HANDOUT —

Nicodemus: The First Black Community
West of the Mississippi

NAME:

Read about the community of Nicodemus and sketch a town plan as you imagine it. Include at least five people
and places from the reading.

After the Civil War, many Black people wished to leave the places

where they had been enslaved and start life anew. At that time, the '
U.S. government was giving away plots of land called “homesteads” to or

people who agreed to settle and farm them. Two men—a Black minis- Brethren.,!'mnds,&.!‘ollowmtxm
ter named W.H. Smith and a white land developer named W.R. Hill— T fool thankful to inform you that the
decided to start a new community in Kansas. The state had declared “AILE';TATE
itself free in 1861 and was far from the plantations of the South. They

named their town Nicodemus, after a figure in the Bible, and in 1877

the first Black community west of the Mississippi River was born. lﬁ“l “' l rll lma
Now that they had a town, Hill and Smith set out to convince people "‘"""‘“""""‘"“a:»"’-;ﬂw"'::"
to move there. They received help from Benjamin “Pap” Singleton, a

carpenter from Tennessee. Pap traveled far and wide, handing out

fliers about Nicodemus to other Black people looking for a fresh

start. Pap couldn’t read or write himself, but he was an enthusiastic

messenger. He handed out so many fliers, they nicknamed him the

“Moses of the Colored Exodus” (exit), and those who followed were

called “Exodusters.” Before long

more than 300 settlers from

Kentucky headed to Nicodemus,

though many turned back when

they saw how far-off and barren

the land was. One of the set-

tlers, Williana Hickman, remem-

bered her reaction this way:

“When we got in sight of Nicodemus
the men shouted, ‘There is Nicode-
mus!’ Being very sick, | hailed this
news with gladness. | looked with all
the eyes I had. | said, ‘Where is Nico-
demus? | don’t see it.” My husband
pointed out various smokes coming
out of the ground and said, ‘That

is Nicodemus.’ The families lived in
dugouts... The scenery was not at all
inviting, and | began to cry.”
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Nicodemus: The First Black Community
West of the Mississippi (continued)

Soon the settlers built houses from sod, the grassy surface of the
ground, and they were called “sodbusters.” As their first winter
approached, they didn't have enough tools, seed or money. They
survived by selling buffalo bones, working for the local railroad and
with help from Native Americans. As time went on, the townspeople
built a stable, town hall, post office, bank, schools, churches and
shops. By 1880, there were 500 people living in Nicodemus, which
grew to include an ice cream parlor, hotels, two newspapers and
even a baseball team.

Today, Nicodemus is a National Historic Site and only about 20 people
live in the tiny town. Every July the residents hold a homecoming for
the family members of the first settlers. They remember the hardships
faced by those former enslaved people and the bravery it took for
them to build a new life on the frontier.
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