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INTERPRETING THE
Shawnee Sun

Literacy and Cultural

Persistence in Indian Country,
1833-1841

by James K. Beatty

ollowing the War of 1812 and the Indian Removal Act of 1830, Shawnees were among the thou-

sands of Woodland Indians forced to leave their lands east of the Mississippi and make the ardu-

ous journey west. The removed tribes’ new, “permanent” territories were located west of Missouri

and Arkansas and stretched south from modern-day Nebraska to the Red River. The Shawnees’
1.6 million acre reservation spanned from modern-day Kansas City to Topeka. American supporters of
Indian removal argued that it was in the eastern tribes’ best interest to move away from the vices of white 3
society, to a place where they could be properly civilized and Christianized by enlightened government
officials and benevolent missionaries.!

One such missionary, Jotham Meeker, arrived in Indian country in the fall of 1833. The twenty-eight-
year-old Baptist missionary from Cincinnati, Ohio, crossed the Mississippi with a printing press and the
sincere desire to translate Native languages into script. While working with removed Shawnee Indians in
present-day Kansas, Meeker used a unique writing system to print texts in the Shawnee language. One
such text was a monthly periodical titled Siwinowe Kesibwi, or Shawnee Sun, which ran irregularly from 1835
to 1844. The publication was the first periodical to be printed in what is now Kansas and, if classified as a
newspaper, the first in the United States to be written solely in an American Indian language.? Only two
pages of this largely forgotten publication are known to exist today. Although some historians have noted ;
the existence of the Shawnee Sun, they have been unable to decipher Meeker’s esoteric orthography—
until now.

James K. Beatty graduated from Augustana College in Rock Island, linois, with a BA in history in 2008. He was a recipient of the SHEAR/
Mellon Undergraduate Fellowship from the University of Pennsylvania and the Danald Anderson Fellowship from Augustana College and is
currently an English instructor at Huazhong Normal University in Wuhan, China.

The author would like to thank Professor Stephen Warren, Mr. George Blanchard, and the professors and students who partici-
pated in the 2007 SHEAR / Mellon Undergraduate S Seminar for their invaluable assi e in writing this article.

1. Stephen Warren, The Shawnees and Their Neighbors, 1795-1870 (Urbana: University of lllinois, 2005), 98. For standard works on .
Indian removal policy, see Francis Paul Prucha, American Indian Policy in the Formative Years (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, ;
1962); Ronald N. Satz, American Indian Policy in the Jacksonian Era (Lincoln: Un.iversil{ of Nebraska Press, 1975).

2. The Cherokee Phoenix was first published in 1828, but it was written in both Cherokee and E glish. For the only published
article devoted to the Shawnee Sun, see Douglas C. McMurtrie, “The Shawnee Sun: The First Indian-language Periodical Published in
the United States,” Kansas Historical Quarterly 2 (November 1933): 339-42. For more on Jotham Meeker, see John Mark Lambertson,

“Servant’: The Reverend Jotham Meeker and the Ottawa Baptist Mission” (master’s thesis, University of Kansas, 1992); Douglas C.
McMurtrie and Albert H. Allen, Jotham Mevcker: Pioneer Printer of Kansas (Chicago: Eyncourt Press, 1930).
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eorge Blanchard, a respected elder of the
Absentee Shawnee Tribe of Oklahoma, has
taken a strong interest in Meeker’s nine-
teenth-century Shawnee-language publica-
tions.? With his command of English, fluency in Shaw-
nee, and resolute desire to decode Meeker's antiquated
written Shawnee, Blanchard recently translated the two
extant pages of the Shawnee Sun into English. Although
some historians have viewed the Sun as a tribal newspa-
per, Blanchard’s translation reveals that the November
1841 issue does not report the secular happenings of life
on the Shawnee reservation. Instead, the Sun is a highly
didactic publication, aimed at transforming American
Indian culture and instilling Baptist theology within the
predominately non-Christian Shawnee community.

The Shawnee Sun and Meeker’s unique system of trans-
lating Algonquian languages into script, then, represent the
intersection of two very different cultures. On the one hand,
Baptist missionaries created an Algonquian-language or-
thography to enable more Shawnees to read the Bible
and religious tracts. For Americans at the time, read-
ing and writing was an important mark of civilization,
and expanding literacy rates within Native communities
promised to accelerate Indians’ assimilation into Ameri-
can society. Moreover, like other nineteenth-century
evangelical Protestants, Baptists believed that reading
scripture was the primary means to God and salva-
tion, regardless of one’s ethnicity, cultural heritage, or re-
ligious persuasion. As historian Susan Neylan remarked in
her study on Tsimshian Christianity, for many evangelical
Protestant missions, “the central focus on the Bible resulted
in a heavy emphasis on the importance of literacy.”* In the
Baptists’ eyes, enabling Shawnees to read in their own lan-
guage, rather than take on the onerous task of mastering
English, quickened their path to salvation. In the Bap-
tist worldview, literacy was essential for each individual
conversion and it was also the surest means to Christian
transformation on a societal level. By nurturing a robust
core of faithful, literate converts, Baptists hoped to even-
tually establish a self-sustaining Native church that could
extend the gospel message to its fellow tribesmen.

3. At the time he translated the Shawnee Sun, Mr. Blanchard was
sixty-two years old. As an elder—a term that reflects his age, his knowl-
edge of Shawnee culture, his fluency in Shawnee, and his devotion to
fellow tribe members—he regularly performs funerals, talks at feasts,
and bestows Shawnee names to children. He is the director of security
at Thunderbird Casino in Norman, Oklahoma, and a language instruc-
tor for Absentee Shawnees. Professor Stephen Warren, my mentor at
Augustana College, introduced me to Mr. Blanchard.

4. Susan Neylan, The Heavens Are Changing: Nineteenth-Century
Pi M and Tsimshian Christianity (Montreal: McGill-
Queen’s University Press, 2003), 164, 228,

Lk

Jotham Meeker, a twenty-eight-year-old Baptist missionary from
Cincinnati, Ohio, arrived in Indian country in 1833, armed with a
printing press and the sincere desire fo translate native languages
into script. While working with removed Shawnee Indians in present-
day Kansas, Meeker used a unique writing system to print texts in
the Shawnee language. One such text was a monthly periodical titled
Siwinowe Kesibwi, or Shawnee Sun, which ran irregularly from
1835 to 1844,

Because missionaries wielded the pens that recorded
history on the reservation, Shawnee motivations for as-
sisting Meeker with his linguistic work are not clear.
Perhaps some Shawnees supported the transcription of
their language because it reinforced their Native iden-
tity, while others hoped to gain access to political influ-
ence and material goods through their association with
missionaries.’ Still other Shawnees may have responded
positively to the missionaries’ message out of a sincere
interest in the Christian faith during a time of profound
change and uncertainty. Regardless of the Shawnees’ ex-
act motivations, the adoption of Meeker’s orthography

5. Gee Warren, The Shawnees and Their Neighbors; Kevin J. Abing,
#A Fall From Grace: Thomas Johnson and the Shawnee Indian Manual
Labor School, 1839-1862" (PhD diss., Marquette University, 1995);
Neylan, The Heavens Are Changing, 23.
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Johnston Lykins, a physician and missionary, who along with his
father-in-law Isaac McCoy established the Shawnee Baptist Indian
Mission, worked with Jotham Meeker to develop a Shawnee orthog-
raphy that the kwo men used fo produce the Shawnee Sun. Lykins
later served, from 1854 to 1855, as the second mayor of Kansas City,
Missouri.

and printing of the Shawnee Sun were largely dialogical
processes, involving both missionary and Shawnee par-
ticipants. More specifically, the November 1841 issue of
the Sun reveals that while a small, influential group of
Shawnees collaborated with missionaries in their lin-
guistic work, the majority of Shawnees rejected Chris-
tianity and resisted missionary attempts to transform
Algonquian ways of life.’

In the opening paragraphs of the Sun, the Baptist
editor, missionary Johnston Lykins, uses biblical imag-
ery of light and darkness, which has roots in the creation

6. Recent histories on Indian-missionary relations are increasingly
recognizing that the clash of cultures and ideas is two-sided; exchange

story of Genesis where God created light and separated
it from darkness. According to the Sun’s editor, the Bible
promised to disseminate light within a Shawnee commu-
nity allegedly inundated with spiritual darkness. Allud-
ing to parts of the gospels of Matthew and John, which
missionaries had recently translated into Shawnee using
Meeker’s orthography, the editor wrote to his Shawnee
audience: “Now part of the Good Book is written in their
language. I wish for everyone to know it and everyone to
have one. The Good Book is like a light because it directs
you toward heaven. Everyone who doesn’t have this
Good Book travels in the dark.”” As this passage illus-
trates, missionaries believed that those who possessed
and understood the Bible were on the path to heaven,
while everyone who did not inevitably stumbled down
a trail of spiritual despair. Eleanor Richardson Meeker,

" Jotham Meeker's wife, displayed this prevalent mis-

sionary attitude in a letter to her sister: “I feel that our
whole object for living in this distant land of darkness
is, or should be to try to benefit these perishing souls by
whom we are surrounded.”® Enabling Indians to own,
read, and understand the Bible and religious tracts be-
came the Baptists’ primary means of spreading their be-
lief system; this, according to the missionaries, would be
of the utmost benefit to the removed Woodland tribes.
However, this emphasis on literacy and the transforma-
tive power of scripture was not unique to Baptists work-
ing on the Kansas plains. By translating and printing
religious tracts such as the Shawnee Sun into indigenous
languages, Jotham Meeker and his Baptist brethren were

rarely flows in only one direction. For instance, throughout her work
on Tsimshian Chr:suamty, Suv.an Neylan emphasnzed the dialogical
nature of Indi i Similarly, in his study on the
Shawnee Manual Labor School Kevin Abing stressed that Shawnees
were active participants in the missionization process. Neylan, The
Heavens Are Changing; Abing, “A Fall From Grace.”

7. Not surprisingly, the authorship of the Shawnee Sun's various
items is unclear. Under Meeker, who printed fourteen issues of the Sun
before he moved to work among the Ottawas in 1837, Shawnees some-
times contributed. It is therefore possible that parts of the extant 1841
issue were written by a Shawnee convert or converts, such as Black-
feather. Notice that parts of the 1841 issue use the first person when
addressing Shawnees, which suggests a Shawnee author. Lykim, a
son-in-law of Isaac McCoy, perhaps the besl Rncwn of these early nine-
teenth-century Baptist missionari d with the Sun from
its founding and worked with printer and missionary John G. Pratt af-
ter Meeker's departure. For more on Lykin's involvement with Meeker
and the Sun, see McMurtrie, “The Shawnee Sun,” 340-42. The author
accessed the Shawnee Sun, November 1841, Baptist Mission Press, on

microfilm (M7027) at the Miller Nichols Library, Special Collections,

University of Missouri-Kansas City. The paper also appears in its en-
tirety on Kansas Memory at www.kansasmemory.org/ item / 209847

8. Eleanor D. Meeker to Emoline R. Clough, August 10, 1838, M
617, Roll 1, Jotham Mecker Papers, Library and Archives Division,
Kansas State Historical Society, Topeka (hereafter cited as “Jotham
Meeker Papers”).
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participating in a broader Protestant movement that
stretched across both time and space.

As early as the 1640s, Puritan missionaries stressed
literacy among New England Algonquians. John Eliot
immigrated to Massachusetts in 1631 and was the first
Englishman to make a serious effort at learning the Al-
gonquian dialect spoken by New England Indians along
the Atlantic coast. In true Protestant form, Eliot stressed
literacy as an essential step toward conversion. With the
help of Native assistants, Eliot printed the entire Bible in
the Massachusett language in 1663, the first Bible ever
printed in North America.’ Just off the New England
coast, Eliot’s Puritan contemporary, Thomas Mayhew,
also used literacy to make major inroads among the
Wampanoag Indians of Martha’s Vineyard. Centuries
later American Baptists adopted similar approaches to
Native literacy and biblical authority. They also shared
with their predecessors the metaphor of light to describe
their missionary work among American Indians. In 1648,
Thomas Shepherd completed his work of Puritan mis-
siology, Clear Sun-shine of the Gospel Breaking forth upon
the Indians in New England.® Baptists evidently selected
even the title of the Shawnee Sun with great care, evoking
a centuries-old contrast between the light of the gospel
and the darkness of a sinful world.

Spurred on by nationalistic fervor and the Second
Great Awakening, nineteenth-century American Prot-
estants expanded on Eliot and Mayhew’s earlier work,
zealously establishing missions among different peoples
around the world. In contrast to their Puritan prectirsors,
nineteenth-century evangelicals placed greater religious
influence and autonomy in the hands of ordinary people.
An earlier emphasis on prolonged study and self-reflec-
tion yielded to more emotional responses to sermons
and reading the Bible." The various nineteenth-century
Protestant denominations differed subtly in their theolo-
gies and approaches to conversion, but all emphasized
the importance of literacy in spreading the gospel mes-
sage among potential converts. As one historian put it,

9. Jill Lepore, The Name of War: King Philip’s War and the Origins
of American Identity (New York: Vintage Books, 1998), 29-34; Hilary E.

Wyss, Writing Indians: Literacy, Christianity, and Native C y in
America (Amherst: University of Massacl Press, 2003), 42.
10. David Silverman, Faith and Boundaries: Colonists, Christi

ity, and Ci ity among the Wampanoag Indians of Martha’s Vineyard,
1600-1871 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 25.
11.RobertBerkhofer, Salvation and the Savage: An Analysis of Protestant

religious leaders during the Second Great Awakening
“were intoxicated with the potential of print.”" Shaw-
nees in 1841 recognized the missionaries’ devotion to
letters, journals, and—most of all—their holy book. The
Shawnee phrase for “Christian” found in the Sun—hi-
wekitiwe elane—translates literally as “someone that can
write” or “paper man.” Thus, even the Shawnees’ under-
standing of missionaries rested on the strong Protestant
attachment to the written word."

issionaries eager to place scripture in the

hands of their charges ran into a reoccur-

ring obstacle—the language barrier. Some

of the cultures that missionaries encoun-
tered did not have the Bible translated into their languages,
while other peoples had no written language at all. De-
nominations such as the Methodists preferred to instruct
their charges in English only. For instance, the principal
Methodist missionary to the Shawnees, Thomas Johnson,
supported exclusively English-language instruction at
the Shawnee Methodist schools.!* This approach solved
the dual problem of transcribing and translating foreign
languages, but it often delayed literacy among potential
converts. Baptists, on the other hand, recognized the im-
portance—or at least the practicality—of translating oral
languages into script and teaching indigenous peoples to
read in their own tongue.

