
JOHN RITCHIE:  Portrait of An Uncommon Man
Shawnee County Historical Society

Bulletin No. 68, November 1991
Daniel Fitzgerald, Editor

Foreword

Traditionally, history is written in the viewpoint of the winners.  The opinions and attitudes of 
those who lost a conflict, or their community, generally disappears from common knowledge and it may 
never resurface.

A case in point is the American Civil War, or the War Between the States and the events, both of 
local and national importance, which led up to it.

Much of the documentation concerning the Civil War has been presented through the viewpoints 
of northerners.  Only recently have issues received a more balanced view, assessing southern viewpoints as 
well as northern.  The same can be said for the Kansas Territorial period known as “Bleeding Kansas.”  
Much of the documentation concerning this brief but important period in Kansas history has been presented 
from the northern viewpoint and has disregarded the important role of southerners in the settlement of the 
state.  Even worse, many accounts picture all southerners as “border ruffians,” dirty white trash that 
migrated to the territory for the sole reason of keeping slavery alive.

Fortunately, most of us realize that history is not that black and white.  The following biography 
of John Ritchie provides readers with another account of the Bleeding Kansas period, only this one is more 
balanced than many which have surfaced in recent memory.  This account alone would make this biography 
noteworthy.  But John Ritchie was more than a participant in the free state/pro-slavery conflicts.  He was 
also a Topeka philanthropist and an entrepreneur.  He was a champion of women’s suffrage during a time 
period when it was anything but popular for a man to stand up and support such things.  He was a staunch 
prohibitionist, and supported the regulation and restriction of alcohol.  He was a law enforcement officer 
who even killed a man in self-defense. And he was a soldier, who didn’t hesitate to defend the home fire.

John Ritchie was a “Renaissance Man” of sorts, and his story is one of the most remarkable to 
surface among early Topekans in recent memory.

The editor wishes to thank Mary Ritchie Jarboe for submitting an excellent biography of Ritchie.  
Her work is the bulk of this year’s Shawnee County Historical Society bulletin, and without her assistance, 
Ritchie’s biography would remain an obscure part of our past.  I would also Bill Cecil-Fronsman for his 
insightful introduction to the bulleting.  Finally, the editor would like to thank Don Chubb, who authored 
the final chapter on the history of the Ritchie house, which still stands but faces an uncertain future.  It is 
hoped that this issue of the bulleting will present a strong case for defending its existence and preservation.

I would also like to thank those who assisted with comments and suggestions this year, including 
Bill Wagnon, John Ripley, Connie Menninger, Robert Richmond, Doug Wallace, Irv Sheffel, Daisy 
Wright, Nancy Sherbert, and John Ives.  Thanks to the committees and trustees for another enjoyable issue.

Dan Fitzgerald, Editor
Sept., 1991



John Ritchie In The Context Of History
Bill Cecil-Fronsman, Washburn University

It is a well-known fact that, depending on their point of view, many of the earliest 
white settlers to Kansas were willing to kill (and sometimes less willing to be killed) to 
make Kansas a slave or a free territory.  What is less well-known, both to professional 
historians and to the broader public interested in these matters, is why.  What kinds of 
people settled Kansas—what drove them to come—why they took the positions they did 
during the “Bleeding Kansas” controversy—are all questions that are not clearly answered 
as yet.  Mary Ritchie Jarboe’s contribution, “John Ritchie: Portrait of an Uncommon 
Man” helps shed light on this crucial set of questions.

The controversy surrounding the expansion of slavery is older than the American 
republic itself.  Prior to writing the Constitution in 1787, Americans debated closing off the 
territories west of the Appalachian Mountains to slavery.  They came surprisingly close.  
Efforts to block the expansion of slavery into the areas that became Kentucky and 
Tennessee failed.  But an ordinance in 1787 kept slavery out of the territory north of the 
Ohio River, east of the Mississippi River—the future states of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, 
Michigan, and Wisconsin.  At one time slavery had existed in every one of the thirteen 
colonies.  But northerners were rapidly putting an end to the institution within their own 
borders.  To the framers of the Constitution this meant that slavery could be set aside as a 
purely local institution.

By 1819 it was apparent that the framers’ hopes for confining slavery to the 
southeastern seaboard had not been realized.  Missouri applied for admission to the union 
with a constitution that recognized slavery.  A bitter debate raged again over the expansion 
of slavery.  A compromise was reached when both sides agreed to draw a line westward 
from Missouri’s southern border.  Anything to the south of it was to be open to slavery, 
anything to the north was not.  For nearly thirty-five years the truce held.  But in 1854 
Congress repealed the Missouri Compromise and agreed to allow white settlers to 
determine the fate of slavery for themselves.  The territory affected was the one that lay 
immediately west of Missouri and north of its southern border – Kansas territory.

What led men like John Ritchie to flock to Kansas?  Americans were a restless 
people.  They were quick to move in search of the new opportunities offered in Kansas.  
The abundant lands provided settlers with the chance to acquire their own farms.  Areas 
that had at one time been havens for land-poor farmers were themselves filling up.  John 
Ritchie’s home state of Indiana is a case in point.  Between 1830 and 1840 Indiana’s 
population doubled, indicating that it was still home to a steady stream of immigrants.  
During the 1850s, when John Ritchie made his move, the state’s population grew by 36%, 
…In 1830 there were 9.6 people per square mile; by 1860 that number had grown to 37.6.  
Opportunities for ambitious young men like John Ritchie were to be found elsewhere.  In 
this sense Ritchie may well have been a typical Midwest settler.  He was a town booster 



and his rapid advancement in the business world and his commitment to the economic 
development of the region are all the sorts of things one would expect to find among the 
free-staters who built Topeka.

John Ritchie was, of course, not a typical Kansas settler for he came with a far 
stronger opposition to slavery than most of his fellow free-staters.  For most Northerners, 
hostility towards slavery was not an all-consuming passion.  By the 1850s most northern 
whites believed that their “free-labor” system was superior to the South’s slave-labor 
system.  But they had scarcely translated that belief into an affirmative call for black 
freedom or even a sense of sympathy for the slaves’ plight.  They were as committed to 
white supremacy as any Southerner.  But beginning in the 1830s a number of small groups 
of reformers began raising the moral issue.  By 1840 there were about 2,000 local abolition 
societies claiming a membership of about 250,000.  Abolitionism was never a unified 
movement, but instead brought together a variety of different elements.

The most radical group was centered in New England and drew its inspiration from 
William Lloyd Garrison.  Followers of Garrison rejected affiliation with any institution 
tainted by slavery—churches, political parties, and other associations.  This helped give the 
New England-born free-state leadership in Kansas much of its reputation for radicalism.  
They came to Kansas with a very clear agenda.  John Greenleaf Whittier’s “Song of the 
Kansas Emigrant” put it this way:

We cross the prairie as of old
The pilgrim crossed the sea
To make the West, as they the East,
The homestead of the free!

About 2,000 settlers came via the New England Emigrant Aid Company, the group 
most clearly reflecting this sense of mission.

The Midwestern group of Kansas emigrants, of which John Ritchie was a member, 
is generally regarded as the more pragmatic of the free-staters.  They were certainly more 
numerous. They were in most cases motivated less by their desire to turn Kansas into a 
free-soil territory and more by their personal preference not to live in a slave society.  Jim 
Lane, also a former Hoosier, had found a way of appealing to these preferences.  In the Big 
Springs convention of 1855 the free-state contingent followed his advice and voted to keep 
all black people, slave or free, out of the territory.  However inconsistent it may seem to 
Americans today, white Americans of the nineteenth century had no problem merging 
racism and hatred of slavery.  Abraham Lincoln spoke for many antislavery northerners 
when in early 1854 he declared that the western territories should be “homes for free white 
people.”  During his famous debates with Stephen Douglas in 1858 he declared that white 
people and black people could never live as equals and that “I am in favor of having the 
superior position assigned to the white race.”



John Ritchie’s hatred of slavery, however, was not a racist attempt to keep black 
people away.  His labors in the Underground Railroad illustrate his (and his wife’s) 
willingness to take personal risks on behalf of oppressed black people.  As a delegate to the 
Wyandotte convention, he voted against all anti-black resolutions.  When black people 
began to move to Topeka in fairly large numbers after the Civil War, he was one of the few 
whites to welcome them.  He gave land to the new black emigrants to build homes.  He 
even donated the land for Mount Auburn cemetery as a final resting place for Topeka’s 
black citizens.  In this context John Ritchie appears all the more, uncommon.

There were Midwesterners, however, who like the abolitionist New England group, 
attacked slavery as a moral evil.  By the 1830s a group of abolitionists, generally connected 
in some way with Lane Seminary in Cincinnati, had forged their own critique of slavery. 
For them, the driving force for the opposition to slavery came from the religious movement 
known as the Second Great Awakening.  Beginning in the early nineteenth century 
religious leaders like Lyman Beecher and Charles G. Finney began to preach a doctrine that 
emphasized the responsibility of individual sinners (in the words of Finney) “to change 
their own hearts.”  People were seen as free agents, capable of making free choices.  Within 
the context slavery appeared to be incompatible with Christianity.  As Finney put it: “To 
enslave a man is to treat a man as a thing…to treat a moral agent as a mere piece of 
property.”  These Midwestern abolitionists tended to be part of mainstream churches unlike 
the New Englanders who were often Transcendentalists, or members of churches outside 
the American mainstream such as the Unitarians and Quakers.  Ritchie, like many of the 
Midwest abolitionists was a Congregationalist.  Prior to coming to Kansas, Ritchie visited a 
faculty member at Knox College, a Presbyterian school closely tied to Finney.  Even after 
he was excommunicated from the Congregationalists, he continued to attend the church and 
receive communion.

Many of John Ritchie’s other activities put him comfortably within the Midwest 
abolitionist camp.  His support for prohibition was typical of an outlook that saw drinking 
as enslavement to “demon rum.”  Even his support for women’s rights, while unusual for a 
man of his generation, puts him in this camp. One of the leading members of the Midwest 
camp was Theodore Weld, a one-time follower of Charles Finney and a prominent 
abolitionist.  Weld married the former Angelina Grimke, who with her sister Sarah had 
been among the first women to speak out in public on the great issues of the day.  The 
Grimke sisters, along with several other female abolitionists, put together the first women’s 
rights crusade in American history.  They saw their own condition as women as strikingly 
similar to that of slaves.  Ritchie was ahead of his contemporaries in this matter, but his 
support for women’s rights was by no means out of character.

Driven by both a commitment to better his financial condition and a commitment to 
moral reform, John Ritchie made his mark as an uncommon man.  But even an uncommon 
man like Ritchie has an historical context.  His background as a Midwest abolitionist left 
him well-prepared to take on the challenges of building a new city and ridding his 



community of the evils he saw.  John Ritchie may not have been a typical Kansas emigrant.  
But then, there was no such thing as a typical Kansas emigrant.  Instead, Kansas was 
peopled by men and women from a wide variety of backgrounds and persuasions.  The 
result was a complex argument, woven from a diverse body of threads.  By knowing more 
about John Ritchie, we know more about his distinctive thread and to that end, the garment 
that he helped build.



JOHN RITCHIE: Portrait of An Uncommon Man
Mary Ritchie Jarboe

“The Civil War would have been delayed a quarter century…if Henry Ward Beecher 
had been a lawyer; if General John Ritchie had never come west…”

Joseph C. Waters in Radges’ 1893 Topeka City Directory

Topeka pioneer John Ritchie was as quick speaking his mind as he was fast moving 
into action, whether he was riding in the saddle in border warfare days, serving in the army 
as a Colonel of an Indian Regiment, or shaping Topeka to his measure.  As a Kansas 
legislator, he was either ahead of his time or “the radicals of radicals” as he was called by a 
local newspaper editor when he advocated the vote for women.  As a philanthropist, he was 
tweaked by another editor for giving town lots to freed slaves after the Civil War.  “The 
General calls it the Free Soil principle.”  During his lofetime, Ritchie’s individuality was 
often cause for comment in the newspapers and he was remembered by his friends in a 
written recollection, which provided an in-depth sketch of this 1855 emigrant to Kansas:

-Of medium size, light hair, sharp gray eyes
-Frank face and cordial manner
-Unshakable good humor
-Courage of a lion, heart of a woman
-Philanthropist, generous to a fault
-Ultra Abolitionist
-Women’s rights man
-Friend and champion of the poor
-Friend of God and lover of freedom
-Took ground alone on a fixed principle
-Eccentric in many things
-Admirer of John Brown
-Carved for himself name, fame, and wealth

John Ritchie, often called Colonel Ritchie, lived in Topeka in a stone house near 

11th and Kansas Avenue where the water tower now stands.  The home was demolished in 
the 1940s.  The land was part of his 160 acres in southeast Topeka that is still recognized in 
deeds as the “Ritchie Addition.”  Prior to his death on August 31, 1887, he asked to be 
buried beside his wife in a cemetery he had previously established for poor people.  
However, against his wishes, his only sons Hale and John buried him in the Topeka 
Cemetery and moved their mother to join him there.



Colonel Ritchie’s voice was heard on a number of different occasions. He often 

spoke before an audience, sometimes even from atop a stump at the July 4th celebrations of 
Topeka’s black citizens; and he delivered the welcoming speech on September 12, 1867, 
when Susan B. Anthony spoke to a Topeka gathering.  

After a talk he gave at an Old Settlers’ Meeting held in Lawrence in September of 

1879, his words were quoted in the Topeka Capital of September 16th:

As I am called o to say something in this meeting, I will say a word about what has 
been claimed as having saved Kansas.  It was neither the Emigrant Aid Society nor the 
Pennsylvanians, nor any other class or organization that made Kansas a free state.  I say 
it took us all—backwoodsmen from Indiana, Ohio and all the western states, as well as 
men of principle sent out by the Aid Society of New England, and the politicians from 
Pennsylvania…Every Kansas man knows, or ought to know, that the rought-hewn western 
men and boys who went in on their instincts as to what was right and wrong, as to what 
was square and fair in squatters’ rights, took a full hand in all that was done in beating 
down the pro-slavery power on the soil of Kansas

I don’t want to take any just credit from any Society nor from any state in this 
thing, but I remember once, in the spring of 1856 about forty high-toned men came to 
Topeka from the fat East to fight against slavery on principle, and when they heard of the 
approach of a force of border ruffians to sack the town of Topeka, these forty men of 
principle took to their heels and left the Territory, running through grass as high as their 
heads, and declaring as they went that Kansas was a barren country that wouldn’t 
produce anything.

…Some of us came out to make our homes here if we liked the country, and to fight 
slavery…Others came simply to make homes without any thought of a fight of any kind…
These classes of the “Saviours of Kansas” have not had quite a fair share of silver-
tongued orators to speak for them today, so I thought I would put in my say-so on their 
behalf.

Here was a man with instinctive concern for society’s unfortunates, however, when 
we “strike flint” in John Ritchie, we find a layer of violence surfacing when to him, it 
seemed necessary.

In his speech to the old settlers, Ritchie implied he was among those who “came to 
make our homes here if we liked the country, and to fight slavery if it undertook to crowd 
in.”  What influenced the Ritchies to move from Indiana to Kansas in 1855?  There were 
clues:

Ritchie told his friend Harvey Rice that after he made plans to go to 
Kansas, he paid a call on a Dr. Blanchard of Knox College in Galesburg, Illinois.  
He was so impressed after looking over the school that he resolved to encourage 



the same higher education in Kansas.  Dr. Blanchard gave him $200 toward such 
an effort.  (Dr. Blanchard was also actively involved in helping slaves escape.)

The Indiana Magazine of History recorded that his brother, Dr. 
James Ritchey of Franklin, Indiana, was active in the underground movement.  A 
byline next to his picture and biography in a county history of LaSalle County, 
Illinois, noted that Ritchie’s Uncle Nathaniel was also a driving force in helping 
runaway slaves.

Ritchie’s wife gave birth to a son, whom they named “Hale” soon 
after New Hampshire Senator John Hale’s nomination for President by the Free 
State party.

Upon arrival in Topeka, Ritchie bought a share in the Town Association 
and immediately became a member of the group operating the Underground 
Railroad in the area.

