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 The death of John Ritchie at the end of August, 1887, brought an outpouring of Topekans 

to commemorate his life. As a pioneer settler of Kansas, Ritchie was seen as a member of “the 

skirmish line of the army of freedom.” He had come to Kansas “under the impulse of a sacred 

purpose”, to block slavery and end its practice.  His pallbearers included members of the 

“Topeka Boys”, a network of early settlers who fought against the Border Ruffians during the 

violence of “Bleeding Kansas”, and who collaborated with him to assist fugitive slaves to 

freedom. Indeed, the development of the Underground Railroad operations in Shawnee County 

merely shifted local energies from preventing the spread of slavery, threatened when the territory 

was opened to settlement in 1854, to undermining the institution by facilitating escaped slaves to 

elude their masters and agents of the federal government charged with their return. In his eulogy, 

the minister, Dr. F. S. McCabe, noted that that Ritchie often claimed he cost slave holders over 

$100,000 in unrecovered property. 

 Considerable attention has been given to the notion that the Underground Railroad was 

more legend than fact. Larry Gara has demonstrated that relatively few slaves actually escaped 

their masters through the assistance of a network of antislavery activists outside the south. Gara 

contended that operations of a formalized system was the wishful thinking of white abolitionists 

long after the civil war was ended. He concluded that in so far as slaves escaped, they did so as 

individuals, more often losing themselves in free black communities, than being conducted by 

whites sympathetic to their plight.  

 However, in the Kansas Territory free black communities had not had time to develop, 

but abolitionist-minded white communities did. These communities were created with the 

avowed purpose of reversing the initial control of the territory by proslavery activists in 1855 

and 1856. Topeka was just such a community. The “Topeka Boys”, who had earlier formed a 



 

 

militia to defend free-state individuals and communities, reconfigured their activities by 1857 

into helping slaves elude their pursuers, once their community was secure.  For Topeka 

abolitionist and their passengers, the Underground Railroad was a reality. 

 When President Franklin Pierce signed the Kansas Nebraska Act on May 30, 1854, he 

opened territory previously denied to slavery by the earlier Missouri Compromise of 1820. In the 

intervening years slavery had become an increasingly disputed concept. By 1854 the issue was 

so polarized that further national development could not be achieved until it was settled. Kansas 

was the prologue for its settlement.  

 Creating a new territory in Kansas under the rule of popular sovereignty was an attempt 

to resolve the conflict. Rather than having Congress decide one way or the other, settlers were 

free to determine whether slavery would root and grow or wither and die. This opened Kansas to 

intense competition between pro- and anti-slavery settlers to determine the territory’s fate. By the 

fall of 1855 that competition had broken out into violence that came to be called “Bleeding 

Kansas.” 

  The initial stages of settlements along the Kansas River and the Missouri border resulted 

in a complex of interspersed communities, each biased either for or against slavery. By the 

summer of 1854 the towns of Franklin, Lecompton and Tecumseh had been founded by pro-

slavery settlers along the Kansas River. Lawrence, on the other hand, was established by group 

of abolitionists from New England and located between Franklin and Lecompton. Lawrence 

became the launching point for subsequent anti-slavery emigrants to found additional 

settlements, Topeka being one in early December, 1854. Each of these communities developed a 

bias that pitted one side against the other in a race for control of the political institutions of the 

territory. Attitudes on slavery shaped all actions of government, whether in drawing county 



 

 

boundaries, validating land claims, or lobbying Congress. Initial advantage to pro-slavery forces, 

readily available from neighboring Missouri, made Lecompton their center, while anti-slavery 

forces created an alternative political system operating out of Topeka—up river from Lecompton 

some 20 miles. 

