansas-Ne-
braska act in 1854 until voters rejected the
Proslavery Lecompton Constitution in 1858,
freesoilers with interests in the territory often
fortified their arguments with religious pro-
nouncements. While sometimes soliciting
God’s support for their cause, they more fre-
quently proclaimed that he was already on
their side. “We will engage in competition for
the virgin soil of Kansas,” pledged Senator
William H. Seward, “and God give the victory
to the side which is stronger in numbers as it is
in right.” '

It was this conviction—that God would
oblige the numerically superior force, if only
because the odds favored it—that influenced
the Massachusetts legislature to charter the
New England Emigrant Aid Company in
April, 1854 Founded by Eli Thayer, the
agency sought to populate Kansas with free-
soilers, and to make a profit while doing so.
Thayer discussed his motives bluntly. “In all
my emigration schemes,” he wrote, “I in-
tended to make the results return a profitable
dividend in cash.” He had no trouble defend-
ing such a motive. “Why is it worse,” he asked,
“for a company to make money by extending
Christianity than by making cotton
cloth? . . . The truth is that the highest
civilization is the greatest creator of wealth.”
There was nothing inconsistent about mixing

Prof. C. S. Griffin of the University of Kansas, read an early draft
of this article. The author acknowledges he is indebted to him for
his incisive eritique.

1. Herald of Freedom, Lawrence, January 27, 1855, Cong.
Globe, 33d Cong., 1st Sess. (1853-1854), appendix, p. 769.

2. In a Boston speech, Thayer used the phrase “Business anti-
slavery.”—Horace Andrews, Jr., “Kansas Crusade: Eli Thayer and
the New England Emigr id Company,” New England Quar-
terly, Brunswick, Me., v. 35, no. 4 (December, 1962), p. 498,
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Christianity with the profit motive, for in the
end such wealth would inevitably benefit all of
society."

The confident entrepreneur worked dili-
gently recruiting emigrants for his colonization
scheme, frequently talking with church audi-
ences, where host pastors would interject
added counsel. One minister urged his flock to
migrate without fear, safe in the knowledge
that God would provide. “It has been a matter
of faith with me,” he stated, “that God would
open a way for decisive action on this great
issue.” The company, which distributed a
highly persuasive circular, received hundreds
of letters of support from clergymen through-
out the Northeast. “We abhor slavery,” wrote
the Rev. S. B. Morley of Attleboro, Mass., “not
for its occasional atrocities merely, but for its
inherent, systematic wickedness, its unblush-
ing repugnance to God’s law, its impious as-
sumption of unlimited power over men, and
women.” The fact that Thayer refused to allow
critics’ arguments about the profit motive to
discourage or defeat him, but developed in-
stead a persuasive logic in which Christianity
benefited from his economic philosophy, made
him somewhat unique among his contem-
poraries, most of whom failed to integrate ra-
tional defense with emotional appeal.’

3. Eli Thayer, A History of the Kansas Crusade—Its Friends and
Its Foes (New York, 1859), pp. 26-30, 60.

4. Ikd, pp. 126-127, 134-135. The circular was dated July 2
1855, and contained the signatures of Lyman Beecher, fdward
Everett Hale, Horace Bushnell, and 15 other New England cler-
gymen and academicians.

Opposite page—George W. Brown (1820-
1915) was one of the most zealous of the
Kansas journalists who supported the freesoil
cause. His Herald of Freedom, published in
Lawrence, was the official organ of the New
England Emigrant Aid Company. In his first
editorial Brown announced that his paper in-
tended to associate providential deeds with
the cause of freedom. On March 10, 1855, he

ed the original prospectus, stating “our
great object is to make Kansas a free State;
and to that end we shall labor by encouraging

emigration.”
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76 Kansas History

The results of Thayer’s carefully calculated
efforts were readily apparent. On July 17, 1854,
the first group of prospective settlers left Bos-
ton, and in St. Louis met agent Charles Brans-
comb, formerly a Holyoke, Mass., lawyer.
Branscomb had departed for Kansas on June 28
with Dr. Charles Robinson of Fitchburg, Mass.
Robinson had been in the territory five years
earlier, was acquainted with the region Thayer
hoped to settle, and was known by company
trustees to be an ardent freesoiler. By July 28
Branscomb and the colonists had arrived in the
Kaw valley, and on July 31 they established
camp near a low ridge on the river’s south
bank, naming the settlement after Amos
Lawrence, the company’s chief benefactor.

HILE Robinson, Branscomb, and Thayer

were among the most dedicated early
freesoilers, Kansas newspapermen gave great-
est publicity to the cause. In doing so, the
editors often accented their commentaries with
religious allusions and imagery, clearly as-
suming that such references would further le-
gitimize the cause to which they were commit-
ted. One of the more zealous journalists was
George Brown, whose Herald of Freedom,
published in Lawrence, was the official organ
of the New England Emigrant Aid Company.
In his first editorial Brown announced that his
paper intended to associate providential deeds
with the cause of freedom. On February 3,
1855, Brown declared that slavery had turned
the South into “a desolate wilderness, as if
cursed by God—as it doubtless is—a home for
poverty, crime, and ignorance.”” This, he
added, lowered the region’s morality and en-
couraged not only dueling and assassination,
but a host of additional evils which resulted
from defiance of divine law.*