By the time Jotham Meeker crossed the Mississippi in
the autumn of 1833 with his typesetting equipment, ink,
and paper in hand, the Baptist Board of Foreign Missions
already had dozens of printing presses employed in Asia,
Africa, and North America. According to an 1831 report,
the Baptist Board controlled forty presses worldwide.
During the 1830s the printing and translating efforts of
missionaries in Southeast Asia received extensive atten-
tion in the American Baptist Magazine, the primary pub-
lication of the Baptist General Convention. In Burma, or
what is now the Union of Myanmar, the Baptist mission-
ary Adoniram Judson worked for years on translating
the Bible into Burmese. Baptists at the Burma mission
looked forward to the day when they could print the Bi-
ble in Burmese to save millions who they believed were

12. Nathan O. Hatch, The Democratization of American Christianity
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989), 11.

13. The meaning of the term hiwekitiwe elane—as well as the

ing of other Shawnee words mentioned in this article—is based

Missions and American Indian Resp 1787-1862 (Lexington: University
of Kentucky, 1965), 1; Theda Purdue and Michael D. Green, The Cherokee
Removal: A B HisﬁnngﬁhDocumenls(Bmﬁn:BedfmdetMarﬁn’s,
2005), 45-46; “A Fall From Grace,” 18; Robert Abzug, “North

on George Blanchard's translation of the November 1841 issue of the

Shawnee Sun. Blanchard is one of approximately seventy fluent Shaw-

g}n speakers alive today. Without his command of both English and
b

Revivalism,” in Major Problems in the Early Republic, 1787-1845, ed. Sean
Wilentz (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 2008), 159-64.

; the Sum, and willingness to help me
understand the text, writing this essay would have been impossible.
14. Warren, The Shawnees and Their Neighbors, 108.
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“perishing in moral darkness.” In 1835 Judson printed
the first edition of the entire Burman Bible and viewed
this feat as the harbinger of a new, spiritually enlight-
ened era at the mission.'”

As Judson translated the Bible into Burmese, Jona-
than Wade engaged in his own linguistic endeavors
among the Karens at the Tavoy mission in southeastern
Burma, just west of present-day Thailand. Like Shaw-
nees prior to 1833, Karens spoke an oral language that
had no written form. Wade determined to develop a
system of writing for the Karen language and translate
scripture into it. In 1836 he successfully completed the
reduction of the Pgho Karen language to writing us-
ing Burman characters. With this new writing system in
place, the missionaries at Tavoy wrote a joint letter to the
Board requesting a press. They believed that if the Board
supplied them with printing equipment, their linguistic
work would “soon make the Karen nation around us a
reading and a Christian people.”'®

Baptist missionaries in Africa, too, considered devis-
ing a writing system necessary for their evangelism. At
the Ninth Triennial Meeting of the Baptist General Con-
vention, which was held in New York in 1838, the Com-
mittee on the African Mission reported the difficulty of
preaching to Africans who had no written language. Ac-
cording to the report, little progress could be made “un-
less the people are taught to read.” The committee’s top

15. American Baptist Magnzine 9 (January 1829): 31; American Bap-
tist Magazine 14 (July 1834): 361; Baptist Missionary Magazine 17 (Janu-
ary 1837): 3. After 1835, American Baptist Magazine's title became the
Baptist Missionary Magazine.

16. Baptist Missionary Magazine 17 (August 1837): 196.

The Shawnee Baptist Mission, labeled “Sha-
wanoe Mission Premises” in this drawing from
the History of American Missions to the
Heathen, from their Commencement to the
Present Time published in 1840, was one of
many denominational missions established in the
early nineteenth century in what would become
Kansas. In June 1832 Johnston Lykins located his
headquarters on land about three miles south of
Thomas Johnson's Shawnee Methodist Mission.
Soon additional missionaries arrived, and by the
time Isaac McCoy visited early that autumn, sig-
nificant physical progress had been accomplished.
“Their houses [including a school house] are not
completed,” observed McCoy, “but . . . they will
be substantial and comfortable buildings and
are pretty well situated.” The mission, which
operated until the mid-1850s, was also home to
Jotham Meeker's printing press operation.

priority, then, was “to form for the natives an alphabetical
language” and build schools for Africans’ instruction.”

For Baptists in Asia and Africa, literacy and Chris-
tianity went hand in hand. Protestant missionaries who
first settled among American Indians in the Pacific
Northwest during the 1830s also brought with them hab-
its that were “deeply bookish.” They wrote letters, read
reports, obeyed written laws, and adhered to a religion
structured around a holy book. Moreover, missionaries
sought to extend their literate habits to the Nez Perce
settled along the Columbia River and its tributaries. In
1839 a small printing press arrived in the Northwest at
Lapwai as a gift from Hawaiian missionaries. The Pres-
byterian missionary Henry Spalding and his associates
at Lapwai wasted no time in printing religious tracts in
a phonetic alphabet based on Roman types. Much to the
missionaries’ dismay, however, Indians did not learn to
read with the enthusiasm or speed that missionaries orig-
inally anticipated.' The Nez Perce, like many American
Indian communities elsewhere, demonstrated a strong
commitment to their religious beliefs and rituals in the
face of intense proselytizing.

Missionaries trekked over mountains and crossed
vast oceans to preach, teach, and, ultimately, convert.
They expected to find abject peoples eager to listen to
their message and read their religious publications. The

17. John Putnam and the Baptist General Convention for Foreign
Missions, Proceedings of the Ninth Triennial Meeting of the Baptist General
Conwention for Forei ions: Held in the city of New-York, April, 1838
(Boston: Press of John Putnam, 1838), 10.

18. Albert Furtwangler, Bringing Indians to the Book (Seattle: Uni-
versity of Washington Press, 2005), 10, 106-7.
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Baptist Board was not shy about its ethnocentric view
of truth, writing unabashedly in 1836, “the people will
read when the truth is put into their hands.”' Like their
counterparts in the United States, Baptist missionaries in
Asia and Africa understood the truths of scripture to be
self-evident. In their view, one only needed a Bible and
the ability to read its pages to realize that its life-saving
truth came directly from God.

In actuality, though, the Nez Perce that Spalding en-
countered in the Northwest and the emigrant tribes that
Meeker worked with in Kansas were not the welcom-
ing, malleable learners that missionaries supposed they
would be. They did not always read the Bible when it
was placed in their hands or listen to missionary sermons
when admonished that “a person who hates sermons
hates his own spirit.”” The Nez Perce and Shawnees
were active participants in their own Christianization,
not lumps of moist clay waiting to be molded by the
benevolent hands of Protestant missionaries. The gap
between missionary expectations and Native reality cre-
ated space for compromise and points to the dialogical
nature of Indian-missionary relations inherent in the
Shawnee Sun and Meeker’s linguistic work.

n his pioneering study on the Great Lakes region,
historian Richard White used a powerful meta-
phor—the “middle ground”—to describe Euro-
pean-Algonquian relationships prior to the War of
1812. According to White, accommodation and coexis-
tence characterized the middle ground, a place “in be-
tween” European cultural dominance and Algonquian
independence. This shared cultural world depended
on and grew from the inability of both Europeans and
Algonquians to achieve their divergent ends through
force.* Arguably, a sort of middle ground existed be-
tween emigrant Indians and Protestant missionaries
during the first two decades after removal. However, the

19. American Baptist Magazine 12 (June 1832): 174.

20. Shawmnee Sun, November 1841; Stephen Warren, “Rethink-
ing Assimilation: American Indians and the Practice of Christianity,
1800-1861," in Charity, Philanthropy, and Civility in American History,
eds. Lawrence ]. Friedman and Mark D. McGarvie (Cambridge.: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2004), 111-12, 120.

21. Richard White, The Middle Ground: Indians, Empires, and Repub-
lics in the Great Lakes Region, 1650-1815 (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1991), x, 52. James Merrell offers a contrasting perspective
on colonial Indian-white relations. He stresses the importance of “go-
betweens” that mediated the sharp differences between colonists and
Algonguians on the Pennsylvania frontier. His ruling metaphor is not
the middle ground but the woods, which separated two irreconcilable
worlds and was crossed by only a few intermediaries at their own risk.
James H. Merrell, Into the American Woods: Negotiators on the Pennsyl
nian Frontier (New York: Norton and Company, 1999).

A native of the Shenandoah Valley in Virginia, the Reverend Thomas

Johnson, pictured here, established the Methodist mission to the
Shawnees in 1830. Unlike Baplist missionaries Meeker and Lykins,
Johnson supported exclusively English-language instruction at the
Shawnee Methodist schools. Johnson retired from his work in Indian
education in 1858.

trans-Mississippi middle ground was not a shared eco-
nomic and cultural world as its eastern counterpart had
been because of the imbalanced power relations that ex-
isted on post-removal tribal lands. Christian missions could
be “intrusive, coercive, and destructive,” particularly in
the implementation of boarding schools, which sought
to strip Indian children from their families and detach
them from their traditional patterns of life. But in some
ways, “symbiotic exchange” continued to shape Indian-
missionary relations west of the Mississippi long after
it ceased to characterize relations between Algonquians
and European powers in the Great Lakes region.” Mis-

22. Neylan, The Heavens are Changing, 8-9; Jeremy Adelman and
Stephen Aron, “From Borderlands to Borders: Empires, Nation-States,
and the Peoples in Between in North American History,” American His-
torical Review 104 (June 1999): 819.
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sionaries had access to church funds, political influence,
and practical supplies that Indians needed to survive in
their new western lands. The removed tribes, on the other
hand, had what missionaries desired most—mastery of
Algonquian languages, children to send to boarding
schools, and ultimately, souls to convert. Both missionar-
ies and Shawnees could allocate or withhold these desir-
ables in a way that promoted their disparate interests.
Protestant missionaries who moved to present-day
Kansas brought with them grandiose plans for the Indians’
salvation. When they arrived, though, missionaries encoun-
tered people who requested clothes, ploughs, food, and
a practical education instead of sermons and baptisms.”
Moreover, the removed Indians had skills on which mis-
sionaries depended, and they maintained the ability to un-
dermine missionary success by resisting evangelists’ efforts

at Indian reform. If missionaries wanted to advance their *

own agenda, they needed to stay receptive to Shawnee in-
terests. Thus, the unique conditions of Indian-missionary
relations in Indian country allowed Shawnee intermediar-
ies to exert limited influence over their would-be convert-
ers and to play integral roles in the missionaries” work as
exhorters, preachers, interpreters, and translators.**

In fact, missionaries relied on the Indians they
hoped to convert more than they would have preferred
and certainly more than they generally acknowledged
in their reports and letters. Many of the contemporary
documents penned by Baptists overlooked the dialogue
between Shawnees and Baptists inherent in the mission-
ization process. For instance, Isaac McCoy, one of the
leading Baptist missionaries among the removed tribes,
credited Baptist ingenuity alone for the creation of Meek-
er’s orthography when, in actuality, Shawnees played an
important role in its development and acceptance. In
June 1836 McCoy wrote proudly to Lewis Cass, the sec-
retary of war under President Andrew Jackson, about
“the circumstances of teaching the Indians to read in
their several mother tongues and upon what we term the
New System.” According to McCoy, the principal virtue
of the “new system”—the written form of Shawnee on
which the Shawnee Sun is based—was its simplicity. Mc-
Coy bragged that the system was “so exceedingly sim-
ple” that even adult Shawnees, “unaccustomed to the
study of letters, can learn to read in their own language

23. Joseph B. Herring, The Enduring Indians of Kansas: A Century and
a Half of Acculturation (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1990), 77~
80. For an earlier comparison of compromise and adaptation bety
missionaries and eastern Indians see William McLoughlin, Cherokees and
Missionaries, 1789-1839 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984).

24. Warren, The S and Their Neig 111.

T e = W

in the course of a few weeks.” Because of the orthog-
raphy’s simplicity, McCoy later argued, “it ought to
be introduced among all nations destitute of a written
language.”*

eeker's system of writing diverged from
other methods in use at the time—for in-
stance, Sequoyah’s eighty-five character
Cherokee syllabary—because it used Eng-
lish letters to represent specific sounds in Algonquian lan-
guages. According to McCoy’s description, “every uncom-
pounded sound which can be distinguished by the ear” was
assigned a particular English letter®® English characters,
then, were not pieced together to form syllables, which in
turn formed words, as in the English system of spelling.
Rather, Meeker’s system was strictly phonetic and made
the task of learning to read and spell much easier be-
cause words were necessarily written as they were pro-
nounced. McCoy was enthusiastic about the new system
because its supposed simplicity promised to open the
doors of literacy to more Shawnees while keeping the
cost of printing low by using English typefaces.”
According to McCoy, the new system's simplicity
was not just theoretical, but evident in the ease with
which some Shawnees learned to read. In an 1835 let-
ter to Indian agent Richard Cummins, McCoy reported,
“About 40 [Shawanoes] have learned to read the Sha-
wanoe language and about 15 to write.”” If McCoy’s fig-
ure is accurate, then only 2 percent of the approximately
two thousand Shawnees living in pre-territorial Kansas
could read in 1835. The Shawnee readership for the Sun
and other missionary publications, then, was quite small.
This fact did not stop McCoy from believing that a social
and spiritual revolution was underway among American
Indians: “Never since the education of the aborigines was

25. Isaac McCoy, History of Baptist Indian Missions: Embracing Re-
marks on the Former and Present Condition of the Aboriginal Tribes, Their
Settlement within Indian Territory and Their Future Prospects (Washington:
William M. Morrison, 1840; New York: Johnson Reprint Corporation,
1970), 472; Isaac McCoy to Lewis Cass, June 10, 1836, M 1129, Roll 9,
Isaac McCoy Papers, Library and Archives Division, Kansas State His-
torical Society, Topeka (hereafter cited as “Isaac McCoy Papers”).

