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Horace Greeley and German Forty-Eighters 
in the Kansas Free State Struggle

Pre-Civil War United States history occurred on tumultuous political 
terrain that is still highly contested academically. One o f its most contro­
versial episodes is the struggle for a slavery-free Kansas. This essay will show 
how crucial aspects o f this history have been marginalized in conventional 
scholarly accounts, and will build an interpretive framework with widened 
cultural and political scope. This will derive from its close examination o f the 
unique contributions o f three key social change agents: (1) Horace Greeley’s 
New York Tribune-, (2) German forty-eighter freedom fighters relocated to the 
Kansas Territory after 1855: and (3) a forty-eighter journalist working from 
London for Greeley, Karl Marx.

Following the perspective o f Frederick Douglass, discussed in more detail 
below, this essay acknowledges the abiding residual effects o f racism among 
many (perhaps most) o f the otherwise politically progressive whites o f the 
day. Nicole Etcheson has recognized this explicit Kansas Free State capitula­
tion to white privilege in her recent history o f Bleeding Kansas.' My stud­
ies however disclose the manner in which a variety o f vanguard white radi­
cals stood in alliance with the leading voices o f radically egalitarian African 
Americans, anti-slavery Native Americans, and Kansas German-Americans 
engaged in the Free State struggle. By focusing on the emancipatory political 
praxis emergent during this epoch, we find that a significant white leadership 
had formed that was radically committed to racial equality.^ This view adds 
important context to Etcheson’s depiction o f the white racial discrimination 
as it existed within even the Kansas Free State struggle.

Scholarship such as I am undertaking here must first o f all recognize 
the formative African American self-liberation effort that occurred in the 
period leading up to the issuance o f the Emancipation Proclamation. A 
record o f radical publications' illumines the nineteenth-century anti-slavery 
movement as built by African American editors, writers, and intellectuals.
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White abolitionists worked during this period in strategic solidarity with this 
movement. In 1854 the New England Emigrant Aid Society was founded 
to encourage the Free State settlement of the Kansas Territory. In the years 
immediately prior, Frederick Douglass had issued the following challenge to 
white radicals and liberals, moving many to action. His address referred to 
the 1848—49 revolutions across Europe as a vivid inspiration toward freedom, 
but expressed his pained regret at the lack of attention to the pressing and 
urgent abolition issue in America:

You invite to your shores fugitives of oppression from abroad, honor 
them with banquets, greet them with ovations, cheer them, toast them, 
salute them, protect them, and pour out your money to them like water, 
but the fugitive from your own land you advertise, hunt, arrest, shoot and 
kill. . . . You are all on fire at the mention of liberty for France or for Ire­
land, but are cold as an iceberg at the thought of liberty for the enslaved of 
America. You discourse eloquently on the dignity of labor; yet you sustain a 
system which, in its very essence, casts a stigma upon labor.''

Ihe solidarity that Frederick Douglass called for resonated deeply with 
Horace Greeley, the mid-nineteenth-century publisher of the New York Tri­
bune, Americas first nation-wide newspaper. He responded energetically to 
this challenge and editorialized explicitly for the freedom of the black Ameri­
can slave and for racial justice.’ Yet Greeley’s customary schoolbook image 
obscures his radical anti-racist ideas and activism. Everyone knows his most 
memorable aphorism as “Go west, young man— Go west!”

Still he never said exactly that. This over-simplified and politically sani­
tized slogan—which became prominent during the Jim Crow period— is the 
product of the historiography of the latter nineteenth century under the spell 
of the expansionist frontier thesis. The awareness of abolitionist endeavors is 
marginalized in that historical approach.® We shall see below that his concrete 
advice needs to be situated within the actual Kansas Free State struggle, and 
may be paraphrased with more authentic warrant as: Go West to Kansas and 
save the soul of the nation!^

Recent research into the history of Free State Germans in the Kansas 
Territory during the nineteenth century’s abolitionist movement opens up 
perspectives different from the customary view of Greeley.® The text of a then- 
contemporary account by August Bondi, a German-Jewish veteran of the 
1848 uprisings in Austria, reveals the particular context from which we can 
see that Greeley’s advice was much more than a simple “Go west.” Greeley’s 
directive, in August Bondi’s words, appealed “to the freedom loving men of 
the states to rush to Kansas and save it from the curse of slavery.”’ Inspired by 
the New York Tribune, Bondi acknowledges Greeley’s advocacy of the aboli­
tionist cause in the Kansas Territory during the months (January and March
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1855) immediately prior to Bondi’s own action in support o f abolition, i.e., 
setting out in May 1855 from St. Louis for Kansas as a Free State proponent. 
Greeley’s editorials cried out:

Men and brethren! There is imminent danger that Kansas will be lost to 
freedom, but as yet it is danger only. She is not lost, but is sorely beset, and those 
who can should fly to the rescue. Thousands of hardy pioneers who do not 
cower before work and hardship ought to find homes on her broad expanse....' “

The Anti-slavery movement is no longer at the mercy of spasmodic and 
irregular forces. It has got a prodigious momentum from its own action that 
secures it against obstruction from opposing influences forever hereafter. It 
cannot be arrested or again subordinated to other political issues."

