@ ®
PROMISED LAND ON THE SOLOMON:

BLACK SETTLEMENT AT NICODEMUS, KANSAS

S o = -

e —— p—— V. 2 e o
—_— — : . — ._.,_,_ - -~ ‘-
e = == .
; i = : = 3

U.S. Department of the Interior
National Park Service
| Rocky Mountain Region

—




This publication was co-sponsored by the U.S.
National Park Service, the Kansas State Historical
Society, Kansas State University, and Entourage, Inc.

U.5. Department of the Interior
National Park Service

Rocky Mountain Region

Lorraine Mintzmyer, Regional Director

The Kansas State Historical Society
Joseph W. Snell, Executive Director

Kansas State University
College of Architecture and Design

Entourage, Inc.
Everett and La Barbara W. Fly, Directors

Research was supported by grants received from:

The National Endowment for the Arts in
Washington, D.C., a federal agency

The National Trust for Historic Preservation,
a non-profit private organization

Cowver Photograph: District No. 1 School, Nicodemus, Kansas
(Photograph: Clayton Fraser)

Title Page Photograph: Aerial view of Nicodemus, Kandas, 1953
(Photograph: Bernice Bates)

For rale by the Superintendent of Dosuments, 1.8, Government Printing Offies, Washington, Tn.C, 50400




TABLE OF CONTENTS

Introduction........... ... . ....... .
Gregory D. Kendrick, Editor

Chapter1 .. . .. .......... .. .. ... .
The Settlement of Nicodemus: Its Origins
and Early Promotion

Kenneth Marvin Hamilton

Chapter Il ... ........... .. ... ... . . .. .|
Nicodemus: The Architectural Development
and Decline of an American Town

Clayton Fraser

Chapter Il . ............ . T
Into the Twentieth Century

La Barbara W. Fly

Appendix........................... . ..




PREFACE

During the last decades of the nineteenth century, hundreds of small agri-
cultural communities appeared across the American Midwest and almost as
quickly withered, leaving only scant remnants of their rich cultural heritage.
Nicodemus, Kansas, is perhaps one of the most historically significant of these
towns, embodying the aspirations of blacks who had fled the Upper South
during Reconstruction.

In 1976, Nicodemus was designated as one of this country’s National His-
toric Landmarks, a category of cultural resources recognized as nationally sig-
nificant, possessing exceptional value or quality in llustrating or interpreting
the heritage of the United States. The U.S. National Park Service, the agency
charged with monitoring the status of National Historic Landmarks, became
increasingly alarmed at the accelerating rate of physical deterioration in the
town during the 1970s. In 1981, only a handful of long-time Nicodemus resi-
dents remained and many important historic structures were in an advanced
state of deterioration or ruin.

Serious efforts began in 1981 to record for posterity this endangered Na-
tional Historic Landmark, and to provide direction for future historic preserva-
tion within the townsite. Members of the Rocky Mountain Regional Office, Na-
tional Park Service, developed the proposal to record the cultural landscape of
Nicodemus. The goal was to document all known physical changes that have
occurred at this townsite since its founding in 1877. Documentation format
was to adhere to standards developed and monitored by the Historic Ameri-
can Buildings Survey, a National Park Service program that produces archival
documentation of buildings through measured drawings, photographs, and
aral and written histories,

Seeking wider support than its own financlal and administrative resources
would allow, the National Park Service solicited and received joint project
sponsorship from: the Kansas State Historical Society; Kansas State Univer-
sity, College of Architecture and Design; and Entourage, Inc., a nonprofit orga-
nization specializing in historical research and preservation planning for minor-
ity communities. In addition to pooling their administrative and financial
resources, the project sponsors sought and received generous financial assis-
tance from the National Endowment for the Arts, and the National Trust for
Historic Preservation. Most importantly, this project received the enthusiastic
and generous support from the Nicodermus community itself.

The scope of work for this documentation project was determined by the
project sponsors to be: (1) a series of townsite drawings in conformance with
Historic American Buildings Survey (HABS) standards, graphically depicting
the evolution of the Nicodemus townsite from 1877 to 1983: (2)

photodocumentation of extant historic structures, in conformance with HABS
standards; (3) a written history of the townsite, also in conformance with
HABS standards; and (4) oral history interviews obtained from local residents
familiar with the townsite and its history. After being incorporated into a publi-
cation for nationwide distribution, these materials are to be housed in the Li-
brary of Congress, a permanent written and pictorial record for future scholarly
research,

In the summer of 1983, a team was assembled onsite to conduct project
research and documentation. Under the field supervision of Everett and La
Barbara Fly of Entourage, Inc., the field team participants were: Richard
McNamara, student landscape architect, Louisiana State University; Ruth K.
Parr, graduate student archeologist, University of Bradford, England; Marion
L. Prucha, intem landscape architect, University of Oregon; Bettina C. Van
Dyke, graduate student landscape architect, Kansas State University,

Additional project research was provided by: Kenneth M. Hamilton,
Assistant Professor of History, Ohio State University; Clayton Fraser,
Fraserdesign, Loveland, Colorado, and La Barbara Fly, Entourage, Inc.,
Austin, Texas. Kansas History, published by the Kansas State Historical Soci-
ety and the University of lllinois Press, graciously gave their permission to use
two writings authored by Kenneth Hamilton, which have been subsequently
edited into the manuscript that comprises chapter 1 of this publication.

The Nicodemus HABS documentation project concluded in the fall of
1984, and the results of this collaborative effort are seen here, This project
would not have been possible were it not for the cooperation and contribu-
tions of numerous individuals. Professor Richard Wagner, Kansas State Uni-
versity, was instrumental in conducting prefield team research. Onsite lodging
for the field team was generously provided by Veryl Switzer, Dean of Minority
Affairs, Kansas State University. Peggie Armour and Connie Garrison, both of
Kansas State University, are to be commended for their tireless transcribing of
the oral history tapes. Robert Richmond, Assistant Executive Director of the
Kansas State Historical Society, helpfully handled the financial accounts for
the project. Gregory D. Kendrick, Historian, National Park Service, edited the
numercus manuscripts and wrote the Introduction. Bonnie J. [1alda, Historical
Architect, National Park Service, proofed the entire document prior to publica-
tion. General guidance and advice were gratefully received from de Teel
Patterson Tiller, Chief, Branch of Project Review and Technical Assistance,
National Park Service. Finally, special thanks go to the citizens of Nicodernus,
whose boundless enthusiasm and support made this project possible.

J. Keith Everett, A.LA., Project Coordinator
LS. Mational Park Service
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INTRODUCTION

In September of 1877, 350 weary black emigrants, recruited from
Lexington, Kentucky, arrived at a preselected destination in northwestern
Kansas. In stark contrast to the wooded mountains of their native Kentucky,
they found a forbidding and treeless stretch of Great Plains along the Solomon
River. Disheartened, some 60 families immediately returned eastward in
search of more familiar surroundings and better economic prospects. Yet,
most remained, and despite hardship, helped to establish Nicodemus, Kansas,
the oldest and most famous black town in the Middle West.

This fall migration was neither thé first nor last group of black settlers to se-
lect Nicodemus as their home. Ultimately, five separate black groups from the
Upper South would form the nucleus of Nicodernus. However. the fall arrivals
perhaps best reflected the initial disappointment and determination of these
nineteenth-century homesteaders. The three essays which follow chronicle the
hardship as well as the achievement of these freedmen. Although each article
can stand alone, they are complementary in nature and the reader will benefit
by following the sequential arrangement found here. Taken collectively, the
essays demonstrate that the settlement of Nicodemus was representative
rather than unique to the Middle West. In truth, the history of Nicodermus was
not significantly different than the development of its neighboring white towns,
except that Nicodemus was predominantly black.

The first black settlers, who fled the Upper South during Reconstruction
to found Nicodemus, participated in the greatest migration of peoples in the
history of the United States. During the last decades of the nineteenth century,
thousands of land-hungry seftlers, held back for a generation by the formida-
ble natural and pyschological barriers of the Great Plains, streamed into the
Trans-Mississippi West. The small handful of former slaves who setiled
Nicodemus shared much the same motivations as those who had recently for-
saken Europe or departed the increasingly crowded Mississippi Valley. Re-
gardless of place of origin, all emigrants shared dissatisfaction at home and the
hope for better economic prospects ahead. Intense persecution and poverty,
springing from the failed policies of Reconstruction, pushed blacks north and
westward from the South. Alluring political and economic futures pulled them
to a Kansas made more attractive by reports that John Brown had successfully
purged the state of racism and bigotry.

Settlement of Nicodemus was part of a planned and gradual migration
into Kansas of blacks from the three states of Kentucky, Tennessee, and
Missouri. Although poorer than their white neighbors, blacks of some means
generally comprised this early migration. The approximately 10,000 blacks
from the Upper South who entered Kansas between 1870 and 1879 repre-

sented a small current in the river of white settlers pouring into the state. By
1880, the number of blacks in Kansas accounted for only 4.3 percent of the
state’s total population. Their relative numbers have been magnified, in large
part, due to the later sudden, disorganized, and massive exadus of blacks pre-
dominantly from the lower Southern States. This so-called ‘*Kansas Fever Ex-
odus” of 1879-1880 uprooted over 15,000 Southern blacks, imbued them
with a millennium fever, and ultimately concentrated the large majority penni-
less in urban areas such as Topeka, Kansas. The establishment of Nicodemus
and the handful of other black colonies in Kansas generally preceded this
much publicized Exoduster movement. The residents of Nicodemus, along
with the farmers of most poor agricultural communities in Kansas, considered
thernselves separate from these Exodusters and provided them no warmer
welcome than any dirt-poor farmer could offer to the hungry and destitute
needing to be fed.

~ The first article, “The Settlement of Nicodemus: Its Origins and Early Pro-
motion,” by Kenneth M. Hamilton, reveals that the small town followed a typi-
cal pattern of frontier settlement. The formation of Nicodemus cannot be di-
rectly traced, as some historians have suggested, to the colonizing efforts of
Benjamin “'Pap” Singleton or Henry Adams. Instead, the establishment of the
black community is integrally linked to Western townsite and land speculation,
Seven Kansans, one white and six black, formed the Nicodemus Town Com-
pany on April 18, 1877. This group, led by white promoter, W. R. Hill, suc-
cessfully recruited the future Nicodemus residents, helped transport them to
Kansas, and assisted the settlers in the selection and purchase of their home-
steads and/or town lots. Later, when the railroad bypassed the town,
Nicodemus suffered the same decline experienced by hundreds of small Mid-
western communities which failed to obtain a rail line.

In the second chapter titled ““Nicodemus: The Architectural Development
and Decline of an American Town," Clayton Fraser sketches the town's urban
development. Striking a theme common to Hamilton's first chapter, Fraser
finds that Nicodemus’ architectural history paralleled that of most Midwestern
towns. During the first years of settlement, Nicodemus residents experienced
the same frontier vicissitudes common to all pioneers who homesteaded west
of the 98th meridian. Lacking adequate timber, the black setilers first con-
structed primitive dugouts. Like most of their type, these earth structures pro-
vided insulation but were plagued with a plethora of problems including poor
ventilation, insect and rodent infestations, and leaking roofs. Later, above-
grade sod houses and ultimately modest stone and frame residences com-
pleted the architectural evolution. However, when the town failed to obtain a
railroad link, most merchants simply relocated their businesses and buildings
to nearby communities located along a railroad right-of-way.
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A handful of residents, however, chose to remain. In the third and final es-
say, “Into the Twentieth Century,” La Barbara W. Fly paints a colorful social
portrait of twentieth-century life in the small rural community. Using an intelli-
gent assortment of oral histories, folklore, and folk medicine, the author pro-
vides a rare glimpse of day-to-day life in Nicodemus. The briel narrative begins
with the intense disappointment experienced by Nicodemus residents after the
railroad failed to arrive, and then continues through the Great Depression to
the recent urban renewal efforts of the 1970s. Travelers visiting Nicodemus to-
day will find a vernacular collection of stone and painted frame structures lin-
ing Washington and Second Streets no different from the architectural land-
scape of other Midwestern agricultural villages. Yet differences in degree do
exist. A strong sense of historical accomplishment and community spirit per-
vade the town. Despite the gradual and steady decline, most residents have
expressed a growing unwillingness to allow the history of Nicodemus to be for-
gotten. The Emancipation Celebration, held annually in Nicodemus on the
first of August since 1878, perhaps best reflects the community’s intense com-
mitment to sustain the town's cultural heritage. This intangible sense of histarny,
fueled by over one hundred years of perseverance and rugged determination,
can still be detected today.

Gregory D. Kendrick, Historian
11.5. National Park Service
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CHAPTER I

THE SETTLEMENT OF NICODEMUS:
ITS ORIGINS AND
EARLY PROMOTION

Kenneth Marvin Hamilton

Evompmies. according to Kerneth M. Homilion, provde the besi sl
o understand the Ristory of Nicodemus, Konsas. Like moosl other
Michivestern fowns, spec wlation figueed promisently o the fowndiong and
depelopmreni of Micodems, Clesely tracing the creation amd subseguens
hoaster octivities of the Nicodemus Town Company. Hamilton presents
o comitne g cose for the simlloritles uniting, rather than the differences
s pribe (ifinig i clemrins and adber confemparandous small, agriculiaral

conniirniiies in Konsos

The desire [or profit inspired the founding and early promotion of
Nicodemus, Kansas, the oldest of more than two dozen towns established in
the Middle West for a predominantly black population. ' Because of the racial
identity of most of the Nicodemus citizens during its early vears, as well as the
present day, it has had a unique nature ascribed to its history.“ Itis important 1o
recognize, however, that when Nicodemus is viewed as an integral par of the
urban settlement process of the Trans-Mississippi West, it loses much of its as
signed novelty. The founding and early development of Nicodemus occurred
in the same social, economic, and legal context as did predominantly white
towns in the same region, The founders of this town, moreover, possessed the
same motivations as did the founders of white towns. Intense dissatisfaction at
home drove blacks from the South, exaggerated tales of economic opporiu
nity attracted them to the western fringe of Kansas. (FIGURE 1-1)

I'he founders of Nicodemus, like the founders of the vast majority of
towns in the Midwest. engaged in townsite land speculation. This s the process
by which undeveloped land was purchased, platted into town lots, and then
sold to newcomers. Speculators plaved an important role in the settling of the
Midwestern frontier. In order to realize a profit on their investment, they adver
tised thelr holdings widely in the East and in Europe. This promotion, more
than any other factor, informed foreign emigrants and native citizens alike as to
where they could locate on the frontier. Moreover, the credit terms the pro
moters offered gave more people an opportunity to buy relatively cheap and
highly productive land than did the terms offered by the Federal Government
Land speculators also helped to determine which areas of the West would be
rural and which would be urban. These assertions are no less true for the pro
moters who developed towns which were populated predominantly by blacks
than they were for all-while towns

Bath sets of promoters had to work within the context of the federal land
law. Since Nicodemus was established during 1877 on federally-owned land
within Kansas, the Townsite Preemption Act of 1844, as amended, guided the
actions of its founders. This act. orginally passed May 23, 1844, and amended
March 2, 1867, stated

FIGURE 1-1: Harper's Weekly showed its readiers scenes such as this one deplcting the
mass exodus of blacks Irom the South in the years during and alter Heconstruction
This movement has been called the Exoduster movement and s participanis,
Exodusters. (Source: Kansas State Historical Society. Topeka. Kansas)




That whenever any portion of the surveyed public lands has been or
shall be settled upon and occupled as a townsite. . it shall be
lawtul, In case such town or place shall be Incorporated, for the
carporate autharities thereof, and. If not Incorporated for the
judges of the county court for the county in which such town may
be situated, to enter, at the proper land office. and at the minimum
price, the land so settled and occupied, in trust. for the. . . occu.
pants thereol, according to thely respective interests. .. . °

By its phraseology, the Townsite Preemption Act recognized two distinct
nterest groups in the location and formation of towns. One consisted of per
sons already settled on the land. Their rights, however, were not given prece-
dence over those of organized groups of prospective settlers. Each alike had
the first opportunity to purchase townsite lands at minimum price.* The stat
ute, moreover, urlccumqed Qroups ol l::dTJHHlI.'-iT‘i to form townsite trust associa-
tions and engage in speculation, historically an integral part of town
development.”

Townsite trust associations performed several other important functions
in the settling of the West. They were development companies which, more of-
ten than not, charged nonassociation settlers a lee for town lots and other ser-
vices. Professor Glen Holt has asserted that town developers, using the
Townsite Preemption Act, performed not less than three functions, (1) they
provided a means for settlers who did not know each other to unite and partici
pate in a "traditional real estate lunction for which the federal law made no
provision whatsoever,” Le., town building; (2) in promoting their sites, the as-
sociations induced people to settle in their towns and the surrounding hinter
land, This function not only brought people, but also Eastern capital to the
West. (3) being real estate dealers, “they provided a form of townsite acquisi-
tion familiar to urban settlers. ™ In sum, Holt stated, the association “‘gave spec
ificity to the government's highly abstract model for town development.''®

For 33 years Congress, the executives, and the counts made few changes
in the preemption law. The Federal Government recognized speculation as an
inherent function of American new town development. [n the history of new
town development in the American West, few towns came into being without
speculation as one of the major Inspirations. While allowing speculation, the
act ensured the land-holding rights of individuals wha had bullt a town for
nonspeculatory reasons

On April 18, 1877, seven Kansans, cognizant of the potential in the
tolwnsite preemption law as a tool for developing unclaimed areas in westemn
Kansas, formed the Nicodemus Town Company, ” This group was the first trust
association that would attempt to develop a town on the Middle Border for an
all-black population. Of the seven incorporators of the Nicodemus company,
six were black. The signatures on the articles of incorporation indicate that only
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two of these could write. One of the literate developers was S, P. Roundtree, a
black minister who "“wore a brand on one cheek as punishment for having re-
celved educational instruction from his master's son. "™ Roundtree served as
secretary of the company while W. R Hill (FIGURE 1-2), the one white mem

ber, was treasurer. W. H. Smith, who with Hill was a prime mover of the
Nicodemus project, was chosen president and Ben Carr, vice-president. The
rermaining incorporators were Jerry Allsap, Jeff Lenze, and William Edmonds.”

