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By William Patrick O’Brien 

T he history of Independence, 

Mo. is surprisingly varied and 

complex.  

The book, Merchants of 

Independence, attempts to 

examine what was required to 

successfully negotiate the 

complexities and vagaries of 

international commerce over 

thousands of miles of oceans, 

rivers, prairies, mountains, 

deserts—through multiple nations 

with varying laws and 

jurisdictions--in those years 

between Independence’s founding 

as Jackson County’s seat of 

government to the years of border 

and civil war in the 1850s and 

1860s. 

In 1851, Henry David Thoreau, in 

his essay entitled Walking, penned 

a phrase that symbolized a new 

idea in American nationalism: 

“Eastward I go only by force, but 

westward I go free.”  

Fourteen years later, Walt 

Whitman’s poem “Pioneers, O 

Pioneers” appeared in the 1865 

edition of Leaves of Grass. Earlier 

his Facing West from California’s 

Shores (1860) and, later, Passage 

to India (1871) were poems 

celebrating American western 

climes, but observations that also 

acknowledged the bountiful global 

gateways to the rich and exotic 

Orient, the dream of Europeans 

(and later, Americans) ever since 

the days of Marco Polo and the 

Great Silk Road.  

Americans adopted that dream as 

their own, pursuing their westward 

empire as Europeans did the same 

in the opposite global direction, 

moving their colonies into the 

Middle and Far East and 

establishing the Suez Canal 

(1869); the US countered with the 

Panama Canal in 1910, some forty 

years later. Additionally, Emerson 

and the Transcendentalists 

reflected the influence of Far 

Eastern thought and philosophies 

that found receptive ears in the 

American intelligentsia, later 

serving as a touchstone a little 

more than one hundred years later 

for the counter-cultural 

movements of the Beats in the 

1950s and the Hippies of 

the1960s. 

In the nineteenth century United 

States, a national vision and 

energy fueled by a drive to wealth 

and international markets resulted 

in new global commerce and 

finance. The silver mines of 

Mexico supplied international 

currency markets in China and 

Mexican specie served as a 

common rate of exchange in 

Missouri before the civil war. 

Southern cotton traveled to Great 

Britain’s textile mills in 

Manchester and elsewhere where 

it was spun and loomed into fabric 

before traversing the Atlantic once 

again on its way to the United 

States and the markets of the 

southwest and Mexico.  

The livestock that founded the 

American mule trade traveled the 

trails to Missouri through New 

Mexico and later gave the Show 

Me State its indefatigable mascot 

and symbol. Railroads would later 

pick up where wagons and trails 

left off, transforming western 

Missouri into an economic 

dynamo that in part would evolve 

into the Kansas City of the 

twentieth century.  
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Well-known engraving of the Independence Square circa 1850s. 
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Independence, Mo. initially grew 

within this regional context of 

multicultural diversity and 

international trade. From its very 

beginning, people from all over 

the globe traveled to and through 

the town.  

R oyalty, artists, writers, 

adventurers, mountain men, 

merchants—all knew the town 

well and regularly passed through 

its streets. In the 1830s, American 

author Washington Irving 

departed for western adventures 

from the town.  

Missouri artist George Caleb 

Bingham made it his home for a 

time and served on its school 

board. Geopolitian and western 

promoter William Gilpin made the 

town his home for twenty years. 

German botanist Friedrich 

Adolphus Wislizenus departed 

from the town in 1846 and later 

penned a book documenting his 

adventures. Mountain man legends 

such as Joseph R. Walker (Jackson 

County’s first Sheriff), Andrew 

Drips, Pegleg Smith, Moses 

“Black” Harris, Zenas Leonard, 

Jim Bridger and Jim Beckwourth 

all were familiar with its 

surroundings and Moses Harris 

would die there of cholera in 

1849—Bridger and Leonard 

would also find their last resting 

places in 

Jackson 

County  

years later. 