Two more freesoil papers appeared in
Lawrence on January 3, 1855. Each had its
own stance regarding slavery, but both joined
Brown in calling for consolidation of free-
soilers into an effective party. The Kansas Free
State, which carried the motto “Be Just, and
fear not; let all the ends thou aim’st at be thy
Country’s, thy God’s, and Truth’s,” was mod-
erate in its attacks on slavery, and was edited
by Josiah Miller and Robert G. Elliott, South
Carolinians who had graduated from Indiana
University. The Kansas Tribune, which de-

5. Herald of Freedom, October 21, 1854, February 3, 1855.

clared itself “Willing to Praise, but not afraid
to Blame,” was more radical. “On the question
of slavery,” announced editors John and Jo-
seph Speer, “ we prefer honestly and
openly to declare our unyielding opposition.”
In the second issue of their paper, the brothers
clarified their forthright approach. They would
not deliberately anger or antagonize their op-
ponents, but they would also not waive dis-
cussion of the freesoil cause, “nor cease agitat-
ing it, through any blind policy or fear of
pecuniary injury.”

The Free State, meanwhile, attacked “the
blighting curse of monopoly, not only the mo-
nopoly of class legislation which consigns a
race to Slavery, but that which withholds from
the poor and gives to the rich, what God de-
signed equally for all—the freedom of the
Soil.” Miller and Elliott condescendingly re-
minded their readers that men were free and
equal at birth, but that such inalienable natural
rights could only be enjoyed “upon condition
of recognizing the same in every individual of
the meanest breed of the human family that
creeps upon the face of the earth.” Eager for
early resolution of existing differences—not
only between Proslavery and freesoil forces
but within the latter camp itself—they printed
a letter from Richard Mendenhall, a Quaker
who contributed regularly to their columns.
“Come, let us reason together,” he urged, cit-
ing the same Biblical injunction often used by
Proslavery forces; the invitation was “a scrip-
tural exhortation and a good one.”*

ESPONDING to pleas for freesoil unity,

Lawrence residents met on January 29,
1855, to lay preliminary groundwork for a
Free-State party. Each of the interests pro-
moted by the three Lawrence papers~found
representation at the meeting, for the partici-
pants included John Speer, Elliott, and S. C.
Pomeroy, who was Thayer’s financial agent.
Reacting to concerns voiced at the meeting,
Miller immediately urged freesoilers to culti-
vate and use power wisely. In every instance,
he argued, “the forbearing and inoffensive use
of all this power of authority, or a total abstin-
ence from it, where the case admits it, will
show the gentleman in a plain light.” Less than
a month after the meeting, Brown was urging

6. Kansasx Tribune, Lawrence, ]nnuary 10, 1855; Kansas Free
State, Lawrence, January 3, 1855
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Eli Thayer (1819-1899), founder of the New
England Emigrant Aid Company, sought to
populate Kansas with freesoilers and make a
profit while doing so. This portrait appeared in
the Lawrence Herald of Freedom, November
17, 1855, along with a biographical sketch of
the entrepreneur, who the newspaper said,
was held in highest affection by the people of
the territory. Thayer, recruiting emigrants for
his colonization scheme, was not deterred by
his critics. “Why is it worse,” he asked, “for a
company to make money by extending
Christianity than by making cotton cloth?”

citizens to abandon divisive argumentation.
“Let the question be first, last, and all the
time,” the Herald declared, “KANSAS A
FREE STATE.” Then, true to Thayer’s un-
compromising stand, Brown felt obliged to
add, “Better run the risk of excluding a portion
of the people from the Territory, than hazard
the destiny of any part of her actual popula-
tion.” Thenceforth, Brown often charged
Miller and Elliott with being proslave in dis-
guise, and the Free State suggested in return
that neither Brown nor Thayer appreciated the
need for pragmatism in the midst of diversity.’

During the spring and summer of 1855, each
editor continued to weave commonplace reli-
gious attitudes into his columns. The focus
was always upon attracting more freesoilers to
Kansas and—more important—upon creating a
freesoil government. On March 7, the Speers

7. Ibid., January 31, I.‘L'l'i Herald of Frrpr!mn March 3, 1855,
The running feud i Brown's e ation on April 21,
1855, when he noted that Robert Elliott had fraternized with
certain Proslavery Missourians, and had commented on their neat
appearance. This, Brown concluded, was proof positive of Miller
and Elliott’s traitorship. On April 28, 1855, Brown acknowledged
receiving Elliott's excuse—that the Missourians had caught him—
but responded by suggesting that Elliott was probably “lurking in
the vicinity” hoping to get an interview. When Miller and Elli l)"
called a meeting on July 17, 1855, to discuss organization of a
Free-State urly Brown ncum:d them of seeking to divide the
freesoil ranks. This time the Speers joined Brown in his attack

published a statistical survey which purported
to prove that slavery had restricted the nu-
merical and financial growth of Southern
churches. On March 10 Miller and Elliott re-
ported on a sermon delivered by Rev. Thornton
A. Mills, who sought to integrate Christianity
and politics. Christianity, Mills suggested, was
“an influence from Heaven to purify and exalt
all human institutions.” While God refrained
from establishing the form of the political
state—that was man’s responsibility—he did
prescribe its spirit. “The Scriptures,” he re-
minded his congregation, “require rulers to be
just, and enjoin the subject to be obedient.”
Slavery not only violated Christian precepts
but raised a basic moral question. “It takes the
labor of men without paying for it,” Mills
noted. “It paralyzes the operation of God’s
government and crushes hope, for man bends
to slavery only as he is forced to it.” Finally,
the clergyman observed, it disregarded “the
right of the slave in all his relations; whether to
this family, or his race, or his God.” *