FIGURE 1-2: W. R. Hill, a white townsite promater, deserves much of the credit lor the
establishment of Nicodemus, Kansas. A jack-of-all-trades, Hill selected the townsite,
traveled south to promote emigration. guided immigrants to the new community and
often loaned indigent settlers the capital necessary for survival on the rugged prairie.
(Source: Kansas State University, Minorities Collection, Manhattan. Kansas)



All the incorporators were from Kentuchy except Smith, who was from
Tennessee.

The black members of the company had migrated from the South search-
ing for an open society where they could live without fear of hostile whites.
They had come to Kansas in search of free land Much of their information
about Kansas had come from the advertisement “reports” of Benjamin “Pap”
Singleton's (FIGURE 1-3) Tennessee Real Estate and Homestead Associa-
tion's activities in the state, '” The six black members of the Nicodemus Town
Company would become part of the precursors to the “Exodusters,” the
name given to those blacks who left the South for Kansas during 15879 and
1880 in such numbers that Congress held hearings to determine the causes.'’

Singleton, formerly an escaped slave; helped establish and became the
president of the Tennessee Real Estate and Homestead Association. The orga-

. : : .
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FIGURE 1-3: Although not directly involved with the establishment of Nicodemus,
Kansas, historically prominent black ligure. Benjamin “Pap"’ Singleton (shown super-
imposed on this photomontage dated April 15, 1879) is generally credited with
stimulating the Exoduster Movement, The photograph shows black Exodusters in
MNashville, Tennesses, eagerly awaiting the departure of an Ohlo Hiver steamboat.
Caption on photograph reads “B. Singleton and 5, A. McClure™ Imagration [sic] and
“Exodusters Heady to Leave Nashville.” (Source: Kansas State Historical Society,
Topeka. Kansas)

nization recruited between 200 and 300 blacks and located them in Cherokee
County, in the southeastern portion of the state. Like most emigrants, South-
em blacks searched for lands resembling their homes, and in climate and 1o

poqraphy, Cherokee County was similar to Tennessee. Few went on 1o west-
em Kansas. From its inception, the Cherokee County colony prospered, and
reports about its activities were widely circulated. This success prompted var

ous Kansas rallroads, which needed settlers to generate freight and passenger
traffic, to send emigration agents into Tennessee and Kentucky to recruit more
blacks, in the process offering reduced fares from Nashville to Topeka. '*

Nicodemus Town Company President Smith, and a companion, Thomas
Harris, came to Kansas during 1877 searching for land as agents for a group of
their friends in Clarksville, Tennessee. Like the directors from Kentucky, Smith
did not have any direct connection with Singleton or the Tennessee Real Es-
tate and Homestead Assoctation. The Nicodemus Town Company consisted
of individual Southern blacks who heard of the availability of homestead land
in Kansas and used Topeka merely as a jumping-off place en route to the pubs-
lic lands. **

Sometime between September 1876, and April 1877, Smith became a
business associate of W. R, Hill, who also had come to the Solomon River Val-
ley as a homestead locator and townsite promoter. Hill also may have acted as
an emigration agent for the Kansas Pacific Railroad. '* He was an experienced
townsite developer. Bom and raised near Covington, Indiani, he moved as a
young man to Hutchinson, Kansas, and took an active part in that town's early
development.'” He then participated in the promotion of several additions 1o
Wichita. '

Hill knew how to promote and develop towns. Smith knew that blacks
wanted free land in Kansas, and that a large number could be persuaded to
settle in the Solomon Valley. These two entrepreneurs, one white and one
black, joined forces to establish two townsite companies. The first was the
Nicodemus Town Company, founded April 18, 1877, with Smith as president
and Hill as treasurer; the second was the Hill City Town Company, founded
September 28, 1877, with Hill as president and Smith as treasurer, Each of the
townsite companies had five additional directors who paid $100 each for one
share of stock.'” Smith had formed a black colonization organization with Hill
as its agent.'® For a fee, he would locate the organization’s members on gov
ermment land. "’

How the two men decided on the name Nicodemus for their black
townsite remains a mysteny, One claim is that because the leaders of the com-
pany were religious, they selected the name of the Pharisee, Nicodemus, who
became a secret follower of Jesus and later helped bury him after the crucifix-
ion. " The more likely explanation, one supported by a circular advertising the
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formation of the colony, states that the company and later the town were
named for an African prince who was brought to the American Colonies in
1692 and sold as a slave. The prince declared that the white people would
someday regret having enslaved the black people, and he became famous as
the first slave to buy his freedom in America, !
Although Smith lived in the Solomon River Valley about two vears before

Hill explored the area, Hill selected the site for the proposed town of
Nicodemus. Nettie Craig, an early settler of the town, later recalled one
popular account of how Hill selected the site for Nicodemus

He had walked all afternoon trying to find the most favorable spot

on which to locate the town. As the sun was dropping below the

western horizon, Hill was admiring the beauty of the Western sun.

set. He lingered until night had settled around him, Then the tired

man lay down to rest and think. He was awakened the next mom-

ing h'.1 the sun shining upon his face. He had found the perfect
place.™

Another account advanced by the Nicodemus Westem Cyclone, stated
Lhat Hill hutmi the town at a spot where he was awakened and fnghtened by
a huge snake

The town's location and Hill's experience as a townsite developer indicate
that the promater took a more rational approach in deciding where to site
Nicodemus. Hill seems to have recognized the advantages of locating the pro-
posed town along the north bank, the higher of the two sides of the South Sal-
omon River, one-hall mile west of Graham County's eastern boundary. The
town was located west of the 100th meridian, an area with a severe shortage of
timber and water. The few trees that existed generally grew adjacent to the
scarce streams. However, Hill's location provided the residents of Nicodemus
with fresh water, and protection from occasional floods, In addition, the river,
though unnavigable, gave the townsite potentially easy access, since westward
travelers and railways often followed waterways. Hill must have considered
these factors before he filed a 160-acre townsite plat with the government land
office in Kirwin, Kansas, onJune 8, 1877 “* This registration gave the townsite
company the first option to buy the proposed site.

Eight days later, and two days before the Nicodemus Town Company
was incorporated with the Kansas Secretary of State, the company made its
fivst attempt to sell town lots in what was to be an all-black town.™ Led by
Smith and Hill, the Nicodemus company was the first such organization to sell
a Middle Border townsite to blacks only. Their specific strategy was to recruit
blacks of some means from the Upper South. In adjusting to these constraints,
the townsite promotion went through two distinguishable periods, each re-
flecting the changing economic and social conditions of Southern Afro-
Americans, The first period began in 1877, just before the initial large wave of
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HGUHE I-l Beginning in the l.prlnn of 1879, blacks fed the South In such massive
numbers that a Congressional investigation known as the Voorhees Committee was
convened, and national periodicals such as Harper's Weekly covered the black exo-
dus. This drawing entitled “Negro Exodusters en Route for Kansas, fleeing from the
Yellow Fever,” appeared In Harper's Weekly, August 16, 1879, Rumors of an immi-
nent yellow fever epidemic precipitated many local migrations from the Deep South.
{Source: Kansas State Historical Soclety, Topeka, Kansas)

Southem blacks migrated to the Midwest. The second period began in 1890.%¢
(FIGURE I-4)
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ALL COLORED PEOPLE
THAT WANT TO GO
TO KANSAS
ON SEPTEMBER 5, 1877
CAN DO S0 FOR $5.00

h
From the end of Reconstruction in 1876, to the enactment of the first
black disfranchisement law in 1890, blacks living throughout the South main
tained an ambiguous social position, Most ex-slaves had little freedom and less
personal or economic security. Southern whites had not found a uniform




means of dealing with their former slaves. No state had instituted a compre-
hensive code of segregation, nor had any state officially disfranchised their
black citizens. Even so, manv blacks faced racial discrimination, frequent seg-
regation, white-perpetrated violence, and severe poverty. The Federal Gow-
emment’s failure to allocate land to the new freedmen relegated most black
adult males to the loathsome position of being ““farmers without land.” In ad-
dition, black artisans, who held a near monopoly on skilled jobs at the end of
the war, began to experience the contraction of their employment oppaortuni-
ties because of competition from white laborers, racial discrimination, and the
establishment of all-white labor unions. *’

The South's equivocal handling of the “‘Negro problem,” and the blacks’
former condition of slavery. more than racial discrimination, were the special
factors that affected the promotion of Midwest townsites intended for blacks
during the first era. Bondage predetermined that the vast majority of Afro-
Americans would start their lives as Southern freedmen with little or no money
and with the lowest possible social prestige. Twelve years after their emancipa-
tion, at the beginning of the first era of all-black townsite promotion, the situa-
tion for most blacks remained unchanged.

The problem for the Micodemus promoters, therefore, was to locate and
identify those few blacks in the South financially able to buy town lots and will-
ing to move to the Midwest. Smith’s and Hill's promotional appeal in the initial
period was to emphasize the money-making opportunities of Nicodemus.
Profit, not escape from Southern white appression, was their first theme.

The promoters’ lack of funds prohibited them from emploving boosting
agents, placing advertisements in Southern newspapers and periodicals, or
distributing boosting brochures. Instead, they distributed circulars, the
cheapest means to advertise their town lots. Even in this tactic, they were selec-
tive, however, Their cheaply printed sheets were mailed directly to likely pros-
pects in the Southern States. Smith and Hill were not seeking mass numbers
eager to escape the South; they were aiming at those who had some financial
means.

While they did not concentrate on appealing to blacks' sense of national-
ism, they did explicitly direct advertising literature only to Afro-Americans. The
earliest circular, dated April 16, 1877, told its reader that Nicodemus would
become the “'Largest Colored Colony in America.” In addition, the flyer
pointed out that Smith, the colony's president, was black. Another circular

FIGURE I-5: Handbills such as this one, printed July 7. 1877. were carried south by
townsite promoters such as W. H. Hill, to persuade blacks to emigrate to Nicodemus.
Although helpful in persuading blacks to leave their former homes, the handbills usu-
ally exaggerated the agricultural potential and environment of western Kansas.
(Source: Kansas State University, Minorities Collection, Manhattan, Kansas)

THE BWLACK WEST

To the Colored Citizens of the United States.

Nicopemus, Gramay Co, Kax., July o, 77

We, the Nicodemus Town Company of Graham County,
Kan., are now in possession of oor lands and the Town Sie of
MNicodemus, which is bc\nu!iﬁrl]-_r located on the M. W, fuarter of
Section 1, Town 8, R:mgc 21, i Graham Co, Kansas, in e
great Solomon Valley, 240 miles west of Topeka, and we are
proud to say it is the fincst country we ever saw. The soil is of 4
rich, black, sandy loam. The country is rather rolling, and laak<
most pleasing to the human eye.  The south fork of the Solo-
man river Aows through Graham County. nearly directly east and
west and has an abundance of excellent water, while there
are numerous springs of living water abounding throughont the
Valley. There is an abundance of fine Magnesian stone for
building purposes, which is much easicr handled than the rough
sandd or hard stone.  There is also some timber ; plenty for fire
use, while we have no fear but what we will find plenty of ceal.

Now is your time to secure your home on Government
Land in the Great Solomon Valley of Western Kansas,

Remember, we have sccured the service of W, R, Hill, a
man af energy and ability, to locate our Colony.

Mot quite go days apgo we secured our charter for locating
the town site of Nicodemus. We then became an oru'q.nim,:ll
hody, with only three dollars in the treasury and twelve mem.
bers, but under the carelul management of our officers, we have
now nearly joo good and reliable members, with several micm-
bers permanently located on their elaims—with plenty of provi-
sions for the colony—while we sre daily receiving letters from
all parts ol the country from parties desiring to locate in the
great Solomon Valley of Western Kansas.

For Maps, Circulars, and Passenger rates, address our
General Manager, W. R, HILL. North Topeka, Kansas, until
August 151, 1877, then at Hill City, Graham Ca., via Trego.

. :I'hr: name of our post-office will be Micodemus, aml AMr
L., Fletcher will be our “Nashy."
Rev. 5. P. ROUNDTREE, Sec'y.

NICODEMUS,

Nivodemus was a slave af Afrzan binh,
And was haught far & bag full of gold :

He was rechoned a part of the sl af the earth,
Bul be died years agn, very ald,

Nicodemus was 3 proghet, at least he was 33 wige
Far ke 10ld of the batiles 10 enme - e

How we trembiled with fear, when he rolled i
A up h
And we heeded the shake of his thaemb. T

LT LT TTE Good time caming, goaod time coming,
Laong. lang time on the way :
Rue and tell Elija 1o hurey up Pamp,
To meet us under the cotlonwood 1res,
In the Grear Sobgmon Valley
Anthe first brralk of day,




dated July 2, 1877, that announced the location and other characteristics of
Nicodemus, was addressed *“To the Colored Citizens of the United States.”"%®
Even flyers primarily concerned with the boosting of Hill City, Smith’s and
Hill's all-white town, informed readers that only Afro-Americans would live in
Nicodemus. The Hill City handbill invited “Men of Business, Capital and En-
ergy’’ on a round-trip excursion from Topeka to the Solomon Valley, the loca-
tion of Hill City and Nicodemus, to take place on June 28, 1877, at a cost of
$10 per ticket. The flyers stated that “colored citizens have the same rates to go
and see their Nicodemus."*” (FIGURE 1-5)

The promotional material also emphasized the high moral tone of the new
place. At the bottom of the July 2, 1877, handhill, the promoters printed a
song glorilying Micodemus, the man and the town.

NICODEMUS

Nicodemus was a slave of African birth,
And was bought for a bag full of gold;

He was reckoned a part of the sait of the earth,
But he died vears ago, very old.
Micodemus was a prophet, at least he was as wise,
For he told of the battles to come:

How we trembled with fear, when he rolled up his eyes,
And we heeded the shake of this thumb.

Chorus:

Good time coming, good time coming,
Long, long time on the way:

Run and tell Elija to hurry up Pamp,
To meet us under the cottonwood tree,
In the Great Solomon Valley
At the first break of day.®®

The Aprl 16, 1877, leaflet, calling Nicodemus the “Promise Land.”
stated that by September 1, 1877, houses, business buildings, public build-
ings, and a church edifice would be erected. However, no “saloons or other
houses of ill-fame’ would be allowed during the town’s first five years.*' In the
dJuly 2, 1877, leaflet it was boastfully reported that within 90 days the colony's
officers had organized nearly 300 members.* It further stated that a few of the
colony's members, with plenty of provisions, had already located their claims.

More than any other aspect, however, the circulars emphasized the natu-
ral advantages of the South Solomon Valley and, implicitly, the economic op-
portunity to be found there. (FIGURE 1-6) The flyers proclaimed the
townsite's location as being beautiful and “designated for the Colored Col-
ony.”** In recognition of the symbiotic relationship between a town and its hin-
terland, the circular dated July 2 asserted that the soil around Micodemus was
“of a rich, black, sandy loam™ and the area's rolling plains look “*most pleasing

All Colored People

TEAT “RFrAITT TO

G0 TO RANSAS,

On Septomber Sth, 1877,

TANOLIC RATIONT

WHEREAS, We. the colored prople of Lexington, Ky, knowing that there i3 an
abundance of choice lands now belonging i the Government, have assembled vurselves
together for the purpuse of lucating on said fands. Vherefore,

Be v Kesorvep., That we do now w;ln'mr gurselves into a4 cuioﬂr. a% follows:—
Any person wishing to become 2 member of this Colony can du so by paying the sum of
one dollar ($1.00), and this money is 0 be paid by the firse of September, 1877, in wnstai-
monis of reeniy-five coms 3t a time, o wtherwise 21 may be desired.

Resorven, '§hat this Colony bas agrecd to comolidate itsell with the Nicodemua
Towns, Solomon Valley, Graham County, Kansas, apd can only do so by emtening the va-
cant lands sow in their midst, which vosts $5.00.

REsorvep, That this Coleny shall comsist of seven officera—President. Vice-Prew.
dent, Secretary, Treasurer, and three Trustees.  President<—M. M. Bell; Vice-Premdent
—lsmae Talbott; Secretary—W. | Niles; ‘Treasurer—Duniel Clarke; Trustees—ferry
Lee, William Jones, and Abner Webster

Resorven, Thet this Coloay shall have from one to two hundred militia, more o
s, &8 the case mAy Tequire, o keep peace and opder, nod wny nrember Giling o pay in
his dues, as aforessid, or filing o comply with the sbove rles in sny parficulr, will sot
pe meognized o protected by the Calony.

FIGURE I-6: Nicodemus, Kansas. was promoted as a segregated, “all black touwn.”
The authors of these early handbills emphasized the role of blacks in the colony’s or-
ganization while downplaying Hill's role. Not surprisingly, Hill's name is conspicu-
ously absent from this September 5, 1877, flyer. (Source: Kansas State University, Mi-
noritles Collection, Manhattan, Kansas)




to the human eye.” In an attempt to allay fear that the area might be short an
water, the circular asserted that “‘the south fork of the Solomon river. . . has
an abundance of excellent water. . . while there are numerous springs of living
water. . . throughout the Valley.”*? The leaflet misrepresented the truth when
it led readers to believe that the area possessed maore than enough timber for
heating and cooking and that coal would be found in the area.