Ritchie actually came to Kansas twice, the last time in 1855, when he brought with 
him his wife, Mary Jane (Shelledy) Ritchie, four year old son Hale, and baby Mary.  On 
April 3, they settled at the spot beside the Kansas River where nine men had founded 
Topeka the previous December.  On April 16, Ritchie’s name was proposed for 
membership in the weekly meeting of the town company, and he was admitted to 
membership on April 23.  In the meantime, while awaiting acceptance, he met with Dr. 
Franklin Crane and Cyrus K. Holliday.  These men were to arrange for the purchase of 
land on which the new town was to be built.  Dr. Crane wrote that they thought it best to 
sell three of the nine original claims and with money purchase a Wyandotte Indian reserve 
land parcel.  At that time Crane remarked, “Colonel Ritchie, Colonel Holliday, and myself 
furnished the money to purchase the land warrant.”  Afterwards the Association managed 
to raise the agreed price of $1,200, and the patent for the town was issued February 14, 
1859.

An opportunity to buy more acreage arose for Ritchie when one of the nine 
founders of Topeka, Jacob Chase, had to sell his land.  He bought Chase’s 160-acre claim 
for $300, which was, no doubt, Ritchie’s $300 portion for purchasing land for the town.  
This land, however, could not be registered until the government surveys were completed.  
The following spring, on June 21, 1856, Ritchie’s deed was recorded, including Chase’s 
share of the Topeka Town Company, and the land designated as NE ¼ Section 6, 
Township 12, Range 16, 160 acres.  This parcel remained Ritchie’s home property 
throughout his lifetime, less many city lots he sold or gave away.

Andreas’ History of Kansas reveals that John Ritchie and most of the other settlers 
used hewn poles and shakes from oak trees for shelter.  Ritchie also used tree limbs left 
over from the construction of Franklin Crane’s and Cyrus Holliday’s cabins.  The little 
family was still in the cabin when his brother, Dr. Andrew J. Ritchie and his wife, arrived.  
Andrew’s wife Elizabeth noted that Ritchie’s house was covered with such rough-hewn 
boards that the water ran inside instead of outside when it rained.



Andrew and Elizabeth stayed in the Ritchie’s cabin during the time the doctor went 
back and forth to Atchison with his wagon and team, hauling everything he needed to build 
their homes—lumber, shingles, doors, windows, and more.  Their home was located across 

17th Street from Washburn College.  In “Reminiscences of Mrs. E. F. Ritchie” May 13, 
1907, Elizabeth had this to say:

We had a span of splendid horses and a new wagon, and with these Dr. Ritchie 
hauled every foot of lumber…from Atchison, where, on our way out, we purchased our 
summer’s supplies of edibles, such as dried fruits, beans, rice, cured hams and breakfast 
bacon.

There were very few gardens at that time, and few fresh vegetables.  From a 
Frenchman, Clement Shattio and his Negro wife Ann, we could occasionally buy a few 
quarts of peas, a squash, or a bunch of lettuce, and sometimes a pound or two of butter.  
But we usually had to be content with firkin butter, buying with other neighbors, and were 
delighted to get it.

While the building material was being hauled we lived at Colonel Ritchie’s.  They 
lived in a sod house not far from where the Rodman greenhouse now stands…(1907)

By the time the building material was on the ground, there was a shoe shop built 
on Kansas Avenue not far from Sixth Street.  We rented half the room, there was but one, 
and a curtain and the shoemaker’s cutting table divided his part from ours, our bedroom 
was the attic.  We remained there until our house was so we could occupy it, which was as 
soon as the siding was on, and the windows and doors were in.

There was not a drop of water on the claim, consequently every drop of water had 
to be hauled in barrels from a well in town near First Street and Madison, as I remember 
it.  We would cover the barrels closely during the day removing the covering at night.

By this time there was great excitement as to whether Kansas should be a free or 
slave state.

We had been here but a short time when my husband wanted me to take the baby 
and return to Iowa.  I was still in my teens and not anxious to come to Kansa, but I 
declined to go back, telling him when he was ready to go I would be delighted to 
accompany him, but as long as he stayed I should remain with him.  After moving to our 
claim every minute I was alone was one of terror to me for fear of Indians.  Everyone told 
me they were perfectly harmless, but I could not dispel this great fear I felt, knowing they 
were so treacherous.  One day when alone I thought I heard talking, and on looking out I 
saw a band of Indians coming right to the house, and very near.  I closed and locked the 
doors, and the windows I kept nailed down.  I took my baby in my arms and got as close in 
the corner of the room as I could.  They came to the door and tried to open it, and then 
tried to open the windows, hallowing and talking all the time.  As soon as all was quiet I 
went upstairs and looked cautiously our, and there were seven big Indian men going 
toward town.  I then looked out the couth window and there came two more.  They tried the 
doors and windows, just as the others had done, hallowing and calling all the time.  



Finally all was quiet, and I saw the last two going toward Topeka.
As quickly as I could get ready, I took my baby in my arms and walked to Topeka, 

where my husband was at work on the store building.
We lived on our claim but a short time, when our friends prevailed upon us to 

come to town, as it was not safe for us to live there.  Everything was excitement, and 
(James) Lane and his emigrants were expected soon.  J. C. Miller had built a brick house 
near where the Columbian building now stands.  The attic was floored and temporary 
stairs led to it.  But there were no floors below.  The Millers kindly allowed us with others, 
to live with them, each furnishing and doing their part…

I saw the first steamboat that navigated the Kansas River, the Minnie Bell, I believe.  
It landed not far from where the Melan Bridge now stands.  There were many people there 
to witness the arrival, as it was quite an event, and one which all hoped would be 
continued.

But we were doomed to disappointment, for as I remember there was only one 
more to go up, and that went as far as Junction City, and was burned.

(The changing spelling of Richey/Ritchey/Ritchie, although noticeable throughout the text, 
is not so curious due to the fact that people in the early days often calmly accepted the 
spelling of local clerks or rearranged the spelling to distinguish themselves from a nearby 
family with a similar name.  The tombstones of the three Johns in this family verify the 
spelling each chose and used.)



Town and Fireside, 1855-1860

In the spring of 1855, Topeka consisted of six houses made of logs or shakes plus several 
sod houses.  The weather of that time was damp—the politics hot.  The settlers held a get-
acquainted picnic on May 17, bountifully filling a long table with fish from the river, a barbecued 
pig, and many delicious cakes and pies prepared by the ladies.

The Month of May brought the first birth and the first death.  In 1946 historian George A. 
Root, in his Chronology of Shawnee County, remarked “No ground having been set aside for 
burials, John Ritchie authorized these and later internments be made on his homestead, just south 
of what became the intersection of Tenth and Kansas Avenue.  When bodies were later removed 
(about 100 of them) to Topeka Cemetery, graves were found in and on both sides of Kansas 
Avenue, where in building excavations unidentified bones are still encountered.”

At this time a new arrival, E.C.K. Garvey, established a newspaper.  The Town 
Association granted him lots and appointed Ritchie in the building committee.  Garvey published 
his first edition of The Kansas Freeman on July 4, 1855.

Mrs. Ritchie was present at most of the childbirths in those first years.  She was highly 
respected for her intelligence and compassion, according to John’s great-niece, Mrs. H. C. Root.  
Mrs. Root’s mother was Emily Richey Douthitt, daughter of John’s brother, Dr. James Ritchey of 
Franklin, Indiana.  Emily and her husband lawyer William P. Douthitt, lived on the land that lay 
immediately across Kansas Avenue to the west of the Ritchie property.

Mary Jane Ritchie was unfortunate with her own childbearing, however, as she suffered 
numerous miscarriages or stillbirths, all of which her husband insisted be noted in the family Bible.  
The couple had left two daughters, ages three and six, buried in Indiana along with several 
unnamed infants.  In October of 1855 they lost little Mary, the baby they brought with them to 
Kansas.  Mary was one year old at the time of her death.  They would los another daughter 
Elizabeth at age five, in 1864.  A son, John, born on July 29, 1856, would survive to join Hale as 
the only two children to reach adulthood.

No one really knows exactly when Ritchie had one of his eccentric notions indicating his 
concern for the poor Topekans who had to pay out good money for a burial plot.  Perhaps it was 
when the Topeka Cemetery was established about 1860, but it may have been sometime after that 
date.  The “Ritchie Cemetery” as it was called, can still be seen on the west edge of Knollwood 
section in Topeka, several blocks west of Kansas Avenue.  Freed slaves frequently made us of it.  
Ritchie buried his wife there and asked to be placed there himself.  Some stones in the cemetery are 
visible today.

Christmas of 1855 was white and cold; the temperature fell to seventeen degrees below 
zero on Christmas morning.  Mrs. Ritchie told of awakening and seeing snow on her blankets quite 
often that winter.  Water froze in tumblers and bread was held to the fire to soften before slicing.  



The snow inside one settler’s house was the same depth as it was outside.

Although the free-state settlers had political matters to attend to that winter, the minds of 
these frontiersmen were turned by necessity to building warm safe houses.  At what time Ritchie 
completed his first solid home cannot be pinpointed.  There is evidence that a small two-story stone 
house still standing at 1116 Madison Street was his second home, which preceded his larger home 
on East Eleventh Street near Kansas Avenue.  In 1881, Ritchie deeded some Madison Street 
property to his son Hale, Since his marriage in 1876, Hale had been living in the house at 1116 
Madison, a wedding gift from his father.  Upon Hale’s death this house went to Hale’s son, John 
S. Ritchie, in whose hands it remained until 1939.  In the early 1880s, Hale built a modern eleven-
room house next door at 1118 Madison, which was also family owned until 1939.

The old house at 1116 Madison is simple in arrangement and is now covered with stucco.  
It sits atop the rise west of Shunganunga Creek.  In the 1930s, the remains of an old cave could 
still be seen behind the house; perhaps it was once a springhouse.  Fry Giles, in his Thirty Years in 
Topeka, remarked that in 18600 Ritchie lived east of his of his later home on Eleventh Street, 
which fits the location.

An 1873 plat of Topeka Township shows that Ritchie owned, among other odd pieces, a 
small parcel of land on Deer Creek near the present-day Lake Shawnee dam.  In the 1880s, his son 
Hale was still hauling stone from Deer Creek to make lime, which would indicate that this was the 
spot where they quarried stone during their earliest days in Topeka.

John and Mary Jane Ritchie had the comfort of a few relatives around them including 
John’s sister, Clarinda Lewis and her husband Archibald.  By 1856 his brother, Dr. Andrew 
Ritchie and his wife had arrived, soon followed by more kin—his niece Emily Ritchey and 
Margaret Ritchey Holmes, John’s first cousin.  Margaret’s husband, George B. Holmes, was 
Register of Deeds in Topeka in 1865.  A great-granddaughter of the Holmes, Sarah McNeive, is a 
current and active member of the Board of Directors of the Topeka Cemetery.  Later arrivals in 
1868 were John’s sister Sarah and her husband, Andrew J. Hungate, parents of Judge Otis 
Hungate (1871-1941) of Topeka.  Some of John’s relatives purchased Topeka lots or farms 
without coming west; clearly John wrote all in his family telling them of the good Kansas soil and 
of the new town of Topeka.

Mary Jane’s cousin, Harvey McCaslin of Franklin, Indiana, was another newcomer.  
Captain McCaslin served in the Kansas militia at the Battle of Big Blue during the Civil War.  In 
1866 Ritchie carried a mortgage on acreage for Juan P. Doss, Mary Jane’s nephew.  Other names 
of Topekans who might be related to John or Mary Jane are Demaree and Tresize.

On September 20, 1858, Justice of the Peace J.C. Miller stated that James Richey appeared 
before him selling five Topeka Township acres to George B. Holmes.  There was good reason for 
his appearance in court.  The three brothers had formed the “Ritchey Company” for land 
speculation that lasted five years.



--5/23/1860 John bought 84 Topeka lots from Topeka Assn.
--5/23/1860 John bought 78 Topeka lots from Topeka Assn.
--8/1/1860 James Ritchey bought ½ of Topeka Share No. 84 from Ritchey Company
--1865 A.J. Ritchie received ½ share 84, 27 lots quit claim from James Ritchey
--1865 A.J. Ritchie received ½ share 84, 27 lots quit claim from John Ritchie

The name Ritchey Company does not appear on any records after 1865.  In 1863 there was 
a record of John Ritchie buying “Mill property in Topeka” from the Topeka Association, as well as 
“an interest in mill property” from A. Merrill.

While progress was being made on a permanent home for the Ritchies, a more noted 
structure was rising in the summer of 1856 known as the “Ritchie Block.”  The first building made 
of bricks in Topeka, it reached up three stories.  Unfortunately, the “block” was destroyed by fire 
in 1869.

Doug Wallace states in his Witness of the Times (1976)  “Early building fulfilled a number 
of functions.  The Ritchie Block at Sixth and Kansas may serve as an important example.  The 
Tribune October 3, 1857, reported that its ‘massive stone columns which support the upper 
walls…are a species of architecture seldom seen in the west.’  Owned by John Ritchie, Walter 
Oakley, and L. C. Wilmarth, this three-story 70 by 100-foot business block housed at different 
times a grocery and queensware (earthenware) store, dry goods, emporium, bank, business 
college, and book bindery.  In a top floor room the I.O.O.F. met while in the larger auditorium, 
called Museum or Wilmarth Hall, carious city organizations and clubs held their festivals, dances, 
and gatherings…When fire destroyed the block on November 28, 1869, the State of Kansas and 
Crane’s Bindery were the big losers.”

The Ritchie Block was the first home of the Kansas state executive offices and the State 
Senate.  Parishioners of Grace Church, later Grace Cathedral, met on the third floor prior to 
building their first structure.  At the time of the fire, the newspapers listed the owners as John 
Ritchie, L. C. Wilmarth, and Mrs. Steele.  A picture of the burned out structure appeared to the 
newspaper of November 30, 1869, and a reporter quoted Ritchie as saying he had been insured 
only with God Almighty.

The Ritchies had not sold all their land holdings in and near Franklin, Indiana, prior to 
leaving for Kansas, but once settled in Kansas they continued their land sales.  In 1857 they sold 
Franklin town lots for $2,200, and in 1859 they sold lots for $2,500, plus thirty-four acres of 
Johnson County, Indiana farmland for $4,300.  In 1857 they bought some Franklin town lots in a 
new section of town for $500.

How well did land speculators profit before moving on to frontier lands, even with buying 
and selling on a small scale.  The Johnson County deed books revealed John Ritchie’s record.  
However, in checking the land purchases, it is difficult to be accurate for John and his father had 



the same name.  It would appear young John bought farmland and town lots totaling $4,258.  After 
selling the land (all deeds mention his wife Mary Jane), the results from 1848 to 1866 totaled 
$28,950.  Land sales profited them well.

A news item told about brother Dr. James Ritchey buying a farm in Jasper County, 
Indiana.  It seems Dr. James had gone north near Rensselaer to visit his brother, Dr. Samuel 
Ritchey.  They went to an administrator’s sale one cold and wet November morning.  On the block 
was a 400-acre farm including an old historic brick home, which was once a wayside inn.  The 
bidding was going so poorly that Dr. James, unexpectedly, entered a bid, resulting in his getting 
the place for $9.00 an acre—the house alone was worth that price.  He retired there in1865 after 
practicing medicine most of his life in Franklin.



Underground Railroad

In the 1850 census of Franklin, Indiana, John Ritchie listed himself as a “saddler,” but after 
that, in all the Kansas censuses, he claimed he was a “farmer.”  How did he have time to tend to 
crops when he was pursuing so many of other projects?

After Ritchie’s death, a eulogy in the Topeka Commonwealth of September 1, 1887, 
declared, “He was a staunch friend of the negro and used to say that no less than $100,000 worth 
of runaway slaves had passed to safety through his place.”  The Kansas State Historical Society 
had a photograph of Topeka men taken in their older years, who sere believed to be those involved 
in the Underground Railroad, and John Ritchie is among the eight men pictured.

