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VER Y OLD, BUT WITH A NEW BEGINNING

Constitution Hall
Kansas became a terri tory in 1854 by

an act of Congress. Under that bi 11 the
boundaries of the area comprised: Missouri
on the east, the forti eth para 11ed on the
north, the Rocky mountains on the west, the
Terri tory of New Mexico on the southwest,
and the thirty-seventh parallel on the
south. The United States Congress and
President were to select a governor for the
regi on, who was to organi ze the terri tory

'-"as other states had been prior to their
s ta tehood.

Andrew Reeder was selected the first
governor, July 7, 1854, but he did not
arri ve in the terri tory unti 1 October 7,
1854. He had been instructed to use the
city of Leavenworth as his center of
operati on. He found no empty bui 1di ngs
there, so he ~~nT to the near-by Fort
Leavenworth for accommodati ons. It was so
noisy and crowded there, that when he found
space at the Shawnee Missi on near present
day Kansas City, he moved to that place.
At that point he found that politics and
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religion did not mix too well, so he
suggested Pawnee, a new town near Fort
Riley, as capital of the territory and
where the legislature was to meet. There
was a new stone building of the right size
for the meetings, but the legislators were
dissatisified with their living
accommodati ons and the fact it was so far
from Missouri. After three days they voted
to return to Shawnee Mission and passed it
over the governor1s veto.

On their return, they were told of a
town about fi fty mi1es to the west, call ed
Lecompton, that had several hotels and
seven saloons. These wou1d provi de 1i vi ng
quarters for the Territorial Legislature
when it met. The saloons wou1d care for
those people who could not find hotel rooms
to rent. They wou1d provi de food, and at
night when the last customer was gone, the
tab 1es washed, and the floor covered with
ne\'.J sawdust, one cou1d rent a tab 1e for
sleeping or pile down on the floor.
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The legislature voted Lecompton as the
first permanent capital of the territory
and also the county seat of Douglas County.
William Nace had come to the area with
Secretary of the Terri tory Woodson and as
he had had considerable experience as a
builder, he was selected to go to Lecompton
to erect a building for the territorial
offices. It is possible that he also built
the Council Hall, just to the east across
Elmore street from Constitution Hall, but
records show others were involved, such as
Sheri ff Sam Jones who owned the lots on
which Constitution Hall was built. The
Legislature agreed to pay $1,000 for the
use of the building for forty days.

The building was built of lumber, most
of which was walnut, and is thought to have
been sawed by a 1oca1 mi11 which had the
ability to saw five to seven thousand board
feet a day. The windows, locks, hi nges,
etc. were purchased elsewhere - perhaps
Missouri. It was a two story building with
steps on the east, and entrances on both
the east and south. Later in the year,
additional rooms were built on the west end
and an outside stairway on the south up to
the second story, made it possible to enter
the building without going through the Land
Offi ce on the fi rst floor, as it was
conti nually crowded. The upper floor
consisted of a large meeting room, and

entry and an offi ce room on the northwest.
The fi rst floor had a 1arge room for the
Land Offi ce on the east and four small er
offices on the west, two of which were>
rented to two 1awyers and two were used by \,J'
the regi ster and recei ver. The buil di ng
had been completed in 1856 but by 1860 the
Land Office had been removed and that area
rented to N.W. Perry a dry goods merchant.
The building was heated by wood stoves and
had an outside well and plumbing (pit
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Constitution Hall-November 1990
pri vy) .

Governor Reeder rode through Lecompton
once when he was out checking the
population of the Territory, but Wilson
Shannon was the fi rst governor to 1i ve in
the community, he arrived September 7,
1855. Samuel Jones had been appointed
Sheriff of Douglas county and he instigated
much of the trouble Governor Shannon
experienced while in office, including the
IIsack II of Lawrence. Shannon was replaced
with John Geary, September 8, 1856.

During Geary's term in office, Sheriff
Jones asked to resi gn and recommended Mr.
Sherrard to replace him. When Geary was
reluctant to accept Mr. Sherrard because of
his drinking habits, Sherrard met him in
the anteroom of the legislature, spat ony
him and threatened him with his guns,
following him to the outside platform and
down the stairs. Sherrard \'.Jas later



fatally wounded at a public meeting
concerning his elgibility to act as a
sheriff.
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V On May 16, 1856, Charles Robinson, a
leader of the Topeka Consitutional
Conventi on, was arrested for treason. He
and several other free-staters had felt
that the Topeka Constitution which they had
he1ped author, would be accepted and they
would be the state officials. The trials
were held in September in Constitution Hall
and the eyes of the nation were focused on
them. When they were declared innocent,
the north applauded but the south di d not.
The legislature could not seem to work with
Geary; they threatened him and he resigned
March 26, 1857, and with the help of some
Free State people slipped secretly out of
Kansas. R. J. Walker was named governor
December 18, 1858.