To sell their town lots, the Nicodemus promoters relied heavily upon the
formation of colony organizations. To accelerate recruitment among the
largely illiterate ex-slave population, the townsite boosters went in person to
describe the advantages of the Solomon Valley and persuaded at least four
groups to form emigration associations and move to the Nicodemus area. ¥
Smith, Roundtree, and Fletcher organized the first colony in Topeka during
the spring of 1877.%® Hundreds of blacks had emigrated to Topeka from the
Upper South as a result of the publicity given to Singleton’s efforts at inducing
blacks to relocate in Kansas and the reduced fares offered by Kansas railroad
agents. Most of the Afro-Americans lived in three separate areas of the city
called “Redville,” “Tennessee Town,” and “The Bottom."*’ Whites of
Topeka donated land and used timber so that blacks could build shelter for
themselves. Smith, who had temporartily resided in Topeka, knew that many
of the blacks had no intention of making the capital city their permanent home.
They regarded the town only as a departure point from which they would
move south and west to new locations, Smith, Roundiree, and Fletcher capi-
talized on this desire and directed attention toward Nicodemus.*® On July 30,
1877, Hill escorted 30 members of the colony from the Topeka Bottom to the
townsite. > Most of these settlers, and those that later followed, settled on farm
homesteads. They gave Hill from $2 to $30 each for locating them on suitable
plots of land and helping with the filing procedures.*” Those who located in
Nicodemus paid the town company $5 for an unoccupied lot.*!

The success of the Topeka colony organization may have inspired the
Nicodemus promoters to apply the technigue in the South, for after the forma-
tion of the Topeka colony, the boosters formed at least three colonization
groups in Kentucky and guided them to the South Solomon Valley. In the fall
of 1877, they formed a group in Lexington, Kentucky, and in the spring of
1878, the promoters formed two groups in Georgetown, Kentucky. The mem-
bers of the Georgetown colony organized after listening to Hill in a small Bap-
tist church. The white townsite agent told his audience that blacks lived as
equals with whites in western Kansas. He informed the group that 160 acres
were available for those who wanted to homestead, and that a herd of wild
horses in the area could be caught and tamed for farm work. He claimed that
wild game in the valley would satisfy all their needs for meat.* As a result of
Hill's sales pitch, over 300 people in two groups moved to Nicodemus from

the Georgetown area.

When the black emigrants were in Nicodemus, their fundamental differ-
ences from white settlers became all too apparent. The Nicodermus promaoters
expected that the Afro-Americans would establish a town social order not un-
like that of white-populated new towns. What they had not counted on, how-
ever, was the poverty and illiteracy that were the legacies from their long years
in slavery. Even though the Ellis Standard asserted that the settlers of the sec-
ond of five Nicodemus colony groups “lock as though. . . they had not lacked
for a plenty of good wholesome food, and their clothing was. . . up to the av-
erage of western immigrants,” neither they nor any of the other groups of
Nicodemus settlers had as much money as their white counterparts.* The few
blacks that did possess enough money to relocate in northwest Kansas did not
have access to large amounts of Eastern investment capital, a necessity in the
rapid growth of all successful Midwestern towns. Moreover, the Afro-
Americans' high illiteracy rate hindered their attempts to acquire wealth and to
transact their town's business. These two factors combined to produce the ma-
jor differences that existed between Nicodemus and its white counterparts.

Mot all of Nicodemus' early developmental problems can be attributed to
the settlers’ slave legacy, however. The townsite promoters’ feeble planning
contributed significantly to the hardships of the town inhabitants. Smith and
Hill simply failed to consider the limited funds of the colonists when they
relocated settlers to Nicodemus and its surrounding area. Of the four colonies
they located, this was especially true for the July 1877 group from Topeka and
the September 1877 group from Lexington. The promoters settled these emi-
grants, some of whom owned teams, wagons, and plows, too late in the grow-
ing season for them to raise crops. In addition, the colonists who spent most of
their money transporting themselves and their goods to Nicodemus found that
the distance between their town and the populated areas of the state was an
obstacle in obtaining jobs to tide them through the winter.** Their situation
proved the Ellis Standard was wrong when it stated the "dusky sons and
daughgers of the south. .. have enough of evervthing to make a decent
start,”4°

During the first year, Nicodemus blacks found that in comparison to the
South, making a living in northwest Kansas was very hard. The scarce timber
supply forced them to live in sod, dugout houses (FIGURE 1-7), the most
common form of shelter for new seftlers on the High Plains, and to use sun-
flowers, willows, and buffalo chips as fuel. *® They obtained their water from
the South Solomon River until they could sink wells.*” The colonists, unfortu-
nately, found that most of the wild game that Hill so eloquently described dur-
ing his recruiting addresses had migrated elsewhere.*® Thus, the settlers could
not supplement their meager provisions through hunting. The few emigrants



who possessed money usually had to walk 30 miles to purchase supplies at the
nearest railtovad. All but three of both groups of colonists’ horses died soon
alter they arrived at the townsite, and none of the blacks were able to capture
and tame any of the wild horses that pastured south of Nicodemus. "

Some of the early settlers, accustomed to the woodlands of Kentucky and
Tennessee, reacted negatively to the challenge of living in Nicodemus. When
members of the first colony anved at the townsite, they became so disap-
pointed and angry with Hill that they sought to hang him. The promaoter at-
tempted to take refuge in a dugout of one of his friends, but the highly indig
nant blacks followed him. His friend’s wife, a very large woman, used a shawl
to hide Hill, a small man, behind her and helped him escape through their
back door to the home of Reuben Lawlis. The Lawlis family mistook the noise
from the nearby river as the sound of approaching blacks and drove Hill, who
hid under hay in a wagon, to Stockton where he stayed until he thought it safe
to retumn to the colonists.™ Members of the Lexington colony reacted differ
ently. Sixty families of that group displayed their unhappuw-;-: by returning
eastward the day after they amived at the townsite,*!

“

When we got In sight of Nicodemus, the men shouted. "There is
Nicodemus!” Being very sick, | hailed this news with gladness, |
looked with all the eyes | had, "Where is Nicodemus? | don't see
It" My husband pointed out varlous smokes coming out of the
ground and said, “That is Nicodemus.” The families lived in dug-
outs. We landed and once again struck tents. The scenery time was
not at all inviting, and | began to cry,

" — Willianna Hickman, 1878

e —— e —

Those emigrants who remained displayed ingenuity and industry in sur
vivingin the South Solomon Valley. The destitute condition of the colonists re
quired that many of the men and some of the women had to seek jobs miles
away from their families Most found work in towns and on railroads east of
Nicodemus., Others acquired employment In eastern Colorado. The blacks
would w[w.ﬂr:ily work a few days and then return to Nicodemus to take care
of their families. ™

In spite of such efforts, blacks had to rely on charity for subsistence. The
colonists began receiving assistance as early as the winter of 18771878, when
Osage Indians, on their way lo eastern Kansas, gave the black settlers some of
the food they had obtained from their annual Rocky Mountain hunt and from
the quarterly commodity subsidy they had just received at Fort Ogallala ™' Al
though some of the whites in the area, espedially the ranchers and cowboys,
resented the colonists, neighboring whites also contributed some aid to the
blacks.™ By March 1878, the month Hill settled the first of three new colony
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groups, the settlers began a systematic program for receiving and distributing
goods obtained through charity, Under the leadership of the Topeka colony's
officer, the blacks sent solicitors throughout the eastern portion of the state
They stored the subsistence aid that they received in a sod commissary. The
building was later replaced with a stone-front dugout ™

FIGURE I.7: This rare historic photograph of an above -ground Nicodemus sod house.
or “soddy,” was identified as the Tuss:Lacey house by present-day local residents
Note that one elevation is of limestone construction, a popular but more expensive
and time-consuming building method than was usually employed. The structure is no
longer extant. (Photograph: Ernestine VanDuvall)

During the spring of 1878, the suffering Afro-Americans began to receive
some relief from new groups of black colonists. The first new group, colony
number three, had about 150 members. It arived at the townsite, with Hill as
its guide, from Kentucky. The fourth colony, consisting of about 25 emigrants,
also originated in Kentucky during May 1878, with Roundtree as Its leader
The last large group of settlers, led by Reverend Goodwin, had about 50 peo
ple and amved from Mississippi during Feburary 18797 These groups and
several unrecorded individuals and smaller groups. in comparison to the
Topeka and Lexington colonies, had substantial amounts of cash, supplies
horses, and wagons. and they shared much of their wealth with the poorer
settlers.™

In addition, westward-bound white emigrants helped some of the blacks
cultivate their claims. Nicodemus' relatively large population made the
townsite and its surrounding area an ideal place for white travelers to rest and
refresh themselves. For a short time during 1878, Nicodemus had between



600 and 700 residents, making it the most populous town north of the Kansas
Pacific Railroad tracks and west of Beloit.”® Eventually all but a few business-
men and others who could make a living in a frontier town resettled on home-
stead lands. However, those blacks who already had staked out their claims
exchanged food and shelter for the use of the whites’ plow teams to break up
the land. %

Those homesteaders who did not receive white assistance in farming their
claims either improvised or obtained aid from the new colonists who possessed
plow teams and farming implements. Before the arrival of wealthier blacks in
1878, many of the emigrants planted crops with only spades, mattocks, and
hoes.*® Some of them continued to use this crude method of farming. One
man, who may have had a need to distinguish his land from that belonging to
others at a glance, spaded a four-foot-wide hedgerow around his 160 acres of
land. Other Afro-Americans hitched milk cows to plows. A black man and his
wife Elmi-:e 12 acres of tough prairie land and cultivated 8 acres of com with a
COW,

A large segment of the early colonists still needed charity for survival,
however, This need occurred even though the blacks found that they could
eam additional monezzby selling buffalo bones, which they gathered on the
prairie, for $6 per ton.”* The emigrants attempted to obtain further aid through
the state’s governor. During March and April 1878, Kansas Governor George
T. Anthony received several letters from Nicodemus' leaders and sympathetic
whites asking for his help in acquiring governmental aid for the town.®® The
correspondence from John H. Edwards, a white real estate dealer from Ellis,
seems to have had the most influence with the governor. Edwards’s first letter
to Anthony concerning relief for the blacks of Nicodemus was an intraduction
for Roundtree. The real estate dealer expressed disapproval for the black min-
ister's plan to solicit the governor's assistance in requesting Congress for aid to
needy Kansas blacks.®* Edwards, who later claimed that the colonists wéuld
for some time “be a weight upon the state,”" proposed relief through private
rather than governmental sources, a suggestion the governor quickly en-
dorsed.®” The people of Kansas had made a nationwide appeal for aid after the
grasshopper invasion of 1874, and Anthony did not think that the state could
afford to make another request so soon. A new solicitation, he thought, would
deter new white settlers from relocating in the state,

Since the poor blacks of Nicodemus did not receive any assistance from
the State or Federal Government, theg continued until the spring of 1879 to
canvass the older settled areas for aid.*” In at least one recorded instance, they
sent an agent out of state. Roundtree made a successful plea for assistance at
the Michigan State Fair. Citizens of Michigan gave the colonists money and
several train carloads of commaodities.*® During April 1879, the emigrants de-

cided at a mass meeting to cease soliciting aid and disband the colony organi-
zation established for thal purpose. This oceurred as a result of five factors: (1)
their successful charity drives; (2} predictions of a good crop harvest; (3) the
demoralizing effect of begging; {4) the realization that some of the colonists
would rather beg than work; and (5) fear that many of the destitute Exodusters
would be sent to the Nicodemus area.®”

The blacks made the decision to stop requesting aid under new leader-
ship. The colonists had chosen W. H. Smith and S. P. Roundtree to head their
self-governing organization until the summer of 1878, when they elected John
W. Niles, a member of the Lexington colony, as president and Edward P.
McCabe, as secretary.m Miles did not possess the literacy of some of the other
emigrants, but he displayed an aggressive, energetic, dominating personality.
A very forceful speaker, Miles would profess the greatness of blacks to any and
all audiences. He once gave a lecture at the State Capitol Building where he
addressed all the people of Kansas on the need for reimbursement of the col-
ored people for loss and damage sustained while in slavery.”* Although he
made his living as a deputy county clerk, a wood merchant, and banker, he
was renowned for his uncanny ability to swindle, One of his exploits, the cheat-
ing of a bank, compelled W. L. Chambers, an early white settler of northwest
Kansas, to write an exposé parmphlet describing Niles and his deeds. N

Born a slave during 1842 in Mississippi to a European father and a black
mother, Niles came to Nicodemus by way of Tennessee and Kentucky.” Al-
though Miles had served time in a Tennessee penitentiary for killing a man in
1869, he later obtained a pardon.”™® After his release, Niles eventually emi-
grated to Lexington and became involved with Smith's and Hill's Nicodemus
colony organization. He arrived at the townsite with the colony during Sep-
tember 1877. Soon thereafter, he became known for his colorful personality
and eloquent speaking style that enabled him to become a masterful solic-
itor. ”® He personally brought in so many of Nicodemus' relief supplies that he
claimed to be the colony's underwriter. A reporter from the Atchison Weekly
Champion was so impressed with Niles that he asserted that *“You can hardly
be said to have seen Nicodemus if you have not seen Niles. . . ."7°

During 1881, this charismatic man “‘with a large head, two rows of very
white teeth, and an everlasting flow of conversation” became MNicodemus’
most notorious confidence artist.”” Soon after the colonists ceased their efforts
at gaining aid, MNiles became deputy clerk to Edward P. McCabe, who had just
received the county clerk appointment from Governor Anthony. With the
money he earned from his new job coupled with what he made as a private
banker and commeodities trader for the blacks of Graham County, Niles began
to display an elegant taste for clothes, cariages, and although he had a wife
somewhere in the South, for women. To maintain his lifestyle, he occasionally
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mortgaged his property to a white bank at Stockton. The last time he borrowed
money from the bank, he was accused of fraud. Niles approached the owner
of the bank, Jay J. Smyth, who lived in lowa and infrequently visited the bank
that his brother-in-law, C. C. Woods, aperated, with a request to make a loan
with nonexisting comn as collateral. Niles told Smyth, whose brother-in-law was
out of town, that he had bought more than 1,500 bushels of corn from the
area’s blacks, for over 20 cents a bushel. He asserted to the banker that he
wanted to hold the corn until he could receive at least 30 cents a bushel, but he
needed a loan until the demand for the corn increased. Being from lowa where
cormn was almost legal tender, Smyth immediately loaned Niles the money.

When the banker's brother-in-law, who knew that the blacks had only
raised a few bushels of corn, returned, he informed the lowan that Niles had
deceived the bank. Woods had a warrant issued for Miles's arrest. The town
constable found Niles in Hill City, 18 miles from the bank's location, where he
was in the company of a “buxom dusky maiden."” Niles asked and received
the constable's permission to take the lady home before accompanying the
peace officer to jail. The black man never returned to Hill City. Instead he at-
tempted to make his escape by traveling through Nebraska partially on foot.
Smyth gave the policeman a letter of credit and told him to ** ‘Go and find that
nigger. . . dead or alive.” " Two weeks later, the constable captured Niles.

Several weeks after his return to Stockton, Niles appeared in court to defend
himself against the charges of obtaining money under false pretenses. Al-
though some of the town's best lawyers aided the prosecuting attorney in pre-
paring his case, Niles represented himself. When the black man went to court,
the local newspapers were sympathetic with his plight, thus increasing his
chances of being tried by a sympathetic jury. Realizing the prevailing feeling to-
ward him, Niles did not call one witness to testify in his defense, but relied
solely on the mood of the jury, his oratorical skills, and his ability to convey to
whites that they and the blacks shared many of the same problems of living in
northwest Kansas. He presented a three-hour plea for his freedom that was re-
ported as being “eloquent and soulful.”” His presentation centered on blacks’
former condition of bondage, the wealth that many whites made from slavery,
the lack of rain in Graham County, and the exploitive behavior of banks in the
area. After his address, the jury debated his guilt or innocence at length. They
finally agreed to exonerate Niles. The judge, who criticized the “jurymen for
ignoring the evidence and their instructions,”” the county attorney, the assisting
lawyers, and the bankers were all astonished at the verdict. ™

Niles soon left Nicodemus. He traveled to Washington, D.C., where he
gave lectures pressing the Federal Government to give former slaves indem-
nity for their loss of liberty and wages during bondage. Although most of the
Eastern newspapers ridiculed his ideas, a group of Congressmen introduced a
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freedman compensatory bill which was quickly defeated. Having had only lim-
ited success in Washington, Niles returned to Arkansas where he was con-
victed on nine counts of fraud because he had fleeced many blacks out of their
money under the pretense of selling them railroad lands. He was fined $800
plus court costs, or the opportunity of working the fine off at 25 cents per day.
Thereafter, Miles faded into oblivion.