 Topeka had been established on December 5, 1854 along the Kansas River at a ferry 

crossing originally associated with the Oregon Trail and subsequent military roads connecting Ft 

Leavenworth with the Santa Fe Trail. Several groups of town builders had cooperated in its 

location, including Cyrus K. Holliday, Fry Giles and John Armstrong.  While their primary 

interests were creating economic opportunity derived from a booming commercial center, they 

sided with the Free State cause.  The following spring, more anti-slavery settlers began to arrive 

at Topeka to take up residence. Among them was John Ritchie of Franklin, Indiana, an ardent 

opponent of slavery’s spread. 

 Over the course of spring and summer, tensions between the sides escalated. Beginning 

on October 23, 1855, delegates assembled in Topeka to write a free-state constitution in an effort 

to end the proslavery control of the territorial government. 

 When the political competition turned violent over the death of Charles W. Dow outside 

of Lawrence on November 21, each side marshaled forces to decide the fate of Kansas.  Daniel 

Horn organized a home guard in Topeka to ride to the defense of Lawrence, the first of several 

versions of the Topeka Boys. Among his guard were John Armstrong and John Ritchie.  John 

Brown brought his sons and neighbors from Osawatomie, south-east of Lawrence to help. Over 

the next two weeks in Lawrence, these various militia members came to know one another, 

adding a military network to the political one that had created the Topeka Constitution earlier in 

the fall. 



 

 

 While the Territorial Governor Wilson Shannon defused tensions in early December, thus 

bringing an end to the Wakarusa War, the spring thaw brought new hostilities.  Vigilante 

proslavery forces began to board steamboats on the Missouri River and seize goods of anti-

slavery Kansas settlers, effectively blockading communications between Free State communities 

and their supporters in the east.  With supplies cut off, communities like Topeka faced starvation, 

while nearby proslavery communities piled in stores.  

 The disparities tempted desperate settlers to take matters into their own hands. In addition 

to building a fortification to defend Topeka from possible attacks, men assembled to make 

foraging expeditions into neighboring communities to relieve their store houses of commodities 

needed for survival. John Ritchie, among others, led these expeditions, returning with liberated 

wagons filled with goods for storage in Constitution Hall. Joseph C. Miller, whose shop was 

located in the Hall, took charge of distributing the booty to Topeka residents. In the meantime, 

Jim Lane, formerly from Indiana and leader of the Topeka Free State movement, opened an 

overland trail that connected Topeka with the Nebraska border, where emigrants and goods could 

cross Iowa and enter Kansas with less hassle from the border ruffians. W. W. and Edwin Ross 

would be among the initial train to open the trail.  

 The violence in the summer of 1856 gave rise to the national conscience of “bleeding 

Kansas”.  Lawrence was sacked for the first time by territorial officials and free state activists 

jailed in Lecompton. The Topeka Free State legislature was dispersed by US Army forces on 

July 4. John Brown visited retribution on pro-slavery neighbors along Pottawatomie Creek and 

defeated pro-slavery militia at the Battle of Black Jack shortly after. In mid-September Jim Lane 

led an army, composed in part of home guard from Topeka under the command of Charles 

Whipple, to route proslavery forces northeast of Topeka at Hickory Point in Jefferson County.  



 

 

 Among Topekans arrested and imprisoned in Lecompton for free-state activities in 

October were John Henry Kagi, John E. Rastall and John Ritchie. Kagi had joined the staff of the 

Topeka Kansas Tribune in 1856 and published numerous accounts of unfolding events in the 

territory from a free-state perspective. While incarcerated, Ritchie received a visit by the new 

pastor of the Congregation Church in Topeka, Lewis Bodwell. Bodwell and Ritchie would 

become soul mates in operating the Underground Railroad out of Topeka after the violence 

abated. In the meantime, like Rastall, Ritchie managed to escape from prison. Both men returned 

to Topeka and contacted Bodwell, who built a raft out of Cottonwood logs and “ferried some of 

our friends across the Kansas [River] and went with them to the Nebraska road.” The Lane Trail 

became a way out of the territory as well as in for free-state activists. Rastall, who assisted a 

runaway slave to escape with him, returned to Wisconsin for the winter. Ritchie fled to Franklin, 

Indiana, to spend the winter safely with his father. 