Upstairs in Consitution Hall, some of
the most important events in Kansas
Terri tori a1 hi story occurred. The second
Terri tori al Legi sl ature convened there in
January and February of 1857, at the same
time a "Law and Order Party" convention met
and organized the first Democratic party in

0Kansas. They held Democrati c conventi ons
there in January and May 1857.

In September of 1857, a Constitutional
Conventi on was sl ated to convene in the
Hall, most of the delegates being of
Pro-slavery persuasion. Upon their
arrival, they found James Lane and several
hundred Free State people surroundi ng the
bui 1di ng and barri ng entrances. The
delegates feared a confrontation with them
would result in a battle, leaving many
injured and the town destroyed, so they
appea 1ed to the army at Fort Leavenworth
for help. Troops cou1d not be sent unti 1
October, so the meeting was postponed. The
army troops came in October and the
convention took place. Several hundred
soldiers with brass field pieces were
stationed around the Hall, this discouraged
further interrupti ons from the Free State
hordes.

John Calhoun, a friend of Abraham
Lincoln and former surveyor general of

VJ III i noi s, and now of Kansas Terri tory, waselected president of the convention. The
Constitution that was written was patterned
after the Missouri Constitution and closely

resembled every other state consitution
that had been framed, except' in the clause
concerni ng sl avery. It provided that when
it was submitted to the people of the
territory, they could vote for the
consitution with slavery, or without
slavery not for the constitution alone.
"Without sl avery" was so stated as to mean
present slave owners could keep their
slaves and their progeny, but no new slaves
could be brought into the state.

The constitution was submitted to the
people December 21, 1857 and as the Free
State people did not vote, it was accepted.
It was sent to Congress, but was not
immediately acted upon. President Buchanan
endorsed it, but when it was sent to the
congress, they referred it back to Kansas
for another vote, as it was not believed to
have been an honest vote the first time.

The new legislature that had just been
elected met at Lecompton and called for a
newel ecti on on the consti tuti on. I twas
he1d August 2, 1858 and had a vote record
of 11,813 against it and 1,926 for it. So
that constitution died.

From that time on the legislature,
which was then predominantly Free-state,
would convene at Lecompton (as it had been
voted the permanent territorial capital)
and adjourn to Lawrence. The court offices
were also moved. The tables, chairs and
desks were taken away and by 1861
Constitution Hall had been cleaned out and
ceased its governmental functions.

The Hall had many uses after Kansas
became a state in 1861 under the Wyandotte
Consti tuti on. I t was promoted as a hotel
by F.B. Hill in 1865. It became a Lane
University dormitory from 1865 to 1894.
Then it was a boarding house, and apartment
house, and a meeting room for the City
Council in 1888. In 1894 it was sold to
the Odd Fellows Lodge, and the Masons,
Modern Woodman,Grand Army of the Republic,
and Rebeccas also met there. In 1896 it
was used as a school for one year, as it
was in 1920 after the grade school burned.
In 1902 it was rented to an undertaker,
Fred Bartlett. The telephone office of the
Missouri and Kansas Telephone Company used
Constitution Hall in 1905 and 1906.

In lodges did some1906 the



remode1i ng. The rear of the bui 1ding was
raised, as it had sunk, the exterior stair
case removed, windows changed, the upstairs
plastered, the front porch deck replaced,
the inside stairway enclosed and an
upstairs closet built in 1909. It became a
"Carri age Reposi tory" for Hugh Larimer
(1909-1912). A retaining wall and concrete
wa1k were constructed on the south si de
(911), electric lights added 0912-1914),
part of the ground floor cemented and the
remainder replaced with new flooring
(1913). It was a public voting place until
1986. The newspaper reporters from near-by
ci ti es came to Lecompton when there was a
presidential election to get the vote
count. They maintained that the Maine and
Lecompton vote totals usually indicated who
would be the next presi dent. Now the
voti ng is done in the Community Bui1di ng
and the votes are counted in Lawrence by
mechanical means, so the reporters no
longer come.

