
22 Kansas History

Kansas History: A Journal of the Central Plains 38 (Spring 2015): 22–39

Fig. 1. Democratic politicians tormenting Liberty, Lithograph by John L. Magee, Philadelphia, 1856.
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In March 1854, just as debate over the Kansas–Nebraska bill was intensifying in Congress and amongst ordinary 
Northerners, the popular periodical Godey’s Lady’s Book published a lengthy article describing the rape of Lucretia, 
a politically motivated sexual assault that led to the founding of the Roman Republic more than a millennium 
before. Godey’s explained that Lucretia’s story conveyed an important moral, one that transcended time and place 

and that was relevant to Northerners in the 1850s. Following Lucretia’s assault by a political enemy who was a member 
of Rome’s ruling class, her male relatives avenged her honor by attacking and overthrowing the politically and sexually 
corrupt aristocrats. Lucretia’s “sad fate, and the sympathy it awakened, and the indignation it aroused in the hearts 
of all good citizens . . . proved a death-blow to kingly power,” Godey’s explained. “The story of Lucretia,” the article 
concluded, “illustrates a principle well substantiated by all history and observation, that insults to female virtue and 
honor do not escape unavenged.”1

In the same moment in which the Godey’s article circulated around the North, other accounts of politically motivated 
sexual assaults that took place much closer to home—in Kansas Territory—proliferated in Northern print culture. As 
with the rape of Lucretia, in these stories free-soil Northern women in Kansas had been sexually assaulted by their 
political enemies—men associated with the politically powerful Southern “Slave Oligarchy.” And, as with Lucretia, 
word of rape in Kansas had ignited indignation and a desire for revenge amongst Northerners. “Our men are sometimes 
terribly inflamed when they hear of such transactions,” observed one Northern newspaper.2 Indeed, other Northerners 
commented, these outrages had served “to inflame the mind of the North” and to rally more Northerners in defense of 
the free-soil cause in Kansas.3 
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Throughout the mid- to late 1850s, Northerners 
routinely encountered references in popular 
print culture that framed the political crisis over 
the extension of slavery into Kansas in terms 

of sexualized violence. In the thousands of newspaper 
articles, speeches, songs, pamphlets, political cartoons, 
plays, and poems produced about Kansas between 
the passage of the Kansas–Nebraska Act in 1854 and 
the eve of the Civil War in 1860, Northerners often 
expressed concerns over the expansion of slavery and the 
aggressions of the Slave Power using rhetoric and imagery 
of sexualized violence.4 Political cartoons that hung in 
Northern shop windows and scenes in Northern political 
parades depicted Kansas Territory as a white woman who 
had been raped by proslavery men. Political speeches and 
pamphlets described the expansion of slavery into Kansas 
as “the rape of a virgin territory.” Newspapers published 
lengthy accounts of the rapes of free-soil white women 
living in Kansas Territory.

Despite their prevalence, historians have generally 
overlooked the extent and significance of the representa-
tions of rape that surrounded Bleeding Kansas in Northern 
popular print and political culture.5 Yet, such gendered 
and sexualized rhetoric and imagery played an important 
role in the political crisis over the extension of slavery into 
Kansas and the political realignments of the 1850s. 
Representations of rape served a crucial political function, 
as they connected the North and Northerners in common 
ways of thinking and talking about Kansas, inflamed 
white Northern animosity toward the South and 
proslavery men, and helped fuel greater Northern political 
commitment to stopping the spread of slavery. Exploring 
these representations allows historians to understand 
more fully the complex reasons why white Northerners 
increasingly came to support free soil, a free Kansas, and 
the brand-new political party that promised to protect 
both—the Republican Party. Kansas rape rhetoric brought 
the crisis over the extension of slavery home to many 

previously ambivalent Northern whites, as this discourse 
framed the threat posed by the institution of slavery, 
proslavery political parties, and proslavery men in terms 
of the violation of white Northern rights and bodies.6 
Representations of sexualized violence in Kansas 
expressed such concerns, offered confirmation of the 
abuses and aggressions of the Slave Power, and even 
provided the motivation some Northerners needed at 
long last to oppose the expansion of slavery politically.

From the earliest moments of the Kansas crisis, 
gendered and sexualized language characterized the 
ways Northerners perceived the territory and the political 
issues at stake there.7 They consistently described 
Kansas Territory in terms that gendered it female and 
that depicted the proslavery threat to the territory in 
sexualized terms. Politicians, poets, newspaper reporters, 
and songwriters all used she and her when talking about 
Kansas. Northern authors referred to “her fair borders,” 
“her beautiful plains,” “her beauteous garb,” and “her 
virgin soil.” Playwrights created characters like “Little 
Miss Kansas”—“a discordant element”—who was to be 
played by a “beautiful young lady.” Political parades that 
took place across the North during the 1856 and 1860 
presidential elections featured “young ladies beautifully 
dressed” who portrayed Kansas Territory.8

4. On Kansas print culture, see Craig Miner, Seeding Civil War: Kansas 
in the National News, 1854–1858 (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 
2008).

5. For works that do reference rape in Bleeding Kansas, see Nicole 
Etcheson, “‘Labouring for the Freedom of This Territory’: Free-State 
Kansas Women in the 1850s,” Kansas History: A Journal of the Central 
Plains 21 (Summer 1998): 68–87; Kristen Tegtmeier Oertel, Bleeding 
Borders: Race, Gender, and Violence in Pre-Civil War Kansas (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 2009); Michael D. Pierson, Free Hearts 
and Free Homes: Gender and American Antislavery Politics (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2003).

6. On the ways the struggle over the expansion of slavery was seen as 
a threat to white liberties, see Nicole Etcheson, Bleeding Kansas: Contested 
Liberty in the Civil War Era (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2004); 
James Rawley, Race and Politics: “Bleeding Kansas” and the Coming of the 
Civil War (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1969); Eric Foner, Free 
Soil, Free Labor, Free Men: The Ideology of the Republican Party before the 
Civil War, rev. ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995); Bill Cecil-
Fronsman, “‘Advocate the Freedom of White Men, As Well As That of the 
Negroes’: The Kansas Free State and Antislavery Westerners in Territorial 
Kansas,” Kansas History: A Journal of the Central Plains 20 (Summer 1997): 
102–15; Michael F. Holt, “Making and Mobilizing the Republican Party, 
1854–1860,” in The Birth of the Grand of Party: The Republicans’ First 
Generation, ed. Robert Engs and Randall Miller (Philadelphia: University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 2002): 29–59.

7. For early examples, see William Seward, Speech of William H. 
Seward, on the Kansas and Nebraska Bill. Senate of the United States, May 26, 
1854 (Washington, D.C.: Buell & Blanchard, 1854); [George Washington 
Bungay], Nebraska: A Poem, Personal and Political (Boston, Mass.: John P. 
Jewett & Co., 1854); and [Leonard Marsh], A Bake-pan for the Dough-faces 
(Burlington, Vt.: Charles Goodrich, 1854).

