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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Little White Schoolhouse is a simple, small, one-story frame 
building sided with clapboards and painted white a typical one-room 
schoolhouse in appearance. The only architectural ornamentation of note 
consists of a paneled single front door framed by simple pilasters 
carrying an entablature. In front of it is a small, square, open 
porch with two plank steps leading up to it.

The original appearance of the school is not known, but so far as can 
be determined the exterior is preserved in original form. The interior 
has undoubtedly been altered little except for its conversion from a 
schoolroom into a small museum of local history.

The schoolhouse has been relocated several times. Its original location 
was at the corner of Blackburn and East Fond du Lac Streets just two 
blocks south of its present location. Subsequently moved to the Ripon 
College campus, where it remained from 1906 to 1941, and relocated one 
more time, it was returned to Blackburn Street in 1941. The building 
is owned and operated by a private foundation which maintains the 
property in very good condition and keeps it open to the public during 
most of the year.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The simple one-story clapboard and frame building known as the Little 
White Schoolhouse at Ripon, Wisconsin, is generally regarded as the 
traditional birthplace of the Republican Party. Here on March 20, 1854, 
53 petitioners of Ripon called a meeting of local citizens to protest 
the Senate's passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act which permitted the 
extension of slavery beyond the limits of the Missouri Compromise. The 
protest resulted in the formation of a new, albeit local party, drawn 
from the ranks of disgruntled Whigs, Free Soilers, and Democrats. The 
gathering at Ripon illustrates the spontaneous and widespread origin 
of the Republican Party. The Party coalesced from disaffected local 
groups in places like Ripon throughout the Northeast and West. It was 
the first party to have formed without the aid of an outstanding leader. 
Ultimately, delegates of such dispersed assemblies gathered at Pittsburgh 
and called for a national convention of Republicans in Philadelphia in 
1856 for the purpose of selecting a standard-bearer.

History

In January 1854, Senator Stephen Douglas of Illinois introduced the 
Kansas-Nebraska Bill, which permitted the extension of slavery beyond 
the limits of the Missouri Compromise. The bill was the catalyst for 
the formation of the Republican Party. Throughout the Northeast and 
Northwest, groupings of disaffected Whigs, Democrats, and Free Soilers 
met to protest the bill. Out of these assemblies the Republican Party 
coalesced as a national organization over the next 2 years, emerging in 
1856 with the explorer and hero of the day, John C. Fremont, as standard- 
bearer of the new party.

One of the protest gatherings was called on March 20, 1854, in Ripon, 
Wisconsin, by 53 petitioners to organize opposition to the bill when 
it passed the Senate on March 3. The assembly met at the Little White 
Schoolhouse on Blackburn Street. Contemporaneous records seem to be 
lacking with respect to that meeting and many others held afterward. 
But years later, one of the prime movers of the Ripon protest, Alvan 
Earle Bovay, recalled: "We went into the little meeting, Whigs, Free 
Soilers, and Democrats. We came out Republicans, and we were the first 
Republicans in the Union."!

iButterfield's History of Fond du Lac County (1880)
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8. Significance (page 1) Little White Schoolhouse

Bovay described the debates on forming a "great irresistible Northern 
party ...." The objectors were worn down, an organization was formed, 
and a party committee elected. "It was no fragmentary movement," Bovary 
recalled. "It contemplated the consolidation of all shades of antislavery 
opinion under the name Republican."

Who were the First Republicans? Alvan Bovay's claim that his townsfolk 
were, has led to an unending debate between Ripon and other communities, 
such as Jackson, Michigan, over who is entitled to that honor.

The Jackson assembly met on July 6, 1854. It was a gathering to test 
sentiment throughout Michigan and grew out of many previous local pro­ 
tests, such as the one at Ripon in Wisconsin. The large response to the 
call to Jackson compelled the assembly to move to a large grove of oak 
trees, then on the edge of town. A platform was approved and nominees 
for office elected.^

The first adaption of the party name--Republican--is a disputed issue, 
with Ripon and Jackson both vying for the honors. Alvan Bovay may have 
suggested the name to Horace Greeley as early as 1852. He insisted in 
later years that the Ripon protesters had considered themselves Republicans 
On the other hand, the Jackson assembly's official recognition of the 
name seems to be a documented verity. The reality appears to be that the 
party title--Republican--was discussed fairly generally and its precise 
origins as the party label are not likely to be uncovered. Furthermore, 
the issue over the naming of the party is not critical to the reality of 
an emerging political movement. In fairness to the Jackson assembly, it 
would seem that the elements of a party phenomenon--nominees for office, 
the adoption of a platform, committees, etc.--are more clearly evident 
in the Jackson meeting.

The question appears to turn on the character of the site itself and site 
it must be since the gathering was held in the open air in a grove of 
oaks. Perhaps it is best to use the words of the Michigan Historical 
Commission in nominating the site to the National Register: "Houses and 
other structures have completely obliterated the beautiful grove ...." 
A monument on the curb at the northwest corner of Franklin and Second 
Streets commemorates the site. "Therefore, the area has been altered, 
due to the city's growth."

-Jackson meeting described in Inventory-Nomination Form, "Birth of the 
Republican Party," pending in the National Register, Office of 
Archeology and Historic Preservation.
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