PROPAGANDISTS FOR A FREE-STATE KANSAS:
NEW YORK TIMES’ CORRESPONDENTS
AND BLEEDING KANSAS, 1856
by Erik S. Schmcller

With the passage of the Kapsas.
Nebraska Act in 1854, Kansas Territory
became the center of national attention
until its status as a free or slave stale was
determined. Covered thoroughly by the
Eastern press, Kansas was froni-page
material from the day the Kansas-
Nebraska Act was first introduced to the
acceplance of Kansas inta the Union in
1861. The Kansas Territory witnessed
several efections, Lerritorial governors, and
constilutions. Appointed in 1854 as the
first Territorial Governor, Andrew H.
Reeder was plagued by Missouri citizens
crossing the border 1o vote in order 1o
assure the election of a pro-slavery
legislature. This first legislatre, rightfully
labeled as bogus by Free-Siate men, soon
acted on ils gwn, ignoring Governor
Reeder in order to pass laws Favoring the
adoption of slavery.

In July of 1855, Wilson Shannon, who
favored the pro-slavery cause, replaced
Reeder-who was removed for land
speculation--as Terrilorial Governor. Two
months later Ihe Free-Staters, far from
inactive, framcd a conslitulion al their
convention in Topeka, where they also
selected Reeder as their delegale 10
Congress. Of course the pro-slavery
lcgislature had also elecied a delegaie,
which resulted in the Uniled Siates
Congress appoiniing a committee o
investigale the siluation in  Kansas.
President Franklin Pierce denounced the
Free-State  Party’s defiance of the
Territorial Government. Afler ihe harsh
winter of 1855-56, the Free-Slale Party
renewed ils activity and formed ils gwn
siate government in Topeka.

This resulted in Guvernor Shannon
calling for the arrest of various Free-Siale

supporlers. Lawrence, a home to many
prominent Free-State men and anti-slavery
newspapers, received a visit from Shenff
Samuel . Jones, a pro-slavery advocate
who attempted to arrest certain Free-
Staters. When the sheriff reccived a
gunshot wound in the back a few days
later, the Territorial Government called
for a "passe” to arrest those Free-Staters
Jones had [ailed to apprehend.
Upforiunately, the posse turned into =
mob, sacking Lawrence on May 21, 1856.1

The year 1856 was a very important
one for the future of Kansas as well as for
the perception of the struggle in the rest
of the United States. The special
correspondents  from the Northeastern
press played a vilal role in presenting the
story of Bleeding Kansas. It wes an
exiremely crilical time for Kansas because
public opinion was just being formed at
this point. The special correspondents
often played a dual role in the struggle for
Kansas; many both reported and aclively
participaled in the "cause,” as they saw it.
The arlicles written in early 1856 gave
some of the most delailed recounting of
specific events in Kansas.

The Noriheaslern press as a whole
favorcd a free Kansas, and ariicles written
in Kansas exclusively for the New York
Times reflected this interest, This was
obviously the case during thc early months
of 1856 when the majority of articles were
dedicated lo describing Border Ruffians
and immigranls, descriptions that reflecled
the writers” other funelions in the state. In
the spring the Free-State Legislature met,
and through Ihe newspaper articles the
purpose, goals, and integrity of the Free-
State Government received thorough
altention, Afler the Legislature recessed in
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March, poteatialty damaging evenls to the
Free-State cause were oOvershadowed by
the sack of Lawrence in May, giving the
correspondents a chanee to condemn the
pro-slavery Terrilorial Government. How
the events and people were depicled
shows that the special correspondents for
the New York Times sought (0 shape early
public opinion.

The special correspondents fof the
New York Times in 1856 were different
from newspaper reporiers today, Their
narrative style was more personal because
of their direct involvement in the events.
Since this type of personal journalism
relied on (he authentie voices of
correspondenis, they limiled themselves (D
evenls in whieh they were personally
involved. They did so, howcver, without
describing their part, if any, in the events.
Having uscd pen names such as "Kansas,"
"T.," "Lileral,” and "Randolph," many of
the wrilcrs were and remain lruly
anonymous. No known records exisl al Lhe
New York Times that link specific wrilcrs
with their pen names during the carly
ycars of the paper, wilh the excepuun of
some Civil War correspondents.2 William
Hutchinson in Jaler writings, however,
idcnlilied his pen name as "Randolph.” In
his "Skewches of Kansas  Pioneer
Expericnce,” Hutchinson also described the
events thal brought him to Kansas and his
later involvement in Kansas Free-State
politics.> Along wilh 1lutchinson, James
M. Winchell also wrote for thec New York
Times in lhe same region of Kansas
during 18564 Unfortunately, Winchell’s
pen name is unccrlain, but it probably was
"Literal.”