Coming from the radically democratic European uprisings o f 18 4 8 ^ 9 , Bondi 
had previously criticized “the degradation of labor,” but had not expressed explicit 
anti-slavery sentiments.'^ Nonetheless, Bondi’s radical social analysis prepared 
him intellectually to understand Greeley’s abolitionist advice. “Greeley’s fervent 
admonitions touched the revolutionary part o f August Bondi’s soul.” '̂

In 1909 the African American Marxist sociologist, W. E. Burghardt Du 
Bois, built upon August Bondi’s autobiography and Bondi’s political perspec­
tive when writing his own book on the life and work o f John Brown.'"* In June 
1856 Bondi rode as a freedom-fighter with Brown’s small force in the Kansas 
Free State victory in the first battle between bands o f armed men in what was 
ultimately to become the U.S. Civil War.'’ During this episode John Brown, 
Sr., and his company o f eleven white abolitionist partners, two of whom were 
Free State Kansas Germans (Bondi and another forty-eighter, Charles Kaiser), 
confronted a much larger group o f Missouri border ruffians at Black Jack, 
Kansas Territory, capturing twenty-four o f the invaders. Brown was intensely 
motivated because two o f his sons had been taken hostage by this same Mis­
souri band. Bondi’s account o f the fight testifies that a Mr. Phillips, writer for 
Greeley’s New York Tribune, was on the scene later that day. The Kansas State 
Historical Society possesses a rare photograph o f another radical abolitionist 
Greeley journalist, James Redpath, proudly posing with a Sharps rifle in one 
hand and his New York Tribune in the other.'*

The Tribune, like John Brown and now August Bondi, was committed to 
fuller racial equality. Other Territorial forces were in favor o f Kansas as a Free 
State, but against the emancipation o f slaves in areas where slavery already 
existed, as in Missouri. Political divisions o f this sort would also lead to Lin­
coln’s tactical compromises with Union forces not committed to abolition. 
Frederick Douglass knew such a strategy well, and on this question he also 
challenged even Lincoln.'^ As we shall see below, Greeley likewise called upon 
Lincoln in 1862 for an immediate and categorical proclamation of emancipa­
tion, while Lincoln bided his time.
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Go West to Kansas: Defy the Degradation of Labor and the Slave Power!

There is a real controversy over the exact origin of Greeley’s ostensible 
admonition to “Go west!” According to Thomas Fuller, “no researcher has 
yet been able to locate an instance of the phrase in any of Greeley’s written 
works,”'* and the first attribution of this phrase to Greeley was by Joshua 
Bushnell Grinnell, the abolitionist founder of Grinnell, Iowa. Several other 
scholarly sources, however, do trace Greeley’s ostensible slogan to the line “Go 
West, young man, and grow up with the country” from an editorial in the 
New York Tribune, 11 July 1865.'"

Until recently, the generally prevailing view has been reflected in textbooks 
of the sort that were used back in the mid-1960s when I was an undergraduate; 
for example, Thomas A. Bailey’s The American Pageant}^ Bailey’s most promi­
nent reference to Greeley is the epigram “Go west, young man, and grow up 
with the country” at the top of his Chapter 29 on “The Great West and the 
Agricultural Revolution 1865-1890.” In a separate section, explicitly treating 
“Journalistic Giants” and lauding Greeley’s idealism, anti-slavery sentiments, 
and wide influence, Greeley’s radical views are nonetheless diminished by Bailey 
as a type of personal journalism in a pre-professional, penny press era when “[n] 
ewspaper publishing had not yet become a big business and editors like Horace 
Greeley of the New York Tribune ow n ed  and published their own newspapers.” '̂ 
When the radical Greeley ran for president in 1872 with the support of forty- 
eighter Carl Schurz and other anti-Grant, German-Americans, Bailey informs 
us that he “was denounced as an atheist, a communist, a free-lover, a vegetarian, 
a brown-bread eater, and idiot.”^̂ Bailey himself dismisses Greeley with a snide 
ad hominem; “He did not even look like a president. With a cherubic face and 
innocent blue eyes peering through steel rimmed spectacles, he would amble 
along in a white coat and hat, clutching a green umbrella—like a character step­
ping from the pages of Dickens.”̂ ’ Greeley had nowhere near the public stature 
as did the former war hero and incumbent President, Grant, but Bailey’s treat­
ment, characteristic of conventional history writing, was clearly dismissive. '̂* 

According to one uniquely important yet generally overlooked source, 
Greeley’s slogan is said also to have appeared as a reaction to the crisis of unem­
ployment brought about by the Panic of 1837. At that time Greeley wrote:

Do not wait to share and increase its horrors. Fly—scatter through the 
country—go to the Great West—anything rather than remain here. . . . 
Away then, hardy adventurers, to Ohio, Michigan, Illinois, Indiana and 
Wisconsin . . .  the West is the true destination. ’̂

