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			INTRODUCTION

			 

			I think you would be enraptured with the splendid wild flowers, as well as the country and if it becomes a free state, and our city worthy of you, we shall some day have you for a neighbor. But what you gain there will not more than balance the novelty, and excitement of our new pioneer life which is not so despisable after all. I assure you we have our joys as well as sorrows.

			Ellen Goodnow to her sister Harriet

			May 18, 1856

			 

			Between 1855 and 1860, over 98,000 people settled in Kansas Territory. In a new land fraught with incredible challenges, why did they stay? This question planted a seed that would grow into a lifelong passion for me. My own love affair with Kansas began on the Santa Fe Trail in 1986. I had lived in the Sunflower State for a year, and while my daughter, Sarah, attended preschool, my two-year-old son, Andrew, and I set out on a small adventure each week. One such outing took us southwest from Kansas City to Olathe and a small farm that served as a stagecoach stop on the Santa Fe Trail. The colorful history of the Mahaffie Farmstead fascinated me, and I became a docent a few weeks after that first visit. One day as I waited in the parlor for the next tour group to arrive, a dusty pink book on the shelf caught my attention. I opened Marian Russell’s memoirs and read the first page.

			“Life has dealt me adventure with a lavish hand and yet the way stretches very fair behind me,” she wrote. “It is the brightness, not the darkness that I see as I look backward.” Marian, who made five round-trips on the Santa Fe Trail beginning in 1852, described the “miles and miles of buffalo grass, blue lagoons, and blood-red sunsets and, once in a while, a little sod house on the lonely prairie.” 

			Marian’s impressions of her trips along the trail captivated me. At that moment I decided to learn more about the men and women who left comfortable homes, friends, and families in places like New York and Massachusetts to settle in a land they knew little about. Already enamored with Kansas, I chose to focus my research on the years 1855 through 1860, the Territorial Era. I did research during the kids’ preschool and nap times. Algeline Ashley, on her way across the plains in 1852, scribed, “I write in my lap with the wind rocking the wagon.” If she could manage to write in those conditions, I could find the time to read. What called individuals to go west? How did they face the challenges of their new life? And, most important to me, how did they keep their spirits up in times of despair? Anxious to find the answers, I kept reading. As I did, I realized why I felt a kinship with these men and women who had left the familiar for the unknown. With Kansas being number fifteen on my list of residences, I knew about saying good-bye. To help ease the sadness of moving, I thought of each destination as an adventure, an opportunity to make new friends, see new places. Surely the same feelings of possibility filled the hearts of many emigrants as they started for Kansas Territory. Although separated by more than a century, these pioneers and I shared loss and hope, apprehension and anticipation, weariness and excitement—the emotions of packing up and settling down. 

			During the next fifteen years, job relocations took our family from Kansas to Virginia, on to Chicago and back to Virginia, but I never really left Kansas behind. I researched when I could, including trips to the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C. My daughter went on to attend the University of Kansas, and my visits there included time at the Spencer Research Library and at the Kansas Historical Society in Topeka. As we walked on the beautiful campus atop Mount Oread, I thought about Charles and Sara Robinson, who lived there and later donated the land to the University. We shopped along Massachusetts Avenue, where Joseph Savage and the first group of Lawrence settlers camped on their first night in the Territory in the autumn of 1854, and where the first Fourth of July parade took place in 1855. 

			Finally, in 2006, I began to organize my years of Kansas research into a book. With my goal to present historical material in a personal way, I decided to include watercolor sketches and newspaper items to provide some additional context. I reviewed each person’s writings. Like dear friends who have been parted for a time, the settlers and I took up just where we’d left off, with Edward Fitch playing in the Lawrence Band, John Deering playing cards and singing with friends, and Sarah Everett describing prairie wildflowers. When I came across a diary that I hadn’t discovered previously, it was like meeting someone new. Occasionally I realized that two or three of the writers had been at the same wedding or picnic and must have known each other. As this happened, the communities seemed to reemerge. The word hope began to catch my eye as I read. I began a tally. When the “hope count” had reached fifty, I knew I’d found the essence of the project. Hope—the invisible compass point that even in the dark helps one to see the way ahead. Charles Lines, who came to the Territory from Connecticut in 1856, captured the importance of hope in a letter to the New Haven, Connecticut, Daily Palladium:

			 

			Hope is a powerful stimulus in all our migrations and trials in this world, and we feel its blessed influence here. We are content, though absent from those we dearly love, because we are still joined in heart and hope to meet again. And we rejoice notwithstanding our deprivations, because we hope “there is a good time coming,” and we are willing to “wait a little longer.” It is more and more wonderful to us every succeeding day to notice how pioneers live, and yet how content they seem.