8. Sara T. D. Robinson, Kansas; Its Interior and Exterior Life (Boston, 
Mass.: Crosby, Nichols, and Co., 1856), 8; J. W. White, “Fremont and 
Victory. Tune—‘Banks of Banna’” ([1856]), in J. M. Walden, [Scrapbooks, 
v. 1, 1850–1856], State Archives Division, Kansas Historical Society 
(hereafter cited as KSHS); John Thompson, Squatter Sovereignty: Review 
of the Article of Stephen A. Douglas in Harper’s Magazine, September 1859 
(Poughkeepsie, N.Y.: n.p., 1859), 8; John Brougham, Columbus, El 
Filibustero!! (New York: Samuel French, 1858); New York Daily Times, June 
21, 1856; New York Herald, August 4, 1856; Boston Daily Atlas, August 5, 
1856; Chicago Daily Tribune, August 25, 1856.
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Just as “she” was always presented as female, 
Kansas was also always imagined to be white. The 
political cartoon “Liberty, the Fair Maid of Kansas—In 
the Hands of the Border Ruffians” visualized this by 
representing Kansas (conflated with “Liberty”) in the 
form of a young white woman (fig. 1). Descriptions 
of the women portraying Kansas in the political 
parades often specifically noted that their skin color 
was “very fair.” In her poem “The Sermon of Spring,” 
abolitionist and popular author Julia Ward Howe 
described the feminized Kansas Territory by noting 
that “she” wore “gyves” on “her fair arms.” Though 
shackled, in Howe’s imagination and that of other 
white Northerners, Kansas was an enslaved white 
rather than black woman.9

Depicting Kansas Territory as white and female 
was culturally familiar to antebellum Northerners 
as well as a manifestation of their assumptions that 
white women were “naturally” the objects of white 
men’s attentions and desires. As historians and 
literary critics have shown, gendering and racializing 
geographic places in these ways has been a common 
and important trope across many times and places, 
and one often used to justify broad processes like 
colonization, imperialism, and expansionism.10 For 
example, early English colonizers often depicted the 
American continent as an attractive light-skinned 
woman, which served to make the conquest of this 
“new” and “virgin” land by English men seem natural 
and obvious.11 The notion that white men naturally 
desired, claimed, and had full authority over places 
that were personified female also had considerable 

popular currency during the antebellum age of Manifest 
Destiny. Nineteenth-century popular images commonly 
pictured the American West and the process of westward 
expansion as white and female. During the Texas 
annexation crisis and war with Mexico in the 1840s—
conflicts related to the westward expansion of slavery—
political cartoons portrayed Texas as a vulnerable white 
woman in need of saving by American men.12

9. [John L. Magee], “Liberty, the Fair Maid of Kansas—In the Hands 
of the ‘Border Ruffians,’” ([Philadelphia, Pa.]: n.p., 1856), KSHS; New 
York Daily Times, July 21, 1856; Julia Ward Howe, “The Sermon of 
Spring,” in Words for the Hour (Boston, Mass.: Ticknor & Fields, 1857).

10. Annette Kolodny, The Lay of the Land: Metaphor as Experience and 
History in American Life and Letters (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1975); Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, 
and Sexuality in the Colonial Conquest (New York: Routledge, 1995); 
Jennifer L. Morgan, “‘Some Could Suckle over Their Shoulder’: Male 
Travelers, Female Bodies, and the Gendering of Racial Ideology, 1500–
1770,” William and Mary Quarterly 54 (January 1997): 167–92; Kristin L. 
Hoganson, Fighting for American Manhood: How Gender Politics Provoked 
the Spanish-American and Philippine-American Wars (New Haven, Conn.: 
Yale University Press, 1998).

11. Kirsten Fischer, “The Imperial Gaze: Native American, African 
American, and Colonial Women in European Eyes,” in A Companion 
to American Women’s History, ed. Nancy A. Hewitt (Malden, Mass.: 
Blackwell, 2002), 3–19; Louis Montrose, “The Work of Gender in the 
Discourse of Discovery,” Representations 33 (Winter 1991): 1–41.

12. Amy S. Greenberg, Manifest Manhood and the Antebellum American 
Empire (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 23; Shelley 
Streeby, American Sensations: Class, Empire, and the Production of Popular 
Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002).

Like many writers and abolitionists during the 1850s, Julia Ward Howe 
depicted Kansas as feminine, white, and virginal, drawing on nineteenth-
century gender roles that imagined white women as the natural target of 
men’s conquests and the moral center of the civilized world. Courtesy of the 
Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, Washington, D.C.
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warned that proslavery men cast a “covetous eye” on the 
“fair” territory and planned to fold “her” in their “hateful 
embrace.”17 Such euphemisms relayed the idea that the 
virgin territory was extremely vulnerable to the advances 
of slavery and proslavery men. Expanding on decades of 
abolitionist rhetoric, Northerners represented proslavery 
men in Kansas as sexually licentious and aggressive. From 
the 1830s onward, abolitionist speeches and publications 
had called out the sexual immorality of slavery and 
Southern white men.18 The idea that “the South was a 
society in which [the white] man’s sexual nature had no 
checks put upon it” was firmly entrenched in Northern 
culture by the 1850s.19

Euphemistic terms like forced, invaded, violated, 
conquered, abused, and outraged that were 
widely used to refer to rape and seduction in 
nineteenth-century culture were also staples of 

the Northern discourse about the political and physical 
threats proslavery men posed to Kansas and its free-
soil supporters. Popular press sources routinely used 
sexually euphemistic language when they claimed that 
proslavery men meant to force slavery into Kansas—
against the will of the territory, its free-soil inhabitants, 

Many Northerners represented the political struggle 
over the expansion of slavery into Kansas in similar terms. 
Political cartoons like “Liberty, the Fair Maid of Kansas” 
and “Buchaneer Pacification; A True Picture of Politics in 
the U.S. in 1856” placed allegorical white female figures at 
the center of the struggle between Northern and Southern 
white men. Similarly, Northerners described Kansas in 
terms that likened “her” to a woman that different groups 
of white men were fighting to win. In an 1854 speech on 
Kansas, antislavery New York Senator William Seward 
explained that “gentlemen of the slave States” and men 
who advocated “the cause of freedom” were engaged in 
a “competition for the virgin soil of Kansas.” Seward’s 
famous description framed the political struggle over 
slavery in Kansas in terms of a duel between two groups 
of white men battling for control and possession of the 
feminized territory.13

Other Northerners similarly encouraged free-soil 
Northern men to compete against proslavery men in 
order to “conquer” and “possess” “the virgin soil” 
for themselves.14 Indeed, Kansas was widely depicted 
in Northern popular print and political culture as a 
“virgin land” and “virgin territory.”15 “She” was “pure,” 
“undefiled,” “innocent,” and as “yet unpossessed”—
terms that connoted sexual virginity in mid-nineteenth-
century America.16 Though Kansas’s “virgin soil [was] 
as yet unpolluted with Slavery,” popular press sources 

13. “Liberty, the Fair Maid of Kansas”; “Buchaneer Pacification; A 
True Picture of Politics in the U.S. in 1856” (New York: E. H. Fletcher, 
1856), American Antiquarian Society, Worcester, Massachusetts; Seward, 
Speech . . . May 26, 1854, 4. On competing versions of masculinity in 
Kansas see Kristen Tegtmeier Oertel, “‘The Free Sons of the North’ 
versus ‘The Myrmidons of Border-Ruffianism’: What Makes a Man 
in Bleeding Kansas?” Kansas History: A Journal of the Central Plains 25 
(Autumn 2002): 174–89.