David Fennimore also contends that Greeley’s westward perspective was 
derived from Fourier’s model of socialism and ran counter to the racist and 
Ghristian chauvinist notion of manifest destiny;
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Unlike many of his fellow nineteenth-century Americans, Greeley’s agrari­
anism was rooted in no idea of manifest destiny, no God-given mission 
to blaze a trail to the Pacific. He vigorously criticized the Mexican War as 
wasteful and imperialistic, and spoke out against the annexation of Cali­
fornia and later, against his old friend Seward’s purchase of Alaska. When 
he founded his Tribune in 1841, Greeley s West was still just west of the 
Appalachians, not west of the Mississippi, and certainly not the Great Basin 
or the arid Southwest. . . .  His version of homesteading replaced the indi­
vidual pioneer with a cooperative organization of farmers and light manu­
facturers, modeled to some degree after the theories of the French socialist 
Charles Fourier.^

Greeley and his newspaper bitterly denounced the nakedly imperial 
United States war against Mexico in the 1840s believing it would lead to the 
expansion of slave-holding te rr ito ry .T h is  war did complete the annexation 
by the United States o f one-third o f the Mexican nation, a portion o f which 
would also be included in what became the state of Kansas. No less a figure in 
the history of U.S. socialism than Eugene Victor Debs,— writing in 1908 for 
the Girard, Kansas, publication The Appeal to Reason— emphasized Greeley’s 
politics as committed to the emancipation of labor and economic socialism. 
Debs lamented that Greeley was insufficiently honored for his ethical and 
political radicalism.^®

Greeley was concerned with the plight o f the laboring classes, and deliv­
ered lectures on the “Emancipation of Labor” and the “Organization of 
Labor.” ®̂ As did Frederick Douglass,^® he spoke out against the services Amer­
ican religion furnished to militarism and slavery: “O ur Democracy has now, 
with a corrupt Christianity reduced the United States to a great conspirator 
against human liberty. Aggression, annexation, slave extension are all con­
tained and approved in the so-called Democracy and so-called Christianity 
which coalesces with it.”^‘ He was an explicit advocate of socialism, especially 
that o f Owen, Fourier, and the American Fourier proponent, Albert Brisbane, 
who advertised his views on socialism in a regular front page column in the 
Tribune. Greeley was clear about it: “We never objected to the term Socialist 
when it was a term o f reproach and opprobrium, and we adhere to the convic­
tions under which we earnestly fought.”^̂  O n the question of abolition he was 
likewise adamant:

Slavery is palpably at war with the fundamental basis of our govern­
ment,—the inalienable rights of man. It is a chief obstacle to the progress 
of republican institutions throughout the world. It is a standing reproach 
to our country abroad. . . . For these and other reasons, I am among those 
who labor and hope for the early and complete abolition of human, but 
especially of American slavery.’^
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Greeley promoted land reform for the unemployed in the West in a man­
ner analogous to the way abolitionist Garrit Smith promoted it in upstate 
New York. Smith was a supporter o f John Brown and the anti-slavery Liberty 
Party, and offered from his own extensive holdings 3000 grants o f land to 
blacks, both free and slave, and to other abolitionists like John Brown and 
Oberlin College administrators (then in Virginia) who were committed to 
the vision o f a world free o f slavery. "̂* Greeley supported the Liberty Party’s 
land reform measures, and sought to use the public domain for the benefit of 
the landless laboring classes, not the railroads or land speculators. According 
to Algie Martin Simmons, Greeley saw the Homestead Act in a humanitar­
ian manner that was an extension o f his other socially and politically radical 
causes: “Greeley advocated the homestead law as a means o f granting all an 
equal share in the earth.” ’ ’

Despite his genuine commitment to general human equality, it must be 
acknowledged that Horace Greeley, like others o f his time, was nonetheless 
insensitive to indigenous cultures and the plight o f the American Indians 
caused by eviction, forced sale, or military confiscation o f their lands; likewise 
he sometimes expressed biased views. O f course. Native Americans originally 
possessed their lands in common, free o f the concepts that land could be 
bought or sold, or be held as an individual’s private property.’ *

One major reason the Wyandot Indians in the Kansas Territory opened 
their lands to purchase was that they were against slavery and wished to coop­
erate with abolitionists. Several o f these Free State abolitionists were Ger­
mans, notably Charles Morasch and Phillip Knoblock, who in 1857 helped 
establish from within the holdings o f the Wyandot the first and only Free 
State entry on the Missouri river, at Old Quindaro City and Landing, Kansas 
Territory.” ’

Many of the fighting men and political leaders during the Free State 
struggle were the Germans in the Kansas Territory.’* Loren Taylor empha­
sizes: “Without question the new Irish and German settlers had ‘Free State’ 
sympathies.. . .  Ihe Germans and Irish immigrants joined [the Union army] 
in percentages unequaled by any other group in Wyandotte County. The only 
exception would be the African Americans.. . .  18 Germans from Wyandotte 
County joined the company o f Captain Zesch in Leavenworth.”’”