As special correspondents for the New
York Times in 1856, Jamcs M. Winchell's
and William Huichinson’s writings often
reflected their carrenl involvement in
Kansas politics, according 1o Richard J.
Hinlon, also a reporier in Kansas n
1856.° That aclivity was cvidenl in how
they described the "Border Rulfians” and

the ‘legitimate immigrants® from the
abolilionist aid companies back East
Winchell, who was active in bringing anti-
slavery sctilers to Kansas, was one of the
nine directors of the American Settlement
Company, one of many anti-slavery aid
eompanies lhal heavily subsidized Free-
State setuers.b Hutchinson was even more
directly involved when during the winter of
1856-57 he relurncd to his home siate of
Vermont 10 raise and bring a party of
selllers baek to Kansas. Along with their
interest in bringing in sellcrs, both
Winehell and Hutchinson worked to
gather donations for the Free-State cause.
As voting members of the Kansas Stale
Central Committee--a fund raiser for the
Free-Siate movement--both Winchelt and
Hutehinson  were  appoinied as
Commissioners with the express purpose
of wsmnb New York 10 raise capilal and
men.® The carrespondenlts’ other aetivities
oulside of reporting for the New York
Times were never mcnioned in their
wrilings, but there js litlle doubt about
what side Lhey supparled.

The  aniislavery  correspondents
accused the pro-slavery forces ol trying 1o
infiuence the slatus of Kansas by sending
temparary pro-slavery settlers with their
families 10 the terrilory and using the
murderous Missouri "Border Ruffians.”
These selllers were crilicized for being
members of immigrant aid companies
where money was collected and dwided
among immigranis Lo pay for land and
other expenses. Thc abolilionist aid
companies scrvcd essenlially the same
purpose, but unlike their pro-slavery
countcrparts the anti-slavery immigrants’
sincerity in creating permanent seitlements
never was doubled. Wiiliam 1lutchinson,
or "Randolph,” claimed ihat when Kansas
beeamc a slavc slale, the pro-siavery
immigranis pianncd to scll their land "and
none will remain longer in the Territory,
aller accomplishing their object, unless
they choose 1. To tarnish further lhe



image of the pro-slavery aid companies,
Hutchinson suggested that they were
managed by clandestine lodges (hai
required oaths af silence.?

With the coming of spring in 1856,
Hutchinson focused his attention on a
specifle group of immigrants from the
South known as "Buford’s Company.”
Under the direction of Major Jefferson
Buford, this group was the only southern
immigrant aid company mentioned by
name in the newspaper articles.
Hutchinson questioned their stalus as
immigrants by attributing 10 them such
inflammarory statements as "We have
sworn (o make Kansas a Slave State and
wipe outl Abolitionism. If we cannol do it
fairly, we shali by force of arms."10 Major
Buford, or Buford of Alabama, did work
very hard |0 gather men from pro-slavery
slates. How he did this is not completely
clear; however, according (0 Noble L.
Prents, Buford "issued a call for 300 mcn,
offering by way of inducement,
transportation, support for a year, and the
satisfaction of a chance at an abolilionist.”
On the other hand, Alice Nichols in her
beok elaims “he wanted 300 setilers who
were, he said, ‘indusicious, sober, discreet,
reliable men, capable of bearing arms but
nol prone 10 use Llhem wickedly or
unnecessarily. "1 The ultimate purpose of
"Buford’s Company” is not evident from
the sourees, bul il secms Lhat 1 luichinson
was more inleresled in presenting the
negative side of the pro-slavery
immigrants.

The correspondenls, however, lelt
their mast venomous attacks for the
Missouri “Border Ruffian,” whose only
purpose was 10 create havoc for all
civilized people. Tlutchinson wrote, "for in
ne other civilized Jand ean (here be found
so obscene, depraved, brutish race of
beings, . . . who 1alk ol nothing sensible or
moral--but especially of the last few weeks,
they talk mostly of killing Abolivionists in
Kansas, {and] ravishing the women, . . "1
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Such colorful deseriptions cerfainly sparked
interest back East, and during 1he winter
months ol 1856, all writers really could do
was either predict upcoming aliocities or
rehash old ocnes. After reading
Hutchinson’s description of the rowdy
immigrants and Border Ruffians, readers
could only conclude that the South had
nothing positive 10 add 10 Kansas.