 Rastall and Ritchie left the territory for personal safety. Other free-state activists, such as 

Jim Lane and Cyrus K. Holliday left the territory out of fear for their lives and to work in behalf 

of Freemont for President. The hope of a Republican winning the presidency in November meant 

release from the proslavery hold on the territory. 

 Although Democrats retained control of the White House with Buchanan’s victory, the 

free-state surge in population in Kansas gained political control of the territory in 1857. Despite 

the best efforts of pro-slavery forces to block the arrival of anti-slavery settlers, their numbers 

increased as did their aspiration for control of the political machinery of the territory. After an 

extended debate over whether to boycott the election for the next legislature in 1857, sufficient 

free-state voters participated to win a majority of both houses in the legislature. With control 

they began to dismantle the proslavery structure of the territory, though not abolishing slavery 



 

 

itself. With control came pardons for those who had been charged with crimes relating to the 

“Bleeding Kansas.” Quiet settled along the Kansas River, though there remained plenty of 

political heat generated over whether Kansas ought to be admitted under a constitution written 

under the auspices of the pro-slavery forces at Lecompton. 

 As the need for the home guard declined, Topeka Boys’ energies were diverted into less 

militant though entirely effective strikes against slavery. Certainly one of the major fears of 

Missourians with opening of the Kansas Territory was the prospect that their slaves would find 

assistance in fleeing. Along its northern border, Iowa represented a continuing challenge, and 

settlement on its west magnified the problem. If slaves could elude their masters in Missouri, 

they might find friendly support across the borders. Free-state settlement in Kansas after 1856 

made that all the more likely. 

 Fugitive slaves however faced continuing dangers. With the passage of the Fugitive Slave 

Act in 1850, United States Marshals were officially responsible for capturing and returning 

runaway slaves. Their presence in the Kansas Territory made escape through the territory risky. 

In addition to the presence of marshals, pro-slavery settlers were quick to lay hands on anyone 

who might possible be a runaway and turn them in for rewards.  

 Harvey Rice recorded an incident when Isaac Edwards, a member of a notorious pro-

slavery clan living in eastern Shawnee County, seized a black man working alone in a field on 

the outskirts of Topeka. James French observed the kidnapping and alerted members of the 

“Topeka Boys”, including John Ritchie, who formed a mounted posse and attempted to stop 

Edwards. They ended their pursuit when Edwards crossed the Kansas River at Tecumseh. 

However, the fugitive subsequently escaped, found his way back to Topeka and received help in 

traveling north to freedom.  



 

 

 John Armstrong, a resident of Topeka from its inception, recalled that members of the 

Topeka Boys--himself, John Ritchie, Jacob Willits and Daniel Sheriden, among others--

collaborated to receive runaways from comrades south of Topeka and to organize their flight 

along the Lane Trail into Nebraska and Iowa, where Iowa abolitionists would see them on their 

way, ultimately through Chicago into Canada and safety from the Fugitive Slave Act enforcers.  

 Armstrong lived at 427 Quincy Street with his mother-in-law, Mrs. William Scales. 

While building the stone house, he installed a large wooden hogshead barrel, formerly used to 

ship sugar, in the basement where fugitives could be safely hidden from possibly unsympathetic 

neighbors, until arrangements could be made to slip away from the city.  

 He and a companion named Mills took their first group of three fugitives north in 

February, 1857, requiring three weeks to make the round trip to southwestern Iowa.  This 

experiment became a pattern, where runaways arrived in the vicinity from points south and were 

housed in and around the community—women at Mrs. Scales and men with either Ritchie, 

Willits or Sheridan. When local guides became available, they would cross the Kansas River 

either on the ferry or in a boat kept for the crossing at the riverside farm of Gilbert Billard. 