26. McCoy, History of Baptist Indian Missions, 473. For more on
Sequoyah and the Cherokee syllabary, see Jill Lepore, A is for Ameri-
can: Letters and Characters in the Newly United States (Mew York: Knopf,
2002), 63-90; Theda Perdue, “The Sequoyah Syllabary and Cultural
Revitalization,” in Perspectives on the Southeast: Linguistics, Archaeology,
and Ethnohistory, ed. Patricia B. Kwachka (Athens: University of Geor-
gia Press, 1994), 116-26. 3

27. Isaac McCoy, Annual Register of Indian Affairs Within the Indian
{or Western) Territory (Shawanoe Baptist Mission: |. G. Pratt, 1836), 2:26;
Lambertson, “Servant,” 18-19.

28. Isaac McCoy to R. W. Cummins, September 10, 1835, M1129,
Roll 8, Isaac McCoy Papers. 3
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Isaac McCoy was born in Uniontown, Pennsylvania, and raised in
Louisville, Kentucky. At nineteen he moved to Indian Territory and
spent much of the rest of his life working as a Baptist missionary
among the removed tribes. McCoy, who sat for this portrait in 1831,
did not always acknowledge the role that Indians played in their own
education, as when he credited Baptist ingenuity alone for the cre-
ation of Meeker's orthography though the Shawnees who studied with
Meeker and other missionaries played an important role in its devel-
opment and acceptance.

first attempted have so many learned to read with so little
labor and cost.”” McCoy proudly credited Meeker and
his fellow Baptist missionaries for the ingenuity and sim-
plicity of the new orthography. Lost in much of McCoy's
writing was the integral role Shawnees played in the im-
plementation and success of the new system.,

In nearly all his work Meeker cooperated directly
with the Shawnees he hoped to convert. This proved
particularly true for his Shawnee-language publica-
tions. Meeker relied on a core of Native assistants cen-
tered around Joseph DeShane and Blackfeather to help
him translate texts and create a comprehensible religious

29. McCoy, Annual Register, 26.

message for their kinsmen. DeShane and Blackfeather,
both of whom were important supporters of mission-
ary work on the reservation, contributed regularly to the
Shawnee Sun, including the eighth issue printed in Feb-
ruary 1836. In July, Meeker again met with both men to
look over the ninth issue of the Sun before it headed to
the press. He scribbled in his journal: “Read the Sun with
Deshane and with Blackfeather, and correct it.”*

Ithough Baptists printed Shawnee-language
texts with great ardor, Methodists focused
mainly on English-language instruction
among the emigrant tribes. They did, how-
ever, reluctantly print some material in Algonquian lan-
guages using a system similar to Sequoyah’s Cherokee syl-
labary. This system of writing was relatively complicated,
expensive, and, as a result, used sparingly.” Despite the
Methodists’ preference for English-language instruction
and disdain for the Baptists’ orthography, an influential
sect of Shawnees urged the Methodists to abandon their
syllabary and adopt the Baptists’ new system. Shawnees
held a council on June 15, 1834, and decided to adopt
Meeker’s system of writing. Meeker commented on the
Shawnees” approval of the orthography in a letter three
days later: “The Indians seem so well pleased with it that
on last Sabbath, the 15th inst., all who have learnt to read
according to the syllabic plan, together with all the Meth-
odist Indians met at the Methodist mission house, and
in public council decided to drop their mode of writing
and to adopt ours.”* The day after the Shawnee council,
Thomas Johnson spoke with Meeker about using the Bap-
tist orthography to print texts for Shawnee Methodists.
Losing potential converts who preferred written instruc-
tion in their own language was a risk Johnson did not want
to take. The Shawnee council and subsequent Methodist
acceptance of the new system reveal that even Meeker's or-
thography, which McCoy bragged was brilliant and revo-
lutionary, needed Shawnee acceptance to become the pre-
dominant method of printing on the reservation.”
. Exactly why the Baptists’ Shawnee-language print-
ing found strong support among some Shawnees re-
mains uncertain. Most likely, Shawnees recognized that

30. Quoted in McMurtrie and Allen, Jotham Meeker, 77; see also
Warren, The Shawnees and Their Neighbors, 111-12; McMurtrie, “The
Shawnee Sun,” 340.

31. Lambertson, “Servant,” 30-31.

32. Jotham Meeker to Lucius Bolles, June 18, 1834, M617, Roll 1,
Jotham Meeker Papers.

33. Stephen Warren, “The Baptists, the Methodists, and the Shaw-
nees: Conflicting Cultures in Indian Territory, 1833-1834," Kansas His-
tory: A Journal of the Central Plains 17 (Autumn 1994): 159; Abing, “A
Fall From Grace,” 101-2.
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it fulfilled a practical need within their community; lit-
eracy was vital to effectively dealing with government
officials and treaty negotiators.* Perhaps it also gave
Shawnees a stronger sense of cultural identity during a
time in which missionaries, reformers, and government
officials pushed for profound political, social, and reli-
gious change within Indian communities. Regardless of
the exact reasons, the adoption of Meeker’s method of
writing appears to have been a product of subtle nego-
tiation and indirect compromise. Missionaries preferred
to instruct Shawnees in English, but the practical advan-
tages of Shawnee-language instruction coupled with the
Shawnees’ desire to be taught in their own language
pushed missionaries to change their strategies. In the
end, compromise and adaptation helped bridge the gap
between missionary linguistic goals and Algonquian
wishes in Indian country during the 1830s and 1840s.

Algonquian-language instruction represented an
overlap of Shawnee and Baptist interests on tribal lands.
Both sides benefited—albeit in different ways—from
Meeker’s orthography and Shawnee literacy. However,
instructing Shawnees to read in their own language for
the sake of spiritual salvation was just one component of
the missionary enterprise in Indian country. The scope
of mission work reached well beyond preaching the gos-
pel to encompass extensive efforts to “civilize” Indians.™
Although Shawnees displayed a general support for the
linguistic work of missionaries, many resisted more in-
vasive and manipulative components of the Americans’
civilization program.

he November 1841 issue of the Shawnee Sun
highlights both missionary attempts to trans-
form Algonquian ways of life using the written
word and widespread Shawnee resistance to
Christianity and the cultural demands associated with it.
Under the subtitle “A sermon by a wise man,” which was
most likely an allusion to King Solomon, the Sun's editor
preached, “When a man lives a certain way, he makes
God happy, and God allows man to have a better rela-
tionship with Him.”* In addition to reading the Bible

‘and religious tracts, potential converts were expected

to break cleanly from their pre-Christian past. Mission-
aries began to equate the Christian way of life with an
idealized form of Anglo-American cultural practices, a
conflation that had direct ramifications on their attitudes

34, Warren, The Shawnees and Their Neighbors, 112.
35. Purdue and Green, The Cherokee Removal, 45-46.
36. Shaumee Sun, November 1841. _

toward Native American lifestyles.” As historian Daniel
Richter put it, because missionaries were “unable to sep-
arate Christianity from European culture,” they persis-
tently “hammered home the sinfulness of basic patterns
of behavior rooted in Native culture.”*

Undermining and transforming Native culture and
religion was intimately connected to Indian missions
from the time of John Eliot in the 1640s. With seventeenth-
century Puritan identity firmly rooted in English culture,
Eliot expected Indian converts to repudiate their past
and become carbon copies of English men and women.
To facilitate this transformation, Eliot established “pray-
ing towns” for Algonquian converts so that they could
be isolated from their non-Christian kinsmen and in-
structed in English religion, education, and agricultural
practices.” Exhibiting a similar mentality, nineteenth-

+ century missionaries introduced Anglo-American agri-

cultural practices, understandings of gender, and family
structure in their attempts to reorder Shawnee society.
Within Algonquian societies, women typically worked
the field and tended crops while men were responsible
for seasonal hunting and fishing. Shawnee women and
men were no different. In fact, their gender-based divi-
sion of labor was deeply rooted in their religious prac-
tices. The spring and fall Bread Dances, the two principal
Shawnee rituals, reinforced the tribe’s gender roles. The
spring Bread Dance celebrated the role of women as food
providers and agriculturists during the growing season;
the fall Bread Dance emphasized the role of men as hunt-
ers in the autumn and winter months. Shawnee women
and men thus fulfilled complementary economic roles
within their culture. Although this gender-based divi-
sion of labor was both convenient for Shawnees and
embedded in their religion, it seemed unnatural and in-
efficient to American missionaries.”

In American society industrialization defined dis-

tinct roles for men and women. The home and domestic
tasks became the domain of women while industry and
capitalism were the responsibility of men. Accordingly,

37. Neylan, The Heavens Are Changing, 256; Purdue and Green, The
Cherokee Removal, 11; Satz, American Indian Policy, 246-78; Kevin Abing,
“A Holy Battleground: Methodist, Baptist and Quaker Missionaries
among Shawnee Indians, 1830-1844," Kansas Hislory: A Journal of the
Central Plains 21 (Summer 1998): 120.

38. Daniel Richter, Facing East from Indian Country: A Native History
of Early America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001), 124.

39. Neal Salisbury, “Red Puritans: The ‘Praying Indians’ of Mas-

sachusetts Bay and John Eliot,” William and Mary Quarterly 31 (Spring

1974): 27-54; Wyss, Writing Indians, 17-18.

40. James H dy Sk !: The C talism of a Native Ameri-
can Tribe and Its Cultural Background (Athens: Ohio University Press,
1981), 44, 223-24, 245; Warren, The Shawnee and Their Neighbors, 44,
50-52; Richter, Facing East from Indian Country, 5.
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These two pages are all that survive of the Shawnee Sun, which ran irregularly from 1835 to 1844. The publication
was the first periodical to be printed in what is now Kansas and, if classified as a newspaper, the first in the United
States to be written solely in an American Indian language. In the pages that follow this reproduction of the Sun,
George Blanchard, a respected elder of the Absentee Sh Tribe of Oklat and James Beatty offer a translation
of the newspaper’s text.
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encouraged them to live like animals; but, God tried to
correct all those that lived that way.

When a man sleeps with a woman and leaves her,
he is disrespected forever; when a woman does this to
a man, she will always do no good. When these two
live a good life, their children will know them. They
also will not have a separate heart because death is the
only thing that will separate them. But God allows a
man to separate from a mean woman.

Two ways."*

There are two different paths to follow. One way
leads to the big rock place.”” One way to the bad snake
place.” Jesus teaches how go to the big rock place.
The bad snake teaches how to go to the bad snake
place. Some will follow Jesus. Some the bad snake. My
friend, which way is the right road? Will you go to the
big rock place or the bad snake place? That's why it's
important to try to learn.

The good way we lived is gone. When we were
children, we lived one way because we didn’t have the
knowledge of what is good and what is bad.

When we became of age, we started knowing.
That's when we started following the bad snake and
we closed our ears. At first, anger was taught by the
bad snake. That's no good. He teaches how to argue.
That’s no good. He teaches not to respect your elders.
That's no good. He teaches to stop the Sabbath, That's
no good. He teaches to hate God. That's no good. He
teaches to kill. That's no good. He teaches sexual pro-
miscuity. That's no good. He teaches how to steal.
That's no good. He teaches how to tell a lie. That's no
good. He teaches how to cheat. That's no good. He
teaches how to get drunk. That's no good. He teaches
hotheadedness, and also cursing. That's no good. He
teaches how to enjoy fighting for someone else. That's
no good. He teaches man how to leave his wife. That's
no good. He teaches woman how to leave her hus-
band. That's no good. He teaches women how to abort
their children. That's no good. He teaches how to quit
thinking about elders and also children. He teaches
how to race horses. That’s no good. He teaches how to
go todance. That's no good. He teaches how to pray for

14. The followi uates Sh and frontier cul-
mmmﬂnpaﬂ\lumwhenﬂnauﬁmmbnblym
the “two ways” from Matthew 7:13-14.
mmmm&magbwlpmm&lln% o
mology. \ ding of after-
life to convey the Christian

16. The bad m&l&eplmls&iephoe whﬂeﬂnbadanake(dewl)
resides—hell.

That's no good. He teaches not to respect each other.
That's no good. He teaches how to pray to the sick
person’s spirit. That's no good. He teaches all kinds
of evil. All of this comes from the bad snake. This is
what happens when you follow the bad snake. This is
the path to the bad snake place. God said that all liars,
and drunks, and the sexually immoral, and those that
encourage hotheadedness are going to a lake of fire
on the other side. God said, He chases the bad people
to the bad snake place. That way is no good. If you all
follow this path you will die. The bad snake will try to
make you his friend so that you burn on the other side.
When he gets you there, there is no doubt he will burn
you; and not put out the fire. God will feel sorry for you
if you slide that way. Now, hear this what He teaches.
He teaches that church is the way to the good life.

Love God with all your heart, and strength, and
mind; in earnest.”” He teaches so that you will not kill,
5o that you will not steal. So that you will not gossip.
So that you will not cheat. So that you will not lie. So
that you will not curse. So that you will not get mad.
So that you will not argue. So that you will not get
drunk. So that you will not go to dance.

He teaches how to love those who live close to
you as if you yourself are teaching to treat someone
different the same as yourself. [Last half sentence left
untranslated for lack of necessary information.]