Mary Jane Ritchie proved to be courageous in helping the escaping slaves by ignoring the 
severe punishment laws of Lecompton’s Bogus Legislature.  A memorial to her in the newspaper 
states, “She aided the fugitives with find and shelter, and no slave was ever refused and when she 
was physically able to render it.  Her cautiousness in these humane efforts was ever equal to her 
benevolence, as was shown in this:  fugitives concealed in the hazel brush near her dwelling were 
made aware that she would drop food for them near the spring to which she went for water.  On 
one occasion forty-eight men forcibly entered her cabin in search of a negro, under the Fugitive 
Slave Act, and the true bravery of her nature was set forth in the defense of her castle, and many 
narrow escapes were accomplished through her brave conduct, having stood guard at her cabin 
against three armed ruffians.  She ordered the fugitive to advance with his double barreled 
shotgun on a line with herself, when the ruffians retreated for reinforcements.”

At the age of eleven, Mary Jane’s father died and willed her a slave named George.  When 
she and her mother went to live in Indiana, she left the slave behind with relatives in Kentucky.  
Mary Jane married John Ritchie in 1838, and they took a wedding trip to Shelbyville, Kentucky, 
where Mary Jane officially freed the slave.

On Sunday morning in 1856 when John Ritchie was suspected of harboring a runaway 
slave, forty U.S. soldiers came to his house at 4:00 a.m. and demanded admittance.  He parleyed 
with them until after daybreak before he permitted them to search his house.  The slave they were 
seeking had been there the day before, but that night he had been sent on his way toward Holton.  
Ritchie chose this method of delay so as to give the slave more time to escape.  (Written 
recollection of Mrs. H. C. Root, KSHS).

Harboring fugitive slaves was a dangerous business.  A Kansas Tribune article of 
November 7, 1857, reported this alarming tale:  “Another of those outrageous and tyrannical acts 
which are peculiar to the slave fostering government of the United States, was perpetrated in this 
town on the night of Wednesday last.  A file of soldiers in the dead of night, were marched up to 
the residence of Mr. John Ritchie, immediately on the outskirts of the town, headed by that 
pusillanimous tool of Bogus Law and slave catchers, Deputy Marshal Butcher who, it will be 
remembered, made us a similar visit about three weeks ago.  The object of this visit, as before, 



was to capture some allegedly fugitive slaves.  Without presenting a writ or other evidence of 
acting in any official capacity, the Deputy…attempted to forcibly enter Mr. R’s house by breaking 
open the door with an axe, but were brought to a stand by the click of some sharp shooters and 
were compelled to obtain an increased force to secure an entrance.  It is needless to say that no 
‘niggers’ were found.”

In his Reminiscences, Harvey D. Rice marks the year 1858 as a busy one with several 
escaped slaves making an appearance in Topeka and being aided.  “A large reward was offered in 
Missouri for the return of some to their masters, and we had people among our midst watching 
for the opportunity to capture any such and return them for the reward.  One Isaac Edwards 
succeeded in capturing a fugitive working alone in a field near Burnett’s Mound, got him on his 
horse behind him and started for Tecumseh.  James French immediately alarmed the people in 
Topeka and John Ritchie, John Armstrong, French, and others, came to my place and we followed 
him, coming in sight of Edwards with his prisoner near Tecumseh village.  Edwards eluded us, 
crossing the river at Tecumseh, and went north.  His captive named Felix, made his escape near 
Leavenworth and came back to Topeka and was escorted north to Holton with another fugitive, 
John by name, who had quarried stone for the church at Ritchie’s.”

Rice told, too, that it was on a Sabbath day in January, 1859, during worship that they 
heard John Brown was north of town and in need of help.  A few days previously he had passed 
through Topeka with a number of fleeing slaves, and on that particular Sunday he was surrounded 
near Holton, thirty miles north of Topeka.  A company of men left the church service to go to 
Holton.  Ritchie’s newspaper obituary revealed that Ritchie was among those riding to help Brown 
and the runaway slaves.  After the Missouri legislature offered $3,000 for the capture of “Old 
Brown,” he and a party of eleven slaves set out for Nebraska.  (President Buchanan had offered a 
$2,500 reward for Brown, and Brown had printed handbills countering with a reward of $0.25 for 
Buchanan.)  This confrontation near Holton was called the Battle of the Spurs, and it was won on 
knowledge of the lay of the land, with the entire party out riding their pursuers.  This was John 
Brown’s last night spent on Kansas soil; his attempt to set up a freedom center for slaves at 
Harper’s Ferry was to come later that fall.  In the tales of the movement of slaves across the line 
into Nebraska or Iowa, the name of Ritchie’s friend, Dr. Blanchard, crops up frequently.  
Blanchard and his wife had a house at Nebraska City, where he was clearly operating a “receiving” 
station on the secret route.

Elizabeth F. Ritchie, John’s sister-in-law, stated in her “Reminiscences” in 1907, “I saw 
John Brown on his way to Harper’s Ferry.  He was at Colonel John Ritchie’s.  They were shaking 
hands over the gate, the Colonel returning to his house and Brown went toward the Avenue.”  
Long after the end of the Civil War, a monument to Brown was erected in Osawatomie.  A small 
newspaper article included the name of John Ritchie among those going down on the train for the 
unveiling.

The Topeka area diarist, Sam Reader, had the last word on John Brown After Harper’s 
Ferry, he scrawled in his book:



Old Brown
John Brown

Osawatomie Brown
He’ll trouble them more when his coffin nailed down?



Border War – Capture and Escape

From the moment of his arrival in Topeka in April of 1855, John Ritchie waded into 
the mire of border warfare in Kansas, having been greeted with the grim news that in a 
March 30 election for a territorial legislature, the border ruffians of Missouri had ridden over 
to surround the polling places, preventing free-staters from voting.  The following July the 
pro-slavery legislature passed a slave code abridging American rights of free speech and of 
the press.  They enacted laws that limited office holding to believers in slavery, provided for 
imprisonment of anyone declaring the institution did not legally exist in the Territory, and 
promised punishment for all caught speaking or writing against slaveholding.  No period of 
residence would be required of voters.  From that hour, the free-staters rebelled against the 
proposed Lecompton Constitution.

In September at Big Springs, the free-state men met to discuss a counterattack to the 
bogus legislature.  The Topeka delegation rode proudly in the procession with music playing 
and banners flying, following a huge wagon carrying their band of musicians.  The speaker 
was James H. Lane, dynamic and fresh from Indiana where he had been Lt. Governor.  
Although he denied that day that they were abolitionists, the records show that when his 
oration ended, only one out of a hundred delegates voted against his proposed “Black 
Law”—that no Negro was to live in Kansas when Kansas became a state.  Four years later, 
at a Leavenworth Constitutional Convention, John Ritchie would take the lead in overcoming 
the “Black Law.”

In October, the delegates met in Topeka to form their own “Topeka Constitution,” 
and at that time they elected their own state officers, a move treated with contempt by 
Territorial Gov. Wilson Shannon.  The battle lines were drawn, and the conflict increased.  
Roads became unsafe for travel, and free-staters had to form militia companies, town by 
town.

John Ritchie served as Third Lieutenant for the Topeka Militia.  During the first week 
in December 1855, Kansas and Missouri armies faced each other for the first time near 
Lawrence, both heavily armed and with cannon.  A short time before, a man living on 
Wakarusa Creek had been killed, and no attempt had been made to arrest the murder.  This 
overnight led to the “Wakarusa War.”  Free-state men gathered in numbers varying from 500 
to 1,500, including the Topeka Militia.  It was at this time that Ritchie first met John Brown 
of Osawatomie.  As an army of 1,500 approached from Missouri, Gov. Shannon arrived on 
the scene, hoping to forestall bloodshed.  His counsel cooled the ruffians, and they rode 
home to Missouri without attacking Lawrence as they had planned.

Open warfare began again in May 1856, when the pro-slavery men did sack 
Lawrence, leaving terrible destruction behind.  (Later this same month John Brown took his 
revenge at Pottawatomie Creek by murdering five pro-slavery men).  President Franklin 
Pierce issued a proclamation against the Kansas free-state government and gave orders that 



the legislature was not to meet on July 4, 1856, as scheduled.  But when the holiday came, 
Topeka was filled with lawmakers and their families, despite a warning from Col. Edwin 
Sumner of Ft. Leavenworth.  Sumner rode into town that day at the head of a column of 200 
dragoons loaded well equipped with light artillery.  As the legislators met and took their 
seats, Col. Sumner appeared in the doorway and took a chair.  When the politicians 
discovered there was not a quorum present, Col. Sumner rose to his feet saying, 
“Gentlemen, I am called on this day to perform one of the most painful duties of my life.  
Under the authority of the President, I am here to disperse this legislature and inform you 
that you cannot meet.  I order you to disperse.”  In view of the officer’s sympathy to their 
cause, those present gave him a rousing cheer, followed by three groans for President Pierce.

In Lecompton, now the capital of the Territory, a large stone hotel, a jail, and the 
foundation for a brick capitol building were being constructed.  By the time spring 
“bushwhacking” season opened, a log jail stood ready to receive any political prisoners.  
John Ritchie managed to stay clear of this situation until September.

Politically, the Kansas free-state issue along with the men supporting it was a lost 
cause.  Some of their leaders were already in jail in Lecompton, the Missouri River was 
blockaded to incoming settlers and to supplies for the free-state towns, steamers were being 
boarded and free-state consignments were captured, and even the trail coming down from the 
north was being threatened.  The period of non-resistance was over for many free-staters, 
who had been itching to fight back with their own raiding parties.  Now, they saddled up and 
rode out.

Topekans organized by throwing up slight fortifications on lots on Quincy Street.  
The cellar of Constitution Hall was designated to receive captured goods, and a system of 
reprisal against the enemy was established.  Dr. Crane’s little office at the foot of Quincy 
Street was to serve as a temporary hospital for the sick and wounded.  These actions were to 
continue until supplies could be brought to Topeka in a regular manner, without danger of 
attack by border ruffians.

By September 1856, the situation in Topeka had worsened.  There was no food to be 
bough in the town.  One supply team hauling goods was taken by ruffians near Westport, 
and a man sent to get supplies at Leavenworth was murdered.  However, in the pro-slavery 
towns there was plenty of food.

The free-state organization in Topeka was known as Company B, Second Regiment 
Kansas Volunteers.  Colonel Whipple (an alias for Aaron Stephens) headed this regiment 
with John Ritchie as Lieutenant.  Company expeditions went to the various pro-slavery 
towns in the vicinity such as Tecumseh, Osawkie, and Lecompton, and they usually returned 
to Topeka with supplies sufficient to feed the townspeople at least for a short time.

By late summer of 1856, the situation became desperate for the free-staters. A “reign 



of terror” was ushered in due to the resignation of Gov. Shannon on August 18, which 
allowed the office to be assumed temporarily by his Secretary of State, Daniel Woodson, a 
believer in the southern cause.  The Missourians favored Woodson for Governor and were 
disappointed when word came that President Pierce had plans to appoint another man, John 
W. Geary.  When Woodson came into power, an army of several hundred pro-slavery men, 
the Atchison Guards, camped on the border.  The day Shannon left, Woodson declared 
Kansas Territory in a state of insurrection and rebellion and asked “all patriotic citizens to 
rally in defense of the law.”

After hearing this declaration, the Missourians set out to destroy Osawatomie.  As 
they neared the town, they happened upon one of John Brown’s sons and shot him.  After 
the raid was over, there were only four houses left standing in Osawatomie.

At that time, Company B from Topeka was in Lawrence in response to a summons 
by Gen. James Lane.  They quickly marched to Bull Creek where the ruffians were 
encamped on their way back to Missouri.  Lane arrived about dark and found the enemy 
ready and waiting for him with four pieces of artillery pointing in his direction.  
Unfortunately, he was forced to fall back eight miles for the night’s camp, outnumbered and 
outgunned.

On September 3, the town of Tecumseh was raided by the free-state men.  The pro-
south Leavenworth Herald blamed James Lane, but John Ritchie was one of that party.  The 
paper reported, The savages rode into town plundering, threatening to burn the town, well 
armed and mounted on fine horses.  They ransacked every store of goods even down to the 
brooms!”  After the raiders returned to Topeka, they dumped the loot on Kansas Avenue 
and invited the citizens to help themselves.  Dr. Crane confided in his diary on September 4, 
“Some men went to Tecumseh and returned with goods in five wagons.”

Actually, James Lane’s main objective was Lecompton.  The citizens there lived in 
fear of attack and sent the women and children away.  Colonel Cooke from Fort 
Leavenworth took a detachment of dragoons to Lecompton, and when the free-staters 
approached on September 5, he managed to calm them down and to disperse both sides.  
Lane’s men went back to Lawrence.

When Gov. John Geary was appointed governor of Kansas, James Lane, long 
wanted by the Territorial government, was determined to leave the Territory by way of 
Nebraska.  He left Topeka with a few men on September 11, 1856 and upon arriving in 
Osawkie he learned that a large pro-slavery force was in the area.  He sent to Topeka for 
reinforcements and was joined by fifty men under a Col. Whipple on September 12.  This 
force included John Ritchie.

On the morning of September 12, the Atchison Guards burned a store in 
Grasshopper Falls ( now Valley Falls) and then returned to Hickory Point, where they 



fortified themselves in several small buildings.  General Lane, with John Ritchie as Chief of 
Staff, arrived at Hickory Point about 11:00 a.m. and after finding he could not dislodge the 
enemy without artillery, he sent to Lawrence for reinforcements.  The diarist Sam Reader 
was at Hickory Point, and he noted that they had “fired some then retreated to Osawkie.”  He 
claimed his group only lost three horses and had one man wounded while several border 
ruffians were killed.

On September 14 Gov. Geary wrote Col. Cooke at Fort Leavenworth and suggested 
that a force be sent to Hickory Point.  That same day, eighty-one men were detailed to the 
scene.  General Lane received a proclamation from the governor ordering that he disband all 
his forces.  He instructed the Topeka men to return home so as to avoid any encounter with 
U.S. troops.

The reinforcements Lane had ordered from Lawrence under Col. J. A. Harvey had 
proceeded directly to Hickory Point just north of the Shawnee County line in Jefferson 
County, and on the morning of September 14, they had a small skirmish with the 
Missourians.  Upon their return to Lawrence, Col. Harvey’s men were taken prisoner by the 
U.S. troops and imprisoned at Lecompton.

On September 18, a few days after the return of the Topeka Company, Gov. Geary 
and U.S. Marshal Donaldson arrived in Topeka in order to make arrests.  A squad of cavalry 
was stationed near the corner of Fifth and Kansas Avenue, and the infantry and several 
pieces of artillery were in line farther east on Fifth Street.  The arrests were mainly confined 
to members of the company who had been engaged in the recent disturbances.  Among the 
Topeka men arrested at this time were Messrs., Mitchell, Ritchie, Kagi, Rastall, and Sexton.  
Added to those already arrested, this made 101 prisoners in all.  The prisoners were first 
placed in the U.S. encampment near Lecompton and guarded by three lines of sentinels.  
After an interrogation by the Marshal, they were recommended for trial and imprisoned in an 
old house.  Initially the grounds for indictments were for participating in the fight at Hickory 
Point, but John Ritchie and John Kagi were accused of being in the affray on September 14, 
when an Atchison Guard member was killed.  They along with several others were indicted 
for murder.

Ritchie, in addition to the above charges, was held to answer to a charge by William 
F. Dyer.  Dyer had appeared before a Lecompton judge saying Col. Whipple, at the head of a 
hundred men or more (among whom were J. Ritchie, Ephraim Bainter, J.O.B. Dunning, 
Capt. Jamison, and others not known to him), did on Monday, September 8 rob him of six 
head of mules, horses, and various other merchandise, in the value of more than $1,000.  On 
this day, September 13, 1856, the same men were assembled at Osawkie at about 8:oo a.m., 
as he believed, for the purpose of robbing and burning the town, and attacking the town of 
Hardtville that evening.

Dyer was in court with his complaint days before Ritchie and the others were 



arrested by the U.S. troops.  At a trial in October, a few of the free-state men were acquitted, 
but not John Ritchie.  All would be pardoned and liberated by Gov. Geary in March 1857, to 
comply with numerous petitions and because “their continued punishment could neither 
subserve the ends of justice not the interests of the Territory.”