Usually the first stop would be at the home of William Bowker, then Cyrus Packard or his son-

in-law William Owens, farmers in the Rochester community. From there the trail lay through 

Holton and Sabetha to Nebraska City and Civil Bend, Iowa, with stops where sympathetic 

families were accommodating. 

 Reverend Lewis Bodwell has left a detailed account of one such excursion that began in 

middle July, 1858. He and a companion named Emerson picked up a family of five slaves from 

John Ritchie’s care. The man, name George, who had managed to escape with his wife and three 

children, was the personal servant of an army officer at Ft. Leavenworth. Collaborators provided 



 

 

a wagon and team in which the family hid, while Bodwell and Emerson shared the driving. 

Weather was intermittently rainy and streams swollen, making the trip arduous. Fords were 

impassable, necessitating moving upstream until the headwater was reached and on to the next 

obstacle. In addition, Bodwell noted that the countryside was particularly aroused against 

escaping slaves and he and Emerson had to be careful in encountering strangers on the way.  His 

entry for July 18 captured the challenge: 

 This morning made eighty-four hours during which time we had been inside of but 
one house and in sight of only three. We had started with but scanty provisions for 
seven; and cut off by floods from friends and supplies we had hoped to reach; last 
night the last crumb was eaten. Seneca was some where near; and for the sake of the 
mother and her little ones we must find it and some supplies. Seeking for our 
unknown way across the prairie we came toward noon out upon a hill side, within 
sight of our desired haven; and also of what we least wished to meet, three large 
wagon trains from Leavenworth, and like us, water-bound at the Nemaha. 

 

While they managed to avoid being detected by members of the wagon train, Emerson 

approached it and bartered some food for his hidden companions. Subsequently they had other 

dangerous encounters with both mud and bank-filled streams, as well as with border ruffians, 

which they contrived to escape. The entry for July 25 was: “Crossed the Little Nemaha by bridge 

at St. George, and reached Nebraska City about sunset.” The next day they conveyed their 

charges to friends in Iowa, twelve days from Topeka. 

 While weather had been a challenge for this particular trip, hostile pro-slavery forces 

were ever present. In November, 1857 John Ritchie came under particular scrutiny. Before dawn 

a company of Dragoons from Ft. Leavenworth in support of Deputy US Marshal Butcher 

approached Ritchie’s house demanding to search the premise for a fugitive slave. In his capacity 

as marshal, Butcher was enforcing the federal Fugitive Slave Act of 1850. This was not the first 

time that Butcher had accosted Topeka residents seeking runaways. That night there had been a 



 

 

fugitive present, but just prior to the arrival of the troops, he had been led away by a conductor. 

Ritchie conversed with Butcher and the troops until well after daylight, then allowing them to 

search his home. In the meantime, the slave and his guides had made it across the Kansas River, 

putting effective distance between them and their pursuers. 

  Perhaps the most notable excursion on the Topeka branch of the Underground Railroad 

occurred in January, 1859 and involved John Brown, himself. In response to an appeal from a 

slave whose family was about to be sold, Brown and his supporters raided several farms in 

western Missouri and absconded with eleven slaves. A twelfth was added when one of the 

women gave birth to a child while the group hid out for a month at one of Brown’s collaborators 

near Osawatomie. They departed on January 20, winding their way north and spent a night in 

Topeka. Brown’s charges were housed with various members of the Topeka Boys, while he 

himself spent the night with John Ritchie. After crossing the Kansas River, the party spent the 

next night with the Cyrus Packard family in the Rochester community.  

 While the party attempted to maintain secrecy of its movements, pro-slavery forces had 

picked up Brown’s trail and cornered his group just north of Holton. Brown sent a rider back to 

Topeka for help. He found John Ritchie and John Armstrong in services at the Congregational 

Church and made his appeal. Both men arose and spread word of the emergency, and soon the 

Topeka Boys had gathered in front of Constitution Hall. The troop made haste to relieve Brown, 

which resulted in the flight of his enemies in what came to be called the Battle of the Spurs, so 

called because the enemy chose flight rather than fight. Brown’s escape led to national media 

attention when his group of fugitives successfully managed to enter Canada and freedom. 