Germans formed “the largest single ethnic group in this area [the eastern 
edge o f Kansas, Wyandot, Quindaro, Lawrence] at the beginning of the Civil 
War.”'*® Phillip Knoblock rose from the ranks to become a Union captain 
ultimately in charge o f twenty-eight companies when attacking the forces 
o f Confederate General Sterling Price at the Battle o f Westport.”  George 
Washington Deitzler (born in Pennsylvania o f German descent) became a 
Union colonel (later general) and commanded Kansas troops, overseeing also
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Charles Jennison’s fearsome Jayhawkers.'*^ Colonel Jennison was appointed 
acting brigadier general for his dramatic 1862 activities liberating slave “prop­
erty” in Missouri, but was passed over for the official commission to this 
rank. When Jennison s ferocious military form of “practical abolitionism” was 
criticized by conservatives as “premature interference with slavery” and his 
tactics as too much committed to foraging (decried as plunder by Missouri­
ans), he resigned from the military believing he was being slandered and that 
he could not conduct the war with honor under a high command hostile 
to Jayhawker radicalism. General Deitzler became an antagonist, and Jen­
nison was imprisoned for a short while at St. Louis. He was visited there by 
the sympathetic German forry-eighter General Franz Sigel. President Lincoln 
soon ordered Jennison’s reinstatement to his former command, yet Jennison 
withdrew from military service. In the view of militant Unionists, General 
William T. Sherman’s scorched earth policies in his famed March to the Sea 
vindicated the ruthlessness with which both Jennison and John Brown, Sr., 
prosecuted their campaigns against Missouri bushwhackers, slave owners, 
and their supporters.^^

At one point during the war preparatory to a possible military offen­
sive into Texas, Jennison’s company was posted to Humboldt, Kansas Terri­
tory. Humboldt had been named for the great German natural scientist and 
staunch abolitionist Alexander von Humboldt by the forty-eighter Kansas 
German physician Dr. Moritz Harttmann."^ Similarly George Washington 
Deitzler planned as early as 1857 to found a town near Humboldt to be called 
Guttenberg [«c]. These German settlements were explicitly conceived by the 
Kansas German abolitionists Dr. Karl Friedrich Kob (another forty-eighter) 
and Dr. Harttmann as components of a strategic “belt of freedom” intended 
to restrain the expansion of slaveholding lands. The new settlements would 
accomplish this in a peaceful and passive manner. Prior to the Civil War, 
Dr. Kob explained the linkage between the Germans of the Kansas Territory 
and Texas, both groups having abolitionist inclinations, in the descriptions 
of Humboldt and Guttenberg in his Guide f o r  German Settlers in the Kansas 
Territory (1857);“'̂

In western Texas there is already a strong, prosperous German anti-slavery 
settlement of 50,000-80,000 Germans. If we are successful in establish­
ing German settlements in southern Kansas, we will be able to extend our 
hands to our brothers in Texas in a matter of a few years, and be able to 
build a belt of freedom around those unfortunate southern states afflicted 
with slavery.

John Speer published the first abolitionist newspaper in the Kansas Ter- 
ritory.'*  ̂His descendents have identified their heritage as Scots, and I am not
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arguing that his inclusion in this essay derives from his ethnicity but rather 
his radical efforts against racism. The first issue o f his Kansas / ’/oweer actually 
had to be printed in Ohio because he was refused the only available print­
ing services in the Kansas Territory and Missouri which were controlled by 
pro-slavery forces. Because a pro-slavery paper in Kickapoo, Kansas Territory, 
was also called the Kansas Pioneer, Speer quickly changed his paper’s name 
to The Kansas Tribune."'̂  This indicated his respect for the New York Tribune 
and Greeley. For his many Territorial readers who also tilled the soil Speer 
promoted Greeley’s views on farming. These were thought to be as important 
as his views on politics. He also editorialized staunchly on behalf o f the “The 
German Vote’’:"'’

The Cicrman vote has constituted a new and important element in the South 
and West. Ihis fact has until recently escaped attention, but is destined to 
become more and more prominent with the steady and rapid increase of 
this class of our population. It is a gratifying feature of this fact, that the 
German vote is almost invariably cast on the side of Freedom and antislav­
ery. . . . Especially here in Kansas has this influence contributed materially 
to swell the preponderance on the side of the Free Institutions.'°

Speer emphasized that “the Germans o f Texas . . . are already so strong 
as to leave little doubt that, whenever a new State shall be formed in Western 
Texas, it will be a Free State.”’ ’ When in 1855 a fraudulent election resulted 
in a pro-slavery legislature in the Kansas Territory, Speer opposed it fiercely. 
The election was controlled by Missouri mobs and at least one thousand non­
residents came to Lawrence to vote. “It seems incredible in this age,” Speer 
wrote, “that men should have come from other States armed with revolvers, 
knives, shot guns, rifles, and artillery, with tents and camp equipage, encamp­
ing the night before and striking their tents the morning after election, car­
rying the returns o f their own fraudulent election with them. But such is the 
fact.”’  ̂ This legislature then decreed that it was a crime to deny the legality 
o f slavery in the Territory. John Speer immediately published the following 
direct challenge to this decree in The Kansas Tribune’s largest and boldest type 
face:

Now we DO ASSERT and declare, despite all the 
bolts and bars of the iniquitous Legislature of Kansas, that 

‘PERSONS HAVE NOT THE 
RIGHT TO HOLD SLAVES IN THIS TERRITORY.’