17. See Deuteronomy 6:5; Matthew 22:37.

missionaries viewed men as the appropriate year-round
providers for families and sought to eliminate the role of
women as farmers within Indian societies.! As early as
1813, Quaker missionaries encouraged Shawnee men to

leave the forests for the fields and Shawnee women to-

leave the fields for the home where they could master do-
mestic arts. Although this shift seemed natural to Quak-
ers, it was emasculating for Shawnee men, demeaning to
Shawnee women, and alien to both sexes. Missionaries
also encouraged Shawnees to break up their communal
fields into smaller plots that could be worked by individ-
ual families. Many Americans at the time idealized the
yeoman farmer and regarded patriarchal families that
supported themselves on their own parcel of land as the
foundation of republicanism.*

41. Theda Purdue, Cherokee Women: Gender and Culfure Change,
17001835 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1998), 173, 189.

42. McLoughlin, Cherokees and Missionaries, 8; Warren, The Shatw-
nees and Their Neighbors, 50-52; Purdue, Cherokee Women, 188.
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By the time Baptists printed the November 1841 is-
sue of the Sun, Shawnees had already adopted aspects
of American farming that suited their needs. However,
missionaries continued to project the values of their
male-dominated society onto Native communities by
placing more power into the hands of men and teach-
ing female subservience.* Instead of regarding men and
women as equal and complementary, most missionaries
saw gender as hierarchical, with women subordinate to
men. Historian Barbara Welter pointed out in her semi-
nal work on gender that the nineteenth-century concept
of “true womanhood” embraced “piety, purity, submis-
siveness, and domesticity.” In the missionaries’ world-
view, a true woman lived out these ideals, first and
foremost, through chastity and marital fidelity. Sexual
freedom degraded women, threatened the role of men
as head of the household, and subverted civic order.*

In their attempts to promote permanent, patriarchal
Shawnee households on the Kansas frontier, Baptists
used the Shawnee Sun to underscore the sacredness of
monogamous relationships and preach against sexual
promiscuity. Under the subheading “More talk,” the
Sun's editor provided an abridged version of Genesis 2
that focused on the God-ordained relationship between
man and woman: “In the beginning, God made one man,
then one woman. Then God gave man this woman; they
became one. . .. God created man and woman so that they
would become one flesh.” Furthermore, a relationship
between a man and woman was not to be entered into
lightly: “When a man sleeps with a woman and leaves
her, he is disrespected forever; when a woman does this
to a man, she will always do no good.” Missionaries per-
ceived Native marriages as casual arrangements because
Algonquians understood marriage more loosely than
Baptists did. In contrast to Shawnee relationships, mis-
sionary marriages were seen as contractual agreements,
binding one man to one woman for life.*

The different views of marriage that existed on the
reservation came to a head in 1840, when an Ottawa man
named Wasaumsa, “threw away his medicine and began
to pray.” According to missionary and editor Johnston
Lykins, Wasaumsa showed an interest in being baptized
and joining the Baptist Church.* However, tension arose

43. mu Sue Kidwell, “Comment: Native American Women’s

y,” Ethnohistory 43 (Autumn 1996): 721-25;
Purdue .md Green, The Cherokee Removal, 12.

44. Barbara Welter, “The Cult of Trne Womanhood: 1820-1860,"
American Quarterly 18 (Summer 1966): 152; Purdue, Cherokee Women,
% 1?5'4153:1‘10!!!5% MNovember 1941; Purdue, Cherokee Women, 191-92.

46. Johnston Lykins to Isaac McCoy, April 2, 1840, M1129, Roll 10,
Isaac McCoy Papers.

when Baptists discovered he had two wives. Missionar-
ies decided to baptize the man and his wives but refused
to admit them to a full standing in the church because
“polygamy is contrary to the word of God, and even,
to the light of nature.”¥ Multiple-partner relationships
among Shawnees were not especially prevalent but did
occur frequently enough to attract criticism from the
Shawnee Prophet, the early nineteenth-century religious
visionary and brother of Tecumseh. As part of his pre-re-
moval religious revival in Ohio, The Prophet condemned
the Shawnee practice of polygamy.* The example of Wa-
saumsa illustrates the different assumptions Shawnees
and Baptists maintained about marriage and family or-
ganization. Gendered understandings of work and an
emphasis on long-lasting husband-wife relationships
structured around male authority colored the mission-
aries’ civilization program in their attempt to transform
Indians into their own likeness. Furthermore, changes
from communal cooperation to individual farming con-
veniently increased Indian reliance on government of-
ficials and missionaries, giving Indian reformers more
leverage in advancing their agenda.

ust as missionaries tried to transform Algonquian

gender roles and regularize Shawnee family life,

they also tried to model Shawnee Christianity af-

ter their own styles of worship. Contrary to the

expectations of some reformers at the time, the
emigrant Indians of Kansas were not blank slates wait-
ing to be enlightened by the religious teachings of white
missionaries. In fact, Shawnees believed in an array of
deities and engaged in various rituals that reflected their
religious convictions.*” Like all peoples, the Shawnees’
religious beliefs, cosmology, and ceremonies were cen-
tral to their own identity.

At the head of the Shawnee pantheon was the Su-
preme Being or Great Spirit. Baptists identified the
Great Spirit with their own notion of God, and tried
to capitalize on this instance of convergence between

Shawnee and Christian beliefs. In the Sun, for example,

missionaries used the Shawnee word for Great Spirit—
Tapalamalikwa—when referring to God. Although most
Shawnees acknowledge the Great Spirit today, he re-
mains only vaguely conceptualized. Some time during

47. 5. Chapin to Isaac McCoy, April 21, 1840, M1129, Roll 10, [saac
McCoy Papers.

48, R. David. Edmunds, The Shawnee Prophet (Lincoln: University
of Nebraska Press, 1983), 33—

49. Charlesf" llend, ‘“S]' in Handbook of North American
Indians, ed. Bruce G. Trigger ﬂ"\i'ashington Smithsonian Institution,
1978), 15:628.
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the nineteenth-century there appears to have been a shift
in religious emphasis away from the Great Spirit, a male
deity, to Our Grandmother, a female deity. Shawnees
typically view Our Grandmother as more approachable
and intimately connected to the affairs of this world.®
Although lesser deities existed in Shawnee religion,
such as the grandson of Our Grandmother, Corn Woman,
and Thunderbirds, Our Grandmother generally played
the most central role in Shawnee ceremonialism. For in-
stance, Shawnees credited the origin of the spring and fall
Bread Dances to Our Grandmother. During the spring
Bread Dance, Shawnees gave thanks to Our Grandmother
and to lesser deities and asked for blessing in the coming
agricultural season. General fertility and the female role
as farmer were emphasized. The fall Bread Dance, held at
the end of the agricultural season, serves as a ceremony

of thanksgiving for a bountiful harvest and a prayer for .

successful hunts during the coming months.*

Ceremonial dances reinforced and reflected Shaw-
nee religion, cosmology, and history, but they elicited
thoughts of heathenism—even Satanism—in missionary
imaginations. On the second page of the Sun, the editor
developed a long list of diabolic activities that contrast
with the correct way of living. The Sun preached against
things typically considered immoral, for instance killing,
stealing, lying, and cursing—activities that both Shaw-
nees and white frontiersmen engaged in too frequently
in the Baptists’ opinion. But the editor also insisted that
the devil “teaches how to go to dance” and “how to
pray for your spirit and for your medicine for no rea-
son.” Ceremonial dances and Shawnee prayers had no
place within the Baptists’ biblical worldview. Missionar-
ies associated these rituals with traditional Shawnee reli-
gion and hoped to supplant them with Anglo-American
forms of Christian worship. In missionary eyes, Shaw-
nee religion and unadulterated Christianity were mutu-
ally exclusive belief systems.™ g

To convince Shawnees that they were sinful and in
need of salvation, missionaries had to engage in a sort of
“religious translation.” In other words, Baptists had to pres-
ent Christianity in a way that made sense to Shawnees.”

50. Howard, Shawnee!, 162-90.

51. Howard, Shawnee!, 288, 296, 245; Callender, “Shawnee,” 628;
Warren, The Shawnees and Their Neighbors, 50-51.

52. Shawnee Sun, November 1841; Silverman, Faith and Boundaries,
65; Neylan, The Heavens Are Changing, 101.

53. In his study of Wampanoag Christianity on Martha's Vine-
yard, David Silverman argued that Puritan missionaries had to “filter
Christian teachings through Wampanoag religious ideas, terminology,
and practices—an approach one might call religious translation.” A

In their attempls to promote per t, patriarchal Sk house-
holds on the Kansas frontier, Baptists used the Shawnee Sun fo
underscore the sacredness of T relationships and preach
against sexual promiscuity. Multiple-partner relationships among
Shawonees were not especially prevalent but did occur frequently
enough to attract criticism from the Shawnee Prophet, the early nine-
teenth-century religious visionary and brother of Tecumseh. As part
of his pre-removal religious revival in Ohio, The Prophet, pictured
here, condemned the Shawnee practice of polygamy.

Just as Meeker’s Algonquian-language orthography al-
lowed missionaries to cross the language barrier, the act
of religious translation promised to bridge the cultural
and religious divide that separated Baptists and Shaw-

nees. The process of religious translation—again, like the

process of language translation—necessarily involved
Native participants. In his study on Jesuits and Illinois
Indians, Tracy Leavelle wrote, “Translation between
languages involved active mediation between cultures
and thrust participants in the language encounter into a
series of negotiations over meaning.”* In other words,
translating between languages and between religions al-
lowed both missionary and Indian participants to inject
meaning into the terms and ideas addressed.

less culturally flexible than the Mayhew family that worked with

Wampanoags. Silverman, Faith and Boundaries, 33.
54. Tracy Leavelle! “Bad Things’ and ‘Good Hearts': Mediation,

similar process took place in Indian territory; however, mi ies Meaning, and the L ge of lllinois Christianity;” Church History 76
working among the removed Algonquian tribes appear to have been (June 2007): 370.
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Two terms from the Sun that have already been
mentioned—the Shawnee words for “Christian” and
“God"”—reflect the way in which translating Christian
concepts into Shawnee created room for an indigenous
understanding of Christianity. Shawnees understood
Christians as people attached to the written word, and
thus referred to them as “someone that can write” or “pa-
per men.” To Shawnees, the most distinctive feature of
missionaries was not their light complexion, stiff clothes,
or abstruse language, but the letters, journals, and holy
book to which they were adamantly attached. In addi-
tion, the Sun’s editor chose the word Tapalamalikwa, or
“Great Spirit,” for God, which coincided with the Shaw-
nees’ understanding of the Supreme Being.*

Similarly, missionaries tried to convey the concepts
of heaven and hell in an intelligible manner to their In-
dian audience. Shawnees envisioned an afterlife, but not
an afterlife in which some individuals received eternal
punishment and others everlasting paradise based on
their beliefs and actions on earth. Protestants struggled
to convince Shawnees that correct belief and proper ac-
tion in this life led to one of two fates: “There are two
different paths to follow. One way leads to heaven. One
way to hell. Jesus teaches how to go to heaven. The devil
teaches how to go to hell. Some will follow Jesus. Some
the devil. My friend, which way is the right road? Will
you go to heaven or hell?”* For the foreign concepts of
heaven and hell to make sense to Shawnees, missionar-
ies, with the help of Native assistants, had to use terms
consistent with Shawnee ideas about reality. Within
Shawnee religious ideology, evil took the form of Giant
Horned Snakes that lurked in deep rivers and lakes. Mis-
sionaries used Shawnees' understanding of the Giant
Horned Snakes to express the ideas of Satan and hell.”
Throughout the Sun the devil is referred to as the mice-
minato, or “bad snake.” Baptists were presumably com-
fortable with this understanding of Satan because many
Christians identified him with the serpent in the Garden
of Eden. Because “the devil teaches how to go to hell,”
the word for hell used in the Sun—miceminatoke—trans-
lates as “bad snake place.”™

By linking the Christian notion of the devil and hell
to the Shawnee idea of Giant Horned Snakes, mission-
aries tried to scare Shawnees into accepting Christian-
ity. The Sun painted hell as a miserable place of fire and
pain, and warned that “the devil will try to make you his

55. Shatnee Sun, November 1841,

56. Ibid ; see also Howard, Shaumnee!, 163-68.
57. Howard, Shawnee!, 176-77.

58, Shawnee Sun, November 1841,

friend so that you burn on the other side. When he gets
you there, there is no doubt he will burn you; and not
put out the fire.” Arguing, killing, lying, getting drunk,
leaving one’s spouse, racing horses, going to dance, and
praying for medicine—"All of this,” explained the edi-
tor of the Sun, “comes from the devil” and “is the path
to hell.” Accordingly, salvation rested in renouncing
these evil practices and following the way of Jesus who
“teaches how to go to heaven.”™ The path to heaven,
unsurprisingly, involved complying with the mission-
aries’ call for literacy and cultural change. Missionaries
could not conceive of Shawnees connecting with God on
their own terms or through their own rituals; God was in
the Bible and church, not ceremonial dances and sacred
bundles.