			 

			Settlers needed everything they could muster—hope, courage, and patience—to meet the challenges of their adopted home. The political climate posed just such a challenge. On May 26, 1854, Congress passed the Kansas–Nebraska Act. Although the slavery issue had already invoked passionate discussion across the country, the signing of the bill crystallized sentiments and brought Kansas into sharp focus. The legislation created the Kansas and Nebraska Territories from the northern section of the Louisiana Purchase. Additionally, the bill repealed the ban on slavery put in place by the 1820 Missouri Compromise, and left it for the residents of the territories to decide whether or not to allow slavery. An emotional, divisive, and often violent conflict, the slavery question remained a part of life in Kansas until the Territory joined the Union as the thirty-fourth state on January 29, 1861.

			With the passage of the Kansas–Nebraska Act, Kansas opened her prairies to the world. Settlers came from as far away as Germany and as near as Missouri. Emigrants came by train, steamboat, stagecoach, and wagon, or a combination thereof. Many Northerners traveled with organized groups, such as the New England Emigrant Aid Company, founded specifically to populate the new territory with settlers of antislavery sentiment. Once in Kansas, a person’s place of origin made little difference, as Woodson County pioneer Melissa Genett Anderson wrote:

			 

			And we had good neighbors all around. It made no difference whether they were Yanks, Buckeyes, Hoosiers, Missourians, or what not – we were neighbors. And we all used the English language, even if our expressions were some times different.

			 

			Music, a language everyone understood, lightened the mood in the Territory, whether it came from George Hildt singing alone on the prairie, or from the Lawrence Band playing at a social event. Holidays, weddings, and parties—these were the times when burdens were lighter, the occasions that gave settlers reason to sing, dance, and celebrate. Eager to socialize, settlers organized literary groups and worshipped together. They found comfort in familiar music and traditions, and in each other’s company. During quiet moments, they filled diaries and letters with wonderful descriptions of these events, and of the natural world around them, including spring and summer wildflowers.

			Words and images preserve a moment, day, or event, and become part of our historical fabric. As Willa Cather wrote in O, Pioneers!, “The history of every country begins in the heart of a man or a woman.” Hope Amid Hardship is a look into the hearts of sixty men and women who settled in early Kansas and recorded their joys, fears, and observations. No matter the circumstances, they took pen in hand to write about their experiences, as Chestina Bowker Allen did on a snowy day in March 1855, when she noted, “The snow falls upon my book while I write by the stove.” This collection of writings illustrates the importance of the written personal record, not only of the celebrated figures who make history, but also of the everyday men and women whose contributions often go unnoticed.

			Why did they stay? Perhaps Mary Sears, who intended to stop in Kansas only for a few days but stayed for more than twenty-five years, helped answer the question in her recollections when she wrote, “True, the pioneer days were often lonely and wearisome, and yet somehow we found the spirit of happiness. The very isolation developed among us a sense and service of helpfulness one to the other.” 

			I hope these writers would be pleased to know that so many years later, others can see the brighter side of pioneer life, illuminated by their words. It is my privilege to introduce these fascinating individuals, who after so many years feel to me like dear friends whose journeys have become part of my own.

			 

			Note: The extracts from the diaries, letters, and newspaper items are presented as they were originally written. To preserve the character of the writings, no changes have been made to spelling, grammar, or punctuation.
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			This is a most lovely day. Hope is lightening up the hearts of the settlers. The spring rains are giving way to bright and lovely weather, and summer-time is coming with its beautiful array of lovely, bright-eyed flowers.

			Miriam Colt

			Neosho River, West of Fort Scott

			May 24, 1856

			 

			Buds on the cottonwood trees burst open. Wildflowers brought color back to the face of the prairie with blue, yellow, and violet. As the landscape around them came back to life, many Kansas settlers, including Sarah Everett and Miriam Colt, described the sight in their letters and journals. Familiar flowers provided a comforting connection between new home and old, and something tangible to describe in letters to loved ones and friends. 