John Ritchie waited for no pardon.  In November 1856, he and several others made 
their escape through a small hole cut in their cabin jail.  The Congregationalist minister, the 
Rev. Lewis Bodwell, in “John Ritchie A Pastor’s Sketch” (KSHS) tells of the escape:

October 30, 1856.  Returned to Topeka by way of Lecompton and there saw the Free 
State prisoners in their confinement.  So runs the record in my old journal of the day on 
which I made John Ritchie my first pastoral call…asking for Colonel Titus, I was led into 
the presence of a rough looking military man to whom I presented my request for an 
interview with John Ritchie, a prisoner.  As it was only a solitary Yankee preacher wishing 
to see a member of his flock under arrest, the Colonel seemed to see no danger to the Union 
from the interview, and gave the necessary order under which I was escorted to the rather 
shaky and very dirty prison house.  The prisoner was soon brought in by an armed guard 
who, weapon in hand, stayed with us to see that we plotted no treason.  With such a witness, 
our talk was, of course, quite general.

A hearty handshake, a look in each others’ faces, a few kind words of greeting, 
inquiry and response, and I said farewell to one whom I then and ever afterward believed to 
be all he professed—a friend of God and a lover of that freedom which he held to be the 
God-given and inalienable right of all men.

I had been received with grave and dignified courtesy of a man to whom a prison 
was a good place, if it fell to his lot in the way of right-doing.  And as I rode from what was 
in those days, for abolitionists, not a desirable or healthy locality, I felt what thirty years had 
not disproved, the Free Congregational Church of Topeka had there as one of its seven 
pillars, a representative who might often be mistaken, but who would never once cowardly 
or selfishly turn his back on God or His church, or the very poorest of the poor.

Our next meeting was on this wise:  November 19th the whisper passed about that 
some prisoners, having escaped from Lecompton were hiding at Father Seagrave’s.  There 
was no safety in Topeka, the ferries were few and would be watched, but some cottonwood 
house logs, long cut and well seasoned, were found at the lower ferry landing in the early 
dusk of a chill morning.  A lariat bound them together, and so it comes that my journal 

says:  Nov. 20th at 5 AM made a raft, ferried some of our friends across the Kansas (river) 
and went with them to the Nebraska road.  Almost a year passed ere we met again.”

After his escape, John Ritchie traveled to Franklin, Indiana, where his parents and 
other relatives lived and remained there the better part of a year.  His father, Dr. John 
Ritchey, passed away in October of 1857 so John may have been grateful for this last visit 
with him.



More news of the Lecompton prisoners appears in a letter from them published in 
The Englishman in Kansas, by T. H. Gladstone, 1857.  This English newsman made a long 
visit to Kansas and had the letter before him as he wrote, after narrating at length some of the 
particulars of the capture…

We come now to speak of a subject too immediate, too vital to admit of our passing it 
unnoticed, yet too full of horror to dwell upon.  We allude to our treatment and condition 
since our confinement here, any description of which must come far short of the terrible 
reality.  A few of our guard will ever be remembered by us with emotion of the deepest 
gratitude for their kindness, but the greatest portion of them are drunken, brawling demons, 
too vile and wicked for portrayal.  Times without number they have threatened to either 
shoot or stab us, and not infrequently have they attempted to carry out their threats…most 
of us are poorly clad, few have any bedding.  Out prison is open and airy yet small; without 
surrounded with unearthly filth, within all is crawling with vermin.

When youths we listened with doubt to the dark stories of the Jersey prison ship, and 
the Black Hole of Calcutta, never dreaming that we should at last be a sad, actual part of 
their counterpart!  More than once have we prophesied to one another that all would not 
leave this charnal house alive.  Several have been dangerously ill, one has died.  His name 
was William Bowles…he left his sufferings this morning at one o’clock.  Before his death, 
we requested of the guard to have him removed to a place of quiet, yet nothing was done.  
Last night all the physicians in town were sent for, and each refused to come…we can see 
nothing left us but an appeal to the last tribunal, with God as our judge, and our jury the 
great American people.

The Lecompton prisoners and escapees were pardoned by Gov. Geary in 1857 and 
were again granted amnesty by an act of the Kansas legislature passed February 11, 1859, at 
the Wyandotte Constitutional Convention, of which John Ritchie was a member.

James Lane, too, left Kansas, to climb platforms across the Midwest urging votes for 
John C. Fremont for President.  With John Brown also out of the state, Gov. Geary 
announced, “Peace now reigns.”  Governor Charles Robinson, elected by the illegal Topeka 
free-state government, resigned, giving his documents to Gov. Geary, who was soon 
carrying his protests over decisions of the Lecompton legislature all the way to the White 
House.  The Pierce administration still bowed to the slave power.  Governor Geary resigned, 
the third democratic governor to protest the injustice of the pro-slavery interests.



The Conventions – 1858 To 1859

Thanks to the editor of the Leavenworth Times, who wrote for the edition of July 
17, 1859, John Ritchie as a legislator is defined:

“We cannot close without notice of the man who dares to take the somewhat 
unpopular ground of extreme Radical.  Of such who lean that way there are more than 
one, but the Radical of Radicals is John Ritchey of Shawnee.  We like the pluck which 
enables a man to take ground alone and on a fixed principle.  The Republican party does 
not go far enough for Mr. Ritchey, but in his view, ‘half a loaf is better than no bread,’ and 
so he acts heartily with that party.  But his Radicalism will out in spite of himself.

Mr. Ritchey is a man of medium size, with light hair and eyes, head narrow, long 
and high, with a frank face and cordial manner, rather rough in his appearance, free and 
easy, and with an unshakable good humor.  Everybody knows him, and in spite of his 
peculiar views, everybody respects him.  He is very nervous both mentally and physically 
and is a little apt to go off ‘halfcocked’ but takes a joke against himself good naturedly.

He is often on the floor, his sharp, nasal ‘Mr. President’ being heard on almost 
every question.  Being a man of good sense on all points not requiring an expression of his 
radical views, he has rendered efficient aid in the convention.  Of Course, he is, an ultra 
Abolitionist, woman’s rights man, teetotaler, and general advocate for reform, looking 
eagerly and earnestly for the ultimate redemption of mankind from all oppressions, abuses 
and vices of whatever nature and kind.

We do not hesitate to say we like John Ritchey.  Such men sow seed which often 
springs up to good use.  They are pioneers who do not always leave the ground cleaned 
and leveled, but they make a trail and blaze trees as they go.  They are iconoclasts, 
outlookers, men who are generally impractical in their present action but of service for the 
time to come:  therefore, it is that here and there on the way we like to see such men as 
John Ritchey.”

A year and a half before Ritchie was described as the “Radical of Radicals,” the 
point was proved at a Leavenworth Constitutional Convention that wiped out James Lane’s 
“Black Law’ forbidding residency of negroes in Kansas when Kansas became a state.  The 
Leavenworth meeting followed by three months the convention at Lecompton that had 
resulted in a “with slavery” constitution being sent to Congress for approval.

The Lecompton convention had opened with hope for the free-state men as the new 
Governor, Robert J. Walker, allowed them a fair representation of delegates.  Soon the free-
staters were crying “fraud,” and James Lane spoke of breaking up the deliberations, but he 
did not.  By the time the convention adjourned, they were determined to send a constitution 
to Congress for approval, submitting to Kansas voters only a “slavery” or “no slavery” 
clause.  Lane held mass meetings in protest.  The free-staters stayed away from the polls, 
allowing a “with slavery” constitution to go to Washington.  This was a constitution the 



new President, James Buchanan, wanted, and in his message opening the 35th Congress on 
December 7, 1857, he endorsed it and urged Congress to admit Kansas to the union under 
it.  (After the House turned it down and voted to refer this constitution back to the people, 
the Kansas voters also turned it down by a seven to one vote).

In January 1858 election for state officers under the Lecompton constitution, the 
free-staters did go to the polls and barely edged out the non-resident voting power of the 
southerners.  Out of this election came the comedy of the notorious “lost” election returns, 
found at pistol point, in a candlebox under a pro-slavery man’s woodpile.

It was a whole new situation.  At a meeting in January 1858, the first major act of 
the new legislature was a repeal of the first legislature’s act to punish offenses against slave 
property.  Acting Gov. James W. Denver vetoed, “so long as Slavery is recognized and 
allowed to exist in this Territory.”

The southerners next move was to try to relocate the capital.  Ignoring the existing 
free state towns, the legislature proposed that a new town called Minneola be built on the 
prairie.

However, Gov. Denver refused to move his office or any of his papers.  Toward 
the end of the session, this first legal free-state legislative body called for a constitutional 
convention.  On March 9, 1858, delegates were elected to the convention, which was to be 
held two days later at Minneola.

The first business of the new constitutional convention was a move to adjourn to 
warmer quarters.  After arguing until five in the morning, they moved to Melodeon Hall in 
Leavenworth.  Then the “radicals” got down to business.  The delegates, encouraged by 
John Ritchie who made a strong speech against James Lane’s “Black Law,” voted down 
the “free white state” doctrine of the old Topeka constitution, as well as the proslavery bias 
of the Lecompton constitution.  An unqualified antislavery stand was framed.  It was, wrote 
one early historian, “an excellent constitution, doomed by the stigma of its origin.”

The voters were as disgusted by the still rankling “Minneola Swindle” as they had 
been by the Lecompton “fraud.”  They rejected the Leavenworth constitution by a three to 
one vote.

When warm weather arrived in 1858, John Ritchie was busy quarrying stone and 
hauling it to the building site of a new Congregational church.  The Rev. Lewis Bodwell 
recalled, “His promise stood.  All the stone needed to complete the building, quarried and 
delivered free at the spot—a promise he kept faithfully, often hauling the stone himself.  In 
building and twice rebuilding the church, his teams and helpers and hands were never 
once needed—and lacking.  It was, in his mind, the King’s business, and it seemed to me, 



always had precedence.”  Ritchie also found time that summer for secret trips to aid 
runaway slaves.

In early 1859, the border warfare still raging in southeast Kansas, but by mid-
summer all was quiet in the Territory.  In January, Ritchie had ridden out with other Topeka 
men who were hurrying to the aid of John Brown and eleven slaves in what Brown 
described as “The Battle of the Spurs.”

In May a Kansas Medical Society was formed, and one of the incorporators was 
Dr. Andrew J. Ritchie, John’s brother.  On May 18 the first state convention of the 
Republican Party in Kansas was held at Osawatomie.  Horace Greeley, publisher of the 
New York Tribune, was on a trip through the West and offered to take part in the meeting 
by delivering an address.  Abraham Lincoln wrote to the convention that his law practice 
kept him from attending, but he hoped the delegates would stand firm against extending 
slavery.  A thousand people crowded Osawatomie, including John Ritchie, who was a 
member of the Central Territorial Committee.

In July 1859 Kansas’ permanent constitution was formed at the Wyandotte 
Constitutional Convention at Wyandotte, later a part of Kansas City, Kansas.  The 
Territorial legislature had set up a series of elections for the purpose of choosing delegates.  
John Ritchie, attending as a delegate from Shawnee County, was also Chairman of the 
County and Township Organization Committee.  The first meeting was on July 5, and by 
the end of the month the Wyandotte Constitution was framed and signed by the delegates.  
In October 1859, the Kansas voters adopted it.

During the deliberations in July, John Ritchie introduced a resolution to prohibit the 
manufacture or sale of spirituous liquors in the new state.  The matter was discussed and 
dropped.  (Twenty-one years later, in 1880 and with Ritchie’s support, a prohibition 
amendment was passed in Kansas).  Ritchie moved to strike out the word “white” in an 
article establishing the state militia.  Only six voted in favor.  (The Constitution was so 
amended in 1888.)

The course of Kansas statehood, in Congress, was bumpy.  Senator Green of 
Missouri led the opposition for admitting Kansas into the Union claiming that Kansas was 
not fit to be a state because it had so little arable land!  Nature seemed to take Green’s side, 
for a terrible drought occurred in Kansas Territory in 1860—for more than a year no rain 
fell.  Some settlers fled and those who stayed, suffered.  Relief supplies had to be sent from 
the East.

In spite of last ditch opposition and despite fickle nature, Congress voted to admit 
Kansas as a free state on January 21, 1861, the thirty-fourth state in the Union.  Before this 
event, seven southern states had renounced allegiance to the Union and were not present to 
vote.  Nationally, the country was sliding toward war.  Although the conflicts in Kansas 



were not entirely responsible, they cast a shadow on the celebrations in the state.  John 
Ritchie, teetotaler, could not life a glass to toast the end of a five year struggle, but as much 
as any other man, he had shared in the difficulties of reaching the goal.  Ad Astra Per 
Aspera.



Aftermath of Border War
John Ritchie Kills A U.S. Marshal, 1880

Fry W. Giles, one of the nine founders of Topeka and a friend of John Ritchie’s, devoted a 
six-page chapter to this event in his recollection, Thirty Years in Topeka.  Giles recalled that during 
1858 and 1859 little or nothing was heard concerning the old indictments in the Lecompton court, 
which the free-state men believed had been quashed.  John Ritchie had long since returned to take 
an active part in the life of the town and the Territory.  He had been a conspicuous figure in the 
elections and conventions from 1857 to 1859, in which the free-state party wiped out all local 
political control except that exercised by the federal court and the United States Marshal whose 
authority came from the pro-slavery democratic administration in Washington.

In spite of the fact Gov. Geary had pardoned the Lecompton prisoners, Giles reported that 
in 1860 rumors were rampant that the indicted persons must appear in court.  This was understood 
to imply that payment of considerable court costs would be necessary before the dismissal of the 
prisoner’s cases could be entered.  This proceeding seemed a flagrant breach of good faith after the 
governor’s declaration of amnesty, and the men refused to appear before a court consisting of their 
enemies.  Giles went on to say:

On the 20th of April 1860, U.S. Deputy Marshal Leonard Arms came to Topeka to effect 
Mr. Ritchie’s arrest.  He was aware that Colonel Ritchie was a man of great firmness of purpose 
and fearless in his discharge of whatever he conceived to be the right.  The Marshal made 
particular inquiries as to Mr. Ritchie’s character and his place of residence, delaying his visit to 
his house until nearly sundown.  He had a friend with him, but it did not appear that he had 
brought arms with him from his home in Lawrence, for he borrowed a revolver in Topeka.

Colonel Ritchie resided on the southern border of the town, a little east of his present 
residence.  Upon reaching the place of Colonel Ritchie, he met him in company with Mr. Harvey 
D. Rice, in the yard.  Leaving his horse and carriage in care of his friend, Arms called Ritchie 
aside and made known to him the purpose of his visit.  Ritchie told him that he should not be 
arrested and walked to his house, followed by Arms.

Upon entering his house, Ritchie got his pistol and awaited Arms’ coming.  The Marshal 
entered the house, pistol in hand, and the two men stood confronting each other, each ready to fire 
at a moment’s notice, the Marshal insisting upon Ritchie’s surrender, and Ritchie with vehemence 
replying that he should not be arrested alive.  At length, conversation ceased, and the deadly arms 
were lowered.  The Marshal turned to the door and called his friend to come to him, and 
apparently was disposed to make no further attempt at arrest.

Only a minute after, however, he turned upon Ritchie and uttered this sentence, ‘By God, 
you have to go!’ advancing toward Ritchie who stepped into an adjoining room, both with 
revolvers pointed at each other.  Ritchie then said, ‘Stand back or I’ll shoot you!’ Arms advanced 
a pace and Ritchie fired. The ball took effect in Arms’ neck, and he fell and expired without uttering 
a word.

Colonel Ritchie surrendered himself to Justice C. Miller on the same evening, for trial.  
General James H. Lane, at Lawrence, was sent for to act with attorneys of Topeka as Ritchie’s 



counsel. The trial was held before Justice Miller on the 21st and continued until late in the evening 
of that day.  A high degree of excitement prevailed in Topeka, the citizens generally sympathizing 
with and justifying Ritchie in the course he pursued.

Justice Miller’s verdict, finding “that John Ritchie has committed homicide, but one 
justifiable in the sight of God and man,” was given about midnight and “was received by the large 
audience with demonstrations of great joy.”  Bonfires were lit in Topeka and Lawrence in 
celebration.