14. William Phillips, The Conquest of Kansas, By Missouri and her Allies 
(Boston, Mass.: Phillips, Sampson & Co., 1856); The Kansas War; or, the 
Conquests of Chivalry in the Crusades of the Nineteenth Century (New York: 
Mason Brothers, 1856); C. B. Boynton and T. B. Mason, A Journey Through 
Kansas (Cincinnati, Ohio: Moore, Wilstach, Keys & Co., 1855).

15. For examples, see Alfred Gibbs Campbell, “Lines” (1855), in 
African American Poetry of the Nineteenth Century: An Anthology, ed. Joan 
R. Sherman (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1992); J. F. M., “Letter 
to the editor, for the Rutland Herald. Kansas Correspondence. Topeka, 
K.T., March 31, 1855,” Kansas Territorial Clippings, v. 1, 1854–1856, 
KSHS, 84; Chicago Daily Tribune, April 15, 1858; Thompson, Squatter 
Sovereignty; Seward, Speech . . . May 26, 1854; Charles Sumner, The Crime 
against Kansas: The Apologies for the Crime. The True Remedy: Speech in the 
Senate of the United States, 19th and 20th May, 1856 (Washington, D.C.: 
Buell & Blanchard, 1856).

16. Nebraska: A Poem Personal and Political; J. E. Roy, Kansas—Her 
Struggle and Her Defense (Chicago: Wright, Medill, Day & Co., Tribune 
Office, 1856); Hannah Anderson Ropes, Six Months in Kansas (Boston, 
Mass.: John P. Jewett & Co., 1856). Also see Oertel, Bleeding Borders, 124.

17. New York Daily Times, February 3, 1855; Robinson, Kansas, 7; 
Sumner, The Crime against Kansas.

18. Ronald G. Walters, “The Erotic South: Civilization and Sexuality 
in American Abolitionism,” American Quarterly 25 (May 1973): 177–
201; Carol Lasser, “Voyeuristic Abolitionism: Sex, Gender, and the 
Transformation of Antislavery Rhetoric,” Journal of the Early Republic 28 
(Spring 2008): 83–114; Kristin L. Hoganson, “Garrisonian Abolitionists 
and the Rhetoric of Gender, 1850–1860,” American Quarterly 45 
(December 1993): 558–95. The historiography on actual sexual violence 
surrounding slavery and African American women is also important 
here. See Edward E. Baptist, “‘Cuffy,’ ‘Fancy Maids,’ and ‘One-Eyed 
Men’: Rape, Commodification, and the Domestic Slave Trade in the 
United States,” American Historical Review 106 (December 2001): 1619–50; 
Peter W. Bardaglio, “Rape and the Law in the Old South: ‘Calculated 
to excite indignation in every heart,’” Journal of Southern History 60 
(November 1994): 749–72; Sharon Block, Rape and Sexual Power in 
Early America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2006); 
Kirsten Fischer, Suspect Relations: Sex, Race, and Resistance in Colonial 
North Carolina (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2002); Jacquelyn 
Dowd Hall, “‘The Mind That Burns in Each Body’: Women, Rape, and 
Racial Violence,” in Powers of Desire: The Politics of Sexuality, ed. Ann 
Snitow et al. (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1983); Martha Hodes, 
White Women, Black Men: Illicit Sex in the Nineteenth-Century South (New 
Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1997); Diane Miller Sommerville, 
Rape and Race in the Nineteenth-Century South (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2004); Estelle B. Freedman, Redefining Rape: Sexual 
Violence in the Era of Suffrage and Segregation (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 2013).

19. Walters, “The Erotic South,” 182. For examples of this rhetoric in 
Kansas newspapers, see (Lawrence, Kans.) Herald of Freedom, January 19, 
1856; The (Emporia) Kanzas News, November 7, 1857.



in May 1856. Robinson explained that the “despoiled city” 
lay in “blood-stained ruins,” the victim of “rapine”—a 
term derived from the same Latin root word as rape and 
ravish.22 In his political sermon “Kansas—Her Struggle 
and Her Defense,” Reverend Roy described “the modesty 
of her [Kansas’s] virgin character” as being ruined by 
proslavery men who had left “her” “all bloody and 
scarred.” In “The Sermon of Spring,” Julia Ward Howe 
evoked an image of Kansas Territory falling into the 
clutches of proslavery men. Though Kansas had been 
once “young and a Virgin,” “she” now had “blood on 
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and most Northerners. Chicago-based Reverend 
J. E. Roy claimed that proslavery men exhibited a 
“determination to force slavery into a territory against 
the wishes of actual citizens,” while Kansas settler 
Dr. John Doy commented that proslavery Missouri 
“Border Ruffians” intended “to force slavery upon 
us”—the lawful free-soil citizens of Kansas. Free-soil 
settler Sara Robinson proclaimed in her book Kansas; 
Its Interior and Exterior Life that a “vandal horde” 
of proslavery men intent on violating Kansas had 
invaded “her fair borders.”20

Many Northern commentators were particularly 
angry that proslavery men “violated” and “outraged” 
lawful political processes in Kansas. In an 1855 
speech about the usurpation of Kansas by “the 
Slave Oligarchy,” antislavery Massachusetts Senator 
Charles Sumner angrily observed that the polls in 
Kansas had been “violently, ruthlessly” “possessed by 
these invaders.” The Chicago Daily Tribune proclaimed 
that “Men from the South” appeared in Kansas only 
on “the days of the elections” to “bully the settlers 
[and] violate the ballot-box.” Addressing Kansans, 
author John McNamara asserted that “Slavery-
extensionists” had “outraged [the] ballot-box.” W. 
M. Snow was one of many antebellum readers who 
took note of such rhetoric in the popular press. 
Snow clipped and pasted numerous articles in his 
personal scrapbook that referenced the “outrage on 
the Ballot Box” and “the abyss of infamy to which her 
[Kansas’s] enemies had consigned her.”21 Describing 
Kansas Territory and its ballot boxes as “invaded,” 
“outraged,” “violated,” and “infamous” conjured 
up lurid images of proslavery men “raping” sacred 
democratic processes and the rights of Northern 
citizens.

Northerners often overtly likened the forcible 
introduction of slavery into Kansas Territory to a sexual 
assault and symbolic loss of virginity. Sara Robinson used 
sexual euphemisms to describe the proslavery “sacking” 
of the free-state stronghold of Lawrence, which occurred 

20. Roy, Kansas—Her Struggle, 22; John Doy, The Thrilling Narrative of 
Dr. John Doy, of Kansas (Boston, Mass.: Thayer & Eldridge, 1860), 13–14; 
Robinson, Kansas, 15, 8.

21. Charles Sumner, The Slave Oligarchy and Its Usurpations; Speech 
of Hon. Charles Sumner, November 2, 1855, in Faneuil Hall, Boston 
(Washington, D.C.: Buell & Blanchard, 1855); Chicago Daily Tribune, April 
10, 1856; John McNamara, Three Years on the Kansas Border (New York: 
Miller, Orton, and Mulligan, 1856), 229–30; W. M. Snow, [Scrapbook, 
containing clippings from contemporary newspapers], KSHS, 31, 35.