			With the ground thawed and their spirits renewed, settlers began plowing fields and planting corn, oats, and wheat. Vegetable gardens and fruit orchards took shape, thanks, in part, to parcels of seeds and cuttings sent from family and friends in the East. Some newcomers farmed for the first time and received help from neighbors. James Stewart learned from neighbor Prentiss, “who came up with his team and broke prairie for me, myself holding the plow . . . this is the first of my Prairie farming . . .” Edward Fitch wrote to his father, “I suppose you are having cold weather there now but we are having fine spring like weather tho today is cloudy. Folks are plowing some and things begin to look like spring. . . .”

			As wheat and wildflowers took root, so did new towns with names like Sugar Mound, Kickapoo City, and Grasshopper Falls. Emigrants traveled by train, steamboat, and wagon to try a different way of life. In an 1855 letter to the editor of the New Hampshire Independent Democrat, Julia Louisa Lovejoy, one of the first citizens of Manhattan, wrote: “towns are starting up as by magic all along the valley of the Kanz[a]s.” Guides, such as Edward E. Hale’s Kanzas and Nebraska, considered to be the first book on Kansas, gave prospective settlers information on routes, weather, and landscape. Hale’s book, as well as others, such as J. Butler Chapman’s History of Kansas and Emigrant’s Guide (1855), also included news of the political situation. 

			The Kansas–Nebraska Act of 1854 put a national focus on the Kansas Territory, and in particular, the status of Kansas (free or slave state) when it entered the Union. The slavery question caused much controversy in the Territory. The political strife often resulted in violence, including the “Sack of Lawrence” in May 1856, when several buildings were destroyed, including those housing the two free-state newspapers. Although the slavery issue did encourage many people to emigrate for a moral cause, many others came for more practical reasons. Kansas meant opportunities, business and personal. Coming from as near as Iowa and as far away as Germany, new citizens came with diverse skills and trades that would develop commerce and build communities. John Deering opened a wagon shop in Prairie City. Joseph Trego operated a sawmill on Little Sugar Creek in Linn County. In 1859, Barclay’s Business Directory of Leavenworth, the largest city in the Territory, listed 500 businesses, including shoemakers, sign painters, and booksellers. 

			When not working at their trades or on their farms, settlers enjoyed each other’s company at social events such as dances and parties, where the Lawrence Band, also known as the Lawrence Cornet Band, often played. Newspapers featured items on dramatic presentations. In his diary, Willard Hubbell mentioned going to “the Lodge.” Fraternal organizations such as the Independent Order of Good Templars of Kansas, the International Order of Odd Fellows, and the Ancient Order of Accepted Masons had lodges in Lawrence, Tecumseh, and Leavenworth. A walk or wagon ride to a neighbor’s claim or into town provided a chance to visit, purchase supplies, and pick up mail. Some settlers used their free time to play music or read letters and newspapers from home. A few minutes at the end of the day provided time to answer letters from family or catch up in one’s diary. 

			James Rogers, who came to Kansas in 1856, described the social side of territorial life this way:

			 

			. . . you must remember, that every cloud has its silver lining, and that all these dark days were compensated in a measure, by the equality, sociability and friendship which must result from such a state of affairs . . . Then were frequent picnics, sociables, festivals - aye bachelor’s festivals even, surprises and excursions; and in short we all lived like neighbors.

			 

			Although neighbors on the prairie might be miles apart, occasionally a few would get together and drive one or two wagons to the house of another settler and the party would begin, much to the surprise of the chosen host and hostess. More formal events took place at larger halls or hotels, such as the Eldridge House in Lawrence. On May 21, 1858, the hotel was the site of a ball, the proceeds going to the fire department.

			Religion played an important role in the life of many early Kansans. On a personal level, faith provided comfort and a source of strength during difficult times. In the community, the Sabbath meant a time to come together for worship, whether in a log cabin, where Thomas Wells wrote that the Methodists met, or in the Masonic Hall, where Lawrence Baptists gathered. Several religious denominations had an early presence in Kansas Territory. The Methodist Church supported communities in another important way, by founding and supporting two of the first colleges: Bluemont College in Manhattan, which later became Kansas State University, and Baker University in Baldwin City. These institutions not only brought teachers and students to the area, but prestige as well. 