While many whites perceived Niles as unscrupulous, they had no such
image of McCabe, a free-born Northern black. (FIGURE 1-9) The man lived
an extracrdinary life. Born in Troy, New York on October 10, 1850, he lived
for a while in Fall River, Massachusetts, attended public school in Newport,
Rhede Island, and continued his education in Bangor, Maine, until his father
died. Later he went to New York City where he worked as a clerk and porter
on Wall Street, Traveling to Chicago, he took a job as a clerk at the Palmer
House Hotel, and later became a clerk in the Cook County Treasurer's Office.
After 18 months there, he joined Abraham T. Hall, Jr., city editor of the
Chicago Conservator, and migrated west to Kansas.”” At Leavenworth,
MeCabe and Hall signed on with John W. Niles, then a town agent for
Nicodemus, and relocated in that predominantly black populated town,®

According to an early settler of Nicodemus, McCabe had little money
when he ventured to western Kansas, and he had to borrow from a Chicago
seamstress, whom he later married. He eventually secured a job surveying for
the government, while he engaged in real estate and transacted legal business
for blacks in the Nicodemus area.** During 1880, McCabe obtained Governor
5t. John's appointment as temporary county clerk. He did so after informing
the governor that he did not want to be supported for office by the Millbrook
slating petition. Without his permission or agreement, the white settlers of
Millbrook placed his name on a petition with their candidates. Since most
blacks in the county identified Millbrook with the Democratic Party, this was an
attempt at gaining black signatures. McCabe told 5t John that he desired to be
considered for the clerk’s office only on the Hill City petition, for the Millbrook
movemnent favored “too much of the ‘Old School’ demeocracy” for him or his
people “to touch, or handle the unclean thing.”™*

During the period McCabe sought the county clerk's office, Hall peti-
tioned and received the governor's appointment as the county census taker,
and Micodemus lost its bid for temporary county seat. The black town com-
peted with Gettysburg and Millbrock, two all-white towns for the county gowv-
ernment operation. Each town attempted to demonstrate that it had the widest
popular support by submitting to the governor petitions with the greatest num-
ber of signatures. The settlers of Nicodemus claimed that citizens of Gettysburg
used fraud in collecting their names. Hall and McCabe asserted to the gov-
ernor that his slowness in selecting one of the towns as the county seat encour-



FIGURE 1-5: Archival research uncovered scant photographic documentation of early black homesteads in Nicodemus. This early photograph of the Mitchell family shows their
modest frame residence 4 miles north and "2 mile east of Nicodemus. This structure no doubt replaced an earlier dugout or “soddy. " (Photograph: Irvin and Minerva W, Sayers|
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aged Gettysburg and other towns to employ deceptive measures in their at
tempis al gaining the appointment To substantiate their allegation, the pair
sant St John several affidavits descrbing the tricks used by Gettysburg resi
dents in getting blacks to sign their petition.™ Neither these testimonies, the
town's petition, nor later comrespondence from the citizens of Nicodemus in

FIGURE 1-9: Edward McCabe, an carly Nicodemus resident, became one of the
state’s Ivading black political figures, serving first as secretary of the Nicodemus
Town Company, county clerk, and eventually as Kansas state auditor. (Source:
Kansas State Histovical Society, Topeka, Kansas)

duced St. John 1o make a favorable decision for the black town.™ He ap-
pointed Millbrook as the first county seat of Graham County, which was or-
ganized on April 1, 1880.™

Two months later, McCabe and other county officials supervised a special
county-wide election to determine the location of the permanent county seat
Since many of the voters thought Millbrook obtained the lemporary seal by
deceit, the selection of Nicodemus as the polling place was probably the offi
clals’ attemnpt to reduce the number of fraud charges, The scandal-free election
produced Millbrook as the winner, and in July 1881. W, R. Hill challenged and
again failed to strip the county's headquarters from their town.™ This factor
contributed considerably to the near abandonment of Hill Citg ™

The county experienced a major transformation in its population makeup
during the three vears between the amival of the first black emigrants and the
county’s official establishment. The area changed from predominantly black to
a governmental unit with a large white majority, This population shift relieved
the fears of whites who thought they would bear an excessive share of the
county tax burden with a poor black majority. Maria L Stanley reflected the
cancern af many white settlers when she requested that the governor delay the
organization of the county until the citizens could operate it without going into
debt™

The change in the county's raclal compasition preceded the coming of
three white businessmen to Nicodemus. Thelr enterprises initiated
Nicodemus’ primary function of profitably collecting and distributing goods
The poverty of the hinterland population delayed the town from providing the
area’s residents with a marketplace. Earlier. three different black emigrants
had attempted to operate retail stores. During the winter of 18771878, 2. T
Fletcher (FIGURE 1-10) opened the first business in Nicodemus. He pur
chased a small amount of goods from a white man who owned a store near the
town and for a short time unsuccessfully ran a retail store from a dugout ™ His
venture, as well as that of Henrny Smith and Lewis Welton, two other blacks
who attempted to operate retall stores, failed because the area’s black home
steaders did not obtain enough money from work or cash crops to make the
fledgling business ventures profitable. ™ Alter the spring of 1879, the colonists
acquired money from outside jobs and were able to raise crops and livestock
enough to enable three whites to successfully operate businesses at
Nicodemus. ™' S, G, Wilson, a New Yorker, and William Green, a Rhode s
lander, owned general stores. while C. W. Newth, a European, operated a
drugstore. ™

The presence ol white businessmen did not prevent the blacks from
dominating the palitics of the township.™ The former slaves controlled the
township's elective offices and exerted a major influence In county-wide polit
cal affairs. During the election of 18581, they were able to have McCabe elected
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to a full term as county clerk and Daniel Hickman, a minister and leader of one
of the Kentucky colonies who lived in Hill City Township, county coroner ™
During 1880, blacks outnumbered whites in Nicodemus Township almost five
to one. Out of 316 people in the governmental unit, anly 58 were white, but in

FIGURE I-10: Opening the first business in Nicodemus in 1877, Z. T. Fletcher soon
became one of the town's most successhil merchants, Fletcher was more Tortunate
than many early Nicodemus residents, for he arrived in Nicodemus from Nebraska
with adequate capital to open a small general store, (Source: Veryl and Fern Switzer)
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the county as a whole, blacks were outnumbered 3,774 to 484 for a meager
12 percent of the total county population.™ The county-wide election of Afro
Americans Indicates the lack of intensive white racial hostility present in the
county and the higher degree of political sophistication possessed by area
blacks. They appear to have united behind their candidates and made political
deals with selected groups of whites

There is suome evidence that an unofficial understanding existed between
blacks and whites in governing the township's school board. The schoal sys
tem u5uaﬂ"_-, consisted of two Afro-Americans and one white who was a Repub-
lican.™ The former slaves demonstrated the impartance they attached to edu
cation by establishing, during 1879, the first school In Graham County.
Compared with whites in the area, blacks had a low literacy rate, but it was re
markably high for a group of people who had been in slavery only a few years
earlier, Of the total black population, 39 percent could read, and 25 percent
could write. The percentages increased substantially for the population be-
tween the ages of 15 and 45. Of the males In this group, 56 percent could read
while 48 percent could write *7

Books were important to the colonists. William Kirdtey, an ex-slave from
Scott County, Kentucky who arrived in Nicodemus during 1878, relocated to
northwestern Kansas with about a dozen books. These included Webster's
Unabridged Dictionary, an elementary speller. and two Bibles. ™ The first at
tempt of the blacks to teach their children to read these anid other boaks took
place in a sod hotel belonging to Z. T. Fletcher, a school board member. ™ His
wife, the town’s first teacher, taught 15 children. The students “'sat on seats
that were made of big blocks with hewn logs lald over them.” "™ Mrs. Fleicher
and later teachers instructed the children in basic literature, arithmetic, moral
values, and hygiene. During the period of extreme economic hardship for the
seitlers, a teacher told one little boy to comb his hair before coming to school
Next day his hair was cut right down the middle. When the teacher asked him
why he cut his hair, the student replied that his family could not afford a
comb. "“! He and his classmates began school late in the winter after they had
assisted with the harvest. The length of these children’s school terms varied
from three to six months. '

The founding of the school coincided with the Nicodemus Town Com-
pany ending its promotional activities of Nicodemus. Two major factors in-
duced the town company to stop advertising the town. First, the company
could locate only a very few Southern blacks with maney enough to relocate in
northwest Kansas, buy a town business lot. and establish an enterprise. Of the
several hundred people the promoters managed to relocate to Nicodemus,
only a few dozen had any desire to permanently live there '™ During 1878,
600 people resided in Nicodemus Township, most of them in the town. '™ Two




years later, only 316 persons occupied the township, and the vast majority of
that number lived on farms. '™ The decrease in urban population was mostly
due to the blacks utilizing the town as a way station to homesteads or other
farm lands. The town company may have sold a substantial number of $5 resi-
dential lots, but few $75 commercial lots and the land units that would have
provided the company a sizeable return on their initial investment. These small
successes induced the company to continue its promotional activities,
however,

Second, Hill's great interest in the promotion of Hill City diverted his at-
tention from Nicodemus and deprived the company of a major inspirational
force as well as his expertise. This speculator brought the first group of settlers
to Hill City on February 1, 1878, five months after the initial settlement of
Nicodemus. *® For a year or so, Hill and Smith promoted both towns concur-
rently. """ The size of the town's potential target market then inspired the
townsite speculator to concentrate his boosting efforts on his namesake town.

Although Hill and the town company's lack of interest in promoting
Nicodemus did not kill the town, the residents failed to initiate a second
boosting stage for seven years. In addition to having the same constraints as
the first stage boosters, between 1879 and 1886 the blacks experienced two
other events that were not conducive to town promotion: poor crop vears, and
a serious challenge to their ownership of the townsite. Because of pests and
adverse weather, the farmers of northwest Kansas, from 1880 through 1883,
experienced very lean harvests. The people of Graham County suflered se-
verely. The settlers received outside aid, but Nicodemus' population during
1884 fell to less than 5{), while the township declined to 239.'"™ Some of the
emigrants relocated to farms, while others left the area in search of greater
opportunities.

This meager population and a potential windfall profit induced Henry
Miller, a white land speculator from Stockton, to enter a counterclaim for own-
ership of the townsite. 109 This claim could be made because the town company
had neglected to meet the federal regulations for obtaining the final ownership
papers for the townsite, making the lot claims of the residents vulnerable. The
black setilers, who knew little about preemption, did not become aware of the
Micodemus Town Company’s failure until March 1884, when Miller applied to
the Federal Government for a timber entry claim on the town’s land. '™
If Miller’s attempt was successful, residents would have to lease or rebuy
their lots, or settle with the speculator to get him to discontinue his efforts
before the government made a decision on his claim.

Miller's mercenary efforts failed. Nicodemus' townspeople, led by S. G.
Wilson, a white merchant, and the “Committee of Nicodemus Concerned Cit-
izens,”” which consisted of C. H. Newth, a white doctor, Z. T. Fletcher, a black

hotel owner, and A. N. Harper, secretary of the Nicodemus Chapter of the
First Grand Independent Benevolent Society and the president of the
Nicodemus Town Company, obtained the assistance of Lewis Harmback, their
Congressional Representative. ''* Harnback appears to have expedited a hear-
ing of the Nicodemus case by the United States Land Commission.* ' On May
23, 1885, the Kirwin, Kansas Land Office, speaking for the Land Commission,
announced a hearing on Miller's claim. The hearing was scheduled for August
20, but it never took place. Miller failed to appear, losing his claim by de-
fault. !'* Later, Hamback obtained a ruling from the Land Commission that al-
lowed Nicodemus' 30 inhabitants to reenter their preemption claim for 160
acres. The Land Commission stated that although townsite preemption law
did not have a provision for fewer than 100 inhabitants to enter less than 320
acres, it would allow the citizens of Micodemus to preempt their townsite. Even
before the residents had completed the standard application requirernents, on
June 9, 1886, they received their title.!'

Micodemus' trouble resulted in unsolicited publicity. The town’s racial
makeup helped inspire white Kansas newspapers, especially the Atchison
Weekly Champion, to push the town as a solution to the “Southern question.”
The paper claimed that “if Nicodemnus failed it would darken the whole future
of the colored race in this country.” It called the colony a hopeful altemative
for Afro-Americans if life became too harsh for blacks under the “Southern
Bourbon Politicians.”” 1%

One of the reasons that white newspapers boosted the formation of all-
black towns was the desire for population increase in the western part of the
state. In 1876, the frontier line in Kansas began in the western portion of Rooks
County. ' At that time the western terminal of the Central Pacific Railroad was
at Ellis, 100 riles from the Colorado border. The black town of Micodemus
and the white town of Hill City were over 30 miles northwest of Ellis, in the un-
settled section of Rooks County, soon to become Graham County. The news-
papers’ interest, therefore, was to populate western Kansas. This population
would provide a reason for railroads to extend their lines westward to connect
the mineral-rich foothills of the Rocky Mountains with the industrial centers of
eastern Kansas.

Meanwhile, the area's absence of a black church inspired the black colo-
nists to organize one African Methodist Episcopal (A M.E.} and two Baptist
congregations soon after they arived in Graham County.!'” Each of the
groups held worship services in the crude dugouts of their respective members
until 1879, when Reverend Daniel Hickman's (FIGURE [-11) Baptist sect
built a sod church edifice a few miles west of Nicodemus. Named Mount Olive
after Hickman's former church in Kentucky, the initial structure of worship in
the county had a seating capacity of about 50 people.''® A year later, Rever-
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end Silas M. Lee, a part-time farmer, led his Baptist congregation while they
built a one-story stone church in Nicodemus. ' Soon after, the Methodists.
who had organized with only five members, erected St. Paul's, one of the
earliest sod structures in the town, ***

FIGURE I-11: The Reverend Daniel Hickman, who led one of four founding colonies of
blacks from Hentucky to the Nicodemus townsite arriving in the years 1877-78.
(Source: Kansas State Historical Society. Topeka, Kansas)
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The churches mostly served to satisfy the blacks’ need for a communal
worship, and only secondarily the purposes of soclal welfare and entertain-
ment These latter functions were mainly performed by the Nicodemus Chap-
ter of the First Grand Independent Benevolent Society of Kansas and Missouri.
Best known for its sponsorship of an annual August | celebration of the eman
cipation of the West Indies slaves by Great Britain, its main purpose was to care
for its members in sickness, poverty, and any other periods of adversity. '*! The
Afro-Americans had brought this all-black association along with them when
they migrated from the South. ¥ Publishing a newspaper in its headquarters in
Topeka, the society, by 1879, had established 11 chapters in Kansas and 5 in
Missouri. Nicodemus Chapter No. 7 was organized during 1880, the year after
the colonists abandoned their self-governing association. '“* No evidence exists
to suggest that this benevolent society indulged in either local or state politics,
although it dominated the town's social scene

The blacks of the Nicodemus area taxed the benevolent society's social
welfare capacity less severely after 1884 and 1885, All northwest Kansas expe
rienced renewed prosperity In those years as good harvests prevailed Profits
from these, together with setilement of the town's land title question, inspired
the residents of Nicodemus during 1886 1o initiate a second phase of boosting
Because many of the owners of the town's businesses were white, a biracial
group led this effort. '“* These citizens realized that only a limited number of
blacks would have enough money to buy town lots in Nicodemus. That reall
zation induced the promoters to broaden the town's potential for gaining new
settlers by addressing all races. In their eagemess for growth, they advertised
Nicodemus to a cross-section of Americans, thereby relinquishing the town's
unique position as the only place in Kansas that directed its promaotional efforts
exclusively toward blacks.

During Nicodemus® second development stage, its promoters also ex
panded the objective of their promotion. Along with increasing the town's
population, they sought to secure a rall line. Of course, the two goals were in
tertwined. Improved accessibility would provide additional settlers, and a sub
stantial increase in Nicodemus' population would help gain a railway

—————————

EE e ——
Boom!! Boom!! No town in Northwestern Kansas
boomis) more just (at) present than Nicodemus.
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The renewed attempt at recruiting settlers began seven manths before the
residents of the town actively solicited a rail line. Active promotion began with
the publication of the Nicodernus Western Cyclone by Arthur G. Tallman, its
white owner and editor, on May 13, 1886, Two months later he relin-
guished the editorship to H. K. Lightfoot, a white man who formerly had pub



lished the Webster (Kansas) Eagle.'*® The Westemn Cyclone had a compara-
tively small readership. Tallman did not attempt to distribute the Western
Cyclone in the eastern areas of the nation nor did he saturate Kansas with its is-
sues. Instead he concentrated his circulation efforts mainly on Graham and
Rook Counties.’®” The newspaper's limited readership did not discourage
W. R. Hill and his business associate, George Sanford, from buying the West-
em Cyclone. They made the purchase in order to have another newspaper
along with the Hill City Reveille, which Hill already owned, to drum up support
for Hill City as the county seat and to back his slate of Republican candidates
who favored the town for the county's elective offices. To accomplish this end,
Hill installed Lightfoot as editor of the Western Cyclone.

After three months at the Western Cuyclone, Lightfoot established the
Nicodemus Enterprise, which competed with the newspaper of his former em-
plover.' For personal or economic reasons, Lightfoot, through his newspa-
per, displayed an acute dislike for W. R. Hill. As early as the second issue, the
Enterprise carried an editorial criticizing the townsite speculator for atternpting
to lure businessmen to Hill City from the town of Millbrook, which a cyclone
had wrecked."'*” For more than two months, almost every issue included one
or more negative comments concerning Hill. Their intensity and frequency
substantially increased after Hill and James Justus, the chairman of the Gra-
ham County Republican Central Committee, successfully denied recognition
and seating to delegates to the Republican County Convention who did not fa-
vor making Hill City the county seat. The Enterprise championed the cause of
the anti-Hill City delegates who withdrew from the regular convention and
slated their own candidates.'*”

During the weeks preceding the November elections, the Enterprise’s at-
tacks on Hill and some of his associates became vicious. Lightfoot, who in Oc-
tober made H. 5. Henrie, a local merchant, a business partner in the newspa-
per, charged that Hill and Justus schemed with a few of their allies in Hill City
the day before the convention to determine who would be seated as dele-
gates.'*! In response to the Western Cyclone’s denial of Hill's manipulation of
the convention, the Enterprise began to publish allegations of personal wrong-
doings by Hill and several of the candidates he supported. It accused the
townsite speculator of defrauding blacks by selling them town lots on land that
he did not own; deceiving illiterate men into signing warranty deeds by telling
them the paper was a mortgage; and cheating “inoffensive women and chil-
dren out of homes" and possessions. The newspaper alleged that B. Van
Slack, a white Graham Township resident whom Hill supported as a candidate
for reelection to the county clerk’s office, unlawfully signed a $5,000 bond for
a bridge, and conspired with the railroad companies to defraud the county of
railway land taxes. In addition, Lightfoot implied that the county clerk did not
like blacks. Even a white office seeker from Nicodemus did not escape the En-
terprise’s Indictment. The newspaper claimed that Sam G. Wilson, a merchant

and incumbent for the county treasurer’s office, attempted to cheat a soldier’s
widow out of her land in Nicodemus, covered up the wrongdoings of Van
Slack by destrnyinzg the evidence, and enforced the taxes only when they af-
fected the poor.'?