This has become known in Kansas Territorial history as “John Speer’s Defy.””  
John Speer and his family thus became prime targets o f Quantrill’s pro-slavery 
Missouri death squad during the Civil War, and he lost two sons as a result
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of Quantrill’s notorious 1863 raid on Lawrence in which every male found 
was murdered in cold blood. Counts of the dead vary between 150 and 180 
men and boys.’'*

Speer personally identified his own cultural heritage in print as a “Son 
of Pennsylvania,” referring to an association of the many Free State pioneers 
who had emigrated from that state.”  O f these Pennsylvanians very many 
were of German background. But because there was no “Germany” as such 
until its many regions were unified by Bismarck in 1871, descendents of ear­
lier German-speaking immigrants to a place like Pennsylvania called Pennsyl­
vania their home and “never really thought of themselves as Germans but as 
‘Pennsylvanians with a difference.’””

Just as Speer stood with the German vote, Thomas Nast”  clearly depicts 
Greeley and the Tribune in a post Civil War editorial caricature as stand­
ing with the “German Papers” and the “German Vote,” fighting on for jus­
tice behind one of the Union’s most prominent German-American generals, 
Franz Sigel. The political perspectives articulated in the anti-racist Civil War 
journalism of both Speer and Greeley resound with the Free State German 
voice and display this German forty-eighter intellectual genealogy”  as well as 
the explicit anti-racism of Frederick Douglass.

It is an important yet little-known fact that the New England Immigrant 
Aid Society, the key force for Free State cultural transformation, sought par­
ticularly to increase German immigration to the Kansas Territory.”  Evidence 
of this is their financial support for the publication of forty-eighter Dr. Karl 
Friedrich Kob’s German language abolitionist newspaper, the Kansas Zei- 
tung,^ at Atchison, Kansas Territory, and their subvention of Kob’s Guide for 
German Settlers in the Kansas Territory Its readers would find advertised in 
it several German businessmen already in the Territory; a German newspaper 
publisher (Kob); two German physicians (Kob and Harttmann); two Ger­
man bakers; a German stationer; a German hotelier, a German pharmacist, a 
German brewer and barkeep, a German real estate agent (again Kob), and a 
German lawyer.

The Bavarian veteran of the 1849 democratic revolution in Hungary, 
Charles Kaiser, is one of the Territorial Kansas Germans remembered for rid­
ing with John Brown (in addition to August Bondi).“  Usually called Dutch 
Charley, Kaiser fought along side Brown and Bondi at Blackjack. Six months 
after the battle, in December 1856, Kaiser, who had been murdered in cold 
blood by Missourians followingthe battle of Osawattomie three months ear­
lier, and Brown were memorialized by Bondi and others (co-founders Ben­
jamin, Cochran, Poindexter, and Mannes) who named streets”  after them 
when they laid out the town of Greeley, Kansas Territory.”  This town, named 
in honor of the great abolitionist journalist and defender of the rights of
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labor, became a station in the Underground Railway. John Brown, who repre­
sented the same ideals, once secreted there eleven slaves he had liberated from 
Missouri for one month (January 1859).®

There is in Kansas also a Greeley County, on the Kansas/Colorado bor­
der. Within it there is a town of Horace and a town of Tribune with its Hor­
ace Greeley Museum. Greeley, Colorado, was founded as a utopian religious, 
agricultural, and temperance community—also as a tribute to the radical 
social philosophy and politics of Horace Greeley.

It has been said that at that time Horace Greeley was the nation’s most 
powerful opinion maker,® and that no newspaper in America wielded as 
much influence as did the New York TrihuneN  Greeley’s paper was widely read 
in the Kansas Territory, where he visited in 1859.® His purpose was to attend 
the Territorial Republican Convention in May of that year in Osawatomie. 
Although Greeley was given an exceptionally warm reception in Lawrence,® 
the Osawatomie Republicans “Sat Down on” Greeley, suppressing his radi­
cal egalitarian advocacy of the ballot for all black Americans. They wished to 
restrict the right to vote in Kansas to white males. In contrast a year earlier on 
13 May 1858, the more radical Kansas residents of Quindaro, many of them 
Kansas Germans, had approved African American suffrage in their municipal 
elections.^®

Attempting to explain the general motivation and behavior prevalent 
within the Kansas Free State element, Nicole Etcheson curiously valorizes the 
(Northern Democratic) logic of Stephen Douglas and the stratagem of popu­
lar sovereignty as if these were the only operative forces behind the Kansas 
Free State movement. She sees white interest in popular sovereignty in a man­
ner rather detached from humanitarian interest in the rights of blacks. In her 
account. Free State interests in white racial superiority and white economic 
and political advancement were the chief goods sought even by most anti­
slavery Kansans. While many Free Staters certainly articulated and acted upon 
such feelings, radicals like John Speer denounced this mentality as character­
istic of “pseudo free state” men and the “trembling cowardly conservatives.”’'' 
Etcbeson’s account tends to contest and diminish the historical influence of 
the Kansas radicals whose authentic opposition to the Kansas-Nebraska Act 
and whose role as catalysts within the Republican party and in Kansas Territo­
rial history was absolutely pivotal. In contrast to Etcheson, the present essay 
makes an intercultural and historiographical point of the Kansas Territorial 
vanguard commitment to racial equality and anti-racist solidarity with black 
Americans: for example, in the struggle for the black franchise in Quindaro 
and Osawatomie, in the Kansas Territorial branches of the Underground Rail­
road, and in the formation of black units in the Kansas militia. Note also the 
Free State anthem of the Territorial Germans, Hurrah—Frei Kansas! which