In 1920 the United Brethern sold the
Lane chapel to the local school district to
be used as a high school. They then
frequently used Consi tuti on Hall for many
church activities as well as Sunday
meetings. Since about 1880, the ladies of
the church have served Thanksgiving dinner
to the town, and as the Hall was the only
place that could accommodate that large a
group it was served in the lower story.
They also held thei r bazaars there. From
1924 to 1927 the Alumni association held
their annual banquets in the same room.

The lodges and the churches were the
center of all soci a1 acti vi ty in the town.
The Hall was used by the secret orders when
they had public dances. It was the only
building in town where dancing was
permitted. One local family remembers an
i nci dent that occurred in 1916 or 1917.
One of the lodges planned an oyster supper
for thei r famil i es at the Hall. Thei r
children were so excited and discussed it
at length at school. Just imagine, their
fathers cooking a meal: it was something
they I d never seen them do. TheyI d seen
them walk through the kitchen, but cook,
never! They were to use frozen oysters
brought from Kansas City on the eveni ng
train called the "Plug". The night of the
event, their mothers took them to the first
floor meeti ng room, they were seated at a
long table and served a large bowl of soup
with small round oyster crackers. When the

mothers sawall were served, they nodded,
so they a11 pi cked up thei r spoons and
dived in. At the first bite a slight
"face" was made and they all laid down.;;.-
thei r spoons. Some cook had thorooghly \...t;
scorched the soup! The mothers aga in
signaled them to eat their serving. It got
sl i ghtly better as they became accustomed
to the taste. They were also allowed to
take out their oysters and eat them without
the soup. They couldnI t make it to an
empty bowl, but di d eat enough to fool
thei r fathers into bel i evi ng the soup was
all ri ght.

In 1884, William Leamer, a local
merchant, was given a deed for Constitution
Ha11 in payment for a loan. As before
stated he sold it to the Odd Fellows in
1894. They kept ownership until they
exhausted bui 1di ng funds in 1946 and
transferred the property to the Rebecca
lodges. Over the years it became in need
of complete restoration, so in 1986 the
Rebeccas sold it to former Senator Winton
Winter, Sr. and Senator Franklin Gaines.
It was designated a National Historic
Landmark in 1976 and was put on the
National Register of Historic Places. ~

These gentlemen gave it to the Kansas State~)
Historical Society on Territorial Day, June
28, 1986. The Rebeccas were requested to
stay there until late summer of 1987.

The Histori ca 1 Soci ety had a
preliminary Architectural-Emergency report
prepared in January 1986. I n October 1990
bids were taken for the restoration of the
building.

A local arthitect-builder and K.U.
professor, Dan Rockhill, was given the
contract and is at present worki ng on the
first phase of the restoration and
stabilization of the structure. The first
phase of the restoration is quite extensive
structurally. Using I-beams and
construction jacks the entire building has
been hoi sted off its foundati on about 18
inches. Some work of an archaeo 1ogi ca 1
nature is bei ng conducted on and in the
earth immediately beneath the building.
Following that, a 2/3 basement will be dug
with a crawl space only in the back part.
This basement will house heating and other~
utility facilities.. The original ~

foundati on has been preserved and wi11 be
repaired using the original stones as far
as they were found to be sti 11 present.
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Matching stones will be added to places
when the original ones are missing. A new

. supporti ng foundati on wi11 be constructed
f r inside the original one to give the.
~restored Consitution Hall sufficient

support!

I
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The first floor joists will be
repa i red or rei nforced and as much of the
original flooring as still exists will be
relaid in its proper position. The windows
will be repaired and reglazed where
necessary. The exteri or si di ng wi11 be
scraped, repaired (or replaced) and painted
to increase its weather proofness.

Around the immediate exterior
extensive regrading and the installation of
a proper drainage system will be
completed.All native stone in connection
with the ori gi na1 structure has been
preserved, numbered and will eventually
take its original position, as will each
brick from the chimney.

This will complete the first of three
phases for the complete restoration of
Constitution Hall and is being conducted by
Dan Rockhill and Sons, a 1oca 1 contractor.

V [Ed Note: Informati on on phase I was
gathered from Dale Watts of the State
Historical Society, Paul Bahnmaier, Dan
Rockhill, and lone Paslay.]