For the most part, the Western Cyclone ignored the Enterprise’s assaults
on Hill and the slate of office seekers he endorsed. The newspaper never came
to the defense of its owner, but it opposed the accusation with which Lightfoat
charged Wilson. The Westem Cuyclone, calling the Enterprise’s editor a “politi-
cal prostitute,” asserted that Wilson deserved to be reelected as the result
of his past performance in office and his humanitarian dealings with the
citizens of Nicodemus and Graham County. For five years the county
treasurer carried families from Nicodemus and other townships that traded
in his store on an open account. It also claimed that Wilson used his own
money to pay the taxes on many of the county’s poor and helped save
Nicodemus from Henry Miller's title challenge. The Western Cyclone’s
editor did not defend Val Slack, but for several weeks, it printed an open
letter he wrote to the newspaper readers denying each of Lightfoot’s
allegations and calling Lightfoot a liar.'™

Both newspapers ceased their verbal warfare immediately after the elec-
tion. All of Hill's candidates won, and two weeks after the election, Hill and
Sanford sold the Western Cyclone to M. C. Inlow, a recent white emigrant to
Nicodemus. '** By December 30, 1886, Lightfoot and Henrie had followed suit
and sold the Enterprise to Inlow and his new partner, J. E. Porter, another
white resident of the town. These two entrepreneurs merged the newspapers
as the Nicodemus Cyclone. '3 This organ, unlike the Enterprise, expressed no
animosity toward Hill and backed his successful efforts at gaining the county
seat for Hill City.'**

Each of the newspapers provided their readers with multiple services.
They printed national, state, and local news, Kansas stock and grain market re-
ports, personal interest stories from around the world, advertisements for the
area’s businesses, a wide range of editorials which helped to set the social
values of the town, and promotional materials for Nicodemus and its hinter-
land. They maintained similar formats. Having only four pages, they usually
printed the world, national, and state news on the front and second pages; per-
sonal interest and market reports on the second page; and on the last two
pages, news from neighboring towns, local news, editorials, advertisements,
and boosting.

Other than news reporting, boosting was the most important service that
the newspapers provided for the residents of Nicodemus, Proclaiming the wel-
fare of Nicodemus as its main concern, the Westem Cyclone and its counter-
parts attempted to portray in a glamorous manner almost every characteristic
of the town except its racial makeup. The Western Cyclone typified the news-
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paper’s philosophy about boosting when it stated that it would "'spare no pains
to advance the interest of Nicodemus and her citizens.”'*7

Much of the boosting literature printed by the newspapers was similar to
that used by the first stage promoters: both earlier and later groups neglected
the geographical and climatic peculiarities of the Great Plains and expressed
the congeniality of the townsite’s natural environment, portrayed examples of
the mormentum In the town’s development, the morality of the town’s citizens,
and Nicodemus' bright future prospects.

Some new promotional themes did appear in the paper, however. Edito-
rials highlighted the town's interracial harmony which was reflected by its low
crime rate. During the town's first nine years of lite, the citizens experienced
only one shooting incident, three fistfights, one actual and one attempted theft,
and one disorderly conduct episode. The first fight was between Reverend
John Anderson and Deacon J. Joseph over an interpretation of a Bible scrip-
ture."*® The theft resulted in the victim printing an advertisernent telling the
burglar that he was well known and that if the stolen goods were returned,
there would be no prosecution. " Three of the events took place during the
1887 celebration of Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation. A financial disa-
greement inspired two black men to exchange shots with each other, wound-
ing a bystander in the process. In the second fistfight, a white man hit a black
man, who retaliated by knocking out the white man. The disorderly conduct
incident occurred when a group of white men and women became drunk in a
hotel room. ' Reviewing the course of its history, the Enterprise concluded
that “‘a more peaceable (sic) set of people were never together than those who
dwell in and around Nicodemus,”!*!

While town boosters made much of it, most new towns on the Middle
Border had low crime rates. Not even the notorious cattle towns experienced
many crimes, especially not violent offenses. Robert Dykstra, in his The Cattle
Towns, found that over a 15-year period, 5 of the most important cow towns
averaged “only 1.5 homicides per catfle-trading season.”’% W. Eugene
Hollon in Frontier Violence asserts that crime in non-mining and cattle towns
was very rare. 143 The towns' small populations and their residents’ sense of
communal cooperation deterred criminal activities.

Along with the theme of harmony, Nicodemus® newspapers proclaimed
that town residents were very moral. They were especially boastful that no
signs of impropriety could be found there. One newspaper article asserted that
the town had ““no wiskey shops, billiard hall or other gambling hele.” It told its
readers that Micodemus residents were “moral, refined people,” with “no
drunkenness or rowdyness, no cussing or whopping.”” ' Although the journals
did not portray them as the town's dominant social force, for promational pur-
poses they frequently bragged about Nicodemus’ churches and their activities,
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By 1887, the townspeople had built stone buildings (FIGURE 1-12) to house
the town’s first two congregations and had acquired two additional congrega-
tions: a Free Methodist and a Second Baptist. Other than as places of worship,
the church buildings, especially the ones built from stone, served as places for
social as well as religious gatherings. In both kinds of gatherings, but especially
at concerts and large parties, all Nicodemus residents were welcome to attend.

The newspapers regarded all social activities, whether related to churches
or not, as grist for the promotional mill. Like citizens of other towns on the Mid-
die Border, Nicodemus residents organized and participated in literary socie-
ties, baseball clubs, choruses, riding tournaments, lecture series, dances, par-
ties, and festivals. The latter activity produced the greatest amount of interest
and the widest participation. Along with the celebration commemorating the
emanicipation of West Indies slaves, Nicodemus' residents usually held festi-
vals to celebrate Thanksgiving, the Fourth of July, and the town’s founding.

The First Grand Independent Benevolent Society, sponsor of the Eman-
cipation Celebration, exerted more influence in determining the social values
of blacks in the area than any other organization. Its membership transcended
age, sex, and religion, touching the lives of all citizens at one time or another. 146

THE RAILROAD IS COMINGII

The newspapers gave the town’s business needs just as much attention as
it gave social events. In almost every issue, the papers advertised business
needs and investment opportunities. For example, the Western Cuclone at-
tempted to induce the establishment of a building supply company by asking,
“Whao will be the lucky man to start a lumber yard?** Business boosting in-
creased dramatically after it appeared that Nicodemus would gain a rail line in
early 1888, The connection would help establish firms' growth, the papers as-
serted, and attract both new stores and new manufacturing establishments. '47

The citizens of Nicodemus began sericus negotiations for a rail line in De-
cember 1886, Within the new two years, the town’s promoters had conducted
negotiations with at least three railroads in their attempt to increase the town's
accessibility. The Missouri Pacific Railroad Company, the first railroad to con-
tact the town's leaders, told them tentatively that the railroad would require
about $18,000 to provide the town with a rail line. **® This request was not unu-
sual. Most Midwestern towns, established by independent townsite specula-
tors and platted away from existing railways, had to provide railroad
companies with land or direct financial payments. In some cases, the railroad
requested both land and money.'4”

In the case of MNicodemus, the railroad demanded money. Sometime in



FIGURE 112 An varly view of Nicodemus, Kansas ca. 1885, The stone constriction of the First Baptist Church (the structure on the left of the photograph), organized by Rever-
end Silas Lee in 1880 and the false-fronted Foster Willlams General Merchandise store signalled a briel period of prosperity in Nicodemus, as residents eagerly anticipated the
arrival of a major rallroad. [(Source: Kansas State Historical Saociety, Topeka. Kansas)
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December 1886, W. W. Fagan, an agent for the Missouri Pacific Railroad,
wrote a letter to the citizens of Nicodemus Township stating that the company
was considering two alternative routes: from Stockton, Kansas, through
Nicodemus and then on to Denver, or from Lenora, Kansas, a route that
would bypass Nicodemus. Fagan asserted, “it rest(s) with people along the
fwo proposed routes which will be the main line from the Missouri river ta
Denver."' 190

The citizens of Nicodemus and the surrounding township responded to
Fagan's letter in the week of January 20, 1887, by sending a delegation to see
him. The group consisted of A. L. McPherson, owner of the Nicodemus Bank,
T.J. and Z. T. Fletcher, owners of the Fletcher House Hotel, C. H. Newth, the
town’s only physician and druggist, 5. G. Wilson, the county treasurer, and
promater H. K. Lightfoot. How much, they asked, would it cost to get the
Missouri Pacific to choose the route favorable to their interest? The company
declared that eight Graham County townships — Nicodemus, Alcona,
Gettysburg, Hill City, Millbrook, Richland, Solomon, and Wildhorse — would
have to provide an unrestricted gift of $132,000. The amount each township
was to give varied from $10,000 to $18,000. If its citizens and the people of the
other townships paid the specified amounts, the railroad would cross the Solo-
mon River near the southeast corner of the town of Nicodemus. '

The voters of the township met in Nicodemus town to discuss how to ralse
the money. With businessmen in the lead, the township gathering approved
raising the money through a bond issue authorized by a township-wide vote.
In addition, the group recommended that the railroad build a depot within
one-half mile of Nicodemus town. The citizens then formed a committee of
leading property holders to persuade owners to sell the necessary right-of-way
within the township to the railroad company. 1%

During the week of January 27, 1887, the promoters of Nicodemus ob-
tained the legal number of signatures to place the bond issue on the ballot.
That same week, Newth and Lightfoot visited the Missouri Pacific office in
Stockton to lobby for the extension of the Stockton branch track to Denver, 1>
Following through on their plan, the citizens of Nicodemus on March 22, 1887,
voted 82 to 8 to issue railroad bonds valued at $16,000.'%%

At the time of balloting, the Westem Cuclone thought the Missour Pacific
would lay tracks through Nicodemus Township by December 1, 1887, Dur-
ing early May 1887, engineers from the railroad company surveyed
Nicodemus town for the purpose of laying tracks and building a depot.'*® The
passage of the bond issue and the surveying raised the residents’ expectations
for the railroad, but their hopes were short-lived. In September 1887, they
learmned that the Missouri Pacific had rejected the township's offer of nearly
$200,000 to extend its Stockton track west for 75 miles, and had chosen an-
other route to Colorado. '

The activity of two other railroad companies softened Micodemus' disap-
pointment at not gaining the Missouri Pacific line. As early as February 3,
1887, the town promoters reported that the Santa Fe Railroad proposed to
run its tracks adjacent to the Sclomon River westward by way of Stockton,
Webster, and Nicodemus.'*® In March, the citizens of Nicodemus were told
that the Central Branch of the Union Pacific would have a train in their town by
the coming fall.'*? Promoters of Nicodemus joined a group of boosters from
Webster and Millbrook to encourage the Santa Fe line to build a line extending
from Stockton through their town.'*® Even though the Santa Fe Railroad
Company surveyed the town, Nicodemus was bypassed when it laid tracks
wast,

The Union Pacific scheme continued to provide hope through September
1838. Between March 1887 and July 1888, the Union Pacific gave
Nicodemus at least three major indications that tracks would be laid in the
town's immaediate area.

First, several railroad officials visited Nicodemus. The earliest reported
visitor, Colonel Dean, the director of the Union Pacific Central Branch's west-
ward extension, came to Micodemus in March 1887, to examine the proposed
route that would place tracks adjacent to the town.'®! Then in May 1888, an
unidentified group of railroad officials were reported in residence at the Fisher
Hotel.'%2 J. H. McCalvin, a townsite agent for the Union Pacific Railroad Com-
pany, arrived July 23, 1888, While in Nicodemus, he further raised promoters’
hopes of obtaining a rail line by informing the town's people that the Union Pa-
cific Railroad Company intended to build a division station there on its new
line through Graham County.'®?

Second, before the Union Pacific Railroad began laying tracks in what
seemed to be Micodemus’ direction, engineers from the company did two sur-
veys in the vicinity, During January and February 1888, company surveyors
spent several weeks in Nicodemus Township and Graham County, and in
April the railroad company informed the citizens of the township that its sur-
veyors, who had camped across the Solomon River, were making their final
survey. """ These surveys, and reports during July 1888 that tracks were being
laid toward the town at about one mile per day, indicated to Nicodemus’ pro-
moters that their town would soon have its much-desired railroad.'®®

The third indicator, the railroad’s formal request for financial subsidy, oc-
curred in February 1888."%° This request coincided with the company's sur-
veyors' extended stay in Graham County. The amount of money asked from
Nicodemus is not known. Since the town boosters did not ask the township
voters to approve an additional bond issue, and the promoters began
propagating the idea that Nicodemus would become a junction for two Union
Pacific Railroad lines, the township's $16,000 must have covered the request.
But the Union Pacific laid its tracks no closer than six miles from the town. %7
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FIGURE 1-13: Mrs. Ora Switzer, Nicodemus resident. being interviewed by summier
HARBS Team members in 1983, The large majority of Nicodemus residents have lived
all their lives in the area, and know the history of the town well. More important. there
Is & consclous effort an the part of the older residents to instill pride and a knowledge
of the town's heritage into the younger residents. (Photograph: Everett Fly)
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The town's newspapers played many roles in Nicodemus® atternpt to gain
a railroad. First, they helped to mobilize public support for the township to put
up the necessary money to get a rail line. Surprisingly, the Western Cyclone
did not take the lead in supporting the town's attempt at secuning one. When
the Missouri Pacific Railroad Company asked the town and township for
$16,000, the paper expressed caution. The newspaper asserted, "We are on
general principle opposed to voting bonds to corporations bt so long as
the law will concede so long will they ask for all they can get.”" The newspaper
asked first for the public's views on the subject before stating its own Fin

After the paper realized that the citizens supported the bond issue, it be
came the leading public advocate for the venture. Following the township
meeting that elected to place the bond Issue to a vote, the Western Cyclone
stated “"the bonds will carry by a big majority’” and in a headline the newspa
per proclaimed, “The Railroad is coming.” ' When the newspaper reported
that petitions placing the bond issue on the ballot had obtained the required
number of signatures, the Westem Cyclane shifted positions slightly on the is-
sue by stating, *‘We have all along advocated the necessity of a road and said
that we should support a light reasonable band.”"" ™' The voting of the bonds
inspired the newspaper 1o become an exhilarating supporter of the venture
and to declare that election day was one "'long to be remembered in
Nicodemus; for that day the people decided that we should develop into a
town, with all advantages derived from a railroad. "’

Second, the newspaper helped give the town a short growth boom, which
in turn enhanced the attractiveness of Nicodemus to railroad builders. The
portrayal by the Western Cyclone and its counterparts of Nicodemus as a rall
road boom town helped to bring people to the community. Two weeks alter
the signing of the petitions that placed the rallroad bond issue to a vote, the
newspaper stated that Nicodemus was “'booming more than any town in Gra
ham County.”" ' Later the Western Cyclone informed its readers that a boom
had *'set in on account of the railroad. '’ During the weeks preceding the rail
road bond election, the newspaper printed such notices as “"Boom!! Boom!!
No town in Northwest Kansas boomis) more just (at) present than
Nicodemus." '™ Even though the newspaper reported that in 90 days the
number of the town's business houses would double, and that town lots were
rapidly changing hands, it attempted to assure the potential settlers with small
means that they would still be able to afford lots there. The Western Cyclone
told readers that “reasonable prices are given to actual settlers.” " ™ To help
substantiate its dubious assertions concermning the town's accelerating develop
ment, the newspaper stated that Eastern capitalists were finding the town “a
fruitful field for investments” and that 50 to 200 percent was realized on
money invested in Nicodemus '




The Enterprise and Nicodemus Cyclone presented their readers with a
more moderate image of the boom. The Enterprise told its readers that
Nicodemus had a “boom, not a boom of Mushroom variety, but a genuine old
fashioned healthy boom, the variety that last(s) long.”"*”” The Nicodemus Cy-
clone asserted to its readers that Nicodemus was growing modestly, but “with
a heavy emigration and a rallroad in the early spring.” it would boom. '™ Al-
though cautious about the rate of growth, the two joumnals wanted readers to
believe that Nicodemus was the leading urban center in Graham County, The
Enterprise attempted o convey this idea when it stated, by looking at our ad-
vertising columns the reader will see that Nicodemus is ‘chuck full of business
men.' '™ The Nicodemus Cyelone had the same goal in mind when it re-
ported "from the amount of hay being hauled into town, one would think that
our liverymen are doing an immense amount of business. '™

Finally, the newspapers helped to sustain public hope in the town and its
chances of gaining a mail ine after several milroad companies fatled to bulld
through Nicodemus. When it became evident that the Central Branch of the
Union Pacific Railroad would not lay tracks adjacent to the town, the
Nicodemus Cuclone reassured its readers that Nicodemus would receive a
line: “If Nicodemus don't get the C.B.U.P. this fall she will get the Santa Fe.
Which will please us equally as well " '®' After the Nicodemus Cyelone learned
that the town might not abtain either of these rall lines, it attempted to reassure
its readers by asserting that it had received rellable Information that the
Missourt Pacific Rallroad would extend its Stockton, Kansas branch through
Nicodemus, '*

Along with the newspapers, the Nicodemus boosters utilized many of the
typical promotional techniques then available to new Midwestern towns dur-
ing their second boosting stage. One means, the oflering of land to potential
new settlers, occurred only during the early months of 1887, Since Nicodemus
had no formal organizations to offer inducements to would-be settlers, 7 of the
town's leading businessmen offered the first 50 new families or single adults
whao settled in Nicodemus 1 free lol. There is no report that anyone took ad-
vantage of the offering. '™ The idea behind the benevolence was to increase
town population which would enhance the possibility of a rallroad

The town's need for additional population and the efforts of the seven
businessmen at inducing new emigration inspired the citizens of Nicodemus to
establish the Nicodemus Emigration Assoclation. founded during October
1887, and the Nicodemus Immigration Union, in January 1888, '™ Since both
organizations had as their goal the increase of population, it is not clear why it
was Ihnugh! necessany o form two emigration associations,

The formation of the Emigration Association occurred In 1887 as a direct
result of a town meeting called to discuss ways of initiating an "'emigration

boom to Graham County in the early spring "' '™ Although many of the town's
most respected citizens were white, the organizers wanted to olfer inducement
and assistance for the "Colored people in the South” who wanted "o better
their condition. " '*° |t was claimed that the town's real estate men had received
numerous letters from blacks seeking information about the availability of land
in the Nicodemus area. This was the first and only time during the town's sec-
ond promotional stage that the boosters focused on black emigrants
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FIGURE 1.14: As late as 1940, the landscape in and surrounding Nicodemus, Kansas,
remained treeless and quite forbidding. The photograph of the A.M.E. Church taken in
1943 by William T. Belleau reveals the stark character of the Isolated frontier town.
{(Photograph: Willlam T. Belleau, 1943, Source: Fort Hays State College, Fort Hays,
Kansas)