Throughout her 1856 history of the first two tumultuous years of 
territorial Kansas settlement, Sara Robinson used sexualized language 
to condemn the acts of proslavery “hordes” who invaded Kansas for 
“plunder, blood and rapine.” “The Missourians,” she wrote, “threaten to 
kill all our men, and save the women for a more bitter fate.”

22. Robinson, Kansas, 298, 348; Jocelyn Catty, Writing Women, Writing 
Rape in Early Modern England: Unbridled Speech (New York: St. Martin’s 
Press, 1999), 1–2.
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her garments, terror and grief in her features.” Political 
parades and mass meetings also demonstrated that 
Northerners widely imagined Kansas Territory as a virgin 
violated by proslavery men. A scene in a parade at an 
1856 Republican political gathering of “sixty thousand 
free men” in Indianapolis featured thirty-one young 
women wearing white who represented the states of the 
Union and one “very fair girl” “clothed in black crepe, 
personifying Kansas, in her troubled condition”—an 
allusion to a loss of sexual purity. Another Republican 
procession in Martinsville, (West) Virginia, featured a 
group of “young ladies” with “sixteen dressed in white” 
who represented free states, “sixteen in black” who 
represented slave states, “and one in red, representing 

‘bleeding Kansas.’” Clothed not in white or even black 
but rather in a blood-red gown, Kansas Territory was 
depicted as a despoiled virgin. Antebellum Northerners 
included a loss of symbolic virginity in their conceptions 
of the violence and bloodshed that occurred in and 
over Bleeding Kansas, which must prompt historians to 
consider whether contemporary references to “bloody” 
and “bleeding” Kansas may have connoted more to 
nineteenth-century Americans than we have previously 
imagined.23

Indeed, by mid-1856, Northerners widely referred to the 
possible introduction of slavery into Kansas as “the rape of 
a virgin territory.” This phrase was popularized following 
Charles Sumner’s “The Crime against Kansas” speech in 
May 1856. The “crime” referred to in the title of the speech 
was rape and the rest of the speech was filled with other 
euphemisms for rape, including “abused,” “subdued,” 
“desecrated,” “plundered,” “depraved longing,” “hateful 
embrace,” and “pollution.” For anyone who could have 
possibly missed his meaning, Sumner flatly stated that the 
introduction of slavery into Kansas would constitute “the 
rape of a virgin Territory.” As historian Michael Pierson 
observed in his insightful analysis of “The Crime against 
Kansas,” Sumner deliberately used explicitly sexualized 
language, metaphors, and allusions in order to convince 
listeners that the extension of slavery into Kansas was 
both a sexual sin and a political crime.24 Sumner portrayed 
both Southern and Northern Democrats who supported 
the Kansas–Nebraska Act as rapists—of enslaved black 
women and the virgin territory. Characterizing enemy men 
as rapists, Sumner well knew, had long rallied individuals 

U.S. Senator Charles Sumner used sexualized language in his 
“Crime against Kansas” speech, including denouncing the possible 
introduction of slavery into Kansas Territory as the “rape of a virgin 
territory.” On May 22, 1856, two days after his inflammatory address, 
Sumner was severely injured when Congressman Preston Brooks of 
South Carolina attacked him with a gold-tipped cane on the floor of 
the U.S. Senate. 23. Roy, Kansas—Her Struggle, 19–20; Howe, “The Sermon of Spring”; 

New York Daily Times, July 21, 1856; Wheeling ([West] Virginia) Daily 
Intelligencer, September 1, 1860, as cited in Elizabeth Varon, We Mean 
to be Counted: White Women and Politics in Antebellum Virginia (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998), 148–49. In addition to the 
thousands of Northerners who viewed political parades firsthand, “the 
scenes and symbols of parades” spread to millions more through daily 
newspapers, which gave such parades “extralocal meaning.” David 
Waldstreicher, In the Midst of Perpetual Fetes: The Making of American 
Nationalism, 1776–1820 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1997), 11. On other feminized places being raped by enemy men, see 
Nina Silber, The Romance of Reunion: Northerners and the South, 1865–1900 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1993); Sabine Sielke, 
Reading Rape: The Rhetoric of Sexual Violence in American Literature and 
Culture, 1790–1990 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2002); 
Tim Rohrer, “The Metaphorical Logic of (Political) Rape: The New 
Wor(l)d Order,” Metaphor and Symbolic Activity 10, no. 2 (1995): 115–37.

24. Michael D. Pierson, “‘All Southern Society Is Assailed by the 
Foulest Charges’: Charles Sumner’s ‘The Crime against Kansas’ and the 
Escalation of Republican Antislavery Rhetoric,” New England Quarterly 
68 (December 1995): 550.
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around common moral and political condemnation of a 
perceived enemy.25 As historian Sharon Block explained in 
her study of rape rhetoric in the American Revolutionary 
era, such characterizations “marked the British as enemies 
by commenting on their unrestrained and inappropriate 
sexual appetites” and used the “adversary’s illegitimate 
sexual attempts . . . to condemn his [political] cause.” 
Rape “was particularly poised to serve as a signifier of 
[political] power wrongly claimed.”26 Sumner clearly 

understood this, as in his speech he accused specific 
proslavery senators of “choosing the mistress Slavery,” 
which alluded both to illicit sexual relationships with 
enslaved women as well as to political support for slavery.

While Sumner was not the first or only Northerner 
to describe Kansas in these gendered and sexualized 
terms, his speech was uniquely influential in spreading 
Kansas rape rhetoric to the Northern masses during 
the months preceding the transformative presidential 
election of 1856—an election that pivoted on Kansas. 
“The Crime against Kansas” was widely read following 
the infamous caning attack perpetrated against Sumner 
by South Carolina Representative Preston Brooks on the 
floor of the U.S. Senate. Within weeks of the caning, “The 

25. Block, Rape and Sexual Power in Early America, 212.
26. Sharon Block, “Rape without Women: Print Culture and the 

Politicization of Rape, 1765–1815,” Journal of American History 89 
(December 2002): 860, 858, 862.

This 1856 political cartoon is a partisan depiction of James Buchanan’s platform and the Democratic Party. The cartoon shows the caning of 
Charles Sumner at left; violence between proslavery and antislavery factions in Kansas in the background at left; and an enslaved man and woman 
at right whose pleas for democracy are met with threats of violence from a Southern overseer. Courtesy of the Library of Congress, Prints and 
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Crime against Kansas” had been “read by millions” of 
Northerners, bringing Kansas rape rhetoric to its widest 
audience yet.27 

In addition, Sumner’s speech and caning created a 
powerful linkage for Northerners between metaphorical 
representations of sexualized violence in Kansas and 
actual physical assaults perpetrated by proslavery men 
on the bodies of Northern whites. Northerners referred to 
the caning as “the outrage on Sumner” and commented 
that Sumner’s body had been “abused” and “violated” 
by proslavery men—just as they had violated, outraged, 
abused, and “raped” Kansas Territory. The “outrages in 
Kansas” and the “outrage on Sumner” demonstrated to 
Northerners like Massachusetts Reverend Eden Foster 
that Southerners meant to “subdue” and put Northerners 
“in their place.” “The Slave Power have already made 
a great advance towards the accomplishment of their 
designs,” Foster asserted. As with Sumner, “women [in 
Kansas had been] subjected to unheard of outrages and 
abuses” at the hands of proslavery men. For Foster and 
millions of Northerners, Sumner’s speech and caning 
made it clear that proslavery men intended not only to 
subdue the “as yet undefiled” free soil of Kansas but also 
to violate the rights and bodies of white Northerners.28