20



Horace Greeley an d  German Forty-Eighters in th e Kansas Free State Struggle

proclaims that liberty belongs to “Dem schwarzen und dem roten, Sowie dem 
weifien Mann! [The black and the red, as well as the white man].”̂ ^

Later, Greeley pressed Lincoln in a famous open letter, “Prayer ofTwenty 
Millions,” published in the New York Tribune 20 August 1862, to move boldly 
forward toward emancipation, but Lincoln deflected the challenge. Greeley 
clearly found an explicit egalitarianism, anti-racism, and advocacy for inter­
national workforce solidarity more congenial, and his consistent position is 
reflected in his relationship to a prominent German forty-eighter in exile in 
England, Karl Marx. Greeley enlisted Marx to write for his paper as early as 
1851.

.” 73“When Karl Marx Worked for Horace Greeley’

The New York Tribune’s editorial of 25 October 1851 drew attention to 
the contribution of a new foreign correspondent— from Germany—whom 
Greeley extolled as “one of the clearest and most vigorous writers that country 
has produced—no matter what may be the judgment of the critical upon his 
public opinions in the sphere of political and social philosophy.”^̂ This first 
article was a long piece on the 1848-49 revolution and counter-revolution in 
Europe under the byline of Karl Marx. Articles by Marx would appear almost 
weekly in a collaboration that continued for ten years.^’ The journalistic part­
nership with Greeley and the Tribune “sustained Karl Marx over the years 
when he was mapping out his crowning tract of overthrow. Das KapitalN^ 

Although he was not directly involved in the abolitionist movement, 
Marx was highly excited and impressed by this movement. He articulated 
the economic implications of the anti-slavery struggle waged in the Kansas 
Territory and then in the larger context of the U.S. Civil War. Much of the 
material from over 500 dispatches by Marx to the Tribune actually made its 
way into Capital, and Marx vividly connected an analysis of American slavery 
with lessons for the European and American labor force in the first volume 
of his opus magnum. Slavery, of course, was primarily a forced labor system 
with implications also for the labor market.^ Marx draws the overall lesson of 
the anti-slavery struggle for the American workforce in a memorable section 
of Capital.

In the United States of North America every independent movement of 
the workers was paralyzed so long as slavery disfigured a part of the Repub­
lic. Labour cannot emancipate itse lf in the white skin where in the black it is 
branded. But out of the death of slavery a new life at once arose. The first 
fruit of the Civil War was the eight hours’ agitation.^*

These passages from Capital are significant even if brief.^’ Marx’s con­
clusions and observations here undergird his general notions of dialectics.
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learning, and cultural transformation, and furnish the Marxist warrant for 
the ongoing strategic importance of an explicitly anti-racist politics of libera­
tion for labor. He explicitly refers to Greeley’s New York Tribune in the pages 
of Das KapitaD^ Marx wrote quite substantively in the Tribune about Ameri­
can slavery and the importance of the Free State struggle in Kansas. He also 
wrote about these topics and about the subsequent Civil War for European 
publications.*' Marx’s Civil War articles have been (in at least three differ­
ent editions) collected into a volume of their own,*  ̂ and are also found in 
the Marx-Engels C ollected Works, Volume 19.*’ Nevertheless, the writings of 
Marx (and Engels) on the United States of America are seldom taken up as a 
research project.*'*

Kansas and Germans in the Civil War Journalism 
of Karl Marx: 1861-62

During the 1850s and 1860s Marx became Greeley’s collaborator and 
spokesman for radical German politics. On the one hand, he was an observer, 
but, on the other hand, he was also an authoritative voice in favor of the fun­
damental changes that Greeley hoped for. It is little known how extensively 
Marx wrote about the struggle in the Kansas Territory. One of his earliest and 
most lengthy articles emphasizes the “armed emissaries of the slaveholders, 
border rabble from Missouri’’ who “fell upon Kansas:’’

For hardly had the Kansas-Ncbraska Bill gone through, which wiped out the 
geographical boundary-line of slavery and made its introduction into new 
Territoties subject to the will of the majority of the settlers, when armed 
emissaries of the slaveholders, border rabble from Missouri and Arkansas, 
with bowie-knife in one hand and revolver in the other, fell upon Kansas 
and sought by the most unheard-of atrocities to dislodge its settlers from 
the Territory colonised by them. Ihese raids were supported by the central 
government in Washington.

