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"Kl Original Site

The Marais des Cygnes Massacre, which took place on May 19, 1858, is 
today commemorated by a memorial park administered by the Kansas State 
Historical Society and owned by the State of Kansas. Situated.about 
4 miles northeast of Trading Post, the park is characteristic of the 
area surrounding it. Within the park,.the massacre site is located__ 
in a small ravine 700 feet northwest of the visitor center and is 
marked with a plaque briefly describing the episode.

The abolitionist John Brown shortly after the massacre built a "fort" 
about 220 yards south of the ravine. The fort, built of logs and 
banked with dirt and rocks, is no longer in existence-. Adjoining this 
site is a three-level stone house built by Charles C. Hadsall, probably 
in the 1870s, which has been restored and is now operated as a State- 
owned museum by the Kansas State Historical Society. The park is open 
to the public.

The area north and northeast of the park is affected by strip mining 
operations of the Kansas City Power and Light Company (Missouri). To 
provide adequate screening from this potential intrusion, as well as 
others unforeseen, it is essential that the park boundary be regarded 
as the minimum extent of the historic site.

The site is public property.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Civil War fought in Kansas in the 1850s between slave and free- 
state factions branded that inflamed Commonwealth as "bleeding Kansas." 
After 2 years of terrorism, on May 19, 1858, a band of proslavery 
sympathizers crossed into Kansas from Missouri, captured 11 men in the 
vicinity of Trading Post, and shot them down in a nearby ravine known 
today as the site of the Marais des Cygnes Massacre. That vicious 
incident illustrated the extent of brutality to which the confrontation 
over slavery could reach. The murderous episode touched off a national 
outcry best remembered in John Greenleaf Whittier's^oem, "Le Marais "du 
Cygne." The outrage lent its force to the defeat of the proslavery 
Lecompton Constitution for Kansas and attracted John Brown and his party 
to construct a fortification near the massacre site. The massacre thus 
became another prominent link in that chain of notorious events leading 
inexorably to civil war.

History

The stage for "Bleeding Kansas" was set by the passage of the Kansas- 
Nebraska Act in 1854, which established the concept of popular 
sovereignty--a doctrine which would have the people decide by vote 
whether Kansas should be slave or free. A bitter contest then ensued 
between North and South to gain the majority in Kansas. In the North, 
societies, such as the New England Emigrant Aid Company, were organized 
to send free-state sympathizers to the Kansas Territory. Proslavery 
Southern immigrants were not as well organized but they had the advan­ 
tage of being closer, many simply crossing from western Missouri into 
eastern Kansas. Throughout 1855 and 1856 the struggle between free- 
state and proslavery partisans dominated the Kansas scene, and there 
seemed little doubt that slavery would prevail. Individual acts of 
terrorism occurred with increasing frequency in 1856, and numerous 
instances of lawlessness were reported. Men were attacked, beaten, and 
sometimes killed for their views on slavery. In Linn and Bourbon 
Counties, on the eastern Kansas border, raids were constantly being 
carried on by the opposing factions. In effect, a civil war was being 
waged in eastern Kansas. Acting Governor Woodson issued a proclamation 
declaring that the Territory was in a state of open insurrection and 
rebellion. In September 1856 the arrival of the new Governor,
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8. Significance (page 1) Marais des Cygnes Massacre Site

John W. Geary, brought relative calm to the territory. Using Federal 
troops from Fort Leavenworth to disband both free-state and proslavery 
forces, he was able to restore a semblance of order to much of Kansas. 
However, in the eastern border 'counties the incidents continued through 
1857 and 1858, culminating in the Marais des Cygnes Massacre, which was 
the last significant display of mob violence in Kansas.

On May 19, 1858, a band of proslavery sympathizers entered Kansas from 
Missouri under the leadership of Charles Hamilton, a former resident 
of the Trading Post area who had been forced to leave by the free-state 
group. His band of 30> captured several unarmed free-state men at 
Trading Post, released all but one, and then took a road leading back 
to Missouri. Ten additional captives were taken either on the road, in 
their farm homes, or in their fields. The 11 men were marched to a 
ravine 4 miles northeast of Trading Post, lined up, and shot. Five were 
killed, five were wounded, and one was untouched by the volley from the 
firing squad. Leaving the victims for dead, Hamelton and his gang returned 
to Missouri; only one of the raiders was ever caught and officially 
punished for his part in the crime.

Hamelton's reasons for selecting the 11 victims are not clear. Apparently 
none of them had been an active participant in the factional fighting. 
Most of them were former neighbors of Hamelton and had no suspicion that 
he might harm them. The commonly held view is that Hamelton returned to 
Kansas for revenge and chance determined his victims.

Some reminiscences of long-time Linn County residents claim that the band 
had a list of free-state people to be captured, but unable to locate more 
than, two or three, just picked up people from the neighborhood.

The Marais_des_Cygnes massacre was the parting shot of major proslavery 
action in Kansas. It came at a time when free-state influence had taken 
hold of the majority of the state forcing the "border ruffians" out of 
Topeka, Atchison, and Lawrence, and into the eastern border counties. Made 
upon quiet and peaceful people, the attack succeeded for it had neither the 
opposition of war nor armed resistance to fear.

In Kansas the massacre delayed John Brown in his fateful foray into 
Virginia and aroused the population to soundly reject the Lecompton 
Constitution in August 1858. The census of 1860 demonstrated further 
opposition to the attack by revealing more than 70 percent of the popula­ 
tion to be free-state.

(Continued)
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8. Significance Cpage 2) Marais des Cygnes Massacre Site

_The_Nation was horrified and John GreenleaFlVhittier made the murders 
the subject of a poem, "Le Marais du Cygne," which was published in" the 
Atlantic Monthly in September 1858. In Congress the Lecompton resolution, 
backed by President Buchanan, was defeated by legislators led in their 
opposition by Stephen Douglas. Though Kansas would have to wait almost 
3 years, it was admitted to the Union as a free State in January 1861.

When John Brown returned to Kansas he came to the area of the massacre in 
June 1858 and built a "fort" on property 220 yards south of the ravine. 
The "fort" was two stories high, walled up with logs, and banked outside 
with dirt and rocks to a height of 4 feet. Though Brown made arrange­ 
ments to buy the land, he apparently never made any payments and thus a 
friend, Charles C. Hadsall, purchased it instead in the summer of 1858. 
The "fort" was never attacked and Brown and his men withdrew at the end 
of the summer.

In later years Hadsall built a stone house which still stands adjoining 
the site of Brown's "fort." The "fort" itself has long before been taken 
away piece by piece by souvenir hunters. The house was restored in 
1961-62 and is presently operated as a museum by the Kansas State 
Historical Society.
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