Political cartoons also expressed this message. Re-
publican images like “The Cincinnati Platform, 
or the New Way to Make a State” and “Liberty, 
the Fair Maid of Kansas” unambiguously 

connected the metaphorical violation of Kansas Territory 
with the real sexual threat proslavery men purportedly 
posed to free-soil white women in the territory. “The 
Cincinnati Platform” depicted a large group of proslavery 
men invading Kansas Territory and driving a group of 
shackled black slaves into Kansas.29 In addition, these 

men were depicted as having invaded the body of a free-
soil white woman living in the territory. The woman, 
featured prominently at the forefront of the image, was 
slumped on the ground with her dress torn and breasts 
revealed. Her closed eyes conveyed that she had either 
fainted or been killed. Those cues—the signs of a struggle, 
the exposed breasts, and the unconscious victim—would 
have signaled to antebellum viewers that the woman 
had been raped by the slave-owning men storming into 
Kansas. The cartoon’s message was that the introduction 
of slavery would result in the violation of Kansas Territory 
and free-soil white women.

“Liberty, the Fair Maid of Kansas” took this message 
even further, asserting that Kansas and free-soil women 
needed to be protected from all proslavery men—Northern 
as well as Southern. In the background scene of this 
cartoon, a group of proslavery “border ruffians” from the 
neighboring slave state of Missouri threatened a free-soil 
woman in Kansas. After killing her husband, the ruffians 
taunted the woman with sexual innuendoes, ultimately 
stating that they planned “to go to heaven with her.” In the 
central scene in foreground of the cartoon, the personified 
Kansas Territory was in danger of being assaulted by a 
different group of proslavery “ruffians”—Northern 
Democrats who supported the Kansas–Nebraska Act 
and the possible introduction of slavery into the territory. 
These Northern Democrats—Senators Stephen Douglas 
and Lewis Cass, sitting president Franklin Pierce, and 1856 
presidential nominee James Buchanan—were depicted as 
just as sexually threatening as the Southern proslavery 
men. Wide-eyed and licking their lips, the Northern 
Democrats leered at the “fair maid” and peppered her 
with sexual innuendoes while “she” pleaded with them 
to “spare me!!” The cartoon argued that all Democratic 
men endangered the territory and its women. Indeed, 
the Chicago Daily Tribune asserted, Stephen Douglas—
author of the Kansas–Nebraska Act—was “the most 
guilty offender of the lot.” Douglas and other proslavery 
Democrats, the article explained, “encouraged violence, 
and applauded rape and murder” in Kansas. The popular 
periodical Life Illustrated claimed that ruffians in Kansas 
were “acting under the concurrence if not the direct 
orders, of the [Pierce] administration,” “roving about the 
territory, killing those who oppose them, despoiling all 
who are only supposed to be in favor of freedom, and 
even insulting their wives and daughters.” Another Life 
Illustrated article plainly stated that “the Pierce dynasty in 
Kanzas . . . kills, burns, and ravishes.” Instead of continuing 
to elect these Democratic “debauchee[s]” who were 
intent on “polluting the domestic hearth or ruining 
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that there was “not . . . a single cabin safe from outrage 
anywhere in the territory.” “Outrage and violence have 
been the rule rather than the exception,” the Herald of 
Freedom asserted; “American citizens have been pillaged 
at home” and “women and children were flying over the 
prairies to escape injuries worse than death.” Reports 
of the depredations in Kansas were so widespread that 
Northerners founded aid societies to relieve the sufferings 
of “our distressed sisters in Kansas.” The Illinois Woman’s 

innocence,” the New York Daily Times argued, Northern 
men needed to vote for the Republicans—the only party 
that unequivocally supported free soil in Kansas.30

This message pervaded Northern print culture in the 
months immediately preceding the 1856 presidential 
election, when metaphorical representations of rape were 
increasingly joined by references to real assaults on free-
soil women in the territory. Throughout the summer and 
fall of 1856, news of free-soil women being “outraged 
and insulted by brutal deeds” was “announced . . . by 
telegraph” and published in all manner of Northern print 
sources.31 Allusions to these assaults most often appeared 
as part of longer litanies of proslavery “outrages” in 
Kansas. The Herald of Freedom, for example, noted that 
Kansas was “infested with a gang of outlaws” whose 
“chief business is to harass and persecute Free State 
settlers.” These “outlaws” had committed murders 
and “destroyed a printing press, driven families from 
claims, and insulted and abused women.” The New York 
Daily Tribune reported that one group of Border Ruffians 
“captured a Free-State man . . . and made some insulting 
propositions to his wife.” Sara Robinson repeatedly 
accused proslavery men of “insult[ing] women in their 
own dwellings.” She expressed particular outrage that 
on one occasion a “Missourian” man had entered her 
home and stolen things while rummaging through her 
bureau drawers, thus “pillaging a lady’s drawers!”—a 
sexual double entendre that would not have been lost on 
Robinson’s antebellum readers. Other sources similarly 
declared that proslavery men first invaded and robbed 
free-soil homes “of everything of value” and then 
assaulted free-soil women. One pamphlet proclaimed 
that a “Reign of Terror” had been initiated in Kansas 
Territory, as free-soil “Citizens” had been “robbed and 
driven from [their] Homes!” and “women dragged from 
their Homes and Violated!” (fig. 2) Hannah Anderson 
Ropes observed in her 1856 memoir Six Months in Kansas 

Fig. 2. Accounts of rape and violence in territorial Kansas spread to 
Northerners through newspapers and other media like The Reign 
of Terror in Kanzas pamphlet. Such reports referenced violence 
against free-soil white women by Border Ruffians as a way to discredit 
Democrats.
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Kansas Aid and Liberty Association, for example, decried 
the fact that “bands of heartless desperadoes . . . plunder 
our sisters” by “desecrating the sanctity of their homes.”32

By August 1856, longer and more explicit accounts 
of rape in the territory began to surface in Northern 
print culture. These accounts described two instances of 
politically motivated rape in Kansas—the rape of a free-soil 
mother and daughter and the rape of a free-soil widow—
and they appeared widely in Northern newspapers, 
pamphlets, and books published and circulated around 
the North between August and November 1856. Though 
the details of these assaults sometimes varied from source 
to source, the moral of the stories was always the same: 
free-soil women in Kansas had been raped by proslavery 
men and all Northerners needed to avenge the assaults 
by overthrowing the political domination of the Slave 
Power. The timing and proliferation of the accounts, as 
well as their clear political messages, indicates that they 
were intended to politicize the Northern masses and 
push them into the Republican fold on the eve of the 
presidential election.