8. Kansas Tribune, March 7, 1855; Kansas Free State, March 10,
1855. The article, entitled “Slavery vs. Religion,” stated that there
were 6,344 more churches in the free states, that they were worth
$45,226 521 more, and that they were capable of seating 3,107,986
more people. It did not mention the fact that 10 :n%]:on more
people lived in the free states.
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HE EDITORS’ efforts to popularize the

idea that freedom equated with good and
slavery equated with evil brought enthusiastic
reader response. One Free State subscriber
hoped that “the God of truth and justice”
would sustain the paper’s work. He suggested
that “the principles of right” which Miller and
Elliott endorsed could not be “changed to suit
the convenience of any man or party” but were,
“like God, himself, from whom they proceed
: immutable and eternal.” Another cor-
respondent argued that if the Negro were actu-
ally inferior, his present condition would sat-
isfy him and he would not so often choose to
become a fugitive. “God renders every one
satisfied with that state best adapted to him by
nature,” he wrote. “There may be individual
but not national exceptions.” But there were
exceptions, as it turned out, for in the next
breath he announced the natural inferiority of
the American Indian, who was clearly content
with his mode of life and to whom the notion
of self-improvement was irrelevant. And the
editors’ own references to the “unholy institu-
tions” of Roman Catholicism and Mormonism
further confirmed the fact that one could rely
upon religious imagery not only to bolster
causes that one favored, but to attack those that
one opposed. Nor were Proslavery forces im-
mune to the temptation.”

In any event, since Miller and Elliott were
not rigidly committed to program and pol-
icy—as was Brown, who faithfully adhered to
the New England Emigrant Aid Company’s
position—they could afford to advocate com-
promise. While openly opposing slavery, they
emphasized that devotion to the common cause
must transcend differences of opinion between
militants and moderates. Harmony, they be-
lieved, must precede all efforts to crush Pro-
slavery forces. Since Kansas was home to mili-
tant Garrisonites, to slightly less zealous aid
company emigrants, and to settlers only mar-
ginally committed to a freesoil policy, the
quest for unity had to take priority.

On May 7, 1855, the Free State published an
anonymous editorial which contended that
since the Bible had not sanctioned the right of
one person to the unremunerated services of
another, slavery was clearly a moral evil. “The

9. Kansas Free State, February 24, April 7, 1855. Miller and
Elliott attacked both Roman Catholicism and Mormonism on
March 17, 1855, printing a letter which lamented the fact that no

one had established a newspaper like theirs to combat those insti-
tutions.

Savior was no respecter of persons,” the author
observed, “yet his professing followers never
recognize the negro as a brother or sister in
Christ. They acknowledge the slave to be a
man, yet they do not fulfil to him the golden
rule. . . . On May 12 Brown tried to
clarify his position by denying that he was in
league with the Garrisonites. Instead, he ex-
plained, the Herald hoped for emancipation
through apprenticeship, which had proven its
worth in Pennsylvania and other Northern
states. On June 2 he announced that “free-
soilers wish to keep all of God’s free earth
sacred to freedom,” and on June 9 promoted
settlement in Kansas by comparing its climate
to the Garden of Eden. One week later Brown
warned Missouri ruffians that “The God of
battles will raise up armies in our defense, and
the first blow struck by despotism towards
enslaving our people will be the signal which
will re-light the fires of freedom. wa

Thus, in the weeks and months following the
freesoilers’ first organizational meeting, each
Lawrence paper carefully cultivated its
readers’ support. Discoursing upon the ills
wrought by slavery, the editors urged their
subscribers to see the connection between the
cities of God and man. Letters from readers,
along with guest editorials and articles, sug-
gested that many Kansans viewed the issues
similarly and were also working to enlist the
support of others. Yet each paper had its own
approach, with the principal contrast being
that between the Free State, which pleaded for
the formation of a united front, and the Herald,
which consistently put militance before union.
Always ready with an appropriate scriptural
citation, the editors conveniently—or unwit-
tingly—ignored problems of context and in-
consistency. Arguing passionately for the
cause of freedom, they overlooked the fact that
their enemies were quoting Holy Writ' with
equal vigor.

But if they never openly recognized that
Proslavery forces, too, claimed divine sanction,
they were surely aware of their adversaries’
increasing success. And undoubtedly that fact
gave the editors added reason to intensify their
appeals. Proslavery strength peaked on March
30, 1855, when hundreds of Missourians
crossed into Kansas and cast illegal votes for
representatives to a territorial legislature. With

10. Kansas Free State, May 7, 1855; Herald of Freedom, May 12,
June 2, 9, 16, 1855.
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a substantial Proslavery majority, that body
convened northwest of Lawrence at Lecomp-
ton and received the support of Pres. Franklin
Pierce despite the freesoilers’ legitimate and
persistent charges of fraud.