And ill fated 

personalities, 

including 

members of 

the Donner 

Party, also 

journeyed 

west from 

the Jackson County seat of 

government.  

In an interesting volume entitled 

The Mormons at Home, the author 

describes an international mélange 

of travelers and personalities —

western Europeans, a woman from 

East India “Hindoostan” with her 

Anglo husband, as well as 

American southerners, westerners, 

slaves, American Indians and a 

few seemingly disreputable 

characters as well.  

She noted the dining room of the 

Nebraska House Hotel at the 

northeast corner of Liberty and 

Rock (now Maple) Streets with its 

“pukka-walla” fan operated by 

slaves—a contraption pulled by 

ropes consisting of a long board 

that swung back and forth over the 

dining room table-- although she 

did not use this East Indian 

terminology.  

The trade known variously as the 

Mexican or Santa Fe trade, along 

the with the earlier international 

fur trade, initially defined 

Independence. The town’s trade 

involved multiple countries, 

nationalities, businesses. It 

involved in the transportation of 

manufactured luxury items and 

textiles from Western Europe 

through the United States and into 

Mexico by a route of sailing and 

steam ships, canals, portage 

railways, steamboats, freight 

wagon caravans and the return of 

raw materials, furs, fleeces and 

specie.  

It required investors, commission 

merchants, insurance firms, credit 

companies, lawyers, courts, 

contracts, customers. It occurred 

in the midst and context of global 

social unrest—revolutions in 

Mexico, Germany and France, 

pogroms in central Europe and 

Russia, and warfare between 

Native and Euro- Americans and 

various other European nations — 

all vying for control of global 

trade. It involved international 

silver markets and Chinese 

brokers. Its driving mythology 

centered on the ancient fascination 

of Europeans with the Far East 

Missouri Senator Thomas Hart Benton portrait, National Portrait Gallery,  

Washington, DC., 1861. Painted by Ferdinand Thomas Lee Boyle . 

James Beckwourth 
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and the quest for a short cut to the 

Orient.  

N ew Mexican ricos in their 

distinctive dress and harness 

trotted through the town at the 

head of their numerous 

southwestern wagon caravans. 

Reservation Indians like the 

Shawnee, Kickapoo and 

Wyandotte whose ancestors had 

fought with the parents and 

grandparents of Jackson County 

settlers a generation before in the 

American East regularly came on 

their ponies to trade their annuities 

for manufactured goods and illegal 

liquor. African-American slaves 

provided both skilled and 

unskilled labor including 

brickmaking, building trades, 

farming, domestic work, laundry, 

cooking, nursemaids and a host of 

other services. They were 

prohibited by law to read or write. 

In 1860, Missouri Governor 

Stewart was hanged in effigy in 

Independence for vetoing a bill 

that would have returned all free 

blacks in Missouri to slavery.  

Missouri Senator Thomas Hart 

Benton devoted much of his 

political career to the promotion of 

routes to the Far East through the 

American West. Historian Henry 

Nash Smith records in his seminal 

work Virgin Land the essence of 

Benton's dreams: “There is the 

East, there lies the road to India”, 

paraphrasing a sentiment from 

Benton’s many speeches that 

would ultimately find itself edited 

and inscribed upon the monument 

dedicated to him in 1866 in Saint 

Louis: “There is the East, there is 

India.” 

Geopolitican William Gilpin, well 

connected scion of an old 

Pennsylvania Quaker family, 

made Independence his home for 

nearly twenty years, addressing its 

councils, serving on its boards, 

establishing subdivisions, 

participating in its wartime 

adventures in Mexico 

and promoting its 

location as the pre-

eminent American 

entrepot in the 

Mexican Trade and 

eastern migration, 

successfully lobbying 

for a federal customs 

house at Independence 

in the 1840s. He 

remained a resident of 

the county seat until 

his support of Abraham Lincoln 

for President of the United States 

landed him an appointment as 

territorial governor of Colorado in 

the 1860s. 