The residents who attended the organizational meetings chose filve men
as the Emigration Association's executive committee, Their jobs included an-
swering inquiries concemning Nicodemus and its hinterland and 1o offer in
ducements to the area’s potential settlers. '™ By January 5, 1888, the executive
committee claimed to have induced 50 families to move to Graham County
There Is no record of the families’ race nor is there any record of the families'
actual settling in the country, The committee did attempt to locate 50 farms
that the alleged incoming families could lease. '™
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The membership of the Nicodemus Immigration Union was composed
primarily of businessmen but not exclusively. Only two of its members’ names
have been preserved, J. E. Porter, the organization’s secretary, and Reverend
C. H. Brown, its 1888 delegate to the Northwest Kansas Emigration Society's
meeting. '** The latter group was an organization of several northwest Kansas
emigration associations,

The Immigration Union functioned much like the Emigration Associa-
tion.*™ Both organizations distributed circulars that promoted Nicodemus. Of
the two Immigration Union's circulars that survive, the earliest entitled *‘Poor
Man’'s Paradise,"” dated February 3, 1888, made no mention of the town's ra-
cial makeup. Moreover, the document was addressed to all industrious labor-
ers of the Eastern cities. After proclaiming the town’s attributes and falsely as-
serting that Nicodermus had “‘undisputed control of trade for a radius of ten
miles,” the handbill invited readers, “who after years of toil and privation had
failed to accumulate more than a cramped home in a worthless part of some
city,” to relocate in Nicodemus Township. '

During the second week of March 1888, the Immigration Union distrib-
uted a second flyer, which was reprinted in the Nicodemus Cyclone. The
handbill titled “Nicodemus and Her Advantages,” addressed all citizens who
contemplated emigration. After describing the town's people, businesses,
schools, and churches, the circular informed the reader that Nicodemus had a
geod source of water power and prospects for one or more railroads. In addi-
tion, it asserted that Micodemus needed a fumiture store, farm implement
store, harness shop, grain mill, shoemaker, hardware store, photographer, sil-
versrnith, and a “first class physician.” In a statement directed to Southern
farmers, the flyer asserted that “a farmer from Georgia had experimented in
cotton” and harvested one bale per acre. '™

Although the technigques used by the second stage boosters of Nicodemus
did not atiract a rail line, they did for a time substantially increase the popula-
tion and businesses of the town. By 1886, the Western Cyclone claimed that
the town was the second largest in the county.'™ During the next vear,
Nicodemus had grown to 200 residents. The town had four dry goods stores,
at least three grocery stores, three drug stores, two millinery shops, one bank,
four hotels, twa livery stables, two newspapers, two blacksmith shops, two bar-
bers, one shoe shop, two agricultural implement stores, and one land com-
pany.'?* The citizens also had built a two-story school building that cost over
$1,000, which was headed by J. E. Porter, a former principal of the
Leavenworth High School. '*® During the early part of 1888, citizens attempted
to bring a telephone line and a library to Nicodemus. '%®

The residents of Nicodemus made marked material progress during the
three years they actively sought a railroad depot. Some of the citizens had
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encugh money to buy luxuries such as a Smith American organ.'®” One of the
town's settlers, A. L. McPherson, the owner of the Bank of Nicodemus, paid
the largest personal property tax in the county.’™® A white man, McPherson
emigrated to Kansas from Massachusetts. He had lived in the state for 20 years
before he moved from Jewell, Kansas to Nicodemus. '™ The relatively rapid
growth of the town, and the accumulation of substantial capital by the area
blacks, induced the banker to move his business to the town. Some of the
black residents of Nicodemus made large amounts of money in a short period
of time. Foster Williams, for example, came to Nicodemus from Memphis in
1886, with little means. He established a grocery business and after only ten
months he was worth $3,000.%°” The Hill City Reveille stated that ‘strange to
say, these people, many of whom were raised in slavery, are among the
thriftiest and most prosperous class of settlers” in northwest Kansas.?! The
blacks’ new wealth inspired Henry Root, a special corespondent to the
Atchison Weekly Champion to call Nicodemus, “one of the most thriving rap-
idly growing towns of Graham County."'#%

Dhuring the late months of 1888, Nicodemus' development ceased. When
the town failed to obtain a railroad, people started to move elsewhere, All the
white and most of the black businessmen moved to places with more opportu-
nity. Some left the county entirely, while many moved their stock of goods,
and in some cases their buildings, to the new town of Bogue, a railhead six
miles south of Nicodemus. ™ The majority of blacks that did not make their liv-
ing from merchandising maintained residences in Nicodemus longer than the
businessmen.

Those who remained discontinued all active promotion. Like most new
towns on the Middle Border that failed to gain a rail line, Micodemus could no
longer efficiently perform its primary function of collecting and distributing
goods. Thus, the town's people chose not to compete with towns in the area
that had secured a rail connection. Nicodemus maintained a small population
throughout the remainder of its history, but it became merely a black symbolic
social center, Most blacks in the area visited the town only on special occa-
sions, such as the Emancipation Day Celebration. For almost one hundred
years this event has been held annually. The August 1 event attracted black
residents of western Kansas, former residents of the area, many of the de-
scendents of the county's early black settlers, and interested visitors.

The history of Nicodemus paralleled that of most new towns on the Mid-
dle Border. Other than for the few differences produced by racial compaosition,
the saga of Nicodemus could have been that of any other Great Plains or
Trans-Mississippl West settlement. The unique heritage of the black settlers
limited the amount of wealth they possessed or had access to, but it did not al-
ter the pattern of Nicodemus' founding or its process of development. Regard-



less of the racial factor, if a town did not gain a rall line, it either specialized its
boosting, or, llke Nicodemus, it stopped growing. Thus Nicodemus exper
enced a fate commaon in the West, Relatively few of the {otal number of towns
founded on the Trans-Mississippl West obtalned rail lines, and the great major
ity of the losers faded into insignificance
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FIGURE 1-15: Historic photograph of the Reverend John and Lee Anna Samuels. Rev-
erend Samuels gave the land for the nearby Samuels Cemetery. He also served as the
town's shoemaker. (Photograph: Bernice Bates)
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FOOTNOTES
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*For example, the 1867 amendment only changed the maximum acreage
that could be preempted. The amendment allowed towns with 6,000 or
more settlers built on public land to preempt 1,700 acres. The 1844 Act
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African Methodist Episcopal Church, Nicodemus, Kansas.

First Baptist Church, Nicodemus, Kansas. First Bapiist Church, NMicodemus, Kansas,
(Photographs: Clayton Fraser)
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CHAPTER Il

NICODEMUS:

THE ARCHITECTURAL
DEVELOPMENT AND DECLINE
OF AN AMERICAN TOWN

Clayton Fraser

I'hie e hirectues] history of Sicoskemus lloed o Typie ul fruntier ek tisrn
according o Clayeon Fraser, OF necessity the towen's ficst inhabitants
built primitive dugouts or “soddies. ” As soon as their financial condition
improved. however. residents guickly reploced these crude sod sfructures
with frame and stone buildings. When the long-hoped for failrood
connection folled to materialiee, howeper. many merchonis simply
riclocated thetr businesses and builldings o the more fortamote nearhy
corrmumities ichich hod attroeted o roll ik Todoy, only o handful ol
shempile, wtilifarioen struciures vemodn o remmiod eistiors of Nicodemas

rich heritoge

- ——
Nicodemus s boaming. New bulldings are golng up all around us.
Hurrah lor Nicodemus and surmounding country. Nicodemus s lo-
cated in the midst of one of the linest counties in the state. looking
from the town you can see for miles. The country is so level that
you can see what your neighbors are doing in the next township. If
there is paradise on earth, it certainly is here.

Ihis proclamation, printed in the inaugural Issue of the Nicodemus West
em Cyclone in May 1886, reflects tellingly both the nature of the fledaling
community during its most prosperous time and the fervent hopes of the peo
ple that settled it. A peculiarly American amalgamation of the ideal and the

pragmatic, Micodemus relied on a traditional vehicle for advancement. For de
spite the racial idealism behind the community and the idyllic image projected
by the townspeople, the “negro haven on the Solomon, " as it was later called,
was al its roots a speculation town. As such, it was subject to the same eco
nomic forces and architectural development as its white contemporaries. And
despite the circumstances of its settlement and the perseverance of Its black
residents, Nicodemus eventually proved all too vulnerable 1o the same political
and financial trends which contralled the destinies of thousands of other small
towns across the country

Nicodemus was founded during the years lollowing the Civil War, when
America was experiencing a sweeping migration of people searching lor new
home territories. Driven from the East, the South, and from Europe by pou
erty, oppression, and lack of economic opportunity, emigrants were lured
westward by the promise of cheap government land, avallable through a serles
of public land acts. Potential pioneers were lurther encouraged by the railroads
and town boomers, both of which had a tremendous stake in seeing that the
Trans-Mississippl West was settled quickly

FIGURE 11-1: The Charles Williams house. A typically modest residential structure in
Nicodemus, the gable-end portion dates to the pre-1920s, and the lean-to addition
was added in the 1930s, Like a number of wood frame structures in Nicodemus, the
bullding has been stuccoed with a plaster mixture of cement, water. sand. and hog
hair. Interestingly. the northeast room of the house was operated as a post office by
Willlam's wife. Elizabeth, in the 1930s. (Photograph: La Barbara Fly)




The impetus to move was felt by people in all of the country's social strata,
both black and white. But perhaps no segment of the population felt it more
strongly than the four million newly freed slaves in the South. Long held at the
lowest level of the country's social and economic scale, they were suddenly
thrust to seek a place in free society after decades, and even lifetimes, of en-
slavement. The great majority of freedmen were field hands, uneducated and
destitute. Most chose or were forced to live within the vicinity of their former
masters’ farms. Some even remained on the plantations which had held them
before the war, trading enforced bondage for economic dependence as tenant
farmers with little appreciable improvernent of lifestyle. But a sizeable minority
splintered off from rural Southern living to move to cities or to move West. For
many blacks the kev to economic freedom appeared to be through land own-
ership.? When the hoped-for redistribution of Southemn farmlands during Re-
construction never fully materialized, thousands looked elsewhere for afforda-
ble acreage. And elsewhere was generally the prairie region to the west.

In 1870, land in lowa, Missourt, Minnesota, and eastern Kansas and
Mebraska, which embraced the nation's most verdant farm acreage, had al-
ready been homesteaded by land-hunary settlers. This effectively drove pro-
spective settlers in the 1870s further west — beyond the 98th meridian onto
the Great Plains of western Kansas and Nebraska, Oklahoma, the Dakotas,
and eastern Colorado, Wyoming and Montana. Flat, treeless, thinly soiled,
and semi-arid, with an annual rainfall below 15 inches in some areas, the re-
gion had long been thought unsuitable for settlement.

Latter-day sodbusters, however, were enticed by the prospect of readily
obtainable land — of any description — on the Great Plains. Determined to
settle despite the elements, they pioneered the region using federal land laws:
the Homestead Act of 1862, which allowed claims of 160 acres to pioneers:
the Timber Culture Act of 1873, which allowed an additional 160 acres of land
1f a percentage was planted with trees; and the Desert Land Act of 1877, which
allowed a full section of land at $1.25 an acre, if placed under irfgation. They
were aided by technologically improved farm implements — the steel-bladed
prairie plow and, later, the mechanized tractor and harvester. And some Mid-
western emigrants were convinced of the “rain follows the plow" concept —
the improbable belief popularized by promoters that increased cultivation of
the land would alter regional climate and actually increase rainfall.

These self deluded people should be
brought back to central and castern Kansas
by force if necessary, and controlled by the

militia or by the superintendents of the
insane asylums.

36

For hundreds of thousands of the horneless, the Great Plains offered a
home. For others, settlernent of the plains represented sheer lunacy. In 1879,
the editor of the North Topeka Times advocated stern measures to bring the
wayward homesteaders in western Kansas back to their senses or at least back
to eastern Kansas: “'These self-deluded people should be brought back to cen-
tral and eastern Kansas by force, if necessary, and controlled by the militia or
by the superintendents of the insane asylums. They would not listen to facts
when they made homes in the desert and can only be forced to give up their
delusions by the severest personal experience. The rainfall of Kansas is well-
known to all people who can read thermnselves or who listen to the reading of
others."*

The semi-aridity made dry-land farming a tenuous venture, subject to
alternating seasons of rainfall and drought. Additionally, the pioneers, both
white and black, faced blistering summer heat and bitter winter cold, cyclones,
blizzards, tornadoes, plagues of insects, an absence of trees except on the river
bottoms, and even the thick mat of buffalo grass covering the thin topsoil.
Richard Lingeman dramatically summarized High Plains homesteading in
Small Town America:

If the plains brought out resourcefulness and innovation. they put
such a high price on success that a cruel toll was extracted from
the many unable to meet this price. The area that represented the
last dream of the landless, of those seeking a new life, turned into a
nightmare for many. Here there were no hostile Indians to unite
against, ne forests to clear away in cooperative labor — here the
enemy was implacable Nature and a cruel isolation that turned
many inward and sent them down the route to madness.?

Interspersed among the isolated homesteads were emergent farming
towns. These followed the rapidly expanding western agricultural frontier in
the late-nineteenth century, planted along rivers or railroads and almost every-
where else across the ard landscape. Typically conceived by speculating
preemptioners or absentee owners acting singly or in cartels through local
agents, these towns were intended as profit-making ventures for land specula-
tion. They were somewhat derisively termed “spec’’ towns, The fact that many
of these communities never progressed past the paper stage, or failed soon
after initial settlernent, did not seem to deter the promoters, many of whom
simply moved to other areas. Nor did it stop the settlers coming westward in
droves. Fortunes were made and family stakes lost, often in distressingly simi-
lar scenarios across the Midwest.

It was in this social, economic, and geographic milieu that town promoters
for Nicodemus cheerily depicted their nascent community to Southern freed-
men as “the Promise Land.”® As the first settlers arrived and began building
the rudiments of a town and as later emigrants settled, Nicodemus would fol-



low o wpical architectural pattern with only minor deviations lrom the
Midwestern mainstream.

SETTLEMENT

Despite the idealized racial appeal to the freedmen by the town promot-
ers, Nicademus had, from the start, been designed principally to make money
for the directors of the Nicademus Town Company. The profit-making format
that the diréctors had chosen was one that had become a standard of the West:
the speculation town. But what the unknowing settlers found upon amival at
Nicodemus was In stark contrast with the fraudulent reports of the Nicodemus
Town Company. Few of the promises proved true. As counterpoint to W. R.
Hill's and S, P. Roundtree’s overblown claims of paradise on the plains, a
newspaper conespondent from Atchison more accurately described the
region:

The valley of the south lork of the Solomon Is not, beyond
Stockton, the most fertile or beautiful body of land on earth. There
is a proneness to sand; a tendency to cactus; a predilection in lavor
of soap weed. The “magnesia.” as it Is called. a sort of a compro-
mise between a clay bank and a stone guarry, is gquite apparent in
the low bluffs, A few miles beyond Stockton the timber suddeniy
ceases, and thereafter the Solomon is a miniature Arkansas. There
are the same low banks, the same stretches of yellow sand along
the shores in the bends, marking the high water wanderings of the
stream; the same heaped up mounds of sand held together by
crane grass, scattered about the low ground *

Despite the exaggerations, the first colonists from Kentucky began to set-
tle. “They finally reached their goal,” wrote W. L. Sayers, a later resident, "'a
prairie quarter section, just north of the Solomon River — just a plain prairie
country — no horses, no wells, no shelter of any kind and winter setting in. "'’
Securing shelter was the first major hurdle for the newly armved settlers. There
was no milled lumber (no nearby mill: no money to buy materials) and pre-
cious little native timber lrom which to construct shelters. Lacking time, tools,
and capital, members of the secand colony quickly erected some lean-to tents
upon arrival, but the sheets were quickly blown from their frrmmeworks by the
wind.® Soon thereafter, the Nicodemus settlers dug in, literally, for the first
hard winter. Like their contemporary white settlers, they resorted to a tradi
tional frontier structure, successfully constructed in the region since initial sat-
tlement in the 1840s and continued to be used wall into the 1880s, They built
dugouts.”

Dugouts were holes in the ground. burrows cut from the sides of hills.
blulfs. or ravines and covered by pole-raftered roofs. They represented the
most rudimentary form of shelter and could be erected quickly with a mini-

mum of tools and construction experience. And they could be put up using
nearby native materials: earth for the floor; earth or stacked sod bricks for the
front. rear, and side walls; logs, saplings, or willow branches {or the ridge beam
and rafters; brush lor the rool sheathing: and layered sod and earth lor the
roofing, Nicodemus lore relates that the initial group from Lexington,
Kentucky, erected the colony’s first earth shelters as a communal effort to
house the birth of the group's first native-born child.'” (FIGURE 11-2) Built
either wholly or partially underground, these bulldings all featured basic con-
figurations as modestly scaled single- or double-pen rectangles covered with
shallowly pitched gables. In each, the main (only) entrance and the single (if
any) window were located In the exposed gable end

| confess to feeling disappointed. | had never seen a “dug-lur’ nor a
“sod-up,” and | had not the least conception of how either of them
looked.