Journalists often contrasted pro-
slavery immigrants with anti-slavery
immigrants, bul they did not limit their
criticism to one side or the other when
money was concerned. When a party of
setlers from New Haven, Connecticut,
artived in April of 1856, they were
described as being in good health and well
armed with Sharpes Rifles to be used in
defense against Border Ruffians. The
correspondents atways stressed that Free-
Sialers abhorred violence and only
inlcnded Lo use their modern Eastern
AboliLionist-funded weapons for self-
defense. On the oihber hand, the Border
Ruffian was pictured as a dangerous
Bowie-knife- wielding fiend.13  When
mallers turned 1o money, however, both
sides were criticized by Hurtchinson.
Buford's company came under fire lor
incurring debts in Kansas City thal it
could not pay. These debts were deseribed
as "a tax of several hundred dollars upon
the people.” The New Haven party was
guilty of paying out a tal of len
thousand dollars in supplies in St. Louis
and Kansas City. Hutchinson editarialized,
"I disapprove the policy in any party of
paying to Missouri so liberally for articles
that can be boughi in Lawrence r.]uile as
cheap, adding the cost of freights.” 4 Anii-
slavery immigrants, usually praised, were
imporlant but not above reproach when
money for the Free-Slate case was
involved.

Far outnumbering stories of Free-
Staie immigrants were appeals for more
men and money. Tales of impending
doom for Kansas [llowed by the
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"destruction of the Union" werc the
correspondents’  strongest  images.
Hutchinson, for example, predicted that
"the downfall of our nation must date
from the conquest of Kansas. The veil is
now fully removed, and we see elearly the
hellish designs of our Southern enemy.”
Appeals such as this were usually followed
by a call 1o arms such as this: "the South
is leagued against you and vs. How can
our appeal be resisied? We wani
thousands of brave mend  The
correspondents  also  wanicd  moncy.
Hutchinson himself later deseribed his and
Winchell’s rales as distributing agenis for
the National Ceotral Commillece, which he
said collected and disbursed many
thousands of doliars.!% The eorrespondents
kpew how imporlani it was Lo maintain
intercst in Lhe Free-Slate cause in order
to assurc a steady flow of donations and
sctflers.

By Lhe spring of 1856 news coverage
from Kansas had become less speculative,
there were now enough evenis 1o keep the
writers busy reporting on political affairs
and personalilics in the  Free Staie
Legistature. Although James M. Winchell
and William Hutchinson played no official
polilical role atl this time, they remained
active in Free-Slale povernment and in
1859 would help Ireme (he State
Constitution,” While organized opposition
1o the Territorial Government was
prowing, the eorrespondents’ anticles
reflected their own ideas on the ultimaic
shape of the new Kansas government, and
they werc not above taking sides, even at
the mecting of the Free-Stale Legislature.

The principal abjective of the arlicles
wrilien aboul thc meeling of the Free-
State Legislature was to show the need for
establishing a sccond Siate Legislature.
Afier 1he first mecling on Match 4, 1856,
Hulehinson, who was present, reporied
thaw  the legislature was  indced
representative of the entire Terrilory and
thal it was determined 10 break away from

the pro-slavery Territorial Government, At
the time, President Pierce even labeled the
mecting of his "second" legislature as
"Lreasonable,” prompling the newly elected
Free-Slale Governor Charles Robinson 10
emphasize once again the crucal
imporlance of such & legislature. The
Terrilorial Government, said Robinson,
was an "instrument of oppression and
tyranay unequaled in the history of our
Republic" He also belicved that "every
glection heid wunder the Terriloral
Goavernmenl  was carried by armed
invaders from an adjoining state, and [or
the purpose of enacting laws in opposilion
0 the known wishes of the people.™8
Rcalizing that an accusation of treason by
the President of the United States could
well  discourage some  Free-Stale
supporters, Lhe correspondents emphasized
the need for a separate legislalure. In
addition Lo that, the correspondents were
faeed wilh another problem, namely 10
discourage possible compromisc between
the Free-S1alc  legislalurc and the
Terrilorial Governmenit.

The possibility of such a3 eompromise
had emerged in February of 1856 when
the Terrilorial Government had offered 1o
reconveae the  first  "pro-slavery”
Legislalure in  order to rcpeal any
"obnoxious laws," as wcll as to call for a
new Constilutional Convention. All of this
was propased in order to kcep the Free-
State Legislature from meeting, according
0 Hulehinson. Akhough, the Free Staters
did not trust the Territorial Government,
the merc offer of such a compromise
strenglhened their eonfidence, convincing
them that they would be recognized as the
legitimate State Goverpment. Hutchinson
interpreied the oller of a compromise as
a sign of weakness by the Tcrritorial
Gavernmenl and went s0 far as 10 claim
victory [or the Free Siaters. Going even
further, Hitchinson claimed that the pro-
slavery forces werc in league wilh the
"Execulive in Washinglon® and were