By midsummer, it had become clear that
freesoil forces would have no electoral re-
course for at least two years. Accordingly, some
Lawrence residents—among them Miller, El-
liott, Robinson, Brown, and the Speers—met in
August to lay plans for a convention to orga-
nize a Free-State party and wage legislative
war on the Lecompton assembly. It would
meet, they agreed, on September 5 at Big
Springs, 15 miles west of Lawrence. Two days
prior to that session, Elliott reminded his sub-
scribers that while freesoilers were surely not
obliged to obey the Lecomptonites, this hardly
meant that they had no obligations at all. Cer-
tain “principles of natural justice,” he ob-
served, were “the Laws of that Higher Tribu-
nal, from which no earthly power can absolve
us.” If the federal congress refused to ac-
knowledge the Kansas Free-State party and its
ambitions, Elliott warned, “we can fall back
upon our own strength, and with the sympathy
and assistance of thousands of Freemen, and
the approving smiles of that Being who always
espouses the cause of the oppressed, assert and
maintain our rights by every means that God
has given us.” Thus, by early September, 1855,
the Free State was also prepared to do battle
for Kansas, and forcefully urged its readers to
do the same."

SPURBED on by the threat from Lecomp-
ton, and by the urgings of the Lawrence
editors, delegates to the convention at Big
Springs drew up a Free-State platform and
agreed to meet again on September 19, at To-
peka, to call a constitutional convention. The
resulting document, they hoped, would solid-
ify the Free-State party and would enhance
prospects for statehood. Brown was distressed
by the delegates’ decision to include in the
platform a “Black Law” clause, which would
effectively exclude Negroes from the territory,
but accepted the majority’s decision with rela-
tive equanimity. Then, on September 15, he
published a lengthy editorial laden with Bibli-
cal injunctions which, it was clear, was in-
tended to renew dialogue with his more timid

11. Kansas Free State, September 3, 1855,

associates. The Scriptures, he reminded his
readers, commanded Moses to “proclaim Lib-
erty throughout all the land, to ALL the in-
habitants thereof.” Aiming his sights at free-
soilers who supported the “Black Law” clause,
and at a recent Lecompton statute which made
it a criminal offense to deny the right to hold
slaves in Kansas, Brown charged cynically that
“Some people have been so foolish as to sup-
pose that this [Moses’] instruction, if carried
out according to the intention of the Divine
Author, would conflict with the view of the
Barons. . . .” The Bible, he pointed out,
taught men to “Remember those who are in
bonds as bound with them;” to “Cry aloud and
spare not;”’ to “Loose the bonds of wickedness,
undo the heavy burdens, and LET THE OP-
PRESSED GO FREE, and break every yoke.”
John and Joseph Speer, while equally unhappy
with the clause, were considerably more re-
strained. On the same day that Brown issued
his diatribe they wrote, simply, “Our motto
should be, ‘In essentials unity—in non-essen-
tials charity’. " To the Tribune’s edi-
tors, therefore, Free-State unity had become
essential but opposition to Negro exclusion
had not. Faced with potentially disastrous di-
vision in the ranks, the Speers retreated prag-
matically from their earlier unequivocal
stance."”

The Topeka constitutional convention, orig-
inally scheduled for September, convened on
October 23, 1855. Within short order, the dele-
gates’ differences had convinced E. C. K. Gar-
vey, editor of the Topeka Daily Kansas Free-
man, that “Except on the question of freedom
for Kansas, there is no perfect unity of opinion
in the Convention on any subject, political,
social, or religious.” Predictably, the perennial
subject of the Negro’s status within Kansas
became the most divisive issue to confront the

12, Charles Robinson, The Kansas Conflict (Lawrenue. 1898),

. 170-171; Herald of Freedom, September 8, 15, 1855; Kansas
of the'd g An ey mlm ?ﬂﬂ;ﬁ""ﬂf&"ﬁtmﬁs’fﬂ?
o Fene St voee g e g
thought—Ilike Mtller and E‘.'Ilicnt—khn: on this issue and at this
critical juncture, unity was imperative. But he showed his displea-
sure at having to aj r the hypocrite when he added, in the same
editorial, that “we do object to their placing us in a position which
will ulm us to shnltxf ourself, or ‘le lie to our entire past
history.” Temporari fore, Miller -nd. Elliott occupied the
maore comforlahle posi!inn Many years later Eli Thayer com-
mented the situation which produced the “Black Law"
clause. “There were many people from the South there,” he wrote.

“They were poor, and had never owned slaves; but their prejudice
against free N 5 wils muchgwer than mmst slavery. If there
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were to be no free negroes in Kansas, they were free-State men; if
there were to be free negroes there, they were slave-State men.” —
See Thayer, A History of the Kansas e, pp.
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Josiah Miller
(1828-1870)

Robert G. Elliott
(1828-1917)

John Speer
(1817-1906)

Kansas newspaper editors publicized the freesoilers’ cause, often sprinkling their columns
with religious allusions and imagery. God was on their side, they were convinced, though
they sometimes differed among themselves on how best to organize a state free from
slavery. Two freesoil papers started in Lawrence on January 3, 1855, called for consolida-
tion of freesoilers into an effective party. The Kansas Free State, edited by Josiah Miller and
Robert G. Elliott, was moderate in its attacks on slavery. The Kansas Tribune, which was
more radical, was edited by John and Joseph Speer. Edward C. K. Garvey, editor of the
Topeka Daily Kansas Freeman, commenting on the Topeka constitutional convention which
convened October 23, 1855, said there was no unity of opinion on any subject except on the

assembly. Although the final draft of the con-
stitution contained no reference to Negro ex-
clusion, a December referendum—by a vote of
1,287 to 453—directed the new Free-State leg-
islature to exclude free blacks from Kansas by
law. And by a vote of 1,731 to 46, voters over-
whelmingly ratified the constitution itself." If
residents of the territory were prepared to be-
lieve that God opposed slavery, they were by
no means willing to assume personal responsi-
bility for all of the consequences. God might
well instruct his followers to “loose the bonds
of wickedness, undo the heavy burdens, and
let the oppressed go free,” but he had said
nothing about granting blacks free access to
Kansas.