— Abraham Hall, 1875, on seeing Nicodemus
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FIGURE 11-2: The Williams Family, one of the carliest Nicodemus families, claims the
first born child in Nicodemus, Henry (center), Other family members in this ca. 1886
photograph include: Charles Willlams Sr.. Emma, Charles Jr., Clara, and Neal. (Pho-
tograph: Irvin and Minerva W. Sayers)




The construction technique they used was typical of the Plains: A man
would stake off the ground about 14 x 15 feet and make a rectangular excava-
tion to a depth of six feet. Steps were dug for descent. Walls were of sod bricks;
over a ridgepole, willow saplings, straw weeds, and dirt formed the rool." V' The
above-grade portions of the dugouts were constructed of stacked sheets of
sod, a type of construction which created hybrid structures combining features
of the true underground dugout and the above-ground sod house, or
“soddy.”" (FIGURE 11-3) Later sod structures in Nicodemus were usually built
about three feet into the ground, with the remainder above grade.'? Sod plows
had been developed to cut even slices through the thick buffalo grass mat of
the prairie floor, and later black homesteaders used them extensively to break
ground and build shelters for their farms. But the earliest Nicodemians had few
farm implements and fewer head of stock to pull them.*? In that first year most
were forced to cut the sod by hand, using spades. '* Typically, bricks 12 by 14
inches and about 4 inches thick were cut and stacked 2 wythes thick using a
commen staggered bond. Header bricks were laid at intervals along the walls
to tie the two rows of bricks together. Later the walls were parged with “mag-
nesia,”” a dissolved limestone wash applied to the building with whitewash
brushes.'” The stucco-like magnesia repelled water and added a finished ap-
pearance to the building. The structure was capped by a log ridgepole which
ran down its centerline, upon which willow pole rafters were draped. Branches
and weeds were then laid over the rafters, then a layer of sad, and finally a top
layer of dirt.®

Described by one contemporary account as “qguite equal to the average
soddy,” the structures built by the black homesteaders provided shelter, but
little else.'” Like mast of their type, they withstood the relentless winds and
maintained steady interior temperatures, but tended to be cramped and, with
minimal fenestration, dark and poorly ventilated. They leaked profusely when
it rained and were dirty when it was dry.'® Pieces of grass and dirt from the
celings continually fell into the rooms below, and occasionally entire roof struc-
tures collapsed. Additionally, they were continually vexed by a menagerie of
rodents, insects, fleas, and snakes, to which one resident reacted, “you killed
them if you could, and if not, you just slept with them.” ' Built and inhabited
by people with virtually no money, these early dwellings were typically mod-
estly scaled, sparsely furnished, and marginally decorated. An 1879 newspa-
per article depicted one of them:

(It was) roofed with poles and brush, with a covering of earth suffi-
cient to keep out the rain. As lumber floors were regarded as an un-
necessary luxury, all the lumber required was for a door and its
frame, and one window. A fireplace at one end, in most cases,

takes the place of a stove, and serves the double purpose of heating
and cookling.®
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Furniture was constructed primarily of woven willows or salvaged materi-
als and crates, beds made of straw or hay ticking, and the houses outfitted with
any other items which could be found, salvaged, or purchased cheaply.!
Later, as funds permitted, manufactured furniture and household items would
be introduced into most of the dwellings. Milled lumber and tar paper replaced
the willows and dirt in the roof structure; earth floors were covered with
boards.*? With scant timber in the area, sunflowers, buffalo chips, and willows
were used for fuel.** Tightly woven flannel materials smoldering in cans pro-
vided dim light in the dusky rooms.?* Another contemporary report described
one of the houses:

Inside it was very dark. and there were some cheap pictures on the
walls. One sees out here the colored prints, the “Janes” and
“Elizas,"” banished from the towns a good while ago. There was a
pile of cornstalks near the door, the favorite fuel of Nicodemus. In
the space about the house were numerous chicken coops, made of

comn stalks, and in front were marigolds and bachelors’ buttons
and four-o'clocks.*®

As succeeding blacks amrived, more dugouts and soddies were built, al-
maost all oriented eastward. The buildings were put up in irregular clusters in
and around Nicodemus — north and northwest of the townsite and south of
the Solomon River, southwest of the townsite. *® Additionally, three satellite
clusters formed in the surrounding hinterland: one short-lived community as-
sociated with the Samuels, Scruggs, and Garland families approximately five
miles southwest of Nicodemus; the Fairview community, three miles north
of the townsite; and the Mount Olive area, about five miles northwest.”
(FIGURE I1-4) Primarily family enclaves, these settlements later supported
schools, churches, and/or cemeteries. Though the family ties among the colo-
nists may have been strong, the prospect of a subterranean village dug into a
windswept prairie disheartened many of them. Some 60 families from the sec-
ond colony left the townsite and returned eastward the day after their arrival **
Abraham T. Hall, who came from Chicago and later became a land dealer and
lawyer in town, recalled his introduction to Nicodemus in May 1878:

Mr. Niles bade us look to the north. In the direction he was point-
ing, just beyond the fringe of trees. where we'd seen some black
spots. That was “Nicodemus. " | confess to feeling disappointed. |

had never seen a “dug-lur” nor a “sod-up.” and I had not the least
conception of how either of them looked.**

Another 1878 newcomer, Reverend Daniel Hickman's wife, Willianna,
reacted more dramatically at her arrival:
We left (Ellis) for Nicodemus, traveling overland with horses and

wagons. We were two days on the way, with no roads to direct us
save deer trails and buffale wallows, We traveled by compass. At



FIGURE 11.3: This historic photograph of s nineteenth.century sod house in western Kansas shows what typical. first-generation bulldings in Nicodemus must have looked like
These combination hall sod and hall dugoul structures were easily and quickly constructed from local materials. Reputedly warm in winter and cool in summer, sonetheless,
life in these structures must have been hard at best. (Photograph: Kansas State Historical Soclety, Topeka, Kansas)
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night the men bullt bonfires and sat around them. liring guns to
keep the wild animals from coming near. We reached Nicodemus
about 3 a'clock on the second day. When we got in sight of
Nicodemus the men shouted, “There is Nicodemus!” Being very
slek. | hailed this news with gladness. | looked with all the eyes |
had. “Where is Nicodemus? | don't see it.” My haosband pointed
oul various smokes coming oul of the ground and said, “That Is
Nicodemus,” The lamilies lived in dugouts. We landed and once
again struck tents, The scenery time was not at all inviting, and |
hegan to cry.

Despite the hardship of initial settlement, or perhaps because of it, many
of the first colonists of Nicodemus persevered. "' By spring of 1879, the nucleus
of the town had been lormed, consisting of 35 dwellings, a general store, post
office, hotel, real estate olfice, 2 livery stables, and 2 churches — Baptist and
Adrican Methodist Episcopal, with congregations of 40 and 25 members, re
spectively. ™ Additionally, as many as six schools were in operation, all in dug-
outs. ™ Most of the sod-sided structures were scattered in an informal pattem
around the southern section of the townsite. ! The general store — “generally

FIGURE 11-4: O the three nineteenth-century satellite communities surrounding
Nicodemus. only one. Mount Olive, exhibits physical remains today. This ruin s all
that remains of the Mount Olive Church. One of the three standing limestone ruins as-
sociated with the community, this structure was burned during the 1930s when a rou-
tine “"buming off” of the grass in the nearby cemetery got oul of contral. Two similar
ruins. a school house and a residence, stand nearby. (Photograph: Clayton Fraser)

out of everything store” — was the town's and the county’s first, founded and
operated by Z. T. Fletcher, one of Nicodemus’ leading citizens * As a 28.year
old emigrant from Nebraska, Fletcher had helped to proselytize armong blacks
in Topeka for the Nicodemus Town Company in the spring of 1877 * He
brought his family to Nicodemus that June with the first colonizing group. and
until the arrival of the second group In September, his wife Jenny was the only
woman in the townsite”’ Fletcher was corresponding secretary for the
Nicodemus Town Company from its inception to its dissolution. ™ He opened
his store in November 1877 with a meager inventory — commeal and syrup,
by ane account — bought from a nearby white merchant. ™ His first emporium
was In a dugout on tha bank of Spring Creek. By 1879, Fletcher had moved to
another earth shelter on the comer of Third and Washington Streets, from
which he also ran the settlement’s post office as its first postmaster. ™' He had
faced some incipient competition in 1878 and early 1879 from two other gen-
eral mercantile businesses run by Louis Welton and W. H. Smith, president of
the Lexington Colony.*' But the impoverished community could barely sup
port a single store. much less three. and the latter two failed quickly

Another early business casualty was Nicodemus' first hotel. A rough sod
bullding built in late 1877, or early 1878, on the southwest corner of Washing
ton and Third Streets, It was short-lived and was soon replaced by two others
by 1879 % The Myers House, operated by Reverend J M. Myers, and Hiram
Burley's Union House were also housed in sod structures, Myers's near Fourth
Street and Burley's near Washington Street. ** Hotels in only the loosest terms,
these enlarged houses combined one or two guest rooms within the propri-
etor's residence and served meals to the customers from the single main
kitchen. Neither Myers nor Burley remained In business for any length of time

The first hotel structure had been acquired in 1878by A, T. Halland E. P
McCabe. two other influential figures in the fledgling community, ** Raised in
Chicago. Abraham Hall had spent a year in medical school belore becoming a
sailar on the Great Lakes (for more detailed biographical information about
McCabe, see chapter 1). Hall later worked as a reporter for several newspa-
pers and served for a time as city editor of the Chicago Conservator. a black
paper. " Hall convinced McCabe to move to Nicodemus, and the two arrived
at the townsite in April 1878. Described as ““young men of refinement and cul-
ture,” they were among the few settlers that were literate. They set up a land
office in the hotel building and billed themselves as attormeys and land agents,
surveying land and locating settlers on their claims 3

Another of the significant early black settlers to arrive at that time was
Samuel Garland, a native of Holly Springs, Mississippl. Gadand came to Gra.
ham County In the spring of 1879 with three other families from Wyandotte,
Kansas. He had emigrated to the eastern part of the state in the early 1870s
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and had married a Kentucky woman there."” He homesteaded a tract of public
land six miles southwest of town and soon became one of the colony’s more
successful farmers.*® He would later open an implement sales business in town
and from that would branch out as owner of a hotel and president of the
Nicodermnus Land Company.

EMERGENCE

The spring of 1879 marked a time of transition in the economic and archi-
tectural development of Nicodemus. The last of the colonizing groups had ar-
rived from Mississippi in February, and the earlier settlers had begun to estab-
lish themselves economically. The grasshopper plague that had destroyed the
previous summer’s crops did not reappear. Though still struggling near subsis-
tence level, the townspeople and surrounding farmers now could more ably
support tradiional commerce. Retall operations in the first two years of setile-
ment had been handled entirely by black colonists as part-time ventures to
augment their farming income. Housed in soddies or dugouts, these struggling
businesses tended to be chronically undercapitalized and short of marketable
stock, and failed with predictable frequency. In the first three years after initial
settlement, Nicodemus witnessed the failure of three hotels and two general
stores. And the one remaining storekeeper, Z. T. Fletcher, was faltering with-
out adequate stock to trade and sufficient capital reserves. To capitalize on this
situation, three white shopkeepers opened retail businesses in the community
during 1879, This marked the first white residency and commercial participa-
tion in the previously all-black settlement.

MNicodemus began to assume the appearance of a town.

William Green from Rhode Island and Samuel Wilson, a 34-year-old
merchant from Massachusetts, both opened general merchandise houses
which handled dry goods, hardware, groceries, and sundries.*” C. H. Newth,
an English emigrant born in 1857, had come into the area from Nebraska in
1879 at the age of 22, and had settled on a homestead 3 miles from
Nicodemus.” That same year he married the daughter of A. Woodard of
Roscoe and moved into town to open a drug store and physician’s office. In
1880, he added a meat market to his operation, which in April was reported
“on the way with a fair prospect of having meat soon.”! Nicodemus had from
the start functioned as the religious and social focal point for the black commu-
nity. These three stores, however, represented an economic shift for the col-
ony, as it began to change from an agrarian village into a commercial center for
the town’s residents and the outlying farming population. Wilson, Green, and
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MNewth formed a new layer in the economic and social stratum of the young
black community: white and mercantile,

If the expansion of a merchant ¢class in Micodemus represented a major
step in the town's economic growth, the buildings that the newcomers built for
their businesses signaled the arrival of the second generation in the small
town's architectural development. The year 1879 marked the point at which
Micodemus began to rise out of the ground, with structures erected entirely
above grade. (FIGURE II-5) Perhaps one or two rough stone houses had
been put up among the dugouts on the townsite in the two preceding vears.
Rewverend S. P. Roundtree claimed to have built the town's first stone house in
June 1877.%% John Anderson reputedly built another that September.™ But
late in 1879 the town received its first truly permanent nonresidential structure
when 5. G. Wilson built a two-story commercial block on the northwest corner
of the intersection of Third and Washington Streets. (FIGURE I1-6) Early the
next year, William Green completed a similar two-story building across Third
Street on the northeast quadrant of the corner.” The structures were substan-
tial, comprised of cut stone exterior bearing walls with dimensional lumber
framing. At about the same time Newth put up a single-story frame building,
west of Wilson's, to house his drug store — perhaps the first all-frame primary
structure in town,>®

Facing across the street from Fletcher's then-defunct emporium, and
Hall's and McCabe's land office, the Wilson and Green buildings formed two
comerstones for what was to become the center of Nicodemus' business dis-
trict. Their construction marked the first substantial commmercial development
on the townsite and the first real delineation of a part of the town's platted grid.
Washington Street was soon alternatively called Main Street and its intersec-
tion with Third became commonly known as the ““public square.” The corner
immediately became the commercial and visual center for Nicodermus. This
was reinforced in 1881, when residents dug a town water well in the middle of
the intersection.”® The influence the so-called public square exerted on
Nicodemus would last for almost a hundred vears, and help to shape the pat-
tern of subsequent businesses and buildings in the townsite.

The Wilson and Green buildings acted as bellwethers for one other aspect
of Nicodemus' progress: the introduction of cut stone into the architectural ver-
nacular of the settlement. Stone was the natural evolutionary building material
for Micodemus. (FIGURE 1I-7) Like the willows, sod, and magnesia which
had made up the initial dugouts, labarers could procure it directly from the
land, without purchase from a manufacturer or supplier. Although harder to
tool and erect than sod, stone had the alternative advantages of durability, per-
manence, and architectural sophistication. Structural grade limestone was cut
from nearby quarries in the sides of bluffs less than two miles from town.>”
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FIGURE 11-5: This remarkable photograph of the Bates' family homestead near Nicodemus, Kansas offers a detailed glimpse of homestead life in semi-arid western Kansas in
the late-nineteenth century. Note the simple wood frame construction of the house and the introduced vegetation, (Photograph: Irvin and Minerva W. Sayers)
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Black laborers sawed building blocks at these quarmies and transported them to
thee building sites by team-drawn sledges and wagons

They cut and dressed the stone themselves, and at least one black stone-
mason, Jonas Moore, later contracted for stone supply and bullding construc
tiom. ™ Nicodemus was not the only area settlement to use stone as a principal
builthing material: similar stone structures appeared concurrently in many of
the predominantly white towns in the region

The stone walls of the buildings were typically laid two wythes thick in a
coursed pattern with lime grout joints. Single-stone lintels spanned owver
windows and doors. Rafters, joists, shingles, interior partitions, and finish trim
for the new buildings were made up of milled wood components from lumber
vards in Stockton, Webster, and Hill City, or from (white) B. S. White's limited
stock in Nicodemus. opened late in 1879 ™ This availability of milled lumber
and dressed stone marked another architectural coming-of-age for the fledg

ling community
Although the two stores were the first to use tooled and coursed stone,

FIGURE 11-6: Samuel G, Wilson, one of the frst early white emigrants in Nicodemus,
operaied this general store in 1880, The modest store bullding was considered the
“handsomest in Graham County” at that time. The business was subsequently ac-
guired by H, 5. Henrie and later purchased by W. L. Sayers. The structure was demol-
ished in 1981, (Photograph: Willlam T. Belleau, 1943, Source: Fort Hays State Col
lege, Fort Hays, Kansas)

others soon followed. The congregation of the First Baptist Church con
structed a stone bullding on the northeast corner of Washington and Fourth
Streets early in 1880. The group had been organized by Reverend Silas Lee
soon after armval at Nicodemus and had met in dugout dwellings around the
townsite until the construction of a sod church structure in 1879, In May 1880,
they completed their stone edifice. ™ Like the other stone buildings in town, the
First Baptist Church was a simply-massed rectangular block. One story high
with a moderately pitched gable roof, its spatial organization was characteristic

FIGURE 11-7: Rectangular in plan with a clipped gable rool, the John Edwards housse
features cut limestone quarried from bluffs near Nicodemus. Stmple cut limestone.
hand-quarried from the ground, represented the most sophisticated and efficient
method of construction in Nicodemus. Note the wood lintels over the windows and
door. (Photograph: Clayton Frases)
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FIGURE 11-8: A 1943 photograph ol the First Baptist Church shows the structure alter
a 1930s windstorm blew off the original ball tower. Local tradition has it that the prs.
ent structure, which was completed in 1907, was bullt around an earlier and smaller
church. After the exterior of the present bullding was completed, the older structure
was removed plece by plece through the front door. [Photograph: William T. Belleau,
1943, Source: Fort Hays State College, Fort Hays, Kansas)

of most small-scale churches of the period. linearly arranged with the main en
trance centered on the front, several rows of pews flanking a center aisle, and a
modest sanctuary at the rear, A single unadomed door on the south gable wall
formed the entrance; the side walls were each lined with four, six-over-six.
double-hung wood windows. A small bell was mounted on a tripod at the roof
ridge near the front, in lieu of a steeple

Built around the same time as the church were a handful of other stone
and frame buildings, which housed a variety of functions. John W. Niles put up
the Douglass House Hotel. a rough stone structure located on the comer of
Second and Adams Streets, In July 1880, Anderson Boles, "a very serious old
gentleman, who conducts his house with much dignity,” bought the building
from Niles °' As the only guest accommadations then in Nicodemus housed in
a stone structure, the Boles House ranked in 1880 as the best hotel in the
county.™ Not surprisingly, the hotel soon outlasted both the sod-structured
Myers House and the Union House. Additionally, above-grade stone and
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frame houses began to appear in the townsite. S. G. Wilson erected a stone
house in 1580, which was purchased the following vear by the Methodists and
converted into a church and mission school ™ C. H. Newth also built a frame
house at about the same time

Another inn soon appeared in Nicodemus as Zach Fletcher erected his
own stone hotel building on the south side of Main Street, just east of the pub
lic square. (FIGURE I1-9) Fletcher and his brother Thomas advertised the
Saint Francis Hotel as “'In first class order, prepared to fumnish the best accom-
modations to the traveling public.""™ It supplanted the Boles House as the best
in town, and the latter soon folded. (By 1886 Boles’ stone building had been
reduced to a pile of rubble behind Nicodemus' next hotel, the Gibson
House.)" The Fletchers' building was massed as a simple lwo story stone
black with a shingled gable roof, adjourned on the east by a single-story stone
kitchen with a shed roof. Featuring exterior coursed limestane walls 18 inches
thick, the 2-story section was organized with a living room and dining room on
the ground floor, and two guest rooms on the floor above. Fletcher later built a

FIGURE 11-9: The Saint Francis Hotel (now reflerred to as the Fletcher-Switaer
residence). Zach Metcher's 1881 hotel is the two-story stuccoed portion ta the
right, and originally featured a cul limestone appearance with a one-slorny slone
kitchen addition on the east. This historic structure has received numerous
alterations and additions over the years, but remains as one of the oldest extant
histaric buildings in Nicodemus today. (Photograph: Clayton Fraser)



large frame barn behind the hotel to house an associated livery stable.*

Although these commercial and institutional buildings represented
Micodemus' best, and the Wilson and Green buildings had been described in
one 1881 account as “'the handsomest in Graham County,”” they were in real-
ity very modest structures.®” Wilson's store was a stylistically unremarkable
stone box, covered by a single-ridged gable. The unembellished entry was
centered in the south gable wall and was flanked on both sides by large show-
case windows. The Green Building had a more commercial character, with a
shallowly sloped shed roof and stepped stone parapet. Like Wilsen's building,
it featured a single-leaf main entrance on the south wall, framed by two over-
sized fixed windows. The comice consisted of a single-stone corbel coping,
The stepped stone quoining along the two front corners of the building and the
handcarved datestone inset into the front wall were probably the most note-
worthy examples of stonewark ever to appear in the small town. None of the
buildings exceeded 2,500 gross square feet, and none featured architectural
delineation much beyond simple boxed cornices or plain, dressed stone lintels.
The modestly scaled stone buildings of Nicodemus reflected the typically utili-
tarian character of Midwestern rural architecture.