B enton and Gilpin were often 

looked upon by their fellow 

Independence citizens as “ariel 

architects” ( to quote artist Alfred 

S. Waugh), purveyors of fancy but 

without practical application—and 

this was only natural in a town 

that spawned horse drawn 

railways from Independence 

Landing to the Square or wind 

powered wagons with sails 

designed to sail the great prairie 

ocean. 

Independence was a land of 

dreams where even the fantastic 

seemed possible. Its landscape 

accommodated various utopian 

and development visions including 

the Mormon City of Zion until 

social upheaval forced the 

abandonment of that vision until 

many years later.  

Gilpintown and New 

Independence also were platted as 

subdivisions designed to connect 

the county seat with the river — 

but social upheaval and civil war 

ultimately shifted such endeavors 

twelve miles west to a French fur 

trade depot later known as Kansas 

City. 

This remarkable trade 

between Mexico, the 

United States and 

Europe was created in 

the imaginations of 

international 

businessmen and 

promoted by regional 

merchants. It was 

realized, however, 

through the actual labor 

of slaves, free blacks, 

and foreign 

immigrants—of farmers, 

teamsters, guides, wagon makers, 

stock drivers—of men and women 

who farmed, ran hotels and 

saloons—who prayed, schooled, 

married, scandalized, drank, 

gambled, and engaged in every 

sort of virtue and vice attendant to 

any boom town anywhere.  

That it had its share of vice is 

documented in the ordinances 

adopted by its government 

prohibiting various types of unruly 

and disreputable houses. The fear 

of its citizens regarding the 

enslaved population is also 

apparent in the penalties of the 

lash recorded for violations of the 

slave code, for these were also the 

days of the Eastern slave revolts of 

Nat Turner and Demark Vesey.  

Slaves were regularly auctioned at 

the court house door as estates 

were disposed of, and one of the 

largest slaveholders in Missouri, 

Jabez Smith, made Independence 

his home. Arriving in 

Independence in the early 1840s, 

many of his hundreds of human 

chattel quickly succumbed to 

cholera and were buried in 

anonymous graves that still remain 

part of the Independence 

landscape today.  

William Gilpin 
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As noted by Tanis Chapman 

Thorne, Sylvia Van Kirk, Anne F. 

Hyde and others, the family 

networks of the border (both 

recognized and otherwise) 

contained a bewildering 

compliment and intermixture of 

peoples and customs. 

The Jacksonian Indian 

reservations twelve miles west of 

Independence hosted over twenty 

separate Indian Nations along the 

Missouri western border from 

Arkansas to Nebraska. Anglo-

American settlers and others noted 

the tribal structures of these 

peoples and their lives but failed 

to see their own tribal family 

relationships in the same light.  

T he upper southern families 

from Kentucky, Tennessee 

and the Virginias such as the 

Hudspeths, Walkers, McClellands, 

Nolands and others relied on 

family and clan relationships in 

the same manner as their Native 

American neighbors. Often, the 

two groups intermarried as well as 

in the case of mountain men 

Joseph Walker and his Jackson 

County neighbor Andrew Drips as 

well as the Bent Family of 

Westport. Their unions produce a 

new breed of Americans, the 

Metis, and like their Meztiso 

counterparts in Mexico, they 

occupied a middle place in the 

society of the time, without 

complete membership or 

acknowledgement in either 

society.  

These people were part of 

fundamental strength and hybrid 

vitality of the American West. 

These new Americans figured 

prominently in the history of the 

American West, from George 

Bent to Quanah Parker and in 

1928 one of their descendants, 

Charles Curtis, a man claiming 

Kansa, Pottawatomie and Osage 

backgrounds, would serve as 

Herbert Hoover’s vice-president 

of the United States. 

Independence was a town of its 

time in many respects. Outsiders 
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often found its economic and 

social orders singular and often 

difficult to navigate. In true boom 

town manner, early social and 

legal structures were loose and 

flexible; only when society and 

finances became better established 

did society become more 

structured and restricted. 