As Marx saw it, the U.S. federal government clearly desired the extension of 
slavery into the Kansas Territory by violent means. He took special note of 
the countervailing fact that “a relief organisation was formed to support Kan­
sas with men, atms and money.”*'* Furthermore, “[wjhat they [the Southern 
party] had attempted by way of example with regard to Kansas, to force slav­
ery on a Territory through the central government against the will of the set­
tlers themselves, they now set up as law for all the Territories of the Union. *'’ 

In the New York Tribune Marx presented the South as the aggressor** 
in the Civil War and pointed to the complicity of James Buchanan and the 
federal government in the run up to this conflict. He wrote: “[I]t ought to be 
remembered that it was not the North, but the South, that undertook this
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war . . .  the South, on its part, inaugurated the war by loudly proclaiming ‘the 
peculiar institution’ as the only and main end o f the rebellion.”® In addition, 
he specifically spoke to the “lot of the German and Irishman” in America in 
explicit connection to any expansion o f the influence o f the slave states:

What would in fact take place would be not a dissolution of the Union, 
but a reorganisation of it, a reorganisation on the basis o f slavery, under the 
recognised control of the slaveholding oligarchy. The plan of such a reorgan­
isation has been openly proclaimed by the principal speakers of the South at 
the Congress of Montgomery and explains the paragraph of the new Con­
stitution which leaves it open to every state of the old Union to join the new 
Confederacy. The slave system would infect the whole Union. In the North­
ern states, where Negro slavery is in practice unworkable, the white working 
class would gradually be forced down to the level of helotry. This would fully 
accord with the loudly proclaimed principle that only certain races are capa­
ble of freedom, and as the actual labour is the lot o f the Negro in the South, so in 
the North it is the lot o f the German and the Irishman, or their direct descendants.

The present struggle between the South and North is, therefore, noth­
ing but a struggle between two social systems, the system of slavery and the 
system of free labor. 'Die struggle has broken out because the two systems 
can no longer live peacefully side by side on the North American continent.
It can only be ended by the victory of one system or the other.’®

In “the Kansas war” Marx, however, emphasized the positives for the 
North and that the North had the vision and the will to prevail in this conflict.

The Kansas war, the formation of the Republican party, and tbe large 
vote cast for Fremont during the Presidential election of 1856, were so 
many palpable proofs that the North had accumulated sufficient energies to 
rectify the aberrations which United States history, under the slaveowners’ 
pressure, had undergone, for over half a century, and to make it return to 
the true principles of its development.”

Marx’s praise for “the true principles” o f American democracy represented 
by the North contrasts sharply with his criticisms o f England and the English 
press. In the same Tribune article he wrote: “Anti-Slavery England cannot 
sympathize with the North . . .  because . . .  the North . . .  had its Democratic 
institutions tainted by the slave driver’s prejudices . . . because its war is no 
Abolitionist war. . .  Marx dismisses this position as ingenuous.’  ̂Further­
more, “The English press is more Southern than the South itself””  Marx 
points out that the English press vituperates not only against the North and 
its President, but against German-Amerlcans fighting in its Union troops:

English journalism . . .  has broken its own record this past year by its 
“malignant brutality” against the United States.. . .  The Times [of London],
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in bold Garamond type, called President Lincoln “a respectable buffoon,” 
his cabinet ministers “a gang of rogues and riffraff,” and the army of the 
United States “an army whose officers are Yankee swindlers and whose pri­
vates are German thieves.”’’

Just a few months earlier Marx reported on the source of an account of devel­
opments in the U.S. Civil War he had lately received (as it happens, not from 
a German private, but) from “[o]ne of my friends, a German officer, who 
fought under the star-spangled banner in Missouri, Arkansas, Kentucky, and 
Tennessee in turn”’* namely. Colonel Joseph Weydemeyer, a member of the 
Communist League in Germany 1848—49 and later said to be the first person 
to propagate Marxism in the United States.’  ̂Similarly, Marx (with Engels) 
underscored the German name of a Union general and gives an explicit nod 
to his German ethnicity:

After a march of about twelve miles (English) in a twenty-four hours’ down­
pour and through veritable seas of mud, 8,000 Union troops under General 
Heintzelman (of German descent, but born in Pennsylvania) arrived. . . .  If 
the Congress at Washington wanted to pass a vote of thanks, it should have 
been to General Heintzelman, who saved the Yankees from a second Bull 
Run.’*

The national military even in the North was generally controlled by the pro­
slavery faction. The German-American forty-eighters infused an anti-slavery 
element into the upper ranks out of all proportion to their numbers in the 
military overall. In addition to Heintzelman, there were also the prominent 
German-American Generals Carl Schurz, Franz Sigel, Alexander von Schim- 
melpfennig, August Willich, Adolf von Steinwehr, Max von Weber, Friedrich 
Salomon, Julius Stahel, Peter Osterhaus, Ludwig Blenker, and the immensely 
popular Colonel Friedrich Hecker. German-American cultural leaders like 
Emil Praetorius, Friedrich Kapp, Adolf Douai, Reinhold Solger, and Karl 
Heinzen also had significant political impact.”