Largely because of their strict condemnation of Amer-
ican Indian culture and religion, missionaries encoun-
tered strong resistance to Christianity among removed
tribes during the 1830s. When Jotham Meeker discussed
the possibility of laboring among the Ottawas in 1833,
an Ottawa chief replied that the Bible had been given to
whites, not Indians. Missionaries, he argued, should keep
their religion to themselves because Ottawas “had a re-
ligion of their own, and they wished to keep peaceable
possession of it.”* The Ottawa chief's response to Meek-
er’s request reflected the Indian idea of religious separa-
tion that dated back at least to the mid-1700s. According
to this “theology of separation,” God created Indians,
blacks, and whites separately and gave them different
religions. Interracial conversion was pointless because
Christianity applied only to whites and Native religions
applied only to Indians. Some American Indians, such as
the Ottawa chief, employed this theory of polygenesis to
counter the efforts of their would-be converters.*

Tension between Christianity and the tribe’s ances-
tral religion created disagreement and fragmentation
within the tribe. In 1834, when roughly 80 percent of
Shawnees were non-Christians, a resistance movement
formed with the goal of expelling missionaries from the
reservation. The number of Shawnees involved in the

“rebellion will never be fully known, Isaac McCoy down-

played the incident to his eastern authorities, reporting
that only a handful of Shawnees were discontent with
the missionaries’ presence. McCoy’s ability to filter in-
formation to government officials reveals the imbalanced

59. Ibid.

60. Jotham Meeker to Lucius Bolles, November 29, 1833, M 617,
Roll 1, Jotham Meeker Papers.

61. Gregory Dowd, A Spirited Resistance: The North American In-
dian Struggle For Linity, 1745-1815 (Baltimore: John Hopkins University
Press, 1992), 21-30.
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power relations present on the reservation.®* Nonethe-
less, the independence movement must have served as
a reminder to missionaries that Christians were still a
minority on tribal lands. In fact, numbers for the Shaw-
nee Baptist church throughout the 1830s were meager.
In 1838 the Shawnee Baptist Church boasted only eleven
Native members—three of whom were Shawnee. The
Methodist Church among the Shawnees had an only
slightly more impressive number of eighty Native mem-
bers.** Shawnee resistance to missionaries, evident in the
push to expel missionaries from tribal lands in 1834 and
meager church membership throughout the 1830s, dem-
onstrated their general opposition to the missionaries’
religious and cultural message. And as the content of the
Sun indicates, ceremonial dances and Shawnee forms of
prayer persisted into the 1840s despite intense pressure
from missionaries to abandon such practices.

he Shawnee Sun is intriguing because it points
to Shawnee-missionary collaboration, on the
one hand, and widespread Shawnee resistance
to the broader cultural and religious demands
associated with Christianity on the other. While working
on tribal lands in present-day Kansas, Protestant mis-

62. Warren, “The Baptists, the Methodists, and the Shawnees,”
160; Warren, The Shatonees and Their Neighbors, 109; Abing, “A Fall from
Grace,” 178-79.

63. Isaac McCoy, Annunl Register of Indian Affairs Within the Indian (or
Western) Territory (Shawanoe Baptist Mission: J. G. Pratt, 1838, 4:62-63.

While working on tribal lands in
present-day Kansas, Protestant mis-
sionaries, such as the one pictured
here poring over a text with potential
converts in Isaac McCoy's History
of Baptist Indians Missions (1840),
tried to dictate the terms of subsistence
and salvation. Literacy and the power
of the press promised to shift more
influence into the hands of missionar-
ies and transform Indian life into an
idealized version of Christian Anglo-
Americanism. The Shawnee, however,
were active participants in the changes
taking place on the reservation and of-
ten rejected the proselytizing efforts of
missionaries.

sionaries tried to dictate the terms of subsistence and sal-
vation. Literacy and the power of the press promised to
shift more influence into the hands of missionaries and
transform Indian life into an idealized version of Chris-
tian Anglo-Americanism. By printing scripture and re-
ligious tracts in an Algonquian-language orthography,
Jotham Meeker and his fellow missionaries hoped to
beget a new era among the removed Woodland Indian
tribes. Isaac McCoy believed that if an ample supply of
missionaries could be employed to instruct Indians to
read in their own language, “a revolution among them
might speedily be effected.”®

Much to the Baptists’ frustration, a revolution of the
magnitude McCoy envisioned never occurred because
Shawnees were not amorphous lumps of clay waiting tobe
shaped into clones of white missionaries. Rather, they were
active participants in the changes taking place on the reser-
vation. Despite the efforts of men such as Meeker, DeShane,
and Blackfeather, missionaries and Shawnee Christians
were unable to develop an effective Christian vernacular
that spoke to the majority of Shawnees. During the first two
decades following removal, examples of Shawnee-mission-
ary cooperation were overshadowed by a widespread re-
jection of Christianity. In the end, the Shawnee Sun speaks
just as loudly to Shawnee cultural persistence in the face of
intense proselytizing as it does to the importance of literacy
to Second Great Aivakening missionaries. . [KH]

64. McCoy, Annual Register of Indian Affairs, 2:27.
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Portrait from 1. Garland Penn’s The Afro-American Press and its Editors (Springfield, Mass.: Willey & Co., 1891).
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W. B. TOWNSEND AND THE
STRUGGLE AGAINST RACIST
VIOLENCE IN LEAVENWORTH

by Brent M. S. Campney

mong the truest men in the State of Kansas to-day, is that young man of Leavenworth W. B.
Townsend,” proclaimed the Topeka Colored Citizen in 1878. “If he is spared to be a few years
- older,” it predicted, “he will be known as one of the leading colored men of the nation.” Upon
learning of his death thirty-nine years later, the Topeka Plaindealer, a black weekly, recorded that
Townsend had fulfilled these soaring expectations. “He was bold, brave and fearless and stood bravely
for the rights of his people no matter how great the odds,” it remembered. “His good deeds will ever live
in the memory of Kansas and Kansans.”! Although his black contemporaries expressed conviction that
Townsend’s works would long outlive him, this extraordinary Kansan has largely been forgotten. This
study seeks to remedy in part that historical oversight, focusing as it does on Townsend's struggle against
racist violence in Leavenworth, Kansas, around the turn of the twentieth century. Drawing primarily on
newspaper accounts, it addresses Townsend’s resistance against racist violence and his demand for justice
on behalf of its victims, a campaign that drew upon his skills as journalist, politician, and attorney and
thrust him into the role of militant. It also addresses the diverse responses of the white and black commu-
nities to Townsend’s campaign, both within Leavenworth and throughout the surrounding area.

Born a slave in Alabama in 1854, William Bolden Townsend found his way to Leavenworth with his
mother around 1860, after their master, Samuel Townsend—the grandfather of W. B.—emancipated them.
While little is known of his childhood, it is clear that he applied himself diligently to his studies in the
city’s common schools. As a young man, he went south as a teacher, witnessing firsthand the horrors of
Reconstruction Mississippi. “Finding the treatment of his people so inhuman,” noted a contemporary,
Townsend returned to Leavenworth “where he entered upon a career of usefulness which has been almost

Brent M. S. Campney holds a PhD from Emory University and is assistant professor in the department of history and philosophy at the
University of Texas-Pan American in Edinburg, Texas. He is currently revising into a manuscript his dissertation on race relations in Kansas
between 1854 and 1920.

The author wishes to thank Myrtle Stevenson for her support of this research.

1. Colored Citizen (Topeka), September 6, 1878; Topeka Plaindealer, July 20, 1917. Townsend receives brief mention in works on
his contemporaries, B. K. Bruce and John Lewis Waller. See Aleen |. Ratzlaff, “ Ambivalent Colleagues of the Black Kansas Press: B.
K. Bruce and 5. W. Jones, 1890-1898," http:/ /list. msu.edu/ cgi-bin/ wa? A2=ind9909e&L=aejmcé&P=5439; Randall Bennett Woods,
A Black Odyssey: John Lewis Waller and the Promise of American Life, 1878-1900 (Lawrence: The Regents Press of Kansas, 1981), 17, 48,
71-72, 102-6, 119-20, He is also mentioned in J. Clay Smith, Jr., Emancipation: The Making of the Black Latwyer, 1844-1944 (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999), 491
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phenomenal.”? Townsend began to emerge as a formi-
dable black leader in Kansas by the late 1870s. Known for
his dapper attire, he established himself as a force among
Republicans, holding an appointive position in the Leav-
enworth post office throughout the 1880s and wielding
significant influence over many aspects of black politi-
cal life in the state. Christening him “the acknowledged
Afro-American diplomat” at the turn of the century, an
observer reviewed a handful of his most recent achieve-
ments. “It was but a few years since that he came within
a few votes of securing the Republican nomination for
auditor of the state,” he recalled, noting as well that
Townsend had been “several times elected congressional
and state-at-large representative to National Republican
nominating conventions.”?

Like many aspiring black politicians, Townsend dab-
bled in journalism, working for several black papers be-
fore taking over as editor of the Leavenworth Advocate in
1889. Speaking on behalf of an impoverished and largely
illiterate population, he found himself at the helm of an
exigent enterprise. “Under the most adverse and try-
ing circumstances, and with very limited means at our
command,” he noted in an 1890 editorial, “obstacles that
seemed insurmountable have been overcome by untir-
ing industry.” That same year Townsend began sharing
editorial duties with colleagues after he enrolled in the
law school at the University of Kansas. A spellbinding
orator, he excelled in his course of study, graduating in
1891 and delivering an address that won him the praise
of a white newspaper in Lawrence. “With due respect
to the other members of the class,” opined the Daily Re-
cord, “the oration of Mr. Townsend was by far the best on
the program.” For reasons that are not altogether clear,
Townsend and his partners abandoned the Advocate in
the summer of 1891, and the newly minted barrister

hung out his shingle.*

2. I. Garland Penn, The Afro-American Press and its Editors (New
York: Arno Press and the New York Times, 1969), 312-14. Regarding
Townsend's youth, the obituary in the Plaindealer, July 20, 1917, noted
simply that “Townsend was born in Huntsville, Ala., some sixty odd
years ago and settled in Kansas when.a young man and built name
and fame.”

3. Pueblo (Colorado) Times-Speaker, reprinted in Topeka Plaindealer,

ownsend epitomized the small black middle
class that emerged in this period, composed
principally of journalists, ministers, attorneys,
educators, and entrepreneurs who self-con-
sciously positioned themselves against and above their
working-class counterparts, championing racial “uplift”
through the adoption of the dominant middle-class val-
ues of temperance, independence, and economy. They
believed that, by stressing class distinctions (and the
existence of a “better class”) among blacks, they might
erode white assumptions of universal black inferiority
and, in so doing, provide a window through which all
blacks might ultimately escape racist oppression. In vain
they viewed themselves as the natural allies of the white
middle class and as the social betters of what they saw
as the rabble of both races. “We denounce those newspa-
pers and people that class all Negroes with the criminal
class of Negroes,” two members of the black middle class
noted in a statement to the Plaindealer in 1901. “There is
as much difference between the criminal class of Negroes
and the better class of Negroes as there is between the
criminal class of whites and the better class of whites.”
Townsend subscribed fiercely to middle-class values,
which—at least in theory—promised social mobility irre-
spective of race. When a Democratic newspaper attacked
him during a political campaign in 1884, he defended
himself with an unabashed appeal to his own piety and
honor. “When I look back to my past life I am proud of
it, and I feel rich, rich in character,” he declared. “I am

Colleagues of the Black Kansas Press,” discusses Townsend's sharing
of editorial duties during law school and the abandonment of the Ad-
wvocate, noting that, when he graduated from the University of Kansas
in 1891, Townsend was only one of four blacks to have earned degrees
from that institution. On the difficulties of sustaining a black newspaper
in the late nineteenth century and on the editorial careers of aspiring
black politicians, see John Hope Franklin, George Washington Williams:
A Biography (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985), 22-34; Ann
Field Alexander, Race Man: The Rise and Fall of the “Fighting Editor,” John
Mitchell Jr. (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2002), 28-40;
Woods, A Black Odyssey, 59-60, 65, 83. On black attorneys in the nine-
teenth century West, see Smith, Emancipation. On Townsend's oratori-
«cal abilities, see Topeka Plaindealer, February 1, 1901.

5. Topeka Plaindealer, February 1, 1901. On the definitions and ide-
ologies of the black middle class and on working-class views, see Kevin
K. Gaines, Uplifting the Race: Black Leadership, Politics, and Culture in

March 14, 1902. On Townsend’s political activities, see, for example,
Colored Citizen, September 6, 1878; L th Times, March 27, 1884;
Topeka Plaindealer, October 12, 1900; May 10, 1901; Penn, The Afro- Amer-
ican Press, 314; Woods, A Black Od; , 102-3, 105-6, 119-20. On his
position in the Leavenworth post office, see Woods, A Black Odyssey,
17; Penn, The Afro-American Press, 314. On Townsend's attire, see Topeka
Plaindealer, February 1, 1901.