In the vault of the Kansas State Historical Society are said to be, still, the hastily printed 
broadsides announcing mass meetings.  At such a Lawrence meeting, pro-slavers found 
themselves in the minority and were dispersed with boos from the more numerous free-state 
faction.  Giles reproduces, in full, resolutions adopted at a Topeka meeting in support of Colonel 
Ritchie.  He suffered no further molestation, nor did the Lecompton court make any further attempt 
to press the old indictments.

The Congregational church of which Ritchie had been a pillar from the beginning, felt 
obliged to bring him to a trial of its own, but its inquisition was brief.  The church’s record book 
contains an entry for May 19, 1861, giving the conclusion of its trustees that the act was done in 
self-defense and that no further action by the church was necessary.

The small two-story stone home in which Ritchie lived in 1860, and where he shot the 
Marshal, was still standing in 1991 at 1116 Madison Street in Topeka.



Land for Washburn College 1856-1869

Kansas-bound Harrison Hannahs, on a steamboat west, talked with a fellow passenger 
who urged him to meet John Ritchie upon his arrival in Topeka.  It came about that on April 11, 
1856, after an appetizing meal of cornbread and sidemeat served by Mrs. Ritchie, John and Mr. 
Hannahs walked across the prairie to a stretch of high ground overlooking the Shunganunga 
woods.  To Hannahs Ritchie said, “Here is an ideal site for a college and, if possible, I am 
determined to secure it for that purpose.  I hope you and other friends will join me in an effort to 
found a Christian college here.”  That conversation took place on the quarter section where 
Washburn now stands.

One year later, at a Topeka meeting April 25, 1857, the Congregationalists moved to form a 
Kansas college and secure its location.  The Rev. Lewis Bodwell later recalled that this action was 
taken in a small room by seven ministers and three laymen representing eight churches.  John 
Ritchie had been appointed to the committee to locate the site.  The people of the Congregational 
church were the force behind the planned school and were the actual builders of the first structure 
on campus.  Their building abilities had little to recommend them as artisans, but their energy and 
enthusiasm proved to be more than enough.

The first meeting to form the church itself was held eighteen months earlier on October 14, 
1855, when nine men met at the home of James Cowles.  They were the Rev. Paul Shepherd, John 
Ritchie, William Bowker, W. C. Dickey, A. H. Barnard, William Scales, Charles Sexton, H. H. 
and James Cowles.  The Cowles’ cabin, built of poles, stood on Topeka Avenue between Fourth 
and Fifth Streets.  Harvey Rice recalled the roof was so low that a person could not stand erect 
except in the middle of the room.  The Rev. Bodwell, who arrived in the summer of 1856, became 
the first pastor.  Gloomily, he remarked in October, “I cannot say the prospect is very flattering.  
Our forces are diminished by various causes.  Of our three trustees, one is recovering from a 
severe illness, another has gone east to spend the winter, and the third (John Ritchie) is a prisoner 

and now on trial at Lecompton with the Free State men.”  On the 30th of October, Bodwell first 
met Ritchie, calling on him in prison.

By the fall of 1857, Ritchie had escaped and was back in Topeka meeting with William 
Bowker, Deacon Farnsworth, Harrison Hannahs, Harvey Rice, and Sherman and Lewis Bodwell, 
to plan the church construction.  The Topeka Town Association had donated the lot on the 
northwest corner of Seventh and Harrison Streets.  Work began that fall, the men sparing what 
time they could from their personal labors.  With Rice furnishing the lime and Ritchie attending to 
the quarrying and hauling of stone, the foundation was laid before cold weather.  Over the next 
summer the walls went up, but in June of 1859 a heavy windstorm caused them to collapse.  In 
1860 funds were raised to rebuild the walls and the work was contracted.  Again, one of the walls 
fell in a storm.  The church was finally finished in time for the preaching of the first sermon on the 
first Sabbath in January, 1861.



The land John Ritchie had selected for the proposed college belonged to a man named 
George Davis, who was reluctant to sell until he heard gold had been discovered in what is now 
Colorado.  He wanted desperately to go west, so he went to Ritchie and offered to sell the land for 
cash.  Ritchie immediately went to Harvey Rice to discuss the matter.  Rice wrote, “He had no 
ready money and did not know where he could get the amount he needed, but would be willing to 
put up his own 160 acres, where he lived, if the money could be hired.”  Rice, too, was without 
cash, but they worked out a plan.  Ritchie gave power of attorney to Rice for the purpose of 
mortgaging his property, and Rice went east to Hartford, Connecticut, to try to raise the money.

At first he was discouraged, having obtained the promise of only $1,000.  He then called 
on Mrs. John Hooker, sister to Henry Ward Beecher, and there he met two more of the sisters, 
Miss Catherine Beecher and Harriet Beecher Stowe of Uncle Tom’s Cabin fame, and Mrs. Francis 
Gillette.  These women became very interested in the college plans.  Soon John Hooker sent a note 
asking that Rice all at his office.  Hooker and his business partner, Francis Gillette (former U.S. 
Senator from Connecticut) promised to furnish the other $1,000, and made Rice the agent of 
Gillette & Hooker, Joseph Davenport and John Whitman, so that he could take the money to 
Kansas and loan it to John Ritchie.  Rice returned to Topeka with a draft for $2,000.

In 1860 the first deed to the college was executed.  The 160 acres were given to the trustees 
of the Topeka Institute (as the school was first called) for the sum of one dollar.  Said premises 
were made free from all encumbrances, as Ritchie took it upon himself to pay the $800 mortgage 
that had been on the Davis property.  The land had been given to the college and was in its 
possession from this date, but would be deeded to the school two more times.  Rice reported it took 
$1,600 to pay Davis for the land.

“The spring of 1861 found Kansas a state, with the legislature in session at Topeka.  The 
Association called for a deed to the land.  Colonel Ritchie, having gone into the army, sent me a 
power of attorney to execute with his wife a deed to the land.  Mrs. Ritchie and myself executed the 
first deed to the college site where Washburn now stands.  On account of the war nothing more 
was done until 1865,” so reported Harvey Rice.

The school was incorporated as Lincoln College on February 5, 1865.  The deeded land 
was some distance from town, which hindered the college’s immediate location there.  That spring 
a seven-room preparatory school building was erected at Tenth and Jackson Streets at a cost of 
$8,000.  These city lots were donated by John Ritchie.

Another deed dated March 27, 1865, is explained by Peter McVicar in A Historical Sketch 
of Washburn College.  “In the spring of 1865 an effort was made to secure subscriptions for the 
erection of a building and the purchase of a site.  Over $7,000 was subscribed, the most generous 
subscriptions were those of Colonel John Ritchie of $3,000 and H. D. Rice for $1,000.  In part pay 
of his subscription, Colonel Ritchie deeded to the college, in fee simple, the 160 acres on which the 
buildings now stand.  The 160 acres were valued then at $2,400.”  (Apparently the $1,600 paid 
Davis plus the $800 mortgage).  A similar statement appears in the minutes of the Congregational 



Association.

Harvey Rice had the figures too.  “Among the persons subscribing to Lincoln College was 
John Ritchie, who made the subscription of $3,000 and in payment of which he turned in the 
college site at $2,400, two lots at the corner of Tenth and Jackson streets $200 and cash $400, 
canceling the subscription.”  Ritchie gave the college not one but two sites.  Rice adds, “The 
school continued in the Academy building at Tenth and Jackson until 1872, when it was sold to the 
city of Topeka for $15,000 in city bonds, which were cashed at their face.  This together with other 
donations from the citizens of Topeka and elsewhere, paid for the first building erected on the 
college site purchased in 1859.”  Rice had built the first Academy building and later supervised the 
construction of the first building on the new campus.

In accordance with an unusual Ritchie family tradition, John signed the Washburn deed on 
a drumhead on the field of war.  Among the students listed in the preparatory department for the 
college year 1867-68 was Hale Ritchie, John’s son.

Early in the fall 1866, the Congregational Record reported, “The boarding house is 
progressing, built by Col. John Ritchey, and rented to the trustees at ten percent on the money 
invested…the building is of stone, two stories high, with a basement, and will accommodate 
sixteen or twenty students, with a family…we invite earnest students from all parts of the state, and 
promise to furnish all the facilities that can be expected of a new institution.”  The boarding house 
was supervised by S. D. Bowker and provided “new and cheerful” rooms for seventy-five cents 
per week, and table board for $3 for the same period, which was “an outlay hardly exceeding the 
cost price.”  The school trustees had proposed the building of a boarding house that would be 
under college auspices.  Ritchie received $300 per year rent for the boarding house he built.  At this 
time, classes were still being held at the Tenth and Jackson location.

The new name, Washburn, was given to the school in November of 1868, honoring 
Ichabod Washburn of Worcester, Massachusetts, donor of $25,000.  To this change of name, John 
Ritchie was much opposed as the institution was a pioneer in the admitting of Negro students and 
the name Lincoln seemed to him especially appropriate.  At the close of the Civil War, Lincoln 
College had invited all veterans residing in Kansas to attend without paying tuition.  Only eight 
men responded to the offer.

At long last, at the annual meeting of June 1869, the trustees authorized the executive 
committee to reserve forty acres of the Ritchie donation for a permanent site and to sell as much of 
the remainder as needed to restore in full the sums taken from the endowment fund.  Fortunately, 
this action was avoided, and the property was preserved in its entirety.

Washburn College has commemorated its persistent benefactor with a boulder bearing a 
bronze plaque acknowledging “John Ritchie, Friend of Washburn.”





Topeka’s Oldest House
By Don Chubb

During the years 1856 or 1857 JohnRitchie build his first permanent Topeka home at 1116 
Madison.  Today that house is Topeka’s oldest remaining residence.

There are a number of factors which point to an 1856 construction date.  Perhaps the most 
pressing was the condition of Ritchie’s temporary cabin, which his sister-in-law said tended to 
direct more water inside when it rained than out.  The winter of 1855 was severe, with the 
temperature on Christmas morning reaching 30 degrees below zero.  Many Jane Ritchie told of 
awakening to snow on her blankets that winter.  Water froze in the tumblers and bread had to be 
held to the fire to thaw before it could be sliced.

The Ritchies had lost their year old daughter Mary in October of 1855, and another child 
was expected in the summer of 1856.  It’s doubtful that a man such as John Ritchie would have 
risked leaving his family for another winter in that makeshift cabin.

During 1856 Ritchie began to quarry stone in the ravine immediately east of 1116 Madison, 
meaning the stone of which the house was constructed for all practical purposes on site.  John’s 
brother Andrew and his wife arrived in June 1856 with a wagonload of building materials for their 
own house.  They stayed with John and Mary Jane for a time that year, and Andrew opened a lime 
kiln on the site of John’s quarry.  Certainly all this work and material on the site of the house 
would lead one to believe it was under construction.

In the fall of 1856 Ritchie, along with two partners, started work on the Ritchie Block, a 
three-story building which was to date Topeka’s most ambitious building project.  Would Ritchie 
have begun a structure such as this while his wife and children were living in a virtual shack?

Perhaps the most compelling argument for an 1856 construction date is Ritchie’s absence 
during most of 1857.  Ritchie was captured and held prisoner in Lecompton during September of 
1856.  After escaping, he fled to his parents home in Indiana where he remained almost a year.  It 
seems doubtful Ritchie would have left his wife and children alone in the Kansas Territory if a 
home had not been ready to shelter them.

Ritchie’s original stone house, as it was first built, contained five rooms and an earth-
floored cellar.  The first floor contained two small rooms of roughly equal size.  The front room, to 
which the front door opened directly, was the parlor, and the rear room the kitchen.  Cooking was 
down over an open fireplace, which was the only heat source for the house.

The upstairs was reached by an enclosed stairway between the walls of the two rooms.  
There was a rustic door at the bottom of the stairs with an old bar lift type latch which may still be 
in place today.  Upstairs are three bedrooms with a larger room over the parlor and two smaller 
ones over the kitchen.



Behind the house, where the ground sloped down toward the Shunganunga, the Ritchies 
springhouse was dug into the hillside.  This springhouse was to play an important role in the 
Ritchies activities with the underground railroad.  The rock quarry was also in the side of the cliff, 
a few lots to the south.

The Ritchies started construction of a grander house around 1860, which was located on 

11th Street between Topeka and Quincy, the location of the present day water tower.  The Civil 
War intervened, however, and this house was not finished until 1866 or 1867 at the earliest.  It is 
significant that most of the events for which Ritchie is remembered took place while he was living 
in his first house on Madison.

Ritchie gave the Madison Street house to his oldest son Hale, upon Hale’s marriage in 
1876.  Hale eventually built the house next door north at 1118, and passed the house at 1116 along 
to his son John.  The house remained in the Ritchie family until 1939.

While the original appearance of 1116 Madison changed significantly when the outside was 
stuccoed just after the turn of the century, much of the simple original house remains intact.  A 
front porch was added in the 1920s, along with rear addition containing kitchen and bath.  
Somewhat more recently the basement has been floored in concrete and modern furnace installed.  
The original kitchen fireplace was filled in.  This room now serves as a dining room.

Today an old washing machine rests on the front porch of John Ritchie’s house.  A 
mongrel dog is tied to the front steps.  The grass is uncut and the yard littered with trash.  Behind 
the house the slope to the old springhouse location and quarry has fortuitously been restored as it 
once was by the grading down toward the Interstate.  Hale Ritchie’s 1880s house net door has 
been divided into apartments, and routine maintenance has stopped form any of the houses in the 
neighborhood as absentee owners await the possible condemnation that will result if the Water 
Tower Place Development is actually built.

All the news is not bleak.  Since Topekans discovered a few years ago that the original 
stone Ritchie house lurks underneath all that stucco, the owners, which include Mr. and Mrs. 
Frank Rice and Mr. and Mrs. Gene Schroer, have taken steps to stop the physical deterioration.  
The roof has been repaired, broken windows fixed, paint applied, and a tenant is currently living in 
the house.  The water Tower developer has expressed an interest in using the house, although 
many seem to feel this is to wring concessions from the city.  In any event, the developer would 
surround the house with modern housing pods, or move it to a new location.

What a shame it would be to lose this house, or the historic environment around it.  Today 
the wooded cliff remains behind Hale Ritchie’s house next door.  Ritchie’s addition, including 
everything from middle class homes to homes built by hand by runaway slaves on land donated by 
John Ritchie, spreads out in front.  Topeka’s oldest home remains substantially as it was built by 



one of Topeka’s foremost pioneers, and in a setting he would recognize.

A local historic group has expressed interest in restoring the house to its 1856 appearance 
on the outside, with a sensitive rehabilitation on the inside.  The deadline for the Water Tower 
development is drawing near, and once again John Ritchie’s house is at the center of the 
controversy.



Civil War Service, Volunteer and Regular Armies

The Kansas Volunteers were organized in July 1861, at Fort Leavenworth.  John Ritchie, 
experienced in guerrilla warfare, enlisted as a private but was placed as Captain of Company A, 
Fifth Kansas Cavalry, as of 16 July 1861.  His rank over four years was as follows:

Fifth Kansas Cavalry (Kansas Volunteers)
Captain, Company A 16 July 1861
Lt. Colonel 11 Sept 1861
Colonel 17 Sept 1861
Resigned 11 Dec 1861
Major 29 Jan 1861
Bvt. Brig. General 21 Feb 1865

Second Regiment Indian Home Guards (Federal Troops)
Colonel 22 June 1862
Honorably mustered out 31 May 1865

As of August 1861.  Field and Staff of the Fifth Kansas lists:  Colonel Hampton P. 
Johnson of Leavenworth, Lt. Col. John Ritchie of Topeka, Major James H. Summers, And 
Adjutant Stephen R. Harrington.  After Col. Johnson was killed in battle in September of 1861, 
Col. Ritchie commanded the Fifth Kansas.

Late in the summer after his enlistment, Ritchie’s army records show him “under fire” at 
Dry Wood Creek, ten miles east of Fort Scott.  General John C. Fremont was in command of the 
Department of Missouri, but Senator James Lane was the leader of the Kansas Volunteer troops.  
Lane declared that the town of Fort Scott was undefendable if an attack was forthcoming and set 
the men to work on a new garrison called Fort Lincoln, twelve miles away.  The work was barely 
completed when word came that Confederate General Sterling Price had started north with 10,000 
victorious veterans of Wilson’s Creek in Missouri under his command.