Iona Spencer and Sara Walter
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THE LECOMPTON UNION - 1856

A.W. Jones & R.H. Bennett, Editors
Lecompton, K.T. Nov. 20, 1856

There is not a more prosperous or
thri vi ng 1i ttl e vi 11age in the Terri tory,
than Lecompton--and it bids fair in a short
time to be one of the largest places in it.
The country around is ri ch as any in the
world--well timbered--and the Kansas river
affords an abundant supply for all
purposes--and in addition to its natural
advantages--it will have all the artificial
circumstances--that adds importance and
strength to a place. This is the head
quarters of government. The Governor
resides here, the Legislature meets here,
the Land Offi ce is here, and the Judges
will hold their Courts here. So far it has
grown under every disadvantage, situated in
Douglas county, the hot-bed of abolitiouism
in the territory, it felt more seriously
the effects of the di sturbances and was
stunted and crippled in its growth. In
addition, other places in the territory
have attracted the attention of the public,
and capitalist have gone through it and
around it without investing a cent in it.
But we are happy to state that thi ngs are
assumi ng a more cheeri ng aspect--the sound
of the axe, saw and hammer, is heard from
morning until night, and frequently we rise
in the morning and walk over a lot, without
the vesti ge of a house on it, at ni ght we
see erected upon it the hull of a good and
comfortable building.

Notwithstanding this, the cry is still
"house room," and the demand far exceeds
the supply. As an evidence of this fact,
houses that cost from two to four hundred
dollars to build, are renting for from $250
to $300, and sell i ng from $600 to $1,200.
Within the last two months eight or ten new
houses have been bui 1t and there are at
present fifteen or twenty nearly completed
or under contract. Lots that sold for $100
four weeks ago, cannot be bought for 1ess
than $200. All that it wants is workmen of
every kind and men of capi ta 1. Come
gentlemen, there is room for speculation.



Christmas Tree Ornaments

A new tradi ti on is bei ng started by
the Lecompton Histori ca 1 Soci ety. Anyone
interested is i nvi ted to donate a family
ornament (handmade or other vari eti es) to
be used to decorate our trees with
ornaments for years to come. Attractive
ornaments are sought and will be catalogued
into the museum. We hope to hear from
in-state and out-of-state, member and
non-member persons who want to participate
in this unusual expression of the Christmas

SPiritdffm-'1
PRESIDENT'S REPORT

As 1990 draws to a close it is
appropriate to review the many positive
thi ngs that have happened and have been
achieved by the Lecompton Historical
Society and Lecompton Community this year.
These events are collectively a tribute to
the great people of this community and the
former resi dents who conti nue to cheri sh
Lecompton.

1. New water distribution system for
Lecompton.

2. Northeast Education Cooperative located
in the Lecompton High School bui 1di ng has
increased employment by 11 to 18 persons
and received neary $1,000,000 in grants.

3. Beginni ng of
Constitution Hall.

the restoration

4. Namingof Eisenhower Memorial Drive and
improvements in the road base by the
Douglas County Commission.

5. The Lecompton Histori ca1
membership has reached 1,049.

6. Completion of the addition to the
LecomptonElementary School.

Society

7. Restorati on of the Lecompton Roadside
Park by the State of Kansas.

8. Improvements underway to the road west
of Lecompton.

9. A tremendously successful Territorial "'-"
Day through everyone's volunteer help.

10. A unique reenactment of the Eisenhower
Wedding and Reception.

11. A play "Ida" about the lives of Ida
and David Eisenhower was a great production
given on several occasions.

12. The constructi on of new horse-shoe
pits in Rowena Park.

13. The reenactment of the Battle of Fort
Ti tus was great hi stori ca 1 educati on and
entertainment.

14. The painting and planting of 100
flower barrels.

15. The sewing of "WELCOME"flags for the
City of Lecompton.

16. The United Way Campaign reached 300%
of its goal.

'V
17. Hand-carved and painted Bald Eagle for
the front of Lecompton City Hall.

18. Histori c Lecompton si gn pai nted for
downtown Lecompton.

the19. A successful CROP Walk by
Lecompton U.M.C. Youth Fellowship.

20. The Lecompton Alumni Banquet had a
large attendance and great program.

of

21. Contri buti on and pl acement of many
items in the Lane University Museum
conti nues to be somethi ng in which we can
take pride.

By any rea sonab1e measurement, 1990 has to
be consi dered a good year. It is the
spi ri t of community and pri de of heri tage
that drove most of these accomplishments to
frutation. Lecompton continues to be great
place to live!

,
The following people have donated ~

items or contributed in some way to benefit ~

the Lecompton Historical Society:

1. A.K. and Charlene Winter have accepted



the responsibility for conducting tours at
Lane University Museum.