banding logether to defeat the Free-
Siaters. However, the Free-Siate Iorees,
because of their noble and pure cause,
would ultimately emerge victorious. In this
light, compromise or "dividing the glory"
was tantamount to defeat. Huichinson
concluded that the fact “thac they ask us
to undo what we have done, is conclusive
evidence 1hal they regard our presen!
position as formidable.”'” The Free-Statcrs
recognized that, il they werc O
sompromise and call off their lcgislalure’s
meeting, the progress they had made so
far would be lost. Therefore, only & total
victory by the Frce-Siale case would
assure the anti-slavery status of Kansas.

Aside from refusing 10 compromise,
it was just as important to maintain the
integrity of the Free-State Lepislature. To
weed oul undesirables, ibe earrcspondents
of (he New York Times focused on what
lhey saw as a corruplion in their party.
The Free-State politician who received 1he
bulk of the crilicism was Colonel James
H. lane, a former Democratic
congressman from Indiana and future
United States senator from Kansas, who
together with others had earlier atlempted
10 svbordinate slavery to other issucs.
Colonel Lane, it scems, felt thal including
grievanees in addition 1o slavery mighi
possibly widen thc appeal of the party.
However his plan failed, and slavery
became the only issue Lhat the Free-Siale
Party would deal with. The fact 1hat
Colone! Lane later joined the Free.Statcrs
natarally damaged his eredibility and his
standing with a good number of people,
including (he correspondents for the New
York Times20

The mos! intcresiing  article  on
Colonel Lane’s polilical maneuverings was
wriiten by the correspondenl using the
pen name “Lileral,” who was maost Likely
James H. Winchell. Supposedly wriling a
retraction of an carlier letter in which
Lane had been unfairly characlerized,
Lircral now portrayed [.anc’s characler in

1

Ihe same negative way, adding that 1he
Colonel’s sensitivity to public opinion was
directly related to his desire 106 become a
United Slates Senator. Literal weal on 10
explain that being truly devoted 10 the
Free-State cause, he could not possibly
support Colonel Lane until be attempted
"o pursue a line of rigidly honesi
paliey.?]  The correspondent’s  real
complainl with Lane related to his earlier
willingness to subardinate the slavery issue,
and as even Hutchinson said, "Lane i§ not
able 10 show a clean hand when driven 10
define his position, which he generally
does after all the rest have taken sides-so
[he] can contrive 10_jump between them
and nol founder.”22 Qddly, Hutehinson
served on the staff of Colonel Lane during
1his time in a capacity that i unclear.? In
his Jater writings Huichinson secms to
ignore his earlier criticisms of Lane.
Regardless, the artieles in the New York
Times show thal the correspondents were
truly concerned wilh (he rcputation andd
imagc of the Free-State Legislature and
sought to proigel it through their wriung.

Those who rciurned 10 Lawrence
soon fell the consequences of meeting as
a separaie legislaiure. Throughout Lhe
procecdings !here had becn rumors that
the Tcerritorial Governor, Wilson Shannon,
had ordercd the acrest of all the Free-
Siale lcgislalors for treason. In faet, in his
speech 1o the Topeka Legislature, Free-
State  Governor Charles  Robinson
addressed thar very passibility and direeted
the legislators 1o offer no resistance for
"men who are ready 10 defend their own
and their country’s honor with Lhcir lives
can never objeet to a legal investigation
inlo their actions."™" Ye1, this would be
the vcry ithing thar led 10 the sack of
Lawrence.

In Jale April of 1856, Governor
Shannon deeided to aet and sent Sheriff
Jones to Lawrence in order (o arrest
mcmbers of 1he Free-State governmenl.
Carrying a [our month old warrant o S.N.
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Wood, Sheriff Jones allempied o arrest
Wood, but not for his recent aclivity, The
old warrant was a result of Wood's part in
the rescue of Jacob Branson, a farmer
and Free-Slale supporier, on Novcmber
26, 1855.8% The appearance of Sheriff
Jones provided Huichinson with an oppor-
tumity to make Lhe law of Lhe Territorial
Government seem not only inadequale but
downrighi foolish. Referring to Jopes as
"Shenff (?) Jones," Hutchinson suggested
that the Sheriff's authority would not or
even should nol be respecied.