4. Advocate (Leavenworth), April 5, 1890; Lawrence Daily Record,
reprinted in Advocate, July 4, 1891. Advocate, April 20, 1889, contains the
first reference to Townsend as editor of the paper. Ratzlaff, “ Ambivalent

the Tt ieth Century (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1996), esp. 1-9; Martin Summers, Manliness and its Discontents: The
Black Middle Class and the Transformation of Masculinity, 1900-1930 (Cha-
pel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004); Glenda Elizabeth
Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow: Women and the Politics of White Supremacy
in North Carolina, 1896-1920 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1996), 99-105; Robin D. G. Kelley, Race Rebels: Culture, Politics,
and the Black Working Class (New York: The Free Press, 1994), 35-53,
On black middle-class ideology and racist violence, see Christopher
Waldrep, The Many Faces of [udge Lynch: Extralegal Violence and Punish-
ment in America (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2002), 97-101.
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[
willing to challenge you, Mr. Standard, or any of your
candlidates, to show-a cleaner or better record furdecency, [TOWI’ISGI’I d]
sobriety and morality than I can.”” For black men, patri- ST &
archy was a crucial signifier of middle-class “manhood.” insisted that
LrI\ an age when unempluy‘munt was rampant amnng.“;l l‘he laneSSﬂeSS £
ack males and work outside of the home was a practi-
cal necessity for most black women, a man'’s capacity to of some did
support his family became a badge of respectability. : .
As a professional, Townsend was quite able to sup- not JUStlfy
port his wife, Martha H. Townsend, who, in turn, de- racism against
voted herself to her home and to reform activities. il d d
Indeed, the Plaindealer depicted her as a quintessential all and argue:
middle-class woman, reporting that she “is of a domestic that Crimina]jty
turn, but finds time to divide from her home affairs with
charitable work.” Bolstering his position as patriarch, was a pdeUCt
Townsend built “one of the most beautiful and costly of racism.
homes ever erected in Leavenworth by one of ‘Aunt
Hanna's sons.””” In 1901 he underscored what he viewed
as the relationship between patriarchy—what he might
have called chivalry—and “uplift,” telling an audience
that “I wouldd [sic] lay down my life in defense of any he flatly rejected the assumption that blacks were dis-
woman, be shé white or black. The colored man must proportionately responsible for the city’s problems, as-
assert his manhood. It is time for him to attend to Negro serting that “I do not believe the tendency of the Negro
business.”* toward crime is any stronger than that of the white man.”
Scholars have demonstrated that middle-class blacks Further, he insisted that the lawlessness of some did not
often displaced their anger over racism onto poor blacks, justify racism against all and argued that criminality was
insisting that their alleged criminality provoked whites a product of racism because those without opportunity
and, as a result, impeded progress for all blacks be- were driven to it by “enforced idleness.” With “most of
cause whites viewed them as an undifferentiated mass. the avenues of life being closed against [him], prevent-
Townsend apparently did not embrace this characteris- ing him . . . from earning a livelihood,” the black man,
tic middle-class resentment of working-class blacks, al- Townsend explained, “drifts upon the sea of idleness
though he shared its preoccupation with “uplifting the and vice."”
race” through class assimilation. He clearly believed that Instead of blaming the black working class for rac-
black criminality (always assumed to be the province of  ism, Townsend placed the blame squarely on whites, and
laborers) exacerbated racial conflict and that it “was on particularly on working-class whites. “From the intelli-
the increase in Leavenworth among the younger mem-  gent, cultured white men I have nothing [t]o fear,” he
bers of his race.” Echoing the view of many whites, insisted, “but I want from ‘poor white trash.”” By assign-
Townsend claimed that “it is the ‘New Negro’ who was ing culpability primarily to working-class whites and by
born since the war and since freedom that manifests camouflaging the pervasive nature of white prejudice,
such unfortunate tendencies toward crime.” However, he may have betrayed his own class bias, his aspiration
for acceptance among the dominant middle class, or,
at the very least, his recognition of the likely need for
6. Leavenworth Times, March 27, 1884,
7. Topeka Plaindealer, June 14, 1901; March 14, 1902
8. Topeka Plaindealer, February 1, 1901. There is evidence that
William and Martha Townsend had a daughter, Nola, born in about 9. Tapeka Plaindealer, February 1, 1901; January 26, 1900. See also
1897. She appears as a thirteen-year-old in the 1910 federal census as Woods, A Black Odyssey, 217, n. 35. On middle-class displacement of an-
a resident, with her parents, of Denver, Colorado. Nevertheless, she is ger against black workers, see Gaines, Uplifting the Race, 5-9; Waldrep,
mentioned nowhere else in the data identified in this study and her The Many Faces of Judge Lynch, 97-101. On white fears of the “New Ne-
birthplace in the 1910 census is listed as Colorado, rather than Kansas gro,” see Edward L. , Vengeance and Justice: Crime and Punishment
(US. Census, 1910, Colorado, Denver, Bth Ward, roll T624_115, 7A). On in the 19"-Century American South (New York: Oxford University Press,
patriarchy and the black middle class, see Summers, Manliness and its 1984), 244-45; Leon F. Litwack, Trouble in Mind: Black Southerners in the
Bscotitsnta: Age of Jim Crow (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1998), 149-50, 197-216.
W. B. TOWNSEND AND THE STRUGGLE AGAINST RACIST VIOLENCE IN LEAVENWORTH 263
T ey " S

www.kansasmemory.org/item/217226 ~ Page 9652/10918
Kansas Memory is a service of the Kansas Historical Society ~ kshs.org

T e e R !

=

KANSAS
HISTORICAL
SOCIETY


http://www.kansasmemory.org
http://www.kshs.org

KANSAS
HISTORICAL
SOCIETY

Kansas Memory

[In Progress] Kansas history: ajournal of the central plains

influential white support in the future. Viewing work-
ing-class blacks as victims, Townsend sought to be their
champion rather than to disown them, seeing himself
as a sort of Moses whose mission it was to liberate all
blacks. “This is no personal fight of mine,” he insisted.
“It's a fight for the rights of my people.”"

The fight was a difficult undertaking. In the late nine-
teenth century, white Kansans articulated an increas-
ingly rigid, if de facto, system of Jim Crow practices that
involved discrimination, exclusion, and segregation in
housing, employment, schools, and public accommoda-
tions. To enforce these practices specifically and white
domination generally, they employed racist violence
that included lynching, police brutality, and other forms
of personal and collective violence. Whites in Jefferson
County, for example, sent a powerful message about
the inferior position of blacks in July 1892, when a mob
raided the jail in Ozawkie and seized Bob Durg, accused
of operating a brothel and, more importantly, of cohabi-
tating across racial lines. After whipping him and apply-
ing a coat of tar and feathers, the mob administered a
final coup-de-grace, castrating its victim for having “fallen
into forbidden paths” with a white woman. It then drove
Durg from town under penalty of death and watched as
its victim hobbled away into obscurity."

Townsend recognized this deterioration in race rela-
tions. “There was a time in the history of Kansas when
the Negro was considered a man, that he was entitled
to just such consideration, social and political, as his fit-
ness demanded,” he reflected in 1903. “But times have
changed for the Negroes in Kansas . ... for there they burn

10. Townsend made these comments in a speech at a Topeka meet-
ing of “colored citizens” on January 31, 1901. Topeka Plaindealer, Febru-
ary 1, 1901; see also Topeka Plaindealer, June 14, 1901.

11. Valley Falls New Era, July 23, 1892. On Jim Crow in Kansas,
see Woods, A Black Odyssey, 63-81; James N. Leiker, “Race Relations in
the Sunflower State: A Review Essay,” Kansas History: A Journal of the
Central Plains 25 (Autumn 2002): 217-23; Rusty Monhollon and Kristen
Tegtmeier Oertel, “From Brown To Brown: A Century of Struggle for
Equality in Kansas," Terriforial Kansas Reader, ed. Virgil W. Dean {To-
peka: Kansas State Historical Society, 2005), 360-63. On racist violence
in Kansas, see Brent MacDonald Stevenson Campney, * And This in
Free Kansas': Racist Violence, Black and White Resistance, Geographi-
cal Particularity, and the ‘Free State’ Narrative in Kansas, 1865-1914"
(PhD diss., Emory University, 2007); James N. Leiker, “Black Soldiers
at Fort Hays, Kansas, 1867-1869: A Study in Civilian and Military Vio-
lence,” Great Plains Quarterly 17 (Winter 1997): 3-17. On racist violence
generally, see, for example, W. Fitzhugh Brundage, Lynching in the New
South: Georgia and Virginia, 18801930 (Urbana: University of Illinois
Press, 1993); George C. Wright, Racial Violence in Kentucky, 1865-1940:
Lynchings, Mob Rule, and “Legal Lynchings” (Baton Rouge: Louisiana
State University Press, 1996); Gilles Vandal, Rethinking Southern Vio-
lence: Homicides in Post-Civil War Louisiana, 1866-1884 (Columbus: Ohio
State University Press, 2000). For more on the Ozawkie incident, see
Independent (Oskaloosa), July 23, 1892; Oskaloosa Times, July 21, 1892;
Farmer's Vindicator (Valley Falls), July 23, 1892,

Negroes alive, and when they are not burning them,
they are being . . . denied their rights.” White Kansans,
however, applauded themselves for what they deemed
their liberal views on race. In the 1850s, Northern whites
had struggled to ensure that Kansas would be a free
rather than a slave state. Although many settlers—often
virulently anti-black—had been motivated during the
free-state struggle by the desire to safeguard their own
liberties and the value of white labor, and to preclude
black settlement, whites subsequently reshaped the
memory of that struggle, remembering it as romantically
anti-racist. As a result, whites saw themselves smugly
as the antithesis of “Negro-Hating” Southerners. “The
free-state narrative,” in other words, “absolved [white|
Kansans, at least in their own minds, of having any re-
sponsibility in addressing the race question.”"
f race relations were ugly in Kansas, they were
especially ugly.in Leavenworth and in surround-
ing Leavenworth County. A Missouri River city of
about twenty thousand people in the 1890s, 14 per-
cent of whom were black, “poor old Leavenworth” had
a well-established reputation as a “sink-hole of iniquity”
and as a center of racist violence. In 1887, for example, a
young white woman residing near the city accused farm-
hand Richard Wood of sexual assault. Within a short time,
amob stormed the county jail where Wood awaited trial
and secured the prisoner. Tying a rope about his neck,
mounted mob members dragged the young man for a
mile through Leavenworth before leaving him dead—
torn and naked—in the street. Six years later, a mob in
outlying Millwood waylaid Silas Wilson, accused of sex-
ual relations with a white woman, and beat him sense-
less. Unsatisfied with this punishment, it then hanged
him from a tree limb."

12. Topeka Plaindealer, September 4, 1903; Brent M. 5. Campney,
“‘This is Not Dixie": The Imagined South, the Kansas Free State Narra-
tive, and the Rhetoric of Racist Violence,” Southern Spaces: An Interdisci-

-plinary Journal about the Regions, Places, and Cultweres of the Anterican South,

September 6, 2007, http:{ / www southernspaces.org/ contents/ 2007 /
campney [ 1a.htm; Monhollon and Oertel, “From Brown to Brown,” 362,
On the territorial struggles and the motivations of white settlers, see
Eugene H. Berwanger, The Frontier against Slavery: Western Anti-Negro
Prejudice and the Slavery Extension Controversy (Urbana: University of
lilinois Press, 1967), 97-122; Bill Cecil-Fronsman, **Advocate the Free-
dom of White Men, As Well As That of Negroes: The Kansas Free State
and Antislavery Westerners in Territorial Kansas,” Kansas History: A
Journal of the Central Plains 20 (Summer 1997): 102-15; Nicole Etcheson,
Bleeding Kansas: Contested Liberty in the Civil War Era (Lawrence: Uni-
versity Press of Kansas, 2004), 1-8, 227-28, 249-53.

13. Coffeywille Vindicator, May 11, 1906; Atchison Blade, Septem-
ber 24, 1892. Campney, “And This in Free Kansas,” 200, discusses the
population of Leavenworth. On the 1887 Leavenworth dragging, see
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Several factors may help to explain this high level of
localized racism and violence. Unlike most of Kansas,
Leavenworth was a Democratic stronghold and, while
the state GOP was certainly suffused with racism, the
Democrats at the national level were the avowed party
of white supremacy. The city also housed a military base,
thereby ensuring a substantial population of young, sin-
gle men, a demographic often correlated with disorder. It
also housed a federal penitentiary and abutted Lansing,
site of the state prison, and consequently it became the
temporary home of many discharged inmates. Finally,
Leavenworth was the state’s “rum soaked” symbol of
defiance to the state’s 1881 Prohibition amendment,
where saloons ran openly and became breeding grounds
for mayhem."

W. B. Townsend emerged as the leading opponent of
racist violence in Leavenworth in the late nineteenth cen-
tury. If any single event can be said to have shaped him,
it undoubtedly occurred in 1864, when Townsend was
only ten years old. In that year Elizabeth McFarland, a
white woman, charged twenty-nine-year-old Woodson
Townsend, one of W. B.’s extended family members,
with attempted rape. Despite grave questions about the
veracity of her story, a jury sentenced Townsend to six
years hard labor, a lenient “compromise” verdict. “There
are good and honest men who heard the trial, who cannot
think the defendant guilty,” opined the defense attorney,
although others, “borne along by their violent preju-
dices, seem ready to convict a colored man of this or any
other crime.” Clearly, many whites were enraged with
the entire black community; in fact, because of the threat
of violence, black leaders felt compelled to denounce the
defendant and to plead that, “whether he is a colored
man or not, he alone is guilty, and he only should suf-
fer for his crime.” As he watched what he likely viewed
as a miscarriage of justice, young William must have

Leaventworth Times, January 29, 30, 1887; Leavenworth Standard, January
29, 31, 1887. On the 1893 Millwood hanging, see Leavenworth Standard,
August 21, 1893; Leavemworth Tines, August 22, 1893,

14. Robert Smith Bader, Prohibition in Kansas: A Hisfory (Lawrence:
University Press of Kansas, 1986), 26, 32, 34, 66, 67, 128, 162, 181. On
Leavenworth as Democratic stronghold, see Michael Lewis Goldberg,
An Army of Women: Gender and Politics in Gilded Age Kansas (Baltimore:
The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997), 52-53, 104-8. On the cor-
relation between young single men and social disorder, see David T.
Courtright, Violent Land: Single Men and Social Disorder from the Frontier
to the Inner City (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996). On the
military base and prisons, see Woods, A Black Odyssey, 84-85; James R.
Shortridge, Citieson the Plains: The Evolution of Urban Kansas (Lawrence:
University Press of Kansas, 2004), 42-47, 50, 56, 58-63, 75, 84-86. On
tendency for discharged inmates to remain in Leavenworth, see Leav-
enmworth Chronicle, January 17, 1901.