The left wing of Gen. Price’s army was seen by Lane’s men on Dry Wood Creek.  The 
mood of the day in this first action of the war for the Fifth Kansas slips out of a tale told by one 
who was there, the Rev. H. D. Fisher, Chaplain for the Fifth.  In 1896, after the war, Fisher wrote, 
“We drew ammunition and equipage.  I opened the case of Springfield rifles and bayonets and 
gave them to men on horseback who rode off with them like rails lying across their saddles.  It 
was a serious time, but into it crept now and again the grotesque and laughable, the ludicrous as 
well as the solemn.  Our men met the enemy, dismounted, and from tall prairie grass poured 
deadly shot into Price’s advancing columns.”

A small howitzer, “Old Sacramento,” a sentimental relic from the Mexican War, was 
brought into action, and the first shell burst in the midst of an enemy battery.  Although there were 
less than 380 Kansas troops in the fight, the confederate soldiers were so frightened that their 



retreat almost amounted to panic.  “It was the acme of patriotic eloquence.  It was action,” said 
Rev. Fisher.

General Price moved northeast in Missouri, and the Fifth Kansas followed to Morristown, 
where on September 17, 1861, they attacked the southern force.  After Col. Johnson of the Fifth 
Kansas was killed while leading the charge, Col. Ritchie took command.  The Fifth marched on to 
Osceola, Missouri, and found that James Lane’s men had already burned the town.  Lane was still 
there and conferred with Ritchie and the Chaplain about crossing back over the river.  A large old 
scow was pulled out of the water, and after the men made necessary repairs, it was agreed that it 
could be used to help move the army across the river.

General John C. Fremont’s Union army of 40,000 was spread across western Missouri in 
five divisions with Gen. Lane and Brig. Gen. Samuel Sturgis (the Fifth Kansas Cavalry under him) 
located on the border.  Fremont marched within sixty miles of Springfield, where he heard rumors 
that the rebel Missouri legislature was in session.  The Union men charged the town, and over two 
thousand rebels fled.  After Fremont entered Springfield on October 26, 1861, he telegraphed 
Washington that Missouri was saved, but orders soon came from the President relieving the 
“Pathfinder” of his command.  He was replaced by Gen. Hunter whose first action was to retreat 
north.

In the meantime, Generals Lane and Sturgis had arrived in Springfield.  Lane’s men were 
loaded with plunder; and hundreds of fleeing slaves were in his camp.  Springfield became a city of 
tents.  As they were short of rations, Col. Ritchie, Rev. Fisher, and about thirty men went on a 
foraging expedition.  They took possession of Isam’s mill, and some of the men went to the nearby 
farms to thresh the wheat.  They brought the grain to the mill, had it ground, and sent on to the 
army.  While the military was camped at Springfield, they were the center of attraction to multitudes 
of slaves and refugees, so many that they encumbered the army’s movement.

After replacing Fremont, Gen. Hunter’s retreat north was in three columns, the third 
column under Sturgis and Lane moved along the Kansas/Missouri border.  When the local planters 
laughed at Lane for retreating, he sent their houses up in smoke.  At every crossroads, slaves were 
waiting to join the procession.  Lane discussed the matter of the hangers-on with Rev. Fisher, who 
suggested they could be employed by the Kansas farmers.  These slaves were then placed in 
Fisher’s charge.  It was Chaplain Fisher, not James Lane, who rose high in his saddle and 
proclaimed to the massed people that they were “freed” in the name of Gen. Lane and the U.S. 
Government.  In his Gun and the Gospel, he tells of their joyful celebration.  (Lincoln had yet to 
issue his emancipation proclamation.)

General Sturgis and the Fifth Kansas returned to Fort Scott and went into winter quarters at 
Camp Denver near Barnesville, Kansas.  During the winter, Ritchie resigned from the Fifth Kansas 
for the reason offered by Mrs. Root in her recollection, “At this time Charles Robinson was 
Governor of Kansas, but as he and Mr. Ritchie had had some differences, Robinson refused to 
confirm him in the Colonelcy, which act was so resented by Mr. Ritchie that he resigned.”



Ritchie served again with the Kansas Volunteers as a Major when the Indian regiments 
were being formed at Baxter Springs, Kansas, the next spring.  Lincoln had replaced Gen. Hunter 
with Henry Halleck whose first military challenge came when he heard the news that Gen. Price 
had regrouped and was seen as far north as Osceola.  In order to get Price out of the state, the 
Department of Kansas was created, and that command was given to Brig. Gen. Samuel S. Curtis, 
an Iowa congressman with both military and engineering experience.  (He had engineered part of 
the National Road.)

With Confederate Indian units already formed and fighting, Senator James Lane nagged 
Lincoln incessantly for protection on the border, urging the enlistment of Indian refugees in 
Kansas.  Lincoln finally consented but advocated only a punitive force.  Southern Kansas was 
filled with these Indians, including some 1,500 loyal Creeks, who had been attacked several times 
while en route to Kansas to obtain federal military protection.  The survivors of these attacks never 
forgot the cold Kansas campsite near LeRoy and the several thousand Indian refugees who lay 
freezing on the ground.  Hundreds of frozen limbs were amputated by army surgeons, and mass 
graves were dug for those who were dying of exposure and disease.  Most of those who had 
enlisted in the Indian regiments at that time were Creeks and Seminoles.

In November and December of 1861, the war in the Cherokee Nation was reported in the 
northern newspapers.  From Fort Leavenworth in late December, Kansas Indian Agent George 
Cutter wired Washington, “Help needed badly, hurry up Lane,” but President Lincoln appointed 
another man to head the norther forces, not Lane, and that appointee was soon replaced by Col. 
Frederick Salomon.  The U.S. War Department was preparing for an early summer invasion of the 
Indian Territory.  The refugees who had previously left the Territory were clamoring to return and 
were ready to accompany the federal troops back to their homes.

Colonel John Ritchie took command of his 2nd Indian Regiment on June 22, 1861.  
Serving with him as regimental surgeon was Dr. Andrew Ritchie.  Detachments sent to Tahlequah, 
the Cherokee capital in the Indian Territory, found little resistance, and the Chief, John Ross, was 
captured with no shots fired.  A third Indian Regiment was formed under Col. William Phillips, a 
Scotsman, who had made a name for himself in Kansas as an anti-slavery reporter for the New 
York Tribune.  Later, all three Indian regiments were placed under his authority.  Historians have 
praised his service in the military highly.

Colonel Phillips took over Fort Gibson, formerly in Confederate hands, and rebuilt a part 
of it.  The fort had been established in 1834 at a point where three rivers converge, near present 
Muskogee, Oklahoma.

In Missouri behind the stone walls of Newtonia, a town near Springfield, stood rebel 
leaders Hindman, Cooper, and Stand Watie, the leader and inspiration of the Confederate Cherokee 
Indians.  General James Blunt, the ardent Kansas abolitionist, came to the area from St. Louis to 



help reinforce the frontier army just as the rebels began to advance.  In Indian Territory, Gen. Blunt 
overtook the southern troops, scattering them and capturing all their artillery.

Mounted detachments of the Confederate Indian Home Guard had been watching and 
reporting enemy movements daily.  The rebel Col. T. C. Hawpe, advancing north on the morning 

of September 20, 1862, had located the camp of Ritchie’s 2nd Indian Regiment at Shirley’s Ford 
on Spring River.  He fired upon the Union pickets, causing a panic among the 1,500 Indians, 
including their women and children.  Colonel Ritchie soon rallied his Indian soldiers, and after a 
sharp action lasting about thirty minutes, he reported that he had routed the enemy and killed two 
captains and twenty men and captured their flag.  He noted the Union Indian loss at sixteen enlisted 
men and one officer killed, and nine men wounded.

The Union Army settled down for a winter of border patrol, but late in November scouts reported 
cavalry troops under the young Missourian, Gen. Marmaduke, coming through the Boston 
Mountains.  General Blunt started south with 5,000 men and thirty cannon, and after a thirty-five 
mile march, he found the enemy encamped at Cane Hill in Arkansas.

Blunt ordered Col. Salomon to hold one division in reserve (perhaps Ritchie’s for he 
reported no loss at Cane Hill) and opened an attack with the other two divisions.  General 
Marmaduke drew back, hoping to entrap Blunt in a narrow ravine.  Blunt called for volunteers to 

try to prevent any retreat, but when Lt. Col. Jewell of the 6th Kansas raced down the road with half 
this regiment, he not only lost his own life but also failed to seal the entrance to the ravine.  
although Blunt had superior numbers, they were not effective.  He learned the commander 
opposing him was Jo Shelby of Missouri, who before the war had crossed into Kansas often to 
cast his vote illegally for pro-slavery candidates.  Blunt sent to St. Louis for reinforcements to meet 
an ever increasing number of rebels under Gen. Hindman at Cane Hill.  Hindman left over a 
hundred campfires so it would appear that he was encamped, then he slipped around to the 
Fayetteville road.  General Hindman had the advantage.  The Union relief troops had just arrived at 
Fayetteville and were exhausted from their march.  On December 7, 1861, Hindman stopped when 
he reached the Prairie Grove church between Fayetteville and Cane Hill and placed 8,000 of his 
force in a two-mile line awaiting attack.  General Blunt’s 8,000 men were still on the alert eight 
miles away at Cane Hill.  At Prairie Grove, Union relief troops charged twice but failed to budge 
the Confederates.  These troops were wondering, where was Blunt?

Blunt was still fooled by Hindman’s campfire ruse.  Nervously, he was awaiting attack at 
Cane Hill.  Finally he heard the guns at Prairie Grove, and in a tumult they all headed for the battle, 
Blunt outrunning his staff and arriving alone to pick out his position.  Two shots from his lead 
batteries announced his arrival, but since Blunt was not yet familiar with the field, his two shots 
landed among the Union skirmishers.  After an hour’s bombardment, Blunt ordered an advance 
from rail fence to hedge to barnyard.  Night fell, and Salomon’s fresh division (with Ritchie) was 
ready to join in the next day’s battle.  (Again, Ritchie noted “no loss” at Prairie Grove.)



Although obviously defeated, Gen. Hindman claimed victory because his men held their 
original lines on Prairie Grove ridge.  After dark with his cannon wheels wrapped in blankets, he 
quietly retreated.

General Shelby closed his report on this campaign by reminding all who were interested 
that he was looking forward again to “bushwhacking” in the spring.  Along rebel lines, to the tune 
of Maryland, My Maryland, the popular song was:

Jo Shelby’s at your stable door
Where’s your mule, oh, where’s you mule?

In the spring of 1863, Col. Phillips at Fort Gibson in Indian Territory came under siege.  
(The fort had been renamed Fort Blunt, but the name change wasn’t permanent.)  The Confederates 
were raiding the Union herds and supply trains.  In the fierce fighting that followed, the 
southerners were led by Major Joseph Carroll of Gen. Cooper’s staff.  On May 14, 1863, the 
Union cavalry, including Ritchie and his Indians, drove the enemy into retreat.  However, the 6,000 
troops at the fort were placed on reduced rations due to food shortages, and Col. Phillips was 
forced to call for help.

That June Gen. Blunt, now at Baxter Springs, sent a relief train to Fort Gibson along with a 
military escort.  If the wagon train was lost, the fort would fall.  The half-breed Confederate Indian 
leader, Col. Stand Watie, headed north to waylay the train where the Military Road crossed Cabin 
Creek.  Colonel Phillips sent 600 of his cavalry, including John Ritchie, out to meet the escort.  The 
Union troops found the rebels and charged their position on July 2.  The southerners fled after a 
day long battle, and the siege was broken.  General Blunt arrived at the fort on July 11, knowing 
the rebels would not attack again until reinforced.  (At Cabin Creek Ritchie had four men killed and 
five wounded.)

In mid-July, the Union Indian troops began raiding successfully toward Fort Smith, 
Arkansas.  Soldiers from Arkansas came to join Col. Watie, hoping to surround Fort Gibson.  
General Blunt learned that these confederates were concentrated at Honey Springs, eighteen miles 
south of the fort.  With his Indians (and Ritchie’s) he marched all night and struck the enemy on 
July 16.  The Cherokee Indians, with Col. Watie absent, gave way.  Whole companies of the 
incoming Arkansas men deserted.  The remnants of this army left at Honey Springs had to take 
care of 147 dead and wounded.  Ritchie reported only four men missing.

Scrappy little Gen. Blunt pleased President Lincoln; he was one westerner who understood that 
enemy armies were the objective, not enemy towns.  In August 1863, Blunt battered a rebel 
battalion of Creek Indians into submission, then marched through Choctaw country destroying 
Confederate supplies.  All of the Indian Territory and western Arkansas were now under the Stars 
and Stripes, but half the western troops had left to join Gen. Ulysses S. Grant at Vicksburg.  
Colonel Stand Watie saw how easily raids could be made behind Union lines and bypassed Col. 
Phillips and Col. Ritchie at Fort Gibson to destroy the fine home of Chief John Ross at Tahlequah.  
Watie tried to invade Kansas, but on December 18, 1863, he was overtaken and turned back by the 



Indian regiments from Fort Gibson.  The rebels swerved away and raided into southwestern 
Missouri.  The war was becoming a long holiday for the Confederate Indians.  General Sherman 
began to draw even more federal troops on his march to Atlanta, but the Confederate raiding 
continued in Indian Territory.

In March of 1864, word reached Col. Ritchie of the death of his brother, Dr. Powers 
Ritchey, at Louisville, Kentucky, where he had been serving as surgeon for the Illinois troops.  Dr. 
Ritchey died in an army hospital of typhoid/malarial fever.

Colonel John Ritchie went north with Gen. Blunt, both serving under Gen. Samuel Curtis 
of the Kansas Department, Ritchie as an aide to Curtis.  For the Iowa records, Curtis wrote, “My 
volunteer aides, Hon. Senators Lane and Pomeroy, were earnest and very efficient in the field and 
of much service everywhere.  Col. Crawford, Col. Roberts, Col. Richey, and Col. Cloud, of my 
volunteer aides, all of whom had experience and zeal, were active, efficient, and useful throughout 
the campaign.”

October of 1864 brought an invasion of Missouri by General Sterling “Pap” Price.  Had he 
not been defeated in the three day Battle of Westport, the southern army could have invaded 
Kansas.  General Curtis summoned all available troops, calling out the Kansas State militia, 
proclaiming martial law in Kansas, and ordering every man between eighteen and sixty to arms and 
to the border.

Topeka companies were headed by Captains Harvey McCaslin (Mary Jane’s first cousin), 
Daniel Horne, A. J. Huntoon, James Thomson, and Fry Giles.  Colonel George Veale commanded 
the Shawnee County militia under Gen. Deitzler.  The county men numbered 561 in eleven 
companies.  (There would be grief in Topeka when Col. Veale came home, for he had to report 
twenty-four dead from Shawnee County, twenty wounded, and eighty-eight taken prisoner.)

At the battlefield, Gen. Curtis organized his Kansas men into two divisions under Gen. 
Blunt and Gen. Deitzler.  To snap at Gen. Price’s rear column came Gen. Alfred Pleasanton from 
St. Louis, with 7,000 horses and eight cannon.  Although he was outnumbered by Price, he still 
kept nagging at his rear.  Portions of Gen. Blunt’s division engaged Price near Lexington, 
Missouri, on October 18, but they were forced to fall back after a day long skirmish at 
Independence.

On October 22, Gen. Curtis’ entire force confronted the rebels on Big Blue Creek just 
south of Kansas City, where heavy fighting took place at Byram’s Ford and Hickman’s Mills.  
General Price, in trouble with Pleasanton’s Union cavalry at his rear, ran into Curtis on the border.  
Price tried to break through the Union lines to the west only to run headlong into the Shawnee 
County regiment.  In the thickest of the fighting, the Kansans were nearly cut to pieces, and the 
Shawnee County regiment lost many men.  At one point they were outflanked and overrun by 
cavalry charges led by Gen. Shelby.  Colonel Veale would later report that on the morning of 
October 24, they gathered their dead and took them to Kansas City where coffins were obtained.  