The first detailed account of rape in Kansas Territory 
involved an attack perpetrated by Border Ruffian men 
on a free-soil mother and her daughter. The incident was 
first reported in the Daily (St. Louis) Missouri Democrat on 
Monday, August 25, 1856. In less than a week, the story 
spread across the North, appearing in papers from St. 
Louis to New York.33 The version published in the Freeport 
(Ill.) Daily Journal relayed explicit details of a violent rape, 
explaining that

The greatest and most shocking excesses had been 
committed a few days ago, within five miles of 
Leavenworth [Kansas]. A party of men called at a 
house, and inquired for the head of the family. They 
were told he was absent. They at first affected to 
discredit this frequently repeated asservation, but 
finally said to the females of the family, “D—n your 
souls, then, come out here yourselves—we want 

you.” A mother and daughter were then taken out 
into the bushes, where they were kept all night, 
being subjected to the most foul indignities. In the 
morning they crawled back home, more dead than 
alive.34

Similar accounts of the assault soon appeared in other 
Northern newspapers, bringing this “shocking” account 
of the “foul indignities” perpetrated by proslavery men in 
Kansas home to at least a half a million Northern readers 
within the space of a few days.

About a week after accounts of the mother and 
daughter’s assault first appeared, a second and even 
more detailed account of politically motivated rape in 
Kansas surfaced in the Northern popular press. The 
“fiendish outrage” upon a young widow quickly became 
the most widely circulated story of rape in Bleeding 
Kansas. The story first appeared in the New York Daily 
Times on September 3, and within days it had traveled 
as far west as Chicago. Within a few weeks, the story 
had bounced back and forth across the North, being read 
by well over one million Northerners. By Election Day 
in November, millions more had encountered the story 
through additional articles, pamphlets, and books.35

The widow’s assault was described in these 
publications as “one of the most hellish outrages which 
ever disgraced any age or country,” albeit “not an isolated 
one in our beautiful Territory.”36 In one of the longest 
and most detailed descriptions of the widow’s rape, a 
correspondent for the New York Daily Tribune explained 
what had happened. A free-soil man named Henry Hyatt 
and his wife, along with “a young widow lady [who 
was] a friend of the family,” had emigrated to Kansas in 
1855. The “feelings and sympathies” of the Hyatts and 
the widow were openly “with the cause of Freedom”; 
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the young widow particularly “desired to emigrate to 
Kansas” to help make it a free state. Once in Kansas, 
Hyatt hired a few men, including “a Pro-Slavery man,” to 
help construct a mill on his property. Over the course of a 
few months, Hyatt, his wife, and the widow noticed that 
“when any news of the movements of the Free-State or 
Pro-Slavery parties reached Hyatt’s,” the proslavery man 
“would go off to . . . the house of a Pro-Slavery neighbor 
close by.” Eventually, Hyatt and the women charged the 
hired man with being a proslavery “spy.” The young 
widow’s “earnestness” in reciting the man’s proslavery 
activities was particularly “distasteful to the Ruffian” and 
he “left Mr. Hyatt’s employment,” only to return on the 
“night of Wednesday, Aug. 20, when all the family had 
gone to rest.” At that time,

the young lady left her room and went to one of 
the outbuildings in the rear of the house. On her 
return she was seized by four masked ruffians, and 
so overcome was she by terror that before she could 
scream her tongue was choked out of her mouth 
and tied with a string behind her head and around 
her neck. She was then told that if she made the 
least noise she would immediately be shot; and a 
revolver was held to her head while they tied her 
hands behind her back. They then carried her a few 
hundred yards from the house into a patch of long 
prairie grass, and commenced their hellish deeds—
three standing guard while they each in turn violated 
her person. She had swooned from fear, and had not 
returned to a state of entire consciousness when this 
inhuman assault was made upon her person. After 
completing their infamy, they kicked her in the side 
and abdomen, and left her, it is supposed, to die.

But the young widow eventually regained consciousness 
and 

was enabled to stagger in the direction of the house. 
On reaching it she was unable to open the door, 
her hands being tied behind her back, and she was 
also unable to speak, her tongue being tied with a 
string and now swollen to an alarming size. She 
was too weak to shout, and in the effort to do so 
she fainted. In falling she overturned an empty 
churn which stood near the door, and the noise . . . 
awoke Mr. Hyatt and his family, who found her in 
the condition described. 

Though the story made it clear, the article overtly pointed 
out that “the Pro-Slavery hired man and three of his 
associates were the perpetrators of this villainy.”37

All versions of the “fiendish outrage upon the young 
[widow] lady” and the assault on the mother and 
daughter emphasized three main morals to the stories. 
First and foremost, the rapes showed that proslavery men 
posed a real and immediate threat to Kansas Territory 
and its free-soil settlers. Proslavery men were “fiends”—
violent, immoral, sexually corrupt men who would stop 
at nothing to gain the political upper hand in Kansas. 
Northern familiarity with abolitionist depictions of 
proslavery men as sexual “fiends,” as well as the countless 
references to all manner of proslavery outrages in Kansas 
during the mid-1850s, set the stage for the reception of 
the Kansas rape accounts. As Sharon Block explained, 
“placing rape in the setting of other visible offenses was a 
way . . . to provide believable grounds for condemnation 
of an enemy.”38 The accounts of the mother, daughter, 
and widow’s rapes emerged in a Northern print culture 
landscape already saturated with tales of political and 
personal strife in Kansas. For years, Northerners had 
encountered headlines and articles that told of “murders, 
arsons, rapes, thefts, and all the innumerable crimes . . .  
perpetrated by ruffian hands, upon the people of this 
infant State.”39 By the fall of 1856, many Northern readers 
would have found it plausible, if not entirely believable, 
that proslavery men in Kansas had resorted to rape.

Secondly, the accounts asserted that proslavery 
men would use physical force to silence dissenting 
political opinions on slavery. That accounts 
specified that the widow’s tongue was tied 

during the attack was especially telling. For decades prior 
to the mid-1850s, Northerners faced repeated proslavery 
attempts to suppress Northern opposition to slavery and 
its expansion, including a Congressional “gag rule” on 
slavery and numerous physical assaults on abolitionists 
who spoke out against slavery. Kansas sources often 
referred to proslavery men’s attempts to silence free-
soil sentiment, with some commentators even directly 
connecting this to sexual violence in the territory. In the 
same breath in which he railed against physical “outrages 
and abuses” on both Senator Sumner and free-soil women 
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in Kansas, Reverend Eden Foster also proclaimed that the 
Northern “press has been shackled and the tongue has 
been padlocked” by proslavery forces.40

The widow’s tongue-tying was also a commentary on 
the political outspokenness and involvement of Northern 
women in the territorial crisis. To a greater degree than 
the accounts about the mother and daughter, stories about 
the widow always emphasized that she was an “active 
free-state lady.”41 In Kansas, Northern women were often 
politically active, promoting not only free soil but also 

abolition and even woman suffrage.42 In the widow’s 
case, she felt so strongly about stopping the spread of 
slavery she had moved to Kansas, spoken openly about 
her free-soil views in the presence of a known proslavery 
man, and turned in a proslavery man for spying on free-
soilers. In many ways, the widow exemplified the many 
antebellum Northern women who had publicly involved 
themselves in the politics of slavery. Indeed, by the mid-
1850s, politically active women were most commonly 
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Fig. 3. John C. Frémont, 1856 Republican presidential candidate, appears at right in this cartoon trying to reassure his many, diverse reform-
minded supporters: “You shall all have what you desire, and be sure that the glorious Principles of Popery, Fourierism, Free Love, Woman’s Rights, 
the Maine Law, & above all the Equality of our Colored brethren, shall be maintained; If I get into the Presidential Chair.” New York: Currier & 
Ives, 1856. Courtesy of the Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, Washington, D.C.
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perceived to be associated with the Republican Party, 
as illustrated in cartoons such as “The Great Republican 
Reform Party, Calling on their Candidate” (fig. 3).43 