ORE THAN 25 years later, Judge T.
Dwight Thacher, who had arrived in
Kansas in 1857 and had in the same year
founded the Lawrence Republican, reflected
that the whole purpose of the Topeka conven-
tion had been to maintain Free-State unity

13. Dalllxy Kansas Fi , Topeka, N ber 1, 1855, Robin-
son, The Kansas Conflict, p. 219,

until there were enough freesoilers in the ter-
ritory to win by sheer force of numbers.
Thacher believed that the large migration
which took place early in 1857 virtually
guaranteed Kansas eventual status. But in the
aftermath of the Topeka gathering, and with-
out the benefit of Thacher's hindsight, Free-
State advocates continued their appeals to
Christian responsibility and Godly behavior.
Even as residents prepared to cast their refer-
endum votes, John and Joseph Speer, who now
resided in Topeka, published a letter from
Richard Mendenhall. The “wicked. notion”
that man had a God-given right to hold human
property, declared the Quaker, could only
originate with man himself. “God never in-
tended that man in the Divine image should
become a chattel, an article of merchandise, a
thing to be sold in the market,” he wrote, “and
I challenge the whole band of pro-slavery
champions to show a line in the Bible to justify
American slavery.” Whenever human and di-
vine law conflicted, he added, the choice lay
with God’s dictum and was foreordained.
Mendenhall emphasized that the Topeka con-
vention had not, in territorial residents’ eyes,
settled Kansas’ status, but had rather left grave

@
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Edward C. K. Garvey
(1813-1884)

question of freedom for Kansas. T. Dwight Thacher, who founded the Lawrence Republican
in 1857, believed that the large migration of freesoilers to Kansas in that year virtually
guaranteed Kansas' eventual status, but most Free-State advocates were not complacent
and reminded readers that God helps those who help themselves. The Prairie City
Freemen’s Champion, started in 1857 by S. S. Prouty, was another newspaper that was
long on religious exhortation. Like other freesoil editors, Prouty may have differed with his
fellow journalists on some points, but one of his themes was a familiar one: Providence
would help promote and protect the cause of a free Kansas.

T. Dwight Thacher
(1831-1894)

S. S. Prouty
(1835-1889)

doubts regarding the strength and unity of the
Free-State forces."

John Speer thought the matter every bit as
unsettled as did Mendenhall, and on March 3,
1856, referred again to “the God of battles, He
who never deserts those who labor in the cause
of right,” and declared that “we will purchase
with our hearts’ blood six feet of God's Free
Soil.” On April 14, 1856, Speer published a
letter written by John C. Fremont to Charles
Robinson, who had become Free-State gover-
nor the previous month. “All history teaches
us,” wrote Fremont, “that great results are
ruled by a wise Providence, and we are but
units in the great plan.” By mid-June, Speer
had become visibly distressed by the Free-
State party’s ineffectiveness and by continued
Proslavery attacks, including the arrest and
imprisonment of Charles Robinson and
George Brown, and an invasion of Lawrence
which had resulted in the destruction of sev-
eral buildings, including the offices of the
Herald and the Free State. Somebody, Speer
charged, had to be responsible for Kansas’

14. 8. S. Prouty, Topeka Constitution Scrip: A Brief History of
the Movement That Overthrew the Usurping Territorial Govem-
ment of the Slace Power and Saved Kansas to Freedom (Topeka,
1887), p. 13; Kansas Tribune, December 10, 1855,

troubles, and it was certainly not “Nature or
Nature's God.” The blame, the former Penn-
sylvanian urged, rested squarely upon the
shoulders of the Proslavery forces; freesoilers,
he added, had waited long enough for a redress
of grievances. “It is an old but true saying,”
Speer enjoined his readers, seizing upon the
popular phrase used the previous year by
Brown, “that ‘God helps those that help them-
selves.” " '*

URING the summer of 1856, Speer,

whose Tribune had temporarily become
the sole Free-State organ, shifted his attention
to the national political scene, and endorsed
Republican Presidential candidate Fremont.
On July 28 Speer published an extract from the
Independent, a New York religious publica-
tion, which had also endorsed Fremont. “With
all the power God may give it,” the journal
declared, “it will urge the Christian public to
do with their might what their hands find to do
to save our beloved country from the death
grasp of slavery. duty to God and

15. Ibid., March 3, April 14, June 16, 1856, Charles Robinson
discussed the various military and guerrilla activities of 1836 in
The Kansas Conflict, chs. 8 through 13. Brown summarized the
warfare in the Herald of Freedom, November 1, 1856.
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man precludes a moment’s hesitation as to the
course which ought to be taken by this paper.”