If race relations
were ugly in
Kansas, they
were especially
ugly in Leaven-
worth and in
surrounding
Leavenworth
County.

cultivated an abiding distrust of white justice and a pro-
found sense of the vulnerability of his people.'®
Townsend was also indisputably the product of
the tradition of civil rights activism in the community
in which he was raised. One of Townsend'’s precursors,
for example, a civil rights agitator named William Smith,
“gained himself many enemies” by, in the words of an
unsympathetic observer, pushing “himself obtrusively
into the society of white persons” and by organizing
voters in the 1870 election in which blacks first cast bal-
lots. Smith became a martyr for his cause two months
after the election when he was shot and killed by a white
saloonkeeper. Undoubtedly Smith also became a coura-
geous example to the sixteen-year-old Townsend."*
During his tenure as editor almost two decades later,
Townsend used the Advocate as a platform for publiciz-
ing racist violence and for promoting resistance. In 1889

15. Leavenworth Daily Times, February 25, 1864; Leavenworth Daily
Conservative, January 20, 1864. For more on the Woodson Townsend in-
cident, see Leavenworth Daily Times, January 20, 1864; Lenvemworth Daily
Times, February 17, 1864. To verify the familial relationship between W.
B. and Woodson Townsend the author corresponded with Merrily Har-
ris, Project Archivist, May 30, June 6, September 9, 2008, W. 5. Hoole
Special Collections Library, University of Alabama, Tuscaloosa, who
processed the papers (1820-1937) of Septimus D. Cabaniss, executor of
Samuel Townsend's estate. For corroborating evidence, see Penn, The
Afro-American Press and its Editors, 312; L th Daily C ive,
January 20, 1864. i

16. Leavemworth Times and Conservative, June 19, 1870; Leavenworth
Daily Commercial, June 19, 1870. See also Leavenworth Bulletin, June 19,
1870, reporting on the Smith killing.
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he reported that white toughs had assaulted a city resi-
dent, leaving him critically injured, and that the leader
of the attack, one “Punk” Maloney, had quipped that
“it won’t be the first time an Irishman has killed a nig-
ger.” Outraged, Townsend warned that blacks would not
meekly submit to such violence. “While it may not be the
first time an Irishman has killed a ‘nigger’ it had [better]
be the last,” he advised. “Notice is served upon those
low-bred white men that we are men and citizens, en-
titled to the enjoyment of life at least, for which we will
contend man against man if it is necessary.”"” The editor
advocated more radical measures that same year when a
policeman in neighboring Wyandotte casually shot and
killed a youth and, subsequently, faced no consequences.
“The colored populace of that city should have served
him just as the whites would have served a colored of-
ficer who would wilfully [sic] shoot down a white boy,”
he counseled. “They should have adorned the first lamp
post they came to with his carcus [sic] and then riddled
it with bullets.”*

ownsend was often instrumental in channel-

ing communal anger over racist violence into

organized protest. In 1894 city police gunned

down several blacks on the flimsiest of pre-
texts. In one incident, an officer shot Charles Reed after
spotting him racing up the street with several white men
hot in pursuit. “As it turned out, Reed had been waylaid
by a gang of white toughs and was simply running for his
life.” Following this shooting, Townsend and a coterie of
middle-class blacks led a demonstration, delivering blis-
tering speeches to a crowd of three hundred. The attor-
ney also framed a series of resolutions condemning “the
bigoted, overbearing, intolerant, abusive spirit which
prevails among the police, with but few exceptions, to-
ward the colored people.” Townsend and his allies took
more practical steps as well, patching together a Colored
Citizens” Protective League whose purpose was to “em-
ploy legal talent to defend colored people when unjustly
arrested and resist in every way the encroachments of
their new oppressors.” While they were certainly well
intentioned in this effort, they undoubtedly faced the
same resource constraints that prompted one contempo-
rary to note that, “it has been said, and truthfully so, that

17, Leavenworth Times, July 10, 1889; Advocate, July 13, 1889.

18. Advocate, May 18, 1889, See also Advocate, February 28, 1891.
On the role of the black press in opposing racism and racist violence,
see Julius E. Thompson, The Black Press in Mississippi, 1865-1985
(Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1993); Brundage, Lynching in
the New South, 162-66.

negroes were given to calling big meetings, drawing up
resolutions,” and then simply “going home.”" Townsend,
however, was rarely guilty of “going home.”

In his capacity as attorney, Townsend defended
blacks accused of trumped-up charges or denied ad-
equate representation. In 1894 he took the case of George
Smith, a prisoner accused of “insulting” a white woman
and threatened with mob violence. Although he lost that
case—a predictable verdict under the circumstances—
and Smith had to pay a substantial fine, the Leavenworth
Herald, a black weekly, reasoned that, despite the out-
come, the defense had at least succeeded in exposing the
malicious fiction of the prosecution’s case. “Townsend
showed clearly to the satisfaction of all except the girl’s
parents and the court that Smith had committed no
crime,” it reported. Declaring the black community “well
pleased with his able efforts,” the Herald concluded that
“the persecutors of the colored people in this city have in
Townsend a formidable antagonist.”*

Although likely disaffected by the late 1890s with
the indifference of the Republican Party toward blacks,
Townsend viewed the GOP as infinitely superior to the
Democratic alternative. He pointed out repeatedly that
the latter had been dismantling black rights across the
South in a process that, he insisted, both enabled racist
violence and was enabled by it. “I want to warn all col-
ored men that their fate is now trembling in the national
balance,” he wrote in 1900. “The manifest desire to rob
the black man of the elective franchise is demonstrated
by democratic leaders in the halls of congress who
openly and defiantly proclaim to the world that they
shoot ‘niggers.”?

At the state level, Townsend saw his fears realized
in the run-up to the 1900 election when Democrats rein-
terpreted state law and declared black men ineligible to
vote. “Reliable information has been received at Repub-
lican state headquarters that the fusionists will endeavor
to disenfranchise the Negro,” reported the Plaindealer on
October 19. “Reports to that effect are coming in from

_ several sections of Kansas, so that the movement seems

to be general.” White Republicans flatly mocked the
“scheme” and would undoubtedly have moved with

19. Woods, A Black Odyssey, 68; Herald (Leavenworth), May 19,
1894; Topeka Daily Capital, May 19, 1894; American Citizen (Kansas City),
February 22, 1901.

20. Herald, April 28, 1894.

21. Topeka Plaindealer, October 12, 1900. On black disillusionment
with Republicans—and Republican indifference to blacks—in Kansas,
see Woods, A Black Odyssey, 83-109; William H. Chafe, “The Negro and
Populism: A Kansas Case Study,” Journal of Southern History 3 (August
1968): 402-19.
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singular aggression against any serious effort to neutral-
ize their most reliable voting bloc. In these disquieting
reports, however, blacks recognized a dangerous new
mood in the state and in the nation. Amidst these devel-
opments, Townsend embarked upon an extensive tour
of the state to mobilize black voters for the GOP. “They
know that Tillmanism and Bryanism are synonyms for
disfranchisement,” explained Townsend, “and they do
not propose to cast their ballots for their own ruin.”*
Townsend was clearly committed to intellectual
engagement, reflecting his maxim that “abuse is not ar-
gument.”” However, he apparently had an explosive
temper when riled, an attribute that may have fueled his
dogged dedication to seeing through a confrontation and
his willingness on occasion to abandon his maxim and to
resort to some rather colorful language and undignified
fisticuffs. In 1876, for example, he was arrested at a politi-
cal meeting when a disagreement deteriorated into a tor-
rent of blasphemy. He uttered “oaths too profane to go
in type and words too indecent to be repeated,” chided
the Times, demonstrating to all present “his proficiency
in the use of ‘God damns’ and other terms of a like na-
ture.” In another incident in 1900, which he undoubtedly
viewed as an act of gallantry, the Times reported “that
Townsend knocked down a white man some months
ago in this city, who was seen following a white woman
along the dark streets late in the evening.”*
Townsend’s refusal to run from trouble led to sev-
eral acts of spectacularly militant resistance in the 1890s.
His role in an incident in nearby Tonganoxie in 1892 un-
doubtedly cemented his status as a civil rights champion
among blacks and as a troublemaker among whites. In
late July authorities arrested Noah Ashby, a twenty-four-
year-old farmer, on a charge of rape. Although a white
doctor who examined the alleged victim insisted that
there was no evidence of an attack, whites declared that
“it must be true and the ‘nigger’ must hang!” In order to
prevent violence, local officials spirited Ashby to Leav-
enworth to await examination. Perhaps recalling the
dragging of Richard Wood by a mob five years earlier, a

22, Topeka Plaindealer, October 19, 1900; Lenvenmworth Times, No-
vember 4, 1900. See also Leavenworth Times, October 27, 1900. Members
of the Popuhqt Party who “fused” with the Democrats behind their
P didate, William Jennings Bryan, in the 1900 election
were labeled fusionists.” “Tillmanism" refers to the political philoso-
phy of Democratic South Carolina Senator Benjamin Ryan Tillman,
who was a leading advocate of lynching and a symbol of Southern
white supremacy.

23. Leavenworth Times, March 27, 1884.

24 Leavenwworth Daily Times, November 1, 1876; Leavemworth Times,
January 22, 1901, For report of another physical conf ion, see Leav-
emworth Evening Standard, June 23, 1890.

Townsend was
often instrumen-
tal in channeling
communal anger
over racist vio-
lence into orga-
nized protest. . .
[though] he ap-
parently had an
explosive temper

when riled.

party of armed blacks collected outside the jail as a deter-
rent. With a “race war” brewing, whites in Tonganoxie
learned that Townsend had agreed to represent Ashby
and, accordingly, intimated that the attorney might share
his client’s fate—indeed, the same limb—upon his ar-
rival in town.*

They were silenced by what happened instead.
“Townsend who had been threatened if he should go
down to defend Ashby, paid no attention,” a correspon-
dent reported to the Atchison Blade. “You all know that
they have to do more than threaten Townsend.” Instead,
the attorney enlisted the services of “25 of the bravest
black boys in Kansas,” all of them armed to the teeth,
to escort him to Tonganoxie. Ashby’s father had sent re-
cruiters into the countryside to assemble an ad hoc army
to defend the prisoner and, as a result, when Townsend
and his guards stepped off the train, another 125 blacks
and two wagons loaded with firearms were there to greet
them. Following the examination, more blacks poured
into town. “The men camped around the jail; the mayor
issued his proclamation to the effect that they should
break camp and leave the city, but the colored men sent
word back . . . that they were there to stay, and they did
stay until the next morning when Ashby was sent to
Leavenworth for safe keeping.” Humiliated whites in-
sisted that there had never been the “slightest indication”

25, Atchison Bfnde,‘Angust 20, 1892; Tonganoxie Mirror, August 18,
1892. See also Tonganoxie Mirror, July 28, August 11, 1892; Leavenworth
Times, August 13, 1892,
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of violence and that blacks had overreacted. The Blade
correspondent had a different interpretation: “Had there
been an attempt to do violence to any colored man there
would not have been enough of Tonganoxie and many
of her citizens left to tell what had happened.”

Incidents such as the one in Tonganoxie were not
as unusual as commonly assumed, though the fact that
scholars have focused more on racist violence than on
armed black resistance may have supported this suppo-
sition in the past. In some cases, in fact, blacks went be-
yond mere deterrence, engaging in mob violence itself.
They did so in Leavenworth in 1888, for example, whena
white man, James King, shot and killed a black politician
and wounded two others. Although King claimed self-
defense, blacks saw it differently, and within moments
a quickly expanding mob set out in pursuit, firing shots
at him as he raced along a ravine, eventually trapping
him in a utility building. “Mayor Neely appeared on
the scene, and attempted to order the turbulent crowd
back,” reported the Topeka Daily Capital. “ A dozen revolv-
ers were pointed at him, and Chief of Police Roberts met
with no better success.” Finding the white man crouched
under a stairway, officers dared not move him without
taking drastic measures. “King was kept secreted in the
building until a late hour . . . when a company of cavalry
arrived from Fort Leavenworth and he was taken to the
Fort to prevent lynching.”*

In 1898 Townsend led blacks in another such episode.
In January, Samuel Sully, a white saloonkeeper, refused
to serve two blacks who requested drinks. When a third
black man, farmer Jesse Cambridge, walked through the
door moments later, Sully shot him dead. Working on a
pro bono basis as assistant prosecutor during Sully’s trial,
Townsend became angry during the preliminary exami-
nation when defense counsel Harry Michael secured a
procedural delay, charging him with using nefarious
means to obtain an acquittal. During a recess, Townsend
addressed a large crowd of blacks assembled in front
of the courthouse, some of whom had expressed an ea-
gerness to hang Sully, and whipped them into a furor
with thinly veiled threats of violence. “Townsend reiter-
ated his previous statements that the delay was for the

26. Alchison Blade, August 20, 1892; Tonganoxie Mirror, August 18,
1892. See also Leavemworth Times, August 13, 1892,

27. Topeka Daily Capital, April 3, 1888. See also Leavenworth Eve-
ning Standard, April 2, 3, 1888; Leavenworth Times, April 3, 1888, For
more on scholarly neglect of armed black resistance, see, for example,
W. Fitzhugh Brundage, “The Roar on the Other Side of Silence: Black
Resistance and White Violence in the American South, 1880-1940," in
Under Sentence of Death: Lynching in the South, ed. W. Fitzhugh Brund-
age (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 271-91.

purpose of getting the witnesses to the crime, alleged to
have been committed by Sully, out of the jurisdiction of
the court so that Sully might escape the consequences,”
reported the Times. “He addressed the crowd saying
among other things that the ends of justice would be
served. If witnesses were bought off there were other
means of avenging the death of Cambridge.”*

As Townsend stoked the passions of the crowd, Mi-
chael, a constable, and the prisoner emerged from the
courthouse. Perhaps to illustrate the “other means” to
which he had referred, Townsend caught his professional
adversary by the collar and struck him. Simultaneously,
a mob converged upon the white attorney, showering
him with kicks and punches until he broke loose and ran.
A judge dragged Townsend from the scene. Although
reckless in his attack on Michael, Townsend may have
actually prevented more serious violence against Sully
himself, who was “badly frightened” during the fracas,
believing that “he was the object of the wrath.” Trem-
bling with fear, reported the Times, the prisoner “crept
hastily through the crowd followed closely by the officer
and was soon clear of the crowd which might have made
it extremely interesting for him had not the division cre-
ated by the controversy between the lawyers diverted
their attention.”* The prosecution ultimately secured a
conviction of third-degree manslaughter, sending Sully
to prison for a short term and compelling him to pay
a thousand dollar judgment to Cambridge’s wife. Not
surprisingly, an observer singled out the assistant pros-
ecutor as the driving force behind the state’s case. “The
work of W. B. Townsend in the prosecution of the case
was very creditable,” reported the Times. “It was largely
due to his efforts that the verdict was secured.”™

ownsend’s uncompromising approach to com-
bating racist violence won him the love and
admiration of blacks across the state. Never-
theless, it also won him powerful enemies.
The varying responses to his activism came into stark

_ relief in the aftermath of a terrible act of racist violence

that occurred just blocks from his Leavenworth home in
January 1901. In November 1900, a child discovered in

28. Leavenworth Times, January 14, 1898. See also Leavemworth
Times, January 9, 1898; [ rth Evening Standard, January 13, 1898;
Lawrence Daily Journal, January 15, 1898; Herald, January 22, 1898. On
Townsend's pro bono efforts, see Leavennworth Times, May 20, 1899,

29. Leavenworth Times, January 14, 1898. See also Lawrence Daily Jour-
nal, January 15, 1898; L th Evening fard, January 13, 1898,

30. Leavenworth Times, May 20, 1899, See also Topeka Plaindealer,
May 21, 1901. For more on the Sully trial, see Leavemworth Times, April
22, 24, 26, 29, May 1, 19, September 23, 1698,
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a ravine the battered body of Pearl Forbes, a nineteen-
year-old white woman who was the victim of an un-
known assailant. Coming at the height of a rash of al-
leged assaults by black men on white women, whites
immediately concluded—without substantiation—that
the perpetrator was black. With white anger at a fevered
pitch, police arrested a succession of suspects, none of
whom were charged with the crime. Nevertheless, for
the next two months, the threat of mob violence hung
over the city like a fog."