On the morning of the 25th, Veale buried his dead at Wyandotte on Kansas soil.

At the battle of Westport, Gen. Price found himself surrounded by inferior numbers of the 
enemy.  Directly ahead of him lay Kansas City and Westport, undefended except for Gen. Blunt’s 
two regiments.  Price was confident he could outride Gen. Pleasanton and overpower Blunt.  
Blunt’s men however, fought street by street as they backed through Independence toward Gen. 
Curtis who was waiting at the Big Blue River.  Curtis hoped to halt Price at the river, trapping him 
with Pleasanton at his rear.  General Deitzler’s raw Kansas militia was hesitant to cross the state 
line and fight.

Far to the north along Brush Creek just south of Kansas City, Curtis formed another line, 
extending around Westport to the Kansas border where Deitzler’s troops were massed.  General 
Shelby and his cavalry were the first of Price’s men to reach Curtis’s line.  Shawnee County’s Sam 
Reader was there, and he hadn’t been in battle since he rode with Whipple and Ritchie at Hickory 
Point in 1856.  As he listened to the cannon, this old comrade confessed he’d rather have heard a 
baby cry.

General Pleasanton, with some of Blunt’s men, gave Gen. Price his first reversal of this 
expedition.  On Sunday, October 23, Pleasanton’s men reached Byram’s Ford between Big Blue 
Creek and the Kansas state line.  Toward the south, as far as they could see, the Union boy’s gazed 
in wonder at the thousands of men in Prices army.  To break the spell, Pleasanton rode up 
shouting, “Rebels, rebels, rebels,--fire, you damned assess!”

General Curtis had been maneuvering against Gen. Shelby along Brush Creek, and when 
he ordered a general advance across the creek, the men crushed through ice an inch thick.  Within 
half a mile, all of them were stopped by Shelby.  Curtis rode along his and Gen. Deitzler’s lines to 
prepare the soldiers for a charge.  He ordered Gen. Blunt up a ravine to outflank the enemy while 
Deitzler’s line was advancing.  General Price was now outnumbered and was forced back.  The 
rush to the south began.  Shelby made a last stand, then retreated and barely got away, abandoning 
his wounded and leaving 800 of his best men behind him.  Price withdrew his forces and retreated 
all the way to the Arkansas River in Oklahoma.

History books end the Trans-Mississippi War with the battles of Westport and Big Blue, 
but the war wasn’t quite over for Gen. Blunt, Gen. Curtis, and Gen. Pleasanton, or for John 
Ritchie.  Looking back from a distance of 125 years, their pursuit of Gen. Price is almost comical.

On a wet and blustery day in October, 1864, a dozen Union regiments marched down the 
road to the south in a column fifteen miles long.  General Blunt, with his veteran First Brigade, was 
following Gen. Price.  John Ritchie was in charge of the prisoners.  Federal or Rebel, every man 
and beast on the road was in a state of exhaustion.  They were sleepily munching raw field corn 
after many days of battle and two nights’ bivouac in the cold rain.



After crossing the state line into Kansas, the Union men were still worrying Gen. Price’s 
rear column.  Local residents told of hungry Confederate troops raiding gardens for cabbages and 
onions.  A few miles south, Price finally stopped and formed a line for battle at Mine Creek, where 
the stream crossed open prairie.  Col. Samuel Crawford, with a small body of Kansas men, had 
followed Price and saw the enemy set for battle, the first to be waged between regular troops on 
Kansas soils.  A candidate for Kansas governor in the coming election, Col. Crawford saw his 
chance for glory.

Colonel Crawford sent for assistance and one regiment of Gen. Pleasanton’s came on the 
field.  Some of Gen. Deitzler’s Kansas militia arrived, but where was Gen. Blunt?  After deciding 
that Blunt was not coming, Crawford ordered a charge.  In a swirling chaos and with men fighting 
on horse and on foot, the southerners took a beating.  The Confederate Gen. Marmaduke was 
captured.  Due to the poor condition of men and mounts, a rest was needed, and while they rested, 
a courier from Gen. Pleasanton called in his troops.  Unwilling to draw back, Col. Crawford 
cautiously followed the Confederates.  He saw Gen. Shelby had taken Marmaduke’s place as rear 
guard.  Across the Little Osage River the road forked, and there Gen. Price formed again, ready for 
another stand.

Colonel Crawford saw the opportunity to smash Gen. Price’s defenses.  As he watched 
and waited for the other troops, Gen. Blunt’s forces came into view but instead of stopping, they 
kept right on marching down the road to Fort Scott.  Behind Blunt came Gen. Pleasanton with a 
long file of prisoners and ten captured guns.  They, too, passed on by.

In his ambulance, a tired Gen. Curtis listened to Col. Crawford’s frustrated cries and then 
dispatched orders for the two generals to turn and fight.  General Pleasanton sent back a surgeon’s 
certificate saying his men were physically unable to remain in the field; however, no one turned 
back.

After the battle and in the confusion that followed, Private Samuel Reader didn’t know 
where his unit had moved.  Wet, tired, and hungry, he wrote his name on a piece of paper, pinned it 
to his trousers and walked in the direction he thought was north to Topeka and home.

When the soldiers finally reached Fort Scott, they toppled from their horses, falling sound 
asleep on the wet ground.  When generals Curtis and Pleasanton arrived at Fort Scott, both men 
were angry.  The Confederate prisoners were captured by Curtis’s troops, and he wanted to send 
them to Fort Leavenworth.  Pleasanton, whose men had aided in the battles, wanted to send them to 
his St. Louis headquarters.  The quarrel over these prisoners soon extended to accusations of 
negligence on the part of both men for bypassing Gen. Price.  This disagreement lasted for years.

A piece of correspondence in the Annals of Iowa mentions John Ritchie’s name in 
connection with the quarrel over prisoners, implying he was very angry.  If there was time he 
“pulled an officer off a horse” as mentioned in his obituary, this may have been the time, when all 
were numb with fatigue.  Mrs. H. C. Root, in her recollection, had this story to tell about him:  



“While his regiment was on duty in Missouri, he received certain orders from General Blunt 
which did not meet with his approval, so he positively refused to obey.  For this act of disobedience 
Colonel Ritchie was court-martialed and confined to prison for sometime.  Through the influence 
of Senator James Lane, he was afterwards paroled and never tried for this offense, the charges 
dismissed before the war ended.”

General Price was overtaken again at Newtonia, Missouri, where he held back the Union 
army for three hours.  All troops, both north and south, paused to feast on apples and other good 
produce around Prairie Grove and Cane Hill.  General Curtis followed Price to the Arkansas River, 
where the Union guns fired a parting salute of twenty-four shots.  Of Price’s men, only 6,000 
survived the circle west through Indian Territory before coming back into Arkansas on December 
1, 1864.  The elderly Gen. Curtis asked to be relieved, and President Lincoln complied with his 
request.

Dr. Andrew J. Ritchie, John’s brother and surgeon for the 2nd Indian Regiment of Home 
Guards, was mustered out on April 23, 1865.  John’s release came May 31, 1865.

Fort Gibson in Oklahoma has been restored.  Within the log walls is a long stone building, 
and at one end is a room that served as the office and quarters of the Fort’s commander.  On the 
wall hangs a yellowed, framed document, listing in decorative old script, the names of the 
commanders of the fort.  The last listed for May 1865, is General John Ritchie.

* * * * * * * * * * 

Note:  Conventions and border war history was drastically condensed from accounts in these 
volumes:

Civil War on the Western Border, Jay Monaghan, 1955, Bonanza Books

Bleeding Kansas, Alice Nichols, 1854, Oxford University Press, NY

Witness of the Times, Wallace & Bird, 1976, SCHS

Kansas and Kansans, Wm. Connelly, 1918, pub. by KSHS, Ritchie’s moves at the convention 
1859

A Few Incidents in the Life of General John Ritchie, April, 1903, in a paper read before the Native 
Sons & Daughters of Kansas by Mrs. H. C. Root.  (Mrs. Root’s mother was Emily Ritchey 
Douthitt, John’s niece.)  Ritchie’s speech at Leavenworth, quotation from Bodwell regarding 
church building

Topeka Tribune, May 19, 1859, Rep. Convention



The Union Brigade in the Civil War, Wiley Britton, 1922, pub in Kansas City.  Has incident at 
Shirley’s Fort

The Cherokees, Grace S. Woodward, 1963

Annals of Iowa, Campaign Against Price, Volume 8



Back Home for Other Battles

In March of 1863, John Ritchie’s wayward tongue brought him the condemnation of his 
church—he was excommunicated.  Dr. Erastus Tefft addressed a letter to the Congregational 
church demanding that Col. Ritchie be summoned to answer for his slanderous attacks upon 
Tefft’s character.  Deacon Tefft, a pious and active member of the congregation and builder of 
Topeka’s finest hotel, The Tefft House, complained that Ritchie had said, “that I stand on street 
corners to see who I could defraud and cheat out of his property; that I killed a man to get charge 
of his property and defraud his wife and children; that on coming to Kansas I reported myself 
worth $50,000 and said I would build a Ritchie Block; that he respected worth $50,000 and said I 
would build a Ritchie Block; that he respected such men as Cummings and Dudley for people 
knew what they were, but that I was a hypocrite.”  To make matters worse said Tefft, “when I 
asked him if it were true that he said these things, he answered, ‘What of it?’”

According to church records, Col. Ritchie declined to make any retraction.  His church had 
stood behind him over a homicide, but a church that chastised parishioners for dancing, playing 
cards, and other such wickedness, could not condone the official record of John Ritchie’s 
affiliation with the church.  There is a story quoted in Ritchie’s obituary that the Colonel had called 
the Deacon a liar and had been persuaded to apologize, but upon seeing a triumphant gleam in the 
Deacon’s eye, he amended his statement by saying, “I will apologize for I have promised to, but 
Dr. Tefft did tell what was not true.  You can turn me out of your church, but you cannot turn out 
of the church of Christ.”

The pastor, the Rev. Lewis Bodwell, with whom Ritchie had worked shoulder to shoulder 
on the construction of the church, joined in the censure of his friend; however, their friendship 
survived.  The condemnation did not interfere with Ritchie’s church attendance or in his partaking 
of communion.  The Rev. Bodwell rejoiced at that.

Ritchie’s dislike of Deacon Tefft could have been influenced by envy for the Tefft Hotel 
was Topeka’s finest, and Ritchie had donated the land for the Fifth Avenue Hotel at Fifth and 
Quincy streets, which was over-shadowed by the newer hotel.



Strongly Supports Women’s Suffrage

The question of Women’s Suffrage came officially to Kansas in 1867, when the issue was 
placed on the ballot by the legislature as a constitutional amendment.  Unfortunately, it was paired 
with Negro Suffrage, another disturbing issue, and both lost by large margins.  The vote for 
women in Kansas was not won until 1912.

When Susan B. Anthony and Mrs. Elizabeth Cady Stanton appeared on a Topeka platform 
in September, 1867, the introductory speaker was John Ritchie.  He was well acquainted with Miss 
Anthony’s brother, Daniel Anthony of Leavenworth, a free-state newspaper editor.  The Topeka 
Leader reported the meeting:

“Last Friday night a large and respectable audience (Colonel Lawrence was large and 
Ritchie respectable) assembled to hear the two famous advocates of female suffrage, Mrs. Cady 
Stanton and Susan B. Anthony.  General Ritchie, after consultation with Lawrence and after 
ascertaining by anxious inquiries that Governor Crawford was not present, nominated his 
excellency for chairman of the meeting.  After waiting three seconds for the absent governor to 
show that he was present, Colonel Lawrence, as if by accident, discovered that General Ritchie 
was present and moved that he take the chair, which he did.  The thing had been ‘cut’ so long that 
it smelt fishy.  General Ritchie, upon taking the stand thundered out in a tragic voice, and without 
giving his audience time to prepare for it, ‘We’re in earnest!’ which, so great was the levity of the 
crowd, instead of terrifying them, elicited very audible snickers.  After the General had delivered 
himself, he introduced Mrs. Stanton…”

A year later the Topeka Leader was making fun of Ritchie again after a suffrage 
convention.  “And it came to pass to those days that the Suffragettes gathered themselves together 
and chose one John, whose surname was Ritchie, to rule over them.  And everyone that was in 
distress, and everyone that was in debt, and everyone that was discontented, gathered themselves 
unto him and he became their Captain.  And there with him were about four score.

Now the man John was very meek, above all men upon the face of the earth, and yet withal 
was a might man of valor, and much possessions were given unto him inasmuch that all the lands 
lying on the south border of the city are held by him and named Ritchie’s Addition, as a perpetual 
memorial.  And all the inhabitants that dwelt on the south border did him homage, for he gave 
them lots, and they grew and waxed strong and multiplied exceedingly.  And it came to pass on the 

6th day of the 10th month that the Suffragettes gathered themselves together…then the heathen 
round about were greatly angered and a great fear fell on them, lest this Captain and his band 
should take the city…”

Soon after the November election of 1867 in which the cause suffered defeat, the first 
Woman Suffrage Association in Topeka was launched at Mary Jane Ritchie’s home.  Carrie 
Whitaker was elected president.  Carrie explains, “After we had lived in Topeka for sometime, Mrs. 
Colonel Ritchie came down one evening and she and mother decided to call a meeting of 
neighbors and organize a Woman’s Suffrage Association.  It was called to meet at Mrs. Ritchie’s 



and my mother took me with her for company coming home.  There were not many there, it seems 
to me not more than six or seven.

I was then going to school and having some lessons in Parliamentary Law, so when they 
were getting organized they would call on me to tell them how.  After we had things planned, Mrs. 
Ritchie said, ‘Let’s put Carrie in as president, she is the only one who can keep us in order.’”  
Carrie was reluctant to accept as it would be several years before she was old enough to vote.  
“You’ll be old enough long before we have the right,” she was told.

The woman conducted some serious business such as writing a column for The State 
Record and sponsoring speakers. Susan B. Anthony came again and spoke at Union Hall in 
January, 1871.  The minutes of their meetings end in November, 1875, when the local group 
affiliated with a national organization. some of their husbands played an important role during the 
life of the association; Franklin Crane, J. B. Billiard, and John Ritchie were among the best known.  
Eventually the group grew to 193 members, and the only person expelled by them was Hale 
Ritchie, Mary Jane’s son who was rumored to be against women’s suffrage.



“He Was a Strong Prohibitionist”

Many early Kansans were strong prohibitionists—it was a national movement in those 
days.  Throughout the North the temperance cause was second only to the slavery question.  The 
New England Emigrant Aid Company set four specific reasons for its settlement efforts in Kansas:  
freedom, religion, education, and temperance.  In keeping with his radical stance, John Ritchie went 
beyond temperance by advocating prohibition.

In the new Kansas town, the Topeka Town Association prohibited the sale of alcoholic 
beverages on any lots donated by them.  In May, 1855, the first meeting was held in Topeka to 
enforce prohibition, and after that such meetings were frequent. At the programs of the Philomathic 
Society formed in 1856, temperance papers were often read and discussed.  In Topeka on July 4, 
1855, a large number of citizens congregated together to discuss how to combat liquor and ended 
with a march on a local grog shop where the seller’s wares were bought and then destroyed.  (The 
Topeka Association’s stand was to work “peaceably if we can, forcibly if we must.”)  On July 11, 
Topekans organized a crusade against the town’s four saloons.

John Ritchie’s actions went on record two years later in 1857, when he was a leader of a 
party of one hundred “prominent and respectable citizens” who attacked several stores known for 
selling liquor.  They destroyed $1,500 worth “with the entire approval of the ladies.”

The temperance movement found a friend in John P. St. John when he became governor of 
Kansas in 1878.  He worked with the legislature for a prohibition amendment.  In support of the 
proposed amendment, Ritchie spoke at a temperance meeting in 1879 billed as National 
Temperance Camp Meeting held at Bismarck Grove in Lawrence.  In its twelve day course, the 
meeting attracted nearly 100,000 people.  “The eyes of the whole people are turned toward 
Kansas,” cried Gov. St. John.  John Ritchie’s introduction included the comment that he had 
passed through the Kansas wars and the Civil War without violating the pledge of the Sons of 
Temperance.