By November, Brown had managed to re-
sume publication of the Herald, and just prior
to the election followed the Tribune’s lead. For
friends of freedom, he wrote, Fremont was the
only choice. Quoting Psalm 136—"They that
sow in tears shall reap in joy”’—Brown recalled
the depressing events of recent months and
sought to bolster his readers’ spirits. “If the joy
shall be proportioned to the tears which are
shed in Kansas by the widow and the orphan,”
he reflected, “. the future of our infant
state will be a glorious one.” Elsewhere in the
same issue, he urged freesoilers to “look
beyond the clouds and above the storm, to
where the far-off ‘silvery edge’ gives promise of
sunshine, and to deduce lessons from present
dangers, that may indicate a way of escape in
the coming morrow.” "

In fact, the situation had already begun to
improve. On September 15, 1856, United
States troops had ended Proslavery agitation at
both Lawrence and Topeka, and from that
point onward increasing numbers of individu-
als, believing hostilities at an end, migrated to
Kansas. Watching this steady flow, John Speer
counseled that it was “the duty of every Chris-
tian and patriot to smother the kindling feel-
ings of resentment and unite to preserve peace
and harmony throughout our State and
country.” George Brown was less sanguine.
Orienting his message toward Northern
churchmen, he warned in April, 1857, that
freesoil conventions, while encouraging the
dissemination of ideas, could not in the final
analysis produce unity. Hence, Biblical exhor-
tation remained crucial to the cause. Brown
pointed out that churchmen had received free-
soil appeals for a quarter century or more, but
that they had all too frequently sidestepped the
issue by labeling slavery “a Divine institu-
tion.” Freesoilers could no longer tolerate such
cowardice, he warned, for liberty, equality,
and all other human rights are “Heaven-born
principles. . . . As the great organized
bodies of the country, both political and reli-
gious, have decided that they cannot act
against slavery either politically or religiously,
the people have decided that it must and shall

16. Kansas Tribune, July 28, 1856, Herald of Freedom, No-
vember 1, 1856.

be abated as a nuisance, and Vox populi est vox
De“" 17

Whether the people had made such a deci-
sion or not was questionable, and whether they
agreed with Brown that mass opinion equated
with God's voice was even more uncertain, but
the Herald’s editor refused to become side-
tracked by those questions. What mattered was
that, in the absence of hostilities, voter strength
alone would determine Kansas’ status. And
there was surely no wisdom in diminishing the
appeals to higher authority. Nor was Brown
alone in his conviction that the deity must
continue to inform Kansans of their responsi-
bilities. During 1857, several new Free-State
papers appeared, each stressing resistance to
the forces of slavery, each appealing to Provi-
dence for guidance and encouragement. One
was the Leavenworth Times, which became,
on March 7, 1857, the first successful freesoil
journal in a city long recognized as a Proslav-
ery bastion. Another was the Atchison Squatter
Sovereign, formerly a Proslavery paper which
changed both management and mind in May,
1857. “The people can and must rule,” de-
clared editor O. F. Short, who believed with
George Brown that “ Their voice is the voice of
God.” "

Still another paper joined the Free-State
ranks at the end of May. In his first editorial,
Norman Allen of the Lawrence Republican
proclaimed slavery morally wrong. “It violates
every principle of natural and revealed jus-
tice,” he wrote, “and at once reduces man from
the sacred height of a person to the ignoble
level of a thing.” And on June 25 at Prairie
City, 10 miles south of Lawrence, S. S. Prouty,
originally a South Carolinian, began publica-
tion of the Freemen’s Champion. Prouty, opt-
ing for “Liberty or Death” as his paper’s motto,
was long on religious exhortation. “Reader, if
you would be happy in time and safe for eter-
nity,” he implored, “you must take the Bible
for your guide, have God for your Father,
Christ for your Redeemer, and the Holy Ghost
for your Sanctifier; otherwise you live under
condemnation, you will die accursed, and you
will PERISH FOR EVER!" "

17. Robinson, The Kansas Conflict, 337; Kansas Tribune,
Topeka, December 15, ]85& H o_f Frudom April 11, 1857,
18. § S ! ber 12, 1857,

19. I.lwrelwe .ﬂcﬂu.b!icm May 28, 1857; Freemen's Champion,
Prairie City, July 9, 1857,
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Prouty’s stern admonitions may well have
been a calculated attempt to warn freesoilers
against excessive confidence now that the
height of their troubles seemed to have passed.
By focusing upon general religious considera-
tions rather than upon the specific Scriptural
injunctions against slavery which had charac-
terized so many editorial messages in earlier
months, he was clearly reminding his asso-
ciates that God’s expectations knew no season.
And signs of growing confidence were, indeed,
beginning to appear in the freesoil press. On
July 4, 1857, for example, George Brown pub-
lished a lengthy commentary entitled “The
Past—A Plan for the Future.” In it, he submit-
ted that although victory was not yet assured,
peace was finally in view. “With an abiding
faith in the wisdom of Providence,” he de-
clared, “a firm reliance on His interposition to
secure the triumph of justice, we have waited
and watched the development of affairs. r
If that triumph should require force, there was
no reason to shrink from it. In fact, he noted,
“The Israelites, the chosen of God, did not
hesitate to borrow the wealth of their oppres-
sors in order to aid in working their way from
Egyptian bondage.” Brown hoped that dele-
gates to the forthcoming Free-State convention
would not hesitate to use aggressive tactics in
their efforts to outmaneuver spokesmen for the
Proslavery Lecompton Constitution. Recalling
that the United States congress had twice re-
jected the Topeka Constitution as the basis for
Kansas’ admission into the Union, Brown
counseled realism, urging delegates to aban-
don that document and to write a new charter
which bore reasonable prospects of congres-
sional acceptance.”