For example, Free Black woman 

Emily Fisher ran a boarding house 

where, according to her own 

testimony, she boarded black and 

white teamsters. Hiram Young, 

free black wagon maker and 

entrepreneur, owned slaves of his 

own and boarded Daniel 

Flanagan, an Irish immigrant, 

whose standing in the community 

was little better than the people he 

lived with, given the anti-

immigrant feelings of many 

citizens.  

There were enough of them to 

enable local attorney Sam 

Woodson to be elected as US 

Congressman on the American 

Party ticket in the 1850s—a party 

nicknamed the “Know-Nothings” 

and given to anti-immigrant and 

anti-Catholic sentiment. 

Jewish merchants regularly 

outfitted from Independence and 

one, Moses Sampson, maintained 

a dry goods store. Families like 

the Speiglebergs, Leitsendorfers, 

Ilfelds, Zeckendorfs, Seligmans, 

Staabs, Ambergs, Elsbergs, 

Abrahams, Goldsteins and others 

got their start in freighted 

merchandise from the U.S. 

through Independence and 

elsewhere to Mexico and many 

did well — yet no community 

established itself in Independence 

and Jews remained outsiders and 

suspect by the intermarried 

families in control of the town and 

its politics.  

L ikewise, wealthy Mexican 

merchants and freighters 

from, New Mexico, Sonora and 

Chihuahua traveled through 

Independence sending their raw 

goods and money east. They also 

sent some children to school in 

Saint Louis—not Mexico City. 

They could see the future of what 

would later become the American 

Southwest and adopted that future 

as their own. Their children would 

go on to become politicians and 

railroad attorneys, negotiating 

their part of the American dream 

in an environment that 

hesitatingly accommodated their 

participation in the beginning as a 

matter of necessity, but slowly 

removed them from much of the 

syndicated wealth and power that 

would become the hallmark the 

American business in the years 

between the Civil War and the end 

of the century. 

Many of the children and 

grandchildren of the participants 

of this national drama of 

commerce and empire would also 

make their homes in 

Independence. After harrowing 

years of border and civil war, 

additional immigrants would 

come to Jackson County —

carpetbaggers and European 

newcomers alike, looking for new 

opportunities among the old ashes 

of its former communities.  

Many families, like the McCoys, 

Woodsons, Comptons, and 

Sawyers remained or returned 

from Civil War exile. They were 

joined by American newcomers to 

the region like the Vailes, Gates 

and Waggoners.  

As the century closed, a new wave 

of both new foreign immigration 

and first generation Americans 

brought families such as the 

Bundschus, Otts, Rummels, 

Yetters, Costellos, O’Briens and 

Hares and others to the town and 

surrounding country of western 

Missouri. 

In the midst of this influx of new 

populations and ideas in the 

second half of the nineteenth 

century, the earlier wartime legacy 

of social disintegration and 

violence continued through the 

1870s and 1880s with the 

marauding bandit bands of the 

James Brothers and others.  

With the end of one century and 

beginning of another, 

Independence and Jackson County 

entered into yet another national 

saga, bringing the region into a 

global focus that its earlier 

visionaries and promoters could 

have hardly imagined. 

I ndependence and its history 

encompass a unique American 

story. Initially diverse and 

multicultural, it has often insisted 

on living up to its name, 

attempting to remain independent 

of outside influences and controls.  

The horrors of border and civil 

war are part of its cultural psyche, 

still raw and current-- and 

probably will be for years to 

come.  

Today, it is part of a million 

person metroplex, aware and 

proud of its complex past but 

unsure of its modern metropolitan 

future.  

That past is at once both proud 

legacy and sobering burden as 

Independence continues to 

struggle, as it always has, to 

protect its identity and proud past 

within the context of a larger 

contemporary world. 

 

 