In mid-January 1901, when race relations were al-
ready stretched to the breaking point, Officer Mike
McDonald, renowned for his hatred of blacks, arrested
laborer Fred Alexander and gave him a “sound licking”
after a woman reported that he had been following her.
As white crowds collected near the city jail, authorities
spirited the prisoner to the state penitentiary in Lansing.
“Never in years have the people of the city been worked
to such a pitch of excitement,” reported the Times. “There
is no wild talk; simply the determination on every hand
that summary justice must be dealt out to Fred Alexan-
der.” After days of threats by mobs and efforts by offi-
cials to keep the prisoner out of their clutches, the sheriff
capitulated to popular sentiment, returning Alexander
to the city and, in essence, handing him over to a mob.®

Mob leaders transported the prisoner to the spot
where Forbes’s body had been discovered and tied him
to a stake as five thousand whites looked on. In addi-
tion to substantial numbers of women and children, the
crowd included citizens of all classes, soundly repudi-
ating Townsend’s optimistic assertion that the “better
class” held few terrors. “The crowds began congregating
on the hills about the ravine immediately after the news
spread that Alexander had been taken from the county
jail,” reported the Leavenworth Chronicle, “and by the time
he arrived there every hill side was black with people.”
After attempting to force Alexander to consume ampu-
tated portions of his own flesh, mob members doused
him in coal oil and set him ablaze. When the fire died,
whites harvested the body, cutting off ears, fingers, and
other mementos. Because the burning took place within
two hundred yards of Alexander’s home, the crowd

31. Leavemworth Times, November 8, 9, 10, 11, 13, 16, 1900. For
an excellent account of these events, see Shawn Leigh Alexander,
“Vengeance without Justice, Injustice without Retribution: The Afro-
American Council’s Struggle against Racial Violence,” in Great Plains
Quarterly 27 (Spring 2007): 117-33.

32. Leavenworth Times, January 13, 15, 1901. See also Leavemworth
Times, January 16, 17, 1901; Leavenworth Chronicle, January 17, 1901; Al-
exander, “Vengeance without Justice,” 122-25,

[Townsend] bit-
terly arraigned «
the white people 5 |
for “advocating
mob law. . ..
White people
profess to be
Christians, but
they get out and
burn negroes
just the same.”

soon witnessed what was, perhaps, the most chilling
aspect of the killing. “A piercing scream went up from
the crowd,” noted the Chronicle. “Some one [sic] said ‘his
mother is here’ and investigation revealed the fact that
the mother, two sisters and a third colored woman had
arrived on the scene.” Amidst jeers from the mob, the
three women dragged Alexander’s mother back toward
her home as she wailed, “Oh, Jesus will come down in
vengeance on Leavenworth!”*

Whites used the climate of terror to settle the score
with their nemesis, W. B. Townsend. Within a day, they
circulated rumors that he had “made an ill-advised
statement” in the lead-up to the killing. “Whether he
really made the statement, or not, made no difference
after the report gained circulation,” noted the Atchison
Daily Globe, “and, upon the advice of friends, he took a
Missouri Pacific train for Atchison at Ft. Leavenworth.”
Townsend disputed this interpretation, claiming that he
had left on business and that, while away, “my wife and
many friends wrote me that many threats were being
made.” Whatever the sequence of events, all agreed that
Leavenworth was “just now not desirable to [Townsend]
as a place of residence.”*

Townsend went into exile in Topeka where he and
other black leaders set about establishing a Kansas

33. Leavenworth Chronicle, January 17, 1901. On the efforts to com-
pel Alexander to consume his own flesh, see American Citizen, February
22, 1901. ¢

34. Atchison Daily Globe, January 21, 1901; Leqvenworth Times, Janu-
ary 24, 1901; Topeka Plaindealer, February 1, 1901.
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chapter of “the country’s only national civil rights or-
ganization of the period, the Afro-American Council.”
There, he learned, whites were no more sympathetic to
blacks than their counterparts in Leavenworth. During a
temperance meeting attended by whites and blacks, the
attorney was booed off stage after quarreling with Car-
rie Nation. The saloon-smashing temperance activist an-
nounced that she had been raised among slaves and that
“I know them as well as I know anyone.” Blacks were in-
carcerated in large numbers, she lectured, because they
had traded the bondage of slavery for that of whisky.
Taking exception, Townsend steered the conversation to-
ward racism. “He bitterly arraigned the white people for
‘advocating mob law,’” reported the Topeka Daily Capital.
“White people profess to be Christians,” Townsend spat,
“but they get out and burn negroes just the same.” When
Nation implored him to sit down, Townsend retorted,
“You have had your say, and now I want to have mine,”
prompting a “storm of hisses” from whites in the audi-
ence and, perhaps, from blacks anxious to avoid an esca-
lation of the situation. “The sympathy of the crowd was
evidently with Mrs. Nation,” concluded the Capital, and
“Townsend took the hint, and quit.”*

hites in Leavenworth maintained a cam-

paign of intimidation against blacks

throughout the spring. In May, a white

saloon proprietor shot and killed Rob-
ert Simpson, a black laborer, dividing the city anew. A
week later, an all-white jury acquitted a white, prisoner
who had killed Philip Boyd, a black man and fellow in-
mate. The Republican Leavenworth Times, edited by racial
moderate D. R. Anthony, bemoaned the verdict, freely
acknowledging its racist intent. “There is no question
but that a deliberate murder was committed by Frank
Clark, when he plunged a knife into his fellow convict,”
it opined, averring that the only explanation for the ac-
quittal “is that Boyd was a ‘nigger.”” Finally, when the
Afro-American Council attempted to oust the sheriff as
a result of his complicity in the burning of Fred Alexan-
der, the Democratic Leavenworth Chronicle warned darkly
that “the people of Leavenworth settled the Alexander
matter to their own satisfaction and any Negroes not
satisfied can have another lesson if they wish.” Indeed,
Townsend specifically condemned the Chronicle (the
“dung disseminator”) for its role in the continued unrest.

35. Alexander, “Vengeance without Justice,” 117; Topeka Daily
Capital, February 2, 1901. See also Topeka Plaindealer, February 1, 1901;
Topeka State Journal, February 2, 1901

“ hope no colored family will allow that nasty sheet . . .
to come to their homes,” he advised. “If you do, stop it,
for its [sic] your bitterest enemy.”*

The evidence supports his claim. Although racism
pervaded all white coverage of the Alexander burning,
the Chronicle freely endorsed the killing, and did so with
language incendiary even by turn-of-the-century stan-
dards. In one of several editorials after the killing, it ar-
gued that the white woman

who has been the victim of the lust of a creature
like Alexander is forever a thing accursed, innocent
though she be. In all her years to come, so long as
she may live, she can’t walk the streets without one
and another pointing and saying, “There goes the
woman who was raped by a negro.” . . . The posi-
tion of the CHRONICLE is that the virtue of a good
woman is higher and holier than all the half-cooked
laws . .. and when a woman is robbed of this price-
less jewel, justice, swift and sharp, should be meted
out and meted out too with a severity that will
cause the lesson it teaches not to be forgotten.”

Upon Townsend’s return to Leavenworth in Feb-
ruary, whites directed considerable violence against
him. In one case late that month, arsonists set his house
ablaze, causing substantial damage. In May, Officer
McDonald—the same policeman who had apprehended
Alexander—assaulted Townsend as the attorney chatted
with two colleagues. “Robinson and Richardson got be-
tween McDonald and myself . . . saying ‘Don’t say any-
thing Townsend, he’s got a big gun drawn there to kill
you,”” explained Townsend. Clearly, Townsend believed
that McDonald was targeting his continued activism. 1
can’t account for his malicious attack unless it be that I at-
tended a mass meeting of the colored citizens two nights
ago, which framed a complaint against him to the mayor
for his brutal treatment of a colored woman.”* City
leaders, however, plainly endorsed McDonald’s actions.

36. Leavemworth Times, June 6, 1901; Leavenworth Chronicle, re-
printed in Topeka Plaindealer, July 19, 1901; Topeka Plaindealer, June 14,
1901.

37. Leavenworth Chronicle, January 24, 1901. See also Alexander,
“Vengeance without Justice,” 129; Leavenworth Chronicle, January 17,
1901. For more on the trial of Frank Clark, see Leavenworth Times, June
5,1901.

38, Leavenworth Times, May 31, 1901. On the burning of Townsend's
house, see American Citizen, March 1, 1901; Topeka Plaindealer, June 14,
1901. For more on McDonald’s assault, see Leavenworth Times, June 1,
1901. Townsend'’s house survived despite substantial damage. In the
spring of 2005, the author visited it. The current owner graciously ir:
vided a tour and noted that, in making repairs and additions, he had
identified charring, presumably from the 1901 attack.
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“McDonald has been petted and jollied for his brutality
to colored people in this town until he believes he has
a right to commit assault or murder without provoca-
tion whenever he feels inclined to do so,” Townsend re-
flected. “This is the second time he has assaulted me.” A
week after the assault, officials placed their overt stamp
of approval on McDonald's tactics when they awarded
him a promotion. Facing violence from mobs and from
law enforcement, Townsend was a marked man. “It is
only a question of time,” concluded the American Citizen,
until “the light of Hon. W. B. Townsend will be put out
if he remains in Leavenworth.”"

Despite the campaign of violence, many black resi-
dents voiced open support for Townsend's “efforts to
obtain justice for our people who are being mistreated
by the hoodlums.” The Reverend W. E. Stewart praised
him during his exile in Topeka. “They say that Mr. W. B.
Townsend has been driven from home and is afraid to
return,” he told the Plaindealer. “He has committed no
crime unless it be the crime in the eyes of the white man
to defend his race. Townsend can return home any time
he desires and the colored people... . of Leavenworth will
defend him.”*" Nevertheless, Townsend, it seems, also
earned himself the enmity of some influential members
of the black middle class who feared correctly that his
confrontational style might provoke additional reprisals.
They may also have believed that participation in such a
struggle—particularly at a moment of such extreme ten-
sion—might jeopardize their own interests and elevated
status. Consequently, many of them maintained a con-
ciliatory posture throughout the spring, insisting “that it
won’t do to say anything,” that “we will lose our ‘jobs,"”
and that “we had better keep still.”*

In response, others took the naysayers to task for
what they viewed as a pusillanimous response. “This
city has too many of that kind of “white folks niggers’
who pretend to help the colored people,” an unnamed
observer—likely middle class himself—opined in May.
“They only help when there is a scheme on, out of which
they individually can get a little cheap white folks glory
and a few dollars all at the expense of the race.” From
the safety of Topeka, the Plaindealer took a similar po-
sition, denouncing what it deemed a betrayal of the
state’s premier civil rights agitator. “Are the Negroes of

39, Leavemworth Times, May 31, 1901; American Citizen, March 1,
1901. On McDonald’s promotion, see Leavenworth Times, June 11, 1901.

40. Topeka Plaindealer, June 14, February 22, 1901.

41. Topeka Plaindealer, May 31, 1901. See also Leavenworth Times,
January 18, 1901.

Facing violence
from mobs

and from law
enforcement,
Townsend was a
marked man. “It
is only a ques-
tion of time,”
concluded the
American Citizen.

Leavenworth so cowardly, that they won’t call a meet-
ing denouncing the mob and take proper steps to protect
their fellow townsman, W. B. Townsend?” it asked. “Let
those Negroes in Leavenworth who are afraid of their
jobs, keep their mouths shutand be a lick spittle for those
demons; for there are some brave men in that city who
will do their duty.”#

In the summer of 1901, W. B. and Martha evidently
concluded that it was time to leave Leavenworth. Be-
fore departing for a fresh start in Colorado, however,
Townsend had biting words for white Kansans. Ref-
erencing the recent acquittal of the inmate Clark, he
mocked their pretensions to a legacy of racial liberalism,
shrewdly comparing them to those whom they had long
viewed as beneath contempt—and finding them want-
ing. “A white man could not do a cowardly murder like
that in Missouri to a colored man without some punish-
ment, but this is free Kansas, g-lorious Kansas, and the
soul of John Brown is marching on!”* Yet, Townsend
was emphatic that it was not whites who had driven him
to leave, but his erstwhile allies whose abandonment left
him disillusioned. “Now, when there has been an effort
to have the colored to stand together and demand fair
treatment from the police and from the independent

¢
42. Topeka Plaindealer, May 31, February 1, 1901.
43. Topeka Plaindealer, June 14, 1901,
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