 Heightened awareness of “nigger-stealing” throughout the eastern portion of the territory 

created considerable tensions between proslavery and free-state settlers. Dr. John Doy and his 



 

 

son were captured north of Lawrence on January 25, 1859, while accompanying thirteen 

runaway slaves, and taken to Weston, Missouri for punishment.  Doy was tried by a court in St 

Joseph, Missouri, but before being sentenced, he was rescued from jail by supporters. Both the 

John Brown and John Doy episodes prominently revealed that underground railroad activity in 

1859 was rampant in Kansas and framed important developments. 

 For instance in contrast to the infamous Lecompton constitution promoted by proslavery 

forces, free-state proponents crafted an alternative document for Congress to adopt in making 

Kansas a state. The Topeka Constitution had been the first and was used as the basis of another 

version written at Leavenworth in 1857. A third effort was made at Wyandotte in 1859. In 

calling for the Wyandotte convention, the territorial legislature determined Shawnee County 

would have three delegates. By this time the Republican Party had been formally operational and 

met in convention in Brownsville, southwest of Topeka. There the Republicans nominated John 

Ritchie, among others. Democratic opponents in the eastern portion of the county nominated 

Edward Hoogland of Tecumseh, prominently associated with the proslavery territorial 

government in Lecompton prior to the free-state forces taking control in 1857. Hoogland and 

others campaigned vigorously against Ritchie, hoping to smear him with being a “nigger-

stealer.” His opponents sought to draw a clear distinction between abolitionists, who were 

defined by their involvement in the underground railroad, and those who supported slavery or 

feared blacks presence in the territory. Ritchie won election and during the convention, which 

produced the constitution ultimately approved by congress, and successfully prevented the state 

from defining citizenship only for white men. 

 Tensions in Kansas reached a climax on April 20, 1860, when Deputy US Marshal 

Leonard Arms attempted to arrest John Ritchie at his home on Madison Street in Topeka. While 



 

 

resisting arrest, Ritchie shot and killed Arms. Territorial papers were filled with coverage of the 

event and trial of Ritchie. Judge Joseph C. Miller, formerly operator of the booty stores at 

Constitution Hall in 1856, found Ritchie guilty of justified homicide and released him. 

Commentary on the event ranged from defending Ritchie as rightfully protecting himself from 

becoming another John Doy to Ritchie as an agent of John Brown importing another Harpers 

Ferry tragedy into Kansas. 

 Prior to the shooting incident, Marshal Arms had developed a reputation for being a 

“slave catcher.” Anti-slavery activists had widely distributed fliers warning residents of 

sympathetic communities that Arms was particularly notorious for seizing runaway slaves and 

anyone helping them flee slavery. The federal marshal service, as the law enforcement arm of the 

federal judiciary, was heavily involved in enforcing the fugitive slave act. Their appointments 

were largely partisan, reflecting the “slave power” influence in the Buchanan administration.  

 During the course of the trail, testimony revealed that Arms had arrived in Topeka the 

day before, made inquiries about Ritchie, borrowed a revolver from an individual unsympathetic 

with Ritchie, and in the company of a companion arrived at Ritchie’s house, intending to arrest 

him on outstanding warrants from events during the “bleeding Kansas” raids in 1856. Ritchie 

had escaped from the Lecompton jail and had never been tried. 