To further discredit Sheriff Jones,
Hutchinson related an incident
demonstrating the Sheriff's ineptitude. This
arlicle was one of Lhc bes1 examples of
the persanal journalism of the time.
Hutchinson  declarcd that Jones, while
attempling 10 make an arrest, had his
weapons taken from him by some nol-so-
innocent tryslanders--apparently withoul his
realizing it. Unablc to carry oul his dulics,
Jones fost his temper and 1hrealened to
arrest his man "even if it cost every life in
Lawrence.” The following day he relutncd
and allempled Lo arresl Samucl Tappan,
a Free-Siale ncwspaper reporler from the
St. Lonis Democrat. Bul Tappan was noi
to be inlimidaled and "bcgan Lo revolve
his fists, lelling Jones Lhal he siood in no
fcar of him." Hulchinson defended the
actions of (he citizenry and wrote hat the
wholt affair was all Governor Shannon's
faull since hc sought o [orce a
confrontation in fron of the Howard
Commitiee in order 1a discredin the Free-
State movemcnl.?® This United Slates
Congressional Commiltee was holding its
hearings in Kansas at this time in order to
delerminc  which  Siale Governmcnt’s
delegates to the Congress 1o accepl as
legitimate.?” Hulchinson’s story of whal
happened is very similar Lo other reparts;
excepl for some overly dramalic dialoguc,
Sheriff Jones and Lhe citizens’ behavior is
faicly rcalistie. 2

While defending the actions of the

Lawrence citizens in this case, Hulchinson
was considerably more caulious in his
portrayal of an incidcmt a few days later
during which Sheriff Jones was wounded
in the back by an unknown assaifant,
Realizing how such ap incident could
damage lhe image ol thc law abiding
Frec-State  movemeni, Hutchinson
chastised the cowardly atlempt on the
Sheriff's life. He alsc pointed out thal this
was the first time blood was shed by the
Free-Slale men and hastened o add that
1he act was committed by "some wreckless
{sic] spirit” and that "he only should be
held responsihle."zg The shooting of
Sheriff Jones could have been far more
damaging 10 Lhe rcputation of the Free-
Stale cause had il not been for the over-
reaction of thc Terrilorial Government,
which was soon 1o overshadow the
ineidenl.

The sack of Lawrence gave plenty of
ammunilion to the correspondents in thoir
elforts 10 show just what the pro-slavery
forces under the aleged direction of the
Territorial Government wcre capable of
doing. Hulchinson did not need Lo
elaborate on the events of May 21, 1856,
Jor the action of the sc<alled "posse” in
Lawrence spoke for itself. Only two arrests
wcre made, and (he force that had been
called 10 quell the wprising in Lawrcnoce
look mattcrs inte its own hands under the
dircclion of the now recovered Sheriff
Jones. Ullimatcly the Free-State Hotel,
two npewspaper offiees, and Governor
Robinson's  house  were |:leslr0:¢<:d.30
Hutchinson's depiction of these evenis is
consislenl  with the findings of later
rescarch. As he later said, "The sacking of
Lawrcnce May 21, 1856, by a posse of
United Stales officers, will be ever
memorable, and 1 siood near General
Alchinson when he poinled their cannan
at the Free-Sitae hotel. I saw and heard
all."3] The passe in fact was not able to
destroy the Free-Siale llolel with a
cannon and had o satisfy themselves with



selling it on lire, leaving only the outer
brick shell. There was only one death that
day--a member of 1he passe was killed t:z
falling bricks from the Free-State Hotel.
The Terrilorial Government’s role in this
senscless act of violence provided the
journalists with plenmy of evidence 10
support their struggle for o free Kansas.
An analysis of the New York Times’
caverage of "Bleeding Kansas" during lhe
first several months of 1856 clearly shows
thal the special correspondents not Only
wrote from the perspective of the Free-
Slale movement bul were opca advocares
of the Free-Stale cause, and in some
inslances were direelly involved in the
movement’s politics. These involvements
colored (beir descriptions of pro-slavery
immigrants and the Frec-State Legislature,
They refused to accept the possibility af a
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legitimale Southern immigrant and did
their best 1o discredit Southern immigrant
aid companies. When the Free-State
Legislature met in  Topeka, the
corrcspondents defended its legilimacy and
allacked anyone who threalened ils
functioning. When writing abaut the
evenls leading up 1o the sack of Lawrence,
hawever, the correspondents’ defense for
Free-Staters was not as clear<cul as
before. The sack of Lawrence
overshadowed any weakening of Lhe
correspondents’ writings and gave them
fresh malerial to demonstrate pro-slavery
airocities for months 1o [Ollow. The New
York Times correspondents provided their
rcaders with personal accounts of the
evenls Lhal were, in the main, factually
correct and coatributed in part 10 deciding
Kansas' destiny.
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