Marx also had immense respect and praise for Colonel Charles Jen- 
nison who succeeded Captain John Brown, Jr.,'“  as leader of the ardently 
abolitionist Jayhawkers, the 7th Kansas Volunteer Cavalry. Marx read 
of Jennison’s abolitionist politics from an article titled “Camp Jennison. 
Kansas City, Tuesday, Nov. 12, 1861” published in Greeley’s New York 
Tribune'^' and passed the information on to Europe through the press in 
Vienna:

Colonel Jennison in Kansas has surpassed all his military predecessors by 
an address to his troops which contains the following passage: “No tempo­
rising with rebels and those sympathising with them. I have told General 
Fremont that 1 would not have drawn my sword had 1 thought that slavery
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would outlast this struggle. The slaves of rebels will always find protection 
in this camp and we will defend them to the last man and the last bullet. I 
want no men who are not Abolitionists, I have no use for them and I hope 
that there are no such people among us, for everyone knows that slavery is 
the basis, the centre and the vertex of this infernal war. Should the govern­
ment disapprove of my action it can take back my patent, but in that case I 
shall act on my own hook even if in the beginning 1 can only count on six 
men.” The slavery question is being solved in practice in the border slave 
states even now, especially in Missouri}'^^

Inspired by what he read of Jennison’s Jayhawkers, Marx conveyed this impor­
tant information to European readers, whom he also believed would appreci­
ate Jennison’s recognition of the direct relationship of emancipatory politics 
to emancipatory practice. Marx also communicated European sentiments to 
U.S. readers through the Tribune-.

The peoples of Europe know that the Southern slaveocracy commenced 
that war with the declaration that the continuance of slaveocracy was no 
longer compatible with the continuance of the Union. Consequently, the 
people of Europe know that a fight for the continuance of the Union is a 
fight against the continuance of slaveocracy—that in this contest the high­
est form of popular self-government till now realized is giving battle to the 
meanest and most shameless form of mans enslaving recorded in the annals 
of history.'”

Marx and Europe were learning from the U.S. experience; they were not lead­
ing it, which is not to say there was not some give and take. As for example 
when Greeley published statements of opinion by Marx and Engels as his 
own editorial positions. Likewise, Karl Friedrich Kob’s Kansas Zeitung pub­
lished explicit front page discussions of communism and socialism as these 
were advocated by the Boston-based German-American socialist, free thinker, 
and abolitionist Adolf Douai.'®  ̂Like other socialists, Douai was driven out of 
Texas by racist slaveholders around 1856. In 1883, Douai was so prominent 
in America that he was chosen to deliver the eulogy for Karl Marx at Cooper 
Union in New York City.'®  ̂But it is precisely from the perspective of Europe 
that Marx concludes “The first grand war of contemporaneous history is the 
American war.”'®®

Marx was crediting the U.S. Civil War with even more democratic 
potential than the European uprisings of 1848-49. One of the Civil War’s 
chief lessons is that Lincoln had to make tactical compromises along the 
way with conservative Unionists who did not support emancipation, yet 
emancipation was the key goal that (however painfully postponed) Lincoln 
never abandoned. Lincoln’s “manifesto abolishing slavery” is, according to 
Marx:'®^
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The most important document in American history since the establishment
of the Union, tantamount to tearing up the old American Constitution___
Lincoln’s place in the history o f the United States and mankind will . . . 
be next to that of Washington! . . . The New World has never achieved 
a greater triumph than by this demonstration that, given its political and 
social organization, ordinary people of good will can accomplish feats which 
only heroes could accomplish in the old world!

Marx’s journalistic writing did pay close attention to events unfolding 
around the U.S. Civil War. This was also a reflection o f Marx’s ultimate 
respect for G re e le y ,B le e d in g  Kansas, and Germans fighting for the 
Union. He carefully articulated and supported the aholitionist goals of this 
struggle in his profession as a multilingual and multicultural journalist, 
and he engaged explicitly in building international solidarity for the war’s 
most radical cause: emancipation."® In a similar vein, Frederick Douglass 
would likewise evaluate Lincoln’s strategy dialectically. In his carefully con­
sidered retrospective com m ents'" Douglass furnished a confirmation o f the 
evaluation of Lincoln published earlier by Marx indicating his admiration 
for Lincoln as a world-historical figure and the emancipation struggle as a 
world-historical struggle.

Horace Greeley’s journalistic work and influence, reflected in the Ger­
man forty-eighters like August Bondi and Karl Marx, represented a signifi­
cant transformative force in American history. It was likewise consistent with 
the African American liberation agenda articulated by Frederick Douglass. 
The movement for greater racial and political equality in Kansas set this Free 
State history apart from what some recent historians have depicted as a mere 
acceptance of white privilege by many liberals in the struggle for a slavery- 
free Union. Future generations of radical Americans— facing resurgent rac­
ism and cultural backlash in an era o f intensifying economic and political 
polarization— can find a genuine precedent here. Political radicalism and the 
defense of racial equality were indispensable catalysts at that time for the 
advancement of human rights in the United States. If  that international and 
intercultural movement also required immense strategic patience, this his­
tory clearly vindicates the vanguard political praxis"^ that Frederick Douglass 
put forward and which was modeled by Horace Greeley, the Kansas German 
forty-eighters, and Karl Marx. Without their radical egalitarianism, the prag­
matism o f Lincoln and much of the Kansas Free State struggle would not 
have achieved its fullest potential.

Kansas City Kansas Community College 
Kansas City, Kansas
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