
BY the Kansas State Historical Society 

~ 
TERRITORIAL CHARACTER: 

JOHN RITCHIE 

John Ritchie wanted to stop the spread of slavery. In Kansas 
Territory he actively worked on the Underground Railroad. The 
Underground Railroad was a series of safe houses that helped 
escaping slaves. 

What did he do before he came to Kansas Territory? 
John Ritchie was born in Ohio. He was the son of a doctor. As a child he moved to Indiana 
where his father practiced medicine. 

When Kansas Territory was open for settlement, Ritchie came for a visit looking for cheap land. 
On his first trip to the territory he visited Leavenworth, Lawrence, and Kansas City. 

Why did he come to Kansas Territory? 
John Ritchie decided to return to Kansas Territory, bringing with him 
his wife and two children. He built a log cabin close to the 
Kansas River near Topeka. Topeka had recently been 
established as a free-state community. The citizens were 
committed to the prohibition of slavery in Kansas. 

Ritchie was an early businessman in Topeka. He and two 
others built the first block of brick buildings in the city. He 
also built his family a new house. The two-story stone house 
was used as a safe house on the Underground Railroad. 
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What was his role in Kansas Territory? 

A wanted 
poster was 
issued for two 
escaped slaves 
who probably 
traveled from 
Missouri to 
Kansas 
Territory . 

Ritchie was known for his antislavery beliefs. When slaves 
escaped from Missouri , Ritchie and other free-staters helped hide 
them and transport them to freedom . Sometimes Ritchie would 
allow escaped slaves to stay in his home. In other instances, 
Ritchie would help finance the slave's escape north . 

Ritchie would join other free-state men on raids of proslavery 
towns. On these raids the men would capture goods and horses. 
After one such raid at Hickory Point, north of Oskaloosa, Ritchie 
was among a group of men arrested. While serving time in the 
Lecompton jail, Ritchie escaped and returned to Indiana. He 
remained there about a year, until he was pardoned for his crime . 
He then returned to Topeka. 

Back in Kansas Territory, John Ritchie continued his fight against 
slavery. The people of the territory struggled to write a state 
constitution. Disagreement over the issue of slavery caused the 
state to have four constitutional conventions. Ritchie was chosen as 
a delegate from Topeka to both the Leavenworth and Wyandotte 
constitutional conventions. Although the Wyandotte Constitution 
did not allow slavery in Kansas, it did not provide for equal rights 
for African Americans . Ritchie fought, but failed, to gain limited 
civil rights for Blacks. 

John Ritchie also continued to act on his beliefs in other ways. 
When the abolitionist John Brown was Aeeing Kansas Territory 
with eleven slaves, John Ritchie joined the struggle. He and others 
helped the slaves outrun the persuing federal troops . Their actions 
allowed the slaves to safely reach freedom in the north. 
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