Norman Allen, meanwhile, stressed the need
for devotion to principle, whose potentiality
was “omnipotent.” He encouraged his readers
to have confidence “in the inherent invincibil-
ity of truth,” and in September suggested fur-
ther that the “voice of God perpetually sound-
ing through the soul of man” condemned in-
justice, rebuked hypocrisy, commanded mercy,
taught love, and inculcated brotherhood. Not
“until the ‘divine constitution’ of the human
soul shall be changed” could God’s voice “be
hushed or made to give a faint or uncertain
monition.”” In Prairie City that summer,
Prouty’s Champion carried a letter from a New

20. Herald of Freedom, July 4, 11, 25, 1857.

York reader which urged the education of Ne-
groes, and which declared that God, when
viewing the question of slavery, would even-
tually decide against the slaveholder. * “Ven-
geance is mine, saith the Lord,’” the corre-
spondent wrote, “ ‘and T will repay.” " Prouty
himself quoted portions of an essay written by
John Wesley, in which the cleric had enjoined
his readers not to criticize their adversaries.
“‘Let every man use his own judgment,’”
Wesley had written, “ “since every man must
give an account of himselfto God. . . . If
you cannot reason or persuade a man into the
truth, never attempt to force him into it. If love
will not compel him to come, leave him to God,
the judge of all.”” By one means or another,
God would emerge victorious, and with his
victory the Free-State forces would triumph.”

In Topeka, Edmund G. Ross, who had be-
come editor of the Tribune the previous De-
cember, took up another issue—the fugitive
slave law of 1850. The statute, far more rigor-
ous than its 1793 predecessor, removed the
power of enforcement from state magistrates
and gave it to federal commissioners. It also
forbade alleged fugitives to testify in their own
behalf, and increased penalties for aiding or
concealing alleged fugitives. Congress, sug-
gested Ross, had apparently overlooked an im-
portant though ancient law. The book of Deu-
teronomy, he noted, instructed that “ “Thou
shalt not deliver unto his master the servant
which is escaped from his master unto thee; He
shall dwell with thee, even among you in that
place which he shall choose in one of thy gates
where it liketh him best: thou shalt not oppress
him.”” Ironically, Ross added, the people who
lived under that law were “not more than half
civilized at best. . . "%

The Free-State convention which met in
Lawrence on December 2, 1857, reflected the
concerns of men like Ross, Prouty, and Allen,
and particularly those of Brown, when it voted
to repudiate the Lecompton Constitution. La-
beling it an “instrument hostile to the popular
will,” and appealing to “the God of justice and
humanity for the rectitude of our intentions,”
the delegates vowed to prohibit the Proslavery
charter from becoming “the organic law for the
State of Kansas,” and pledged *“lives,

21. Lawrence Republican, July 23, .I\ugusl 20, September 17,
1857, Freemen's ﬁn;ﬂaﬂ, August 6,13, 1857,

22. Kansas Tribune, October 24, 1851' 'l"hu reference is Deu-
teronomy, ch. 23, verses 15-16.
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. . fortunes, and sacred honors, in cease-
less hostility to the same.” ©

The issue which generated this oath was a
forthcoming territorial referendum on the
question of slavery in Kansas. Scheduled for
December 21, the referendum was a bit of
subterfuge devised by the Proslavery majority
at the October constitutional convention in
Lecompton. That assembly had written a doc-
ument which recognized slavery, but because
Kansas voters had elected an antislavery To-
peka legislature on October 5, it seemed inevi-
table that they would also reject the Lecomp-
ton charter. Accordingly, the Proslavery forces
now chose to submit a referendum which ig-
nored actual acceptance or rejection of the
constitution. Instead, citizens were asked to
vote “for the constitution with slavery” or “for
the constitution with no slavery.” Since a por-
tion of the document guaranteed that the “right
of property in slaves now in the Territory shall
in no manner be interfered with,” the referen-
dum was, in actuality, a vote for or against the
future importation of slaves. In either case, the
Lecompton Constitution would become bind-
ing, and Kansas would enter the Union as a
slave state. The Topeka oath of December 2,
1857, was therefore a Free-State pledge to
boycott the election.*

But the oath was also a pledge to vote against
the constitution on its own merits when af-
forded the chance, and that opportunity arose
in January, 1858. In this second referendum,
likewise called by the Lecompton legislature,
the choice was to accept or reject the document
itself and, predictably, the Proslavery forces
now resorted to boycott. The vote was surely
decisive—Charles Robinson later claimed that
10,226 individuals had voted against the con-
stitution and only 161 had voted for it—but
President Buchanan, eager to appease South-
erners, submitted the document to congress
with the recommendation that it admit Kansas
as a slave state. Although the senate supported
Buchanan, the house voted to resubmit the
document to the voters, and set August 2, 1858,
as the date for the new referendum. Buchanan
added an extra inducement, promising Kan-
sans four million acres from the public domain
in return for ratification.”