 While Arms had not been able to get hard evidence of Ritchie’s involvement in the 

underground railroad, he doubtless was interested in interrupting its operations by arresting 

Ritchie on these outstanding warrants. However, when Arms confronted Ritchie in his front yard, 

Arms would produce no official warrants so Ritchie refused to go with him. Ritchie believed that 

he had been pardoned from all charges by the territorial legislature. After all, he had been 

publicly active since returning from Indiana in the spring of 1857, and no earlier moves had been 



 

 

taken against him prior to Arms appearing at his door in 1860. Rather than being arrested, 

Ritchie left his front yard, went into his house, and retrieved a pistol from under a pillow on his 

bed. Arms followed uninvited, continuing the argument begun outside. When Arms showed his 

pistol, Ritchie shot him, killing him instantly. Ritchie left immediately and surrendered himself 

to Justice Miller. 

  Miller charged Ritchie with murder and immediately organized a trial. Ritchie’s friends 

rallied behind him. Topeka Boys Lorenzo Dow and A. Winant, together with Jim Lane from 

Lawrence defended Ritchie. County attorney J. Brockway, assisted by two men from Lawrence, 

H. C. Hawkins and Sam S. Wood, prosecuted the case against Ritchie.  Harvey Rice, together 

with a Miss Garrison, who had been visiting Ritchie’s wife at the time of the incident, gave 

testimony on events. Brockway limited his case to restatement of the evidence provided in 

testimony. Lane and Dow vigorously defended their client, particularly in stressing that Arms 

was not acting in any demonstrated official capacity. With evidence and arguments competed, 

Miller found Ritchie did kill Arms, but acted in justifiable self-defense and released him. 

 In an extra edition of the Topeka State Record published the day after the trial, the editor 

reproduced testimony and attorney arguments and concluded that Ritchie’s actions were but the 

latest in a series of defenses against the predatory practices of the slave power to extend slavery 

into Kansas. Resistance was legitimate and in keeping with the Free-state cause. To bolster that 

point, a rally of Topeka citizens adopted a resolution supporting Ritchie on the evening of April 

22.  Since the territorial legislature had passed an amnesty act in February, 1859, all crimes 

arising out the conflicts of 1856 were dismissed. Attempts to enforce charges would only reopen 

the wounds of “Bleeding Kansas” and once again attempt to fasten slavery on Kansas. 

 Opposition rapidly emerged, and not only from the proslavery residents. A mass meeting 



 

 

in Lawrence gave vent to a concern that lawlessness was breaking out again and should not be 

sanctioned by the friends of John Ritchie. Indeed one of the Topeka newspapers slanted its 

account of the trial as evidence of the spread of the violence and terrorism that had been recently 

displayed by John Brown at Harpers Ferry the previous December. Kansans needed to 

demonstrate to Congress that it was a law abiding place if hopes of statehood were to be realized. 

Ritchie’s association with Brown and recent actions in Topeka seemed to confirm these fears. 

 Neither slave uprising nor renewal of the violence experienced along the Kansas River in 

1856 reoccurred in the territory until the Civil War itself broke out. Quantrill’s raid on Lawrence 

in 1863 would remind the nation that Kansas had been at the heart of the nation’s tragedy.  

 Topeka’s role in that unfolding drama was a critical one. Its residents had blocked 

slavery’s spread into the territory. They had acted in concert and militantly when fellow free-

state individuals and communities were endangered. As well, they lent their facilities to host an 

alternative government to that which they believed was foisted on the territory illegitimately by 

proslavery forces. When violence abated after the chaos of 1856, a network of antislavery 

activists continued their work of sabotaging slavery by facilitating the operations of the 

Underground Railroad. Between 1857 and the outbreak of the civil war, fugitive slaves making 

their way into the territory found help in Topeka from the families hostile to the institution of 

slavery and its defenders.  

 John Ritchie was prominent among the “Topeka Boys” and widely recognized as such. 

When Ritchie and members of the Topeka Boys volunteered to join the Union Army after the 

firing on Fort Sumter, they were merely continuing the task they had undertaken when they came 

to Kansas. Not until Lee surrendered his sword to Grant in 1865 would those who remained alive 

be able to focus on building the kind of community they wanted—a community free from the 



 

 

threat of slavery. 