Ritchie speaks:  “With what propriety does ex-Governor Robinson come up here to lecture 
Governor St. John on desiring to go to the U.S. Senate on this question, when he years ago 
canvassed the state in company with a minister, asking the support of the moral, temperance 
people of Kansas to elect him Senator over Governor Lane, whom he denounced as a common 
drunkard.

Governor St. John said he was surprised to learn that Colonel C. K. Holliday presided at 
the meeting Monday night.  I am not.  We have a class of professionally temperance men, yet when 
they go out of town on excursions they always take their jugs along.  Colonel Holliday is of that 
class.  Here’s George W. Reed and Sam Wood, Greenbackers, with whom I am associated in that 
cause, but not in the cause of violating the law of intemperance.  They did not want me to speak 
here, but I told them I’d be here.  I am glad that I live in this age, and have seen this day, the 
proudest day of my life, witnessing this acre of people gathered here in the vindication of law, 
temperance, sobriety, decency, Christianity, and all that makes a man a man.”  During his speech, 



Ritchie was applauded frequently.

Lawrence’s Bismarck Grove was booked up that fall of 1879.  The temperance camp 
meeting was August 14 to 26.  Early in September Ritchie arrived there for a Greenbacker’s 
gathering.  The Greenbackers were forerunners of the Populist Party, and many members were 
former Republicans.  Nationally the party stood for women’s suffrage, a graduated income tax, an 
eight-hour working day, congressional regulation of inter-state commerce, and more flexible 
currency.  Founded in Indianapolis in 1874 and active between 1876 and 1884, the “greenback” 
name stems from their stand urging currency inflation by demanding that the government continue 
“greenbacks” in circulation, the unbacked paper currency issued during the Civil War.  
Greenbackers polled one million votes in the congressional election of 1878, most from the mid-
west, but their political demise started a year later when the Resumption Act went into effect.  This 
measure provided that the number of greenbacks in circulation be reduced and made redeemable at 
face value in gold, an act that proved to be popular.

On the heels of the Greenbackers meeting, came the Kansas’ Old Settlers Picnic on 
September 15 and 16.  John Ritchie was Vice-President of the group, and his speech (quoted 
earlier) came at the close of the first night’s session.  He was also there to call the meeting to order 
the following morning.

After reading about Ritchie and prohibition, there is a question that is left unanswered.  Did 
John Ritchie know that his uncles, when young men on the frontier in Hopewell, Ohio, sent their 
corn to market in jugs?

The 1879 legislature voted to put the prohibition amendment on the ballot.  The Kansas 
electorate approved it, and the state became officially dry.  The amendment was not repealed until 
1848.



Building A City Upon the Farm

A man such as John Ritchie, who was dedicated to curing society’s ills, had little time to 
farm.  His agricultural efforts were simply geared to supplying the table and feeding the livestock.  
The 1875 Kansas State Census, which recorded agricultural data, listed Ritchie’s real estate value at 
$28,000.  He had 520 acres fenced, with 560 rods of board fence, and 1304 rods of hedge.  He had 
planted eighteen acres to winter wheat, a hundred acres in corn, twenty acres in oats, and one-forth 
acre to sweet potatoes.  His farm started at Tenth Street and Kansas Avenue, a point that soon 
became the southern edge of the downtown area.  (He owned other acreage in the township, in 
smaller parcels.)

“He gave away land to those who would improve the property,” the Topeka Weekly 
Leader applauded.  “The General calls it the free soil principle and seems bound to build a city 
upon his farm, although he does not realize one cent for the land.”  John Ritchie did not 
discriminate against the incoming Negro population, “A circumstance,” wrote Fry Giles, “That 
militated against the sale of lots to white people, and the locality…remained comparatively 
unoccupied from that cause.”

The African-Americans of Topeka have not forgotten John Ritchie.  Margaret Wright 
Maxwell, wife of the late Washburn political science professor, Betram W. Maxwell, recalls an 
incident of 1939.  “When we came back from a year in Europe, Mac made many speeches and a 
few groups asked me to speak too.  One was a black church in the College Hill section.  Before I 
began to speak about the European situation, I said, in a sentence or two, that I was the great-
granddaughter of Colonel John Ritchie, who was known as an ardent abolitionist.  To my 
amazement, after my talk, at least a half dozen people came up to tell me they knew about my 
grandfather, that in fact their families were still living in the houses built on land he had given 
them.”

In 1885 and for several years after that, Ritchie’s land became part of a separate city, South 
Topeka, with John as the first mayor.  This circumstance first arose in June of 1867 when Topeka 
annexed the area called Ritchie’s Addition and proceeded with the usual public improvements.  
Ritchie subsequently sued, claiming his land was outside Topeka and beyond the realm of the tax 
collector.  He won.  Again Topeka annexed it, and again the town faced a lawsuit and lost.

“In the meantime, several additions grew up beside Ritchie’s including the Keith tract and 
the Western Investment Company’s Walnut Grove.  In 1885 residents of the three areas decided to 
incorporate as a third class city called South Topeka.  On July 25, 1885, voters elected John 
Ritchie as its first mayor.  J. W. McClure was the second and last mayor,” noted Douglass 
Wallace in Witness of the Times.

The northern boundary of South Topeka began where Tenth Avenue crossed Shunganunga 
Creek, then followed the section line and cut diagonally across Kansas Avenue and the blocks 
between Tenth and Eleventh.  The boundary joined Huntoon at Van Buren Street, then south to 
Seventeenth Street, west to Topeka Avenue, south to the Shunganunga, and followed that steam 



back to the northeast corner of the townsite.”



Mary Jane Shelledy Ritchie 1821-1880

Two years before her death on October 18, 1880, Mrs. Ritchie had fallen, displacing a hip 
that handicapped her movement.  In her last illness, she was confined to her bed for seven weeks 
with cancer and passed away at the age of fifty-nine.  Her last words were to her husband, “You 
will miss me and you will be lonely,”  Her husband hurried her in the little Ritchie cemetery he had 
set aside for those without the means to use the Topeka Cemetery, and there she remained until her 
husband’s death in 1887, when she and two infants were re-interred and placed beside John at the 
Topeka Cemetery.

This fifth woman to arrive in Topeka had come from a very comfortable home in Franklin, 
Indiana, to live in a prairie shanty on the site of Topeka.  There is no record of it, but once trains 
were in use, she very likely paid one or more return visits to Indiana, where she had many 
relatives.

Mary Jane’s life after her father’s death and her mother’s remarriage was a comfortable 
one.  A piece of furniture she had with her in Kansas was a beautiful, small, inlaid walnut chest her 
stepfather made for her, and it is still treasured by the family.

A member of the Presbyterian Church before becoming a Congregationalist in Kansas, she 
is said to have endured her last illness patiently.  Did she accept as patiently, the loss of so many 
babies?

How much did she miss the large family circle in Indiana?  Many of her pioneering clan 
moved across the Ohio River into the new state after it was formed.  In central and southeastern 
Indiana, had she let out a whoop anywhere, it would have fallen on the ears of one of her cousins.



John Ritchie Remarries – Some Property to Sons

Ritchie returned to Franklin, Indiana, to find a mate for his late years.  On October 
27, 1881, he married Mrs. Hannah Beall said to be “of Cincinnati,” and then about age 
forty-three.  The new Mrs. Ritchie brought a daughter and son-in-law with her to Topeka.  
Hannah and John had six years together.

Immediately before he left for Indiana and marriage, Ritchie settled more property 
on his sons.  To son Hale, he added land on the east side of Madison Street.  His son John 
received 150 foot lots on Kansas Avenue, on Monroe Street, and a 150 x 200 foot lot on 
the east side of Quincy.  The last named lot would become John’s homeplace at Eleventh 
and Quincy.

To Hale’s wife Anna, Ritchie made a fine gift of a lot 150 x 1670 feet fronting the 
west side of Kansas Avenue from Tenth Street south (At that time his son John was not 
married.)

In 1883 Ritchie gave his new wife Hannah a tract on the east side of Quincy Street, 
perhaps for a home for her married daughter.  In the same year he put his acreage on Deer 
Creek in both sons’ names.

Hannah Ritchie sold lots in Topeka for years after John’s death, and very likely she 
returned to Topeka occasionally to visit.  She applied for a war service pension and was 
living in Indianapolis in 1899.  Her attorney wrote that he had made several trips to Topeka 
concerning the estate.  The attorney remarked in a letter that his client was entitled to one-
half of her husband’s estate, but being generous toward the sons, she had claimed only 
one-third.



John Ritchie’s Death

Colonel Ritchie breather his last at 11 o’clock in the morning, August 31, 1887, and his 
doctor was with him almost constantly during his last two days.  The illness was termed impaction 
of the ilium (an obstruction).  By that time, he had been a Kansan for thirty-two years.

Pallbearers were chosen from his old and familiar friends, ex-Governor Crawford, H. D. 
Rice, Rev. Edwin Bodwell, W. H. Fitzpatrick, John Armstrong, and T. P. Farnsworth.  Dr. 
McCabe of the Congregational Church delivered the funeral address to a huge crowd gathered in 
the Ritchie yard, where John had been laid out under the trees.

The Daily Capital of September 2, 1887, reported, “Probably never before in the history of 
Topeka has there been a funeral at which so many gray-haired men and women were present…
the number present consisted mainly of the pioneers of Topeka, old settlers of Kansas, and the 
leading men of the city.  Carriages and hacks filled the streets on all sides.  The many colored 
people at the services of him who had done so much for their freedom, and since for their comfort 
and happiness, showed the regard his kindness and liberality had won from those once friendless 
and defenseless freemen, who, but for such noble men as John Ritchie might have been yet 
smarting under the galling yoke of oppression.”

Promptly at three o’clock, forty members of the Lincoln Post of the G.A.R. marched into 
the yard and broke line among the many citizens assembled.  These men rode with him on his last 
ride to the Topeka cemetery where he was interred.

Administering their father’s estate were sons Hale and John, with attorneys Hungate and 
Thompson.  The estate papers note that final settlement was not reached until April 1899.  There is 
mention of an Inventory, Appraisal, and Allowance of November, 1887, which should be filed 
with the estate papers at the Court House, but the document is no longer with them and cannot be 
located.  The administrators noted these holdings:

Cash $ 3,402.32
Military scrip $    179.24 uncollectible
Agreement with Douthitt $    650.00 uncollectible
Notes owed John Ritchie (62) $20,402.69

Ritchie was generous in lending, as well as with land.

Besides the immediate family, John was survived by one sister and three brothers.

Son, Hale Ritchie was a lime merchant in Topeka and built several houses for investment 
purposes; he was a member of the City Council.  Son John was a brickpaving contractor and 
worked over several states.  Both lived and died in Topeka.



Of Colonel Ritchie’s grandsons, three were building and paving contractors in San 
Francisco and San Jose, California, and another did the same work in Wichita; that company 
known as Ritchie Enterprises is still thriving.  Two other grandsons remained in Topeka and were 
paving contractors.  One granddaughter stayed in the Topeka area.



Topeka’s Oldest House
By Don Chubb

During the years 1856 or 1857 JohnRitchie build his first permanent Topeka home at 1116 
Madison.  Today that house is Topeka’s oldest remaining residence.

There are a number of factors which point to an 1856 construction date.  Perhaps the most 
pressing was the condition of Ritchie’s temporary cabin, which his sister-in-law said tended to 
direct more water inside when it rained than out.  The winter of 1855 was severe, with the 
temperature on Christmas morning reaching 30 degrees below zero.  Many Jane Ritchie told of 
awakening to snow on her blankets that winter.  Water froze in the tumblers and bread had to be 
held to the fire to thaw before it could be sliced.

The Ritchies had lost their year old daughter Mary in October of 1855, and another child 
was expected in the summer of 1856.  It’s doubtful that a man such as John Ritchie would have 
risked leaving his family for another winter in that makeshift cabin.

During 1856 Ritchie began to quarry stone in the ravine immediately east of 1116 Madison, 
meaning the stone of which the house was constructed for all practical purposes on site.  John’s 
brother Andrew and his wife arrived in June 1856 with a wagonload of building materials for their 
own house.  They stayed with John and Mary Jane for a time that year, and Andrew opened a lime 
kiln on the site of John’s quarry.  Certainly all this work and material on the site of the house 
would lead one to believe it was under construction.

In the fall of 1856 Ritchie, along with two partners, started work on the Ritchie Block, a 
three-story building which was to date Topeka’s most ambitious building project.  Would Ritchie 
have begun a structure such as this while his wife and children were living in a virtual shack?

Perhaps the most compelling argument for an 1856 construction date is Ritchie’s absence 
during most of 1857.  Ritchie was captured and held prisoner in Lecompton during September of 
1856.  After escaping, he fled to his parents home in Indiana where he remained almost a year.  It 
seems doubtful Ritchie would have left his wife and children alone in the Kansas Territory if a 
home had not been ready to shelter them.

Ritchie’s original stone house, as it was first built, contained five rooms and an earth-
floored cellar.  The first floor contained two small rooms of roughly equal size.  The front room, to 
which the front door opened directly, was the parlor, and the rear room the kitchen.  Cooking was 
down over an open fireplace, which was the only heat source for the house.

The upstairs was reached by an enclosed stairway between the walls of the two rooms.  
There was a rustic door at the bottom of the stairs with an old bar lift type latch which may still be 
in place today.  Upstairs are three bedrooms with a larger room over the parlor and two smaller 
ones over the kitchen.



Behind the house, where the ground sloped down toward the Shunganunga, the Ritchies 
springhouse was dug into the hillside.  This springhouse was to play an important role in the 
Ritchies activities with the underground railroad.  The rock quarry was also in the side of the cliff, 
a few lots to the south.

The Ritchies started construction of a grander house around 1860, which was located on 

11th Street between Topeka and Quincy, the location of the present day water tower.  The Civil 
War intervened, however, and this house was not finished until 1866 or 1867 at the earliest.  It is 
significant that most of the events for which Ritchie is remembered took place while he was living 
in his first house on Madison.

Ritchie gave the Madison Street house to his oldest son Hale, upon Hale’s marriage in 
1876.  Hale eventually built the house next door north at 1118, and passed the house at 1116 along 
to his son John.  The house remained in the Ritchie family until 1939.

While the original appearance of 1116 Madison changed significantly when the outside was 
stuccoed just after the turn of the century, much of the simple original house remains intact.  A 
front porch was added in the 1920s, along with rear addition containing kitchen and bath.  
Somewhat more recently the basement has been floored in concrete and modern furnace installed.  
The original kitchen fireplace was filled in.  This room now serves as a dining room.

Today an old washing machine rests on the front porch of John Ritchie’s house.  A 
mongrel dog is tied to the front steps.  The grass is uncut and the yard littered with trash.  Behind 
the house the slope to the old springhouse location and quarry has fortuitously been restored as it 
once was by the grading down toward the Interstate.  Hale Ritchie’s 1880s house net door has 
been divided into apartments, and routine maintenance has stopped form any of the houses in the 
neighborhood as absentee owners await the possible condemnation that will result if the Water 
Tower Place Development is actually built.

All the news is not bleak.  Since Topekans discovered a few years ago that the original 
stone Ritchie house lurks underneath all that stucco, the owners, which include Mr. and Mrs. 
Frank Rice and Mr. and Mrs. Gene Schroer, have taken steps to stop the physical deterioration.  
The roof has been repaired, broken windows fixed, paint applied, and a tenant is currently living in 
the house.  The water Tower developer has expressed an interest in using the house, although 
many seem to feel this is to wring concessions from the city.  In any event, the developer would 
surround the house with modern housing pods, or move it to a new location.

What a shame it would be to lose this house, or the historic environment around it.  Today 
the wooded cliff remains behind Hale Ritchie’s house next door.  Ritchie’s addition, including 
everything from middle class homes to homes built by hand by runaway slaves on land donated by 
John Ritchie, spreads out in front.  Topeka’s oldest home remains substantially as it was built by 



one of Topeka’s foremost pioneers, and in a setting he would recognize.

A local historic group has expressed interest in restoring the house to its 1856 appearance 
on the outside, with a sensitive rehabilitation on the inside.  The deadline for the Water Tower 
development is drawing near, and once again John Ritchie’s house is at the center of the 
controversy.