Yet, as that cartoon also shows, there was ambivalence 
about and hostility towards political women. Historian 
Elizabeth Varon has observed that backlash against 
women’s increasing political involvement set in by the 
1850s.44 Varon particularly points out that “backlash 
against female ‘stump speakers’”—that is, women who 
spoke in public about their political views—took hold by 
the mid-1850s, just the moment in which more women than 
ever before became involved in the politics of slavery’s 
expansion into Kansas.45 The Democratic newspaper the 
Brooklyn Daily Eagle commented that “strong-minded 
women” found “delivering a stump speech on Kansas” 
encouraged male retaliation and had “in too many 
instances [become] the victim of man’s passions and 
brutality.”46 Thus, on the one hand, Kansas rape accounts 
applauded the political convictions of avowedly free-soil 
women like the widow; on the other hand, they implied 
that her outspokenness and intrusion into the public world 
of politics had invited the assault. Details like the tongue-
tying and the public setting of the rape warned against 
stepping outside woman’s “proper” sphere. Significantly, 
all accounts of the mother, daughter, and widow’s rapes 
specifically noted that the women returned to their homes 
after the assaults, indicating they once again found refuge 
from the violent, masculine world of politics within the 
private sphere.

The third main moral of the Kansas rape accounts 
was that all Northern men needed to avenge these 
transgressions against “their” women. The outdoor 
setting of the assaults symbolized the fact that these 
assaults were public, political matters. Indeed, such 
accounts presented a “challenge to the entire country’s 
masculine ability to protect its women.”47 Northern men, 

the stories asserted, had been remiss in protecting their 
women. Notably, the stories always emphasized that the 
assaults were perpetrated by gangs of proslavery men 
while the Northern man of the house was away or asleep. 
This aspect of the stories underscored the point that 
proslavery men were outnumbering free-soil proponents 
and that Northern men needed to wake up and avenge 
the outrages by standing up to proslavery men and the 
Slave Power.

Republicans openly utilized reports of rape and 
“outrages” in Kansas to confirm their truth about the 
aggressions of proslavery Democrats to a wide Northern 
audience. Republican campaign materials in 1856—
including political cartoons, songs, pamphlets, and 
speeches—often included representations of sexualized 
violence in Kansas, which Republicans clearly believed 
had the power to sway votes and allegiances. As we have 
seen, Republican parades and cartoons often played on 
these themes. So too did campaign ballads for the 1856 
Republican presidential candidate, John C. Frémont, 
which urged Northern men to “save her [Kansas] from the 
curse and shame” of slavery. Kansas resident J. M. Walden 
admired these widely reproduced songs so much he pasted 
a copy of one of them in a scrapbook compiled during the 
1856 election (fig. 4). The lyrics of these “rallying songs” 
were also printed on Republican campaign bandanas and 
handkerchiefs, including one that explained that only a 
“vote for Fremont the brave” could answer “the outraged 
maiden’s wail” from the West.48

Some commentators specifically noted that Northern 
political allegiances had shifted in favor of the Republicans 
in light of the information coming out of Kansas. The 
outrages in Kansas and the outrage on Sumner, one 
article concluded, “have combined to inflame the people 
of the North in a degree unexampled. Truly said one of 
our city papers, of Southern sympathies, ‘Where there 
was one freesoiler in the North yesterday, there are a 
hundred to-day.’”49 Author John Gihon told readers 
that when he first arrived in Kansas, he was a Democrat 
who wrote “letters to the eastern papers . . . [that] 
were severely condemnatory of the free-state party of 
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Kansas.” Yet, after months of witnessing “accumulating 
evidences” and hearing information “from other reliable 
sources” about outrages in Kansas, Gihon felt compelled 
to “repudiate . . . the Democratic platform, that gives to 
the single idea of slavery extension an ascendancy over 
every other consideration.” Chief among the proslavery 
offenses Gihon listed was the rape of the widow and other 
incidents involving “the tears and shrieks of terrified 
women, folded in [ruffians’] foul embrace.”50

While Republicans hoped to use references to rape in 
Kansas to their advantage, Democrats sought to disprove 
and discount them in order to keep voters from fleeing 
their party. After first admitting “that there have been 
wrong and misrule in Kansas, and, in some instances, 
inhuman outrages,” a Democratic senator from Indiana 
went on to reassure his voters that “the outrages alleged to 
have been perpetrated in Kansas, and who is responsible 
for them . . . have been . . . greatly exaggerated, and, 
in many instances, had no foundation in fact.”51 Such 
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Fig. 4. Many Kansans believed voting for John C. Frémont was the only way to keep the state out of the hands of slaveholders. Frémont supporters 
sang rallying songs like the one above, which contains the euphemistic verse, “Let him who first her [Kansas’s] wilds exploring, / Her virgin beauty 
gave to fame, / Now save her from the curse and shame / Which slavery o’er her soil is pouring.” New York: J. Andrews, 1856. Courtesy of the 
Library of Congress, Music Division, and the Library of Congress, Rare Books and Special Collections Division, America Singing: Nineteenth-
Century Song Sheets, Washington, D.C. 
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messages were important to voters like P. P. Wilcox, who 
clipped and pasted into his scrapbook an article from the 
Democratic Leavenworth (Kans.) Herald newspaper that 
emphatically stated, “No outrages have been committed 
by the pro-slavery party upon any one, and the idea that 
women and children have been disturbed is so notoriously 
false, that it shows an utter recklessness of truth in those 
who give currency to such statements.”52

Other Democrats claimed the stories were not just 
untrue; they were Republican fabrications. The Brooklyn 
Daily Eagle asserted that the “scenes of violence” in Kansas 
were “inflammatory appeals of the Black Republican” 
“only intended to aid in electing their candidate to the 
Presidency, regardless of the fate of Kansas.”53 In another 
article, the Eagle blasted the New York Tribune and its 
“editorial Munchausens in Kansas” for “manufactur[ing] 
murders pillages, and robberies.” In so doing, the Tribune 
was no better than “the Police Gazette”—a sensational 
popular publication whose content led Northern readers 
to “imagine that one half the world was engaged in 
cutting the throats of the other half, robbing from them, 
committing rapes, arsons, or what not.”54 Democratic 
pamphlets asserted that the Tribune “manufacture[d] 
‘outrages’ having no foundation in point of fact!” “The 
hue and cry about Kansas was a miserable electioneering 
hypocrisy, invented and kept alive . . . to inflame and 
poison the public mind as to secure the election of their 
automaton candidate, John C. Frémont.” “The object” of 
the accounts, another pamphlet stated, was “to inflame 
the mind of the North.” The upstart Republican Party, a 
Democratic circular concluded, was using the “civil war” 
in Kansas and references to “the honor of every woman 
who may be violated” to “influence the results of the 
presidential election.”55