23 D W. w-klu The Am-da of xanm 1541-1885 (Topeka,
1886), p. 199; 1 10, 1957.

24. Robinson, The Kansas Conflict, p. 374.
25. Ibid., pp. 375, 377.

Thus, the stage was set for the final round of
exhortation, and during the spring and summer
of 1858 editors throughout Kansas admonished
their readers to remain true to the cause. In
Leavenworth, Champion Vaughan, editor of
the Times, referred to the forthcoming election
as the “Lecompton Villainy,” and warned the
Proslavery element that although it might go so
far as to bribe residents to vote for the docu-
ment, “in the name of God and Humanity we
will proudly reject it and spurn those who offer
it!” In Lawrence, Norman Allen printed a letter
from his partner, T. Dwight Thacher. Written
on June 21, 1858, the letter castigated church-
men for their continued inaction on the subject
of slavery. “There is hardly a church in our
whole land,” wrote Thacher, “which has
enough of the spirit of manliness, to say noth-
ing of Christianity, to place the sin of Slavery
in the same category with other great sins, and
treat it with precisely the same plainness and
boldness that it does them.” There was hope,
however, for “True Christianity has no sym-
pathy with sin of any kind, and the Truth will
not be bound.” *

S. S. Prouty was also interested in truth. On
May 20, 1858, he told his readers that “Every
man held in bondage is a disgrace to
labor and a hindrance to its progress and rec-
ognition as the truest worship of God and
Nature.” On June 10, recalling the earlier de-
spoliation and violence, he wondered whether
it was not “a sin and shame for a man to render
his dwelling place so repulsive when the Cre-
ator has spread before him a feast upon which
to gratify his senses all life long.” Individuals
should not have such difficulty living in har-
mony with one another, Prouty declared, for
“Nature is inscribed everywhere with its sim-
ple gospel, which includes all the Leve and
Duty the Creator has designed for man.

Everything in Nature is convincing
prouf that man was designed that he might, by
obeying natural laws, enjoy the life which the

26. By this point, a Leavenworth Constitution had also come
into existence, primarily as a result of frustration over inability to
secure ndrmsumn tn the Union nndzr the Topeka Constitution.
Major cl in the which was comp
on April 3, 1858, lnd ratified by popular vote in May, were Art. I,
Sec. 6, whi ch'pm?nblted slavery; Art. I, Sec. 22, which stated, “No
indenture of any persons and e:ecmed out of the hounds of
the State sl\lﬂ bevnltd within the State;” and Art. 11, Sec. 1, which

-rsal male The word “white” did not

nppnr in the jon. The ived the charter on
6, 1859, but took no action.—See Wilder, Annals of Kansas,

2! 219; Frank W. Blackmar, The Life of Charles Robinson, the

rst State Govemor of Kansas (Topeka, 1902), p. 241; Leaven-
worth Times, May 8, 1858 Lawrence Republican, July 8, 1858,




FREESOILERS FOR Gop 85

Creator has bestowed.” God intended man to
be happy; harmony was the natural state of
man’s affairs while violence and disunity were
unnatural; it was therefore one's duty “to live
so in accordance with God’s laws, that his life
shall be a perfect anthem of praise and perpet-
ual thanksgiving.” And on July 29, 1858—four
days before the new referendum—Prouty
urged freesoilers to reject the document and
with it the Proslavery influence—"men who
have proved themselves atheists to God and
traitors to Humanity. . . "7

The results justified his hopes. Residents
cast 1,959 votes for the Lecompton Constitu-
tion and 12,372 votes for the alternative pro-
posal, namely, to wait until a census had es-
tablished that Kansas had sufficient population
to merit a representative in congress.” Kansans,
therefore, had chosen to remain residents of a
territory within which slavery existed, and to
work for its eventual exclusion, rather than
become residents of a state within which slav-
ery was legal. Not until January 29, 1861, did
Kansas finally enter the Union as a free state.

No single point of view had prevailed among
freesoil editors during the struggle to make
Kansas a free state. But when S. S. Prouty
wrote, on September 16, 1858, that “Progress is

27. Freemen's Champion, May 20, June 10, July 29, 1858,
28. Ibid., September 9, 1858,

the great law of God,” he was restating the
religious resolve that had been omnipresent
throughout the conflict: God’s presence in
human affairs; His support for the freesoil
cause; his fundamental laws of truth, good-
ness, and beauty; and his abhorrence of the
non-productive life, best illustrated by the
Proslavery South. “Every man feels that he
ought to be a freeman; that he is entitled ‘to
life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,’ ”
Gov. Salmon P. Chase of Ohio had told a
Cincinnati audience in October, 1858. “Man
holds this right from God. Community holds
this right from God for the protection of man.
Liberty is inalienable. It cannot justly be taken
from one man and transferred to another. And
it is for this reason that I condemn the institu-
tion of slavery.” ® In assuming the right to
associate God’s name with all those who con-
demned slavery, Chase echoed the words of
the newspapermen who had labored to bring
God to the aid of a free Kansas, who had so
confidently announced that Providence stood
ready to aid in the promotion and protection of
their cause, and who had announced his dis-
appointment over their failures, and his joy in
their every success.

29. Ibid., September 16, 1858; Leavenworth Times, October 16,
1858,

Tk i 9 55

l

3
3