			Springtime in the Territory meant new beginnings—building a home, a town, a new life—none of them easy tasks. As the writers’ words reveal, even on a day filled with hard work, there could be time for pleasure. 
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			Emigration

			In April 1857, twenty-year-old Edwin Tucker left Beloit, Wisconsin, for Kansas Territory. His father David and uncle Elijah traveled with him. The three helped found Eureka, located in present Greenwood County.

			Edwin Tucker, considered by his community to be a generous and sympathetic man, contributed to Eureka and Kansas through the many roles he took on. As a successful cattleman, landowner, and banker, he played a major role in the growth of Eureka. In 1858, he organized and taught in the first neighborhood school. His commitment to others continued when he helped residents during the drought of 1860 and the grasshopper plague in 1874. On the state level, he served as a member of the Kansas legislature and a regent of Washburn College.

			Edwin married Amelia Willis, another Eureka pioneer, in 1863. The family grew to include seven children, many of whom remained in the area, continuing their father’s legacy of community service. Edwin Tucker died on his farm near Eureka in 1911.

			In his diary, Edwin described the scene as he left Beloit in the spring of 1857: 

			 

			Thurs April 16, 1857

			We bid goodbye to friends this morning and started for Kansas; our enthusiasm for Kansas could not quite drown our feelings of sadness at parting from relatives, friends, home and nearly all, which is dear on earth. We hardly know what it is to leave home until we learn by experience. Neighbors gathered and helped us start . . .

			 

			Thankful Sophia Cobb and Frank Mayo married in Massachusetts in the early 1850s. The two decided to emigrate to Kansas, Frank traveling with the second party of the New England Emigrant Aid Society in 1855, Thankful set to join him later. Frank built a house on his claim south of Lawrence and waited for his wife, who arrived in September 1855.

			During their three years in Lawrence, the Mayos had a son, Elisha Cobb Mayo. Frank, Thankful, and their son returned to Massachusetts in 1858, and shortly after, a daughter, Rebecca, joined the little family. Sadly, Frank died soon after his daughter was born, and Thankful never returned to their Kansas home. She married Solomon Harris in 1863, and in 1880, after Solomon’s death, moved to Sonoma, California, with her son and daughter. 
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			Thankful’s journal intertwines diary entries about the day Frank left for the Territory, contents of letters between her and Frank, and their time in Kansas, as she remembered it years later. Writing about her husband’s departure (he went to Kansas six months before she did), she described the scene at the Fitchburg Depot:

			 

			At the depot there was singing–verses composed for the occasion and to the tune of Nelly Bly. . . .

			 

			Thankful recalled the chorus and continued:

			 

			Ho Brothers, Ho Brothers, come along with me. 

			We’ll sing upon the Kansas Plains the songs of liberty 

			. . . When the bell rang, the crowd sent up a loud huzza. That parting seemed as if I could not bear it! I have learned since how much the heart can bear and yet wearily beat on. . . .

			 

			Frank sent words of encouragement to Thankful through the spring and summer to lift her spirits until her arrival in September 1855:

			 

			May 5th 1855

			Lawrence, Kansas Territory

			Cheer up! Thanky, keep up a stout heart as you tell me. The darkest time is just before day . . .

			 

			June 10th 1855

			Dear Thanky keep up good courage take good care of your health you will soon be with me.

			 

			August, 1855

			Keep up good courage Thanky when you are on your way out. Remember that your husband is ahead of you. He has traveled the road all over before you (cannot fear the valley of the shadow which he has traveled before me. Ah! He is ahead of me in the land of spirits and my way is long). Fear not, my beloved wife, I shall meet you in Kansas City . . .

			 

			Referring to the journey to Kansas with a group of fellow Rhode Islanders, Joseph C. Miller wrote in his diary, “. . . we embarked on board the cars, and submitted our lives and fortunes to him who held the reins of the iron horse.” Miller, a tinsmith by trade, left Boston on March 13, 1855, and arrived in Kansas City on March 24. In documenting the trip and his first several months in Topeka, Miller painted a detailed picture of people, scenery, and events, including his visit to a Kaw Indian camp. He opened the first tin shop and hardware store in Topeka. An integral part of the community, he belonged to the Baptist Church and served as justice of the peace. In June 1855, Miller and his wife, Sarah, enjoyed a long-anticipated reunion when she arrived in Topeka
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