While no evidence has been found to confirm 
whether the Republicans purposefully 
fabricated the outrages, or indeed to 
confirm whether any assaults actually 
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took place in Kansas at all, we can say that avowed 
Republicans were those most often responsible for 
circulating accounts of rape in Kansas.56 The accounts 
most often appeared in Republican newspapers and 
whenever a correspondent reporting on the rapes was 
mentioned by name that person was always a known 
free-soil backer. For example, the version of the widow’s 
rape published in the Republican Boston Daily Advertiser 
contained letters written between “H. M. Simpson” and 
“A. A. Lawrence.” Henry M. Simpson was a banker and 
free-soil emigrant to Kansas while Amos A. Lawrence 
was treasurer of the Massachusetts Kansas Emigrant Aid 
Company and namesake of the free-soil territorial capital 
in Kansas.57 One of the letters used to corroborate “The 
Way Ladies are Treated by the ‘Chivalry’” in the Reign 
of Terror in Kanzas was “from Mr. Lines, founder of the 
New Haven Colony in Kanzas,” a free-soil settlement 
organization.58 Letters about the widow’s rape published 
in the Republican-leaning Northwestern Christian Advocate 
were written by Levin B. and Baxter C. Dennis, father-
and-son Methodist ministers who went to Kansas in 
1855 to advocate for free soil.59 Sara Robinson was the 
wife of free-state territorial governor Charles Robinson 
and an advocate for a free Kansas in her own right who 
corresponded with Amos A. Lawrence. Lawrence was 
also connected to other Northerners, including Charles 
Sumner and Julia Ward Howe, who spoke and wrote 
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about Kansas in terms of sexualized violence. While they 
may not have intentionally colluded to invent or circulate 
the rape accounts, these authors were clearly and openly 
in favor of free soil in Kansas and—like millions of other 
Northerners—they explicitly used the power of the 
popular press to promote their political beliefs. 

In the end, the absolute authenticity and veracity of 
the reports did not seem to matter to many Northerners. 
As the author of the Godey’s article about Lucretia 
observed, the line between “a cunningly-devised fable” 
and “veritable, sober history” was often blurry and “not 
material.” Symbolically and rhetorically, the discussion of 
rape in Kansas, as in other historical contexts, had little 
to do with women and actual assaults.60 Instead, rape 
served as a symbol of the power struggles between men 
vying for political control and masculine authority. In 
these kinds of characterizations, Sharon Block explained, 
men could be figured as “saviors” of their women or 
“victims of the damage done to their dependent women.” 
“Either way,” Block concluded, “public discussion of 
rape that emphasized men’s injuries particularly suited 
war propaganda” and served as “a powerful symbol 
in a battle for the privileges of political rule.”61 Though 
rape narratives have been “formed and reformed to 
serve various interests and needs in different historical 
moments,” observed literary scholar Stephanie Jed, the 
outlines of the story and its larger political moral have 
remained the same. “In every age and place,” the rape 
“serves the same function, as a prologue to liberty” and 
“republican freedom.”62 In Kansas during the 1850s, 
representations of rape identified proslavery men as the 
enemies of freedom and white Northerners. They called 
on Northerners—particularly Northern white men—to 
avenge the honor of free-soil women by overthrowing 
the politically and sexually tyrannous Slave Power. The 
gendered and sexualized ways Northerners discussed 
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Kansas contributed to the rise of the Republican Party in 
the late 1850s, an event that ultimately played a major role 
in the “new birth of freedom” that came for slaves and the 
entire American republic during the Civil War. 

Though millions of Northerners abandoned the 
Democratic Party and although Frémont won the popular 
vote in the North in 1856, Democrats nonetheless won the 
presidential election.63 Following this Republican defeat, 
references to rape in Kansas dwindled significantly. Some 
popular press sources continued to refer vaguely to 
“rape, robbery, murder, and arson in Kansas,” but lengthy 
accounts of the rapes of free-soil women in the territory 
ceased by 1857.64 Yet, for months and even years after the 
1856 election, free-soil authors continued to resent the 
Republican defeat and the way, they believed, too many 
Northern voters had ignored the reports of proslavery 
assaults on the virgin territory and free-soil women. 
“There is no portion of the civilized world in which [a 
man] would not have heard with horror of the inequities 
perpetrated in Kansas,” noted the New York Daily Times in 
December 1856. Now, with the Democrats still in control, 
“rape, robbery, and murder” would continue “on the 
soil of a virgin Territory.” A Chicago Daily Tribune article 
published almost one year to the day after the 1856 election 
proclaimed that if more Northerners had heeded stories 
of “armed invasion, murder, house burning, highway 
robbery, scalping, rape, and all the desperate deeds known 
to criminal law [that] came up from the desolated homes 
of Kansas,” there would be “a less number of ‘National 
Democrats’” and no lingering threat that the territory 
would be “enslaved” under “Democratic auspices.” 
Julia Ward Howe was similarly astonished that Northern 
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virgin soil of Kansas,” the more they became “resolved to 
identify their own fate with hers.”67 Accounts and images 
of sexualized violence expressed why white Northerners 
needed to be concerned about the extension of slavery 
and the aggressions of the Slave Power. If something was 
not done, one newspaper explained, “the South . . . will 
carry rape, arson and murder into every house.”68 “This 
prosperous Republic,” explained Republican Senator 
Benjamin Wade of Ohio, “has come down to robbery, 
rape, arson, and murder of its own citizens! Does any 
man suppose that the people of the North will rest quietly 
under this?” Echoing the Godey’s article about Lucretia, 
Wade and other Northerners asserted that proslavery 
crimes against Kansas and insults to Northern virtue 
would not go unavenged. “Gentlemen of the South, do 
you suppose that you are going to force Slavery into 
Kansas? . . . When driven to the wall, [Northern men] 
will rise . . . and prevent those who have committed these 
deeds of atrocity from taking the benefit of their nefarious 
acts. . . . You have driven us to the wall; not to turn would 
be dishonor, shame, slavery, and death.”69

male voters had not “set aside” “the smug [Democratic] 
President.” “Thou hast heard my loud shrieking—hast 
counted my struggles,” Howe’s personified Kansas 
exclaimed. “Oh! she was weary with crying aloud from 
the Westland, / Faintly and fiercely: “Brothers! will none 
of you help me?” In the wake of Frémont’s defeat, the 
Herald of Freedom asserted, proslavery forces would be 
free to “continue the war of extermination, rapine, and 
murder which they have already begun.” At least now, 
the paper concluded, Democrats and “Proslavery fanatics 
. . . alone must be answerable for the consequences” of 
their actions in Kansas.65

By the late 1850s, the wide dissemination of popular 
print materials that framed the Kansas crisis in terms 
of sexualized violence had, for millions of Northerners, 
brought “home to our doors the wrongs and oppressions” 
of slavery.66 This contributed to generating widespread 
attention to the political crisis over the expansion of 
slavery. The engagement of millions more Northerners 
in this crisis ultimately proved decisive in the national 
struggle over slavery, for as one broadside put it, the more 
Northerners felt compelled to protect and defend “the 
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