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volved fewer settlers than the movement into the state earlier in the
decade. In the aftermath of the often bloody repression that accom-
panied the collapse of Reconstruction, more than six thousand black
Texans, Mississippians, and Louisianians went to Kansas in search of
political freedom and land. Perhaps an equal number followed over
the next few years, but most important, Kansas Fever infected thou-
sands of other black southerners who could not muster the financial
resources to participate in the movement or who ran out of money in
St. Louis. Seeking to organize black southerners for political activity
in the mid-1870s, Henry Adams found that many preferred simply to
leave. He later estimated—perhaps with some exaggeration—that
ninety-eight thousand of his people were ready to leave the Deep
South. Thousands of others actively debated the proposition. The op-
portunity to own land formed the wellspring of the “Kansas Fever
Idea” and in that respect the Exodus resembled most other nine-
teenth-century black migration. Yet other features anticipated later
movement to northern cities. Although the Exodus seemed unorga-
nized and haphazard, many “Exodusters” wrote for information be-
fore leaving home, traveled in organized groups, and considered their
move part of a broad popular impulse. Moreover, they contrasted the
promise of full citizenship in Kansas—based on the possibility of land
ownership in this case—with the future shaped by southern white
“Redemption” achieved through fraud, violence, and intimidation.
Both the debate that the Exodus engendered among black leaders and
the hostility it provoked from white southerners would characterize
the later Great Migration.” 2
If the Kansas Exodus left in its wake more frustration than hope,
it hardly spelled the end of westward ventures based on the lure
of open land and the promise of “independence.” More than seven
thousand blacks participated in the 1889 Oklahoma land rush, and
over the next two decades, approximately one hundred thousand
more followed. The formation of “Oklahoma Clubs” suggests once
again at least a modicum of organizational activity. In an expansion
of what had been only a minor theme in the Kansas Exodus, towns
established, developed, and inhabited exclusively by blacks consti-
tuted an important part of the drive for land and for both political and
economic self-determination. Promoters of such towns linked the
ownership of property—particularly productive land—to the attain-
ment and protection of full citizenship. Segregated communities,
according to the most complete study of these towns, represented
not rejection of American identity, but “the promise of eventual
entrance into the mainstream of American life complete with eco-
nomic prosperity and full social and political rights for all.” The ap-
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If most black southerners either could not or did not wish to leave
the South, they did not remain passively in one place awaiting salva-
tion. Like white Americans, they were remarkably m('Jblle during the
half—century after the Civil War. Kansas and Liberia captured the