./'" 2. Campaignbuttons by Brian Walter.
~

3. Eisenhower Centennial Memorbelia by
Evelyn and DonWillis.

4. Photo of Willie Henry by Doris Matney.

5. Anti que jewelry and other i terns by
Lavina Hanna.

6. Skip Cook donated the material and
helped install a protective glass cover for
the miniature farm with the help of George
Simmons.

7. Marguerite Bowman.Arloene Simmons, Opal
Goodrick, Jeri Skinner and Helen Norwood
for a great amount of time spent
re-cataloging the museum artifacts.

8. Karen and Rich McConnell, Georqe and
Arloene Simmons, Iona Spencer and Marguerite
Bowman for representing Lecompton at an
educational conference on history.

9. World War I uniform of K.B. Logan by

~elatives of Elmer Wilson. Paul Bahnmaier

Obituaries

Ronald E. Jones, 66, of Kewanee,
III i noi s di ed September 26, 1990. He had
worked 34 years for J. C. Penney Company.
He was a Navy veteran. He was born March
31, 1924, in Ozawkie; the son of Leo and
Be11e Marker Jones. He was graduated from
Perry High School and Washburn University.
He was a member of the United Methodi st
Church and Rotary Club of Kewanee. He
married Phyllis Good September 13, 1946.
She survi ves. Other survi vors i ncl ude two
daughters, Janice Smith and Sally Lamp, a
son, Ronald L. Jones, a si ster, Leona B.
Runkow and 4 grandchi 1dren. Buri a1 was in
Oak Ridge Cemetery at Perry. He was a
decendant of an original worker on the

THE LECOMPTONHISTORICAL SOCIETY, Lecompton, Kansas 66050 is a
non-profit corporation for the preservation of historical sites. We are
eager for continued membership and new members!

Individual membership is $3 per year, from December to December, while
couples membership is $5. Life membership is $50 per individual.
Contributions are tax deductible. Checks should be made payable to the
Lecompton Historical Society, and mailed to Mrs. Iona Spencer, R.R. #1,
Lecompton, Kansas 66050.
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capitol building.

Mary Agnes Wolken, 79, of Lawrence
di ed August 28. 1990. She was born March
28, 1911 at Lecompton. She marri ed Eugene
J. Wolken on January 30, 1943. He
survives. Other survivors include two
brothers, Richard Walter and Robert Walter,
and one sister, Katherine Ford. Burial was
in St. Peter's Catholic Cemetery in Big
Springs. She was the granddaughter of
Franz Walter who worked on the Capitol
Building in Lecompton.

Katherine F. Gardner. 83, of Berry ton
di ed October 30, 1990. She had worked at
Forbes Supply Depot. She was born
September 15. 1907 at Big Springs the
daughter of George F. and Mary L.
Pennington Fix. She had lived in Rich1and
si nce 1924. She marri ed Joseph Gardner
June 7, 1928. He died November 9, 1951. A
son. Franci s survi ves. Mrs. Gardner was
cremated.

Oliver Harold Wingfield, 76. of
Lecompton di ed November 4, 1990. He had
operated heavy equipment for Lecompton
Township from 1957 to 1979. He also was a
farmer. He was born January 5, 1914 at
Wi11i amstown, the son of Scott and Merti e
May Traynor Wingfi e1d. He grew up in
Lecompton and graduated from Lecompton High
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School in 1932. He was a veteran of World
War II during which he was awarded the good ~

conduct medal. EAMEmedal. combat infantry~
badge and distinguished unit badge. He was
a member of Philip Billard Post No. 1650 of
Topeka. He married Daisy Evelyn Bair, May
18, 1940 who survives. Other survivors are
a son Richard. a daughter Merta Fulton, two
sisters Celia Peterson and Elsie Hu1ing.
and six grandchildren. Burial was in
Underwood Cemetery near Wil1iamstown.
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MEMBERSHIP REPORT

Thi s was a great year for our
membership. We have 93 memorials, 416 Life
Members. and 540 dues paying members for a
total of 1,049.

Remember December is the renewal month
for your membership. A1so, keep in mind
that our Society meets on the second
Thursday of the month, excepting January
and February.

We only have one Memorialto report: V
Margaret (Murphy) Cottrell, gi ven by her
daughter and son-i n-1aw, Marie and Loui s
Trax1 er. Our one new LHe membershipis
Marianna (Hicks) Hoad.

Iona Spencer
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