BOOM

The spring of 1886 began a peried of tremendous growth and speculation
for Nicodemus. The rains that had been elusive in the early 1880s had re-
turned by 1884, bringing with them greatly improved farming. The economic
base of the region had also improved, along with the rest of Kansas. As trans-
portation networks developed, homesteaders proved up on their lands, and
the region became more settled. But most importantly, the black community in
1886 was abuzz with the prospect of securing a stop on one of the westwardly
expanding rail lines. Forseeing success and permanence with the eminent ar-
rival of the railroad, the Nicodemus Western Cyclone boasted in July 1886;

Micodamus, the second town In size In the county. was originally
settled by the colored race. and by their patience and untiring en-
ergy have succzeded in gaining a grand glorious victory over nature
and the elements. and what used to be the Great American Desert,

now blooms with waving grain. The period of suffering that once
characterized this country is passed and peace and plenty reigns. *®

In 1886, two of the original three white storekeepers from 1879 were still
running stores in Nicodemus. C. H. Newth, who had left to operate a rural
general store during the doldrums in the early 1880s, had returned in 1884. At
that time he purchased William Green's store and inventory and opened the
City Drug Store, a medical practice and a general merchandise operation in
Green's 1880 building on the cormer of Third and Washington.”” 5. G. Wilson

was the only one of the original white merchants who had remained in busi-
ness continuously since 1879, prompting the Western Cyclone to praise him:
“S G, Wilson's name is a household word in the entire county; having stood
by the people in their hours of want, well does he deserve the respect he now
commands,” Wilson had run as the Bepublican candidate and was elected
Graham County treasurer in 1885, 7"

These merchants were soon joined by several other store owners, both
black and white, vying competitively for the revitalized market in and around
Nicodemus. In May 1886, the town had three general stores, two implernent
dealers, blacksmith shop, hotel, livery stable, physician, stone mason, harness
maker, barber shop, real estate broker, and loan company. Additionally, white
editor A. G. Tallman had started a weekly newspaper, the Nicodemus Western
Cyclone, in May.”* By mid-June, between 25 and 30 new structures were un-
der construction. ™ Milled lumber was by then readily available from several
sources. Although Nicodermus still did not (and never would) have a full-
fledged lumber yard of its own, transportation from yards in Webster, Hill City,
and Stockton had improved, and the materials for construction were brought
in by wagon on a regular basis. ™ The boom encouraged quick construction of
commercial and residential structures, most were light-timber framed and
wood sided. Some merchants, however, continued to erect stone buildings.

One of these was the owner of the Gibson House Hotel. After the Boles
House closed sometime before 1885, the Saint Francis Hotel had been left as
the town's only hostelry. With limited facilities, though, the structure was filled
to capacity most nights. " Early in 1886, Eliza Smith, an emigrant from Denver,
began construction of a second hotel on the corner of Second and Washing-
ton.” In August she opened the Gibson House for business. A 30-foot-square,
2-story stone block, the building contained 11 guest rooms and was the first
traditionally configured hotel built in Nicodemus.” Like the Saint Francis, it
had an attached dining room and a detached frame livery barn at the rear.
Smith sold the hotel the next year to black businessmen David Williams and
Samuel Garland, who redecorated it and rechristened it the Commercial
House.”" As the building changed hands again a year later, it was again reno-
vated and renamed the Fisher Hotel, ™

Another major commercial stone building erected in 1886-1887 became
the showroom for H. S. Henrie's general store. Harvey Henrie had bought out
5. (5. Wilson's stock in September 1886, when the latter closed his store to be-
come the county treasurer.”” Henrie moved into Wilson's building on the pub-
lic square and within a month had built a new sidewalk in front. In November
he began construction on a new stone store building on the south side of Main
Street, across from the First Baptist Churc h. B2 Martin Lavell was contracted to
provide 25 cords of cut stone for the walls and foundation of the 40-by-64-
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foot, single-story structure. Framing was completed the next spring, and in
June 1887, Henrie was open for business in the new building.®* Like the stone
commercial blocks put up seven years earlier by Wilson and Green, the Henrie
Building was very utilitarian — a foursquare box featuring only minimal
ornamentation.

A more modest — and more typical — structure was the store built by
Foster Williams on the north side of Main Street, across from Henrie's store.
Williams had moved to Nicodemus from Memphis in 1886. Starting with lim-
ited means, he opened a grocery and general mercantile store, replaced Z. T.
Fletcher as the town's postmaster, and within months of his arrival had be-
come one of the town's most successful businessmen. The building he erected
to house the post office and his booming grocery and general mercantile busi-
ness was a single-story, frame structure, about 20 by 25 feet, with a plain false-
front facade. The double-leaf main entrance was covered by a simple porch,
and was flanked on both sides by double-hung windows. The gable roof was
wood-shingled, the exterior walls shiplap wood-sided, and painted only on the
front. Architectural detailing was limited to a simple boxed cornice across the
parapet of the facade wall. On the front of the building, Williams painted a sign
on the siding, 'F. Williams, General Merchandise,” in stylized block letters. His
business typified the commercial buildings which were sprouting up along
Washington Street during Nicodemus' boom period. Quickly and cheaply
erected, they were characteristic of first-generation, commercial buildings
found in emerging small towns across the West and Midwest.

One type of commerce conspicuously absent from Nicodemus was any
sort of pleasure establishment. The Nicodemus Town Company had deter-
mined from the start that lot ownership would carry with it a degree of enforced
social responsibility. Officers of the company were adamant prohibitionists
and included in the town charter a device to assure that Nicodemus would re-
main dry. When people bought lots from the company, they were required to
sign a covenant forbidding the sale of intoxicating beverages on their lots for
five years after the date of purchase. Moreover, the town charter prohibited sa-
loons and liquor stores.™ Residents seemed scrupulous in upholding a strong
and highly visible moral ideal for the black community. No saloon, card room,
or house of prostitution is known to have ever operated. Despite the official
commitment to temperance in the town charter, however, some 50 residents
signed a petition in early 1887 to allow Walt Korb to dispense “prescription
whiskey'" at his drug store.*

As the townsite began to mature into a more characteristic Midwestern
settlement, some of the residents became more self-conscious about the visual
image that Nicodemus projected. They pointed to the vestigial soddies and
dugouts still scattered around the townsite. *‘Nicodemus begins to assume the
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appearance of a town,” stated the Westemn Cyclone in July 1886. “Why can't
we have some of the old sod ruins leveled off and begin to think of planting
trees and divise (sic) other rmeans to beautify our town? With the anticipation
of a lumber yard and the location of several new business houses we expect
such a boom as the past is only a foreshadow of."®?

Apparently no such townwide beautification ever developed. One reason
for this is that Nicodemus was never incorporated as a town, Without a munici-
pal framework, no governmental zoning existed to propose landscaping, en-
force building codes, or to direct the type and location of commercial and res-
idential development on the townsite. A form of defacto zoning was
clearly in effect in 1886, though, as new structures were springing up. Wash-
ington Street had been unofficially renamed Main Street. The principal com-
mercial corner in town had been delineated six years before by Fletcher,
Wilson, and Green as Third and Main (Washington) Streets. This develop-
mental inertia, combined with the supposition that a railroad would be eventu-
ally routed through the town along Adams Street, tended to pull subsequent
development to the northern tier of townsite lots.

With virtually all of the construction occurring in the north, the southern
half of the townsite, where the original dugouts had been located, received
comparatively little activity during the boom. Nicodemus had been laid out by
the Micodernus Town Company using a rectangular grid with 49 blocks, each
320 by 300 feet, with 24 lots along a central east-west alley.® Most of the lots
in this ambitious plat had been bought in multiplot parcels by speculators,
however, and had never been developed. A large portion of the townsite also
remained undeveloped. Although the block corner points for the town grid
had been surveyed and staked by D. N. Minor in 1880, and resurveyed by
County Surveyor Billings in 1886, apparently many of the proposed streets in
the south and west sections of the townsite had not been graded. ®® Only First,
Fourth, and Seventh Streets extended south of Adams, and Fifth and Sixth
Streets were probably no more than footpaths over most of their lengths.
Jackson and Madison Streets existed only in truncated form; Monroe and
Jefferson Streets appear never to have been built at all.

The original plat had not differentiated between business and residential
lots, nor had it given developmental direction through street layout or naming.
(FIGURE I1-10) Ordinarily, Midwestern towns were platted with two sizes of
lots: residential lots were sized for average single-family residences and were
typically 50 by 100 feet, or 50 by 120 feet; business lots were usually smaller,
typically half the size of residential lots. Nicodemus' house lots, though, were
unusually narrow and deep — 25 by 150 feet — and were thus sized the same
as the business lots. With this organization, the central business district was not
delineated explicitly on the original plat, other than by First and Third Streets,



FIGUHRE 11-10: Aerial photograph of Nicodemus, Kansas in 1953, Seventy-six years
after lts founding, the townsiie still has a barren, isolated appearance. The intersec-
tion of the two wider unpaved streets (Washington and Third Streets), at the center ol
the photograph, was referred 1o as the "public square.” Note the general scarcity of
trees, though a consclously planted group can be seen at the lower left, located at
what is referred to today as town park. (Photograph: Bernice Bates)

which had been platted 20 feet wider than the rest. (As it tumed out, the princi
pal street in town would be neither of these, but an east-west artery — Wash-
ington Street. Curiously. the northernmost street on the town plan is named
South Street, indicating perhaps that the Town Company had planned a vastly
enlarged town which would expand northward.) The only appreciable differ
ence between the two lot types lay in the prices set by the orginal Town
Company: residential lots had been priced at $5 each, business lots at $75
(FIGURE 11-11)

Commercial and residential expansion fueled construction in town, and
by the winter of 1886 Nicodemus had about 150 residents*’ Newly built store
buildings lined Main Street in the blocks immediately east and west of the pub-
lic square. The Intersections with Second and Fourth Streets soon became sec-
ondary commercial comers. The Second Street comer eventually featured the
Gibson House Hotel, J.B. Crowley’s General Store, and the Masonic Lodge
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FIGURE 11-11: Nicodemus Town Company Membership Certificate, printed ca. 1870,
Five dollars entitied a newly arrived member to choose any 25° x 150" vacant townsite
residential lot; unusually narrow and deep lots for Midwestern towns being platted at
the same time as Nicodemus, Business lols were slzed the same. bul cost $75.
{Source: Kansas State Historical Society, Topeka, Kansas)

(FIGURE 11-12) The Fourth Street comer was anchored by the stone First
Baptist Church (1880), across from which David Williamson erected the Farm.
er's Joint Stock Company store in 1887. Smaller frame structures infilled be-
tween the principal stone comer building.

The Bank of Nicodemus was located, predictably, in the heart of the
downtown area, just off of the public square. A. L. McPherson, the bank’s
white owner and cashier, came to the area from Jewell County, Kansas, and
bought a small unfinished frame building on Main Streetin November 1886,
He immediately began remodeling it into a bank. Two weeks later the safe ar-
rived from Masler, and by mid-December the building was reported com-
pleted except for the painting.®” By the end of the year, the Bank of
Nicodemus, the town's first financial institution, was open for business. With
this, Nicodemus had become the financial, as well as commercial and sodial,
center for the black community in Graham County.
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The amount of construction activity in Nicodemus was modest by most
standards, but the heated atmosphere continued into the first part of 1887,
During that spring. J. B. Crowley completed his new frame store building —
the largest structure in town — on the comer of Second and Main.® For a pe-
riod, frame houses were being completed at a rate of one per week ™ And it
appeared that Nicodemus would finally get its full-scale lumber yard when the
Chicago Lumber Company bought eight lots north of Main Street.™ By Au-
gust, the Nicodemus Enterprise reported: “four general stores. two grocery
stores, two drug stores, two hotels, two livery stables, two millinery stores, one
bank, two land and loan agents, one law firm, one physician, two blacksmith
shops, one shoe shop, one barber shop, two implement dealers, two good
church buildings and a 1500 dollar public school building now in the course of
erection. " Nicodemus was nearing its zenith of development

The prosperity that Nicodemus was experiencing was not unlike those of

FIGURE 11-12: Masonic Hall (bullt ca. 18580) was photographed in 1943, This cut lime-
stone structure housed membership functions for the Masons and its affiliated wom.
en's group, Eastern Star. Located at the comer of Washington and Third Streets, ihe
bullding was used for ice cream socials and dances in the 19205 and 1930s. until the
larger township hall was completed in 1939, Falling into a pattern of general disuse
and neglect, the bullding became a safety hazard and was razed in 1972 1o make way
for a children's playground on the site. (Photograph: Willlam T. Bellean, 1943
Source: Fort Hays State College. Fort Hays. Kansas)
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many small Midwestern towns in anticipation of rail service. Nor was it the only
one in the area. Five other towns had been formed in Graham County in the
late-1870s: Roscoe, Millbrook, Gettysburg, Smithville, and Hill City. These
were predominantly white, and with more sufficient start-up capital most had
advanced more rapidly through their initial stages than Nicodemus. By 1879,
the six towns were vying with varying degrees of success for the temporany seat
of newly formed Graham County. ™ Although Nicodemus was the oldest of the
six communities and had campaigned for the county seat designation, the
black town lost the highly contested petition drive to Millbrook and was forced
to concede to its white neighbor, Gettysburg and Smithville never amounted
to much and folded soon thereafter. Roscoe had been the first platted: it grew
to be the largest town in the county, but was abandoned in favor of Hill City in
1886, Hill City itself had experienced uncertain beginnings, but early that
spring, like Nicodemus, it had entered a speculative boom. Millbrook tried to
keep pace but could not. After a large portion of the town was destroyed by a
cyclone in August 1887, the county seat was transferred 1o Hill City, and
Millbrook was gradually deserted.

Unlike the development in Nicodemus, which was financed by several
small businessmen, Hill City benefitted tremendously from a single wealthy in-
vestor — J. P. Pomeroy.™ A businessman from Massachusetts, Pomeroy
erected several substantial commercial structures in the town, including the
county courthouse (1888) and poured hundreds of thousands of dollars of
capital to fan the economy of the town and the region.™ Pomeroy and several
other minor white businessmen were responsible for the rapid expansion of
Hill City through the late-1880s. The same rallroad anticipation that buoved
Nicodemus boosted Hill City a great deal maore, and the *metropolis of north-

west Kansas,"" W, R. Hill's alternative creation, flourished along with
Wy

Parcels of Nicodemus town lots and tracts of outlying land changed hands
quickly in characteristically speculative lashion. Speculators treated land, both
raw and developed, as a marketable commeodity, and some of Nicodemus’
merchants dealt in real estate as a sideline to their retail businesses. In 1886, a
group of the town's leading businessmen, both black and white, lormed the
Nicodemus Land Company as a financial venture to handle investment prop-
erties and broker land transactions, ™ With much to gain from a rapidly escalat.
ing real estate market, the Land Company was an active supporter of the
boom:; it sold 400 acres in a single week in July 1856, That month the com-
pany advertised: ""The best land in all Kansas is in Graham County, in the
beautiful Solomon Valley — come and see for yourself. Come one and all, and
settle in the garden. Thousands of acres of wild lands, improved farms and
stock ranches for sale in Graham and Rooks counties. If you want to get land




cheap, call on us soon, as land is rapidly increasing in value.
In the midst of this, editors of both the town's weekly newspapers were
promoting heavily, "Micodemus is on the boom! Boom, boom, boom,
BOOM!," boomed the Western Cyclone in March 1887.1"! Competing editors
A. G. Tallman and H. K. Lightfoot often compared the black community fa-
vorably with nearby white towns and encouraged land speculation for profit.
The Enterprise boasted: “Nicoderus is surrounded by the finest farming
country in North-West Kansas, and money invested here will realize to the in-
vestor one hundred percent in twelve months.” % The Western Cyclone tried
to downplay land speculation in a May 1887 article, while at the same time
fanning the boom: “Real estate in this city is changing hands to a considerable
extent and is appreciating in value every day. There is no unhealthy boom on,
no wild craze for property, no fictitious values but a strong, firm and steady
tendency which shows the healthy growth of the n::it:l,.r."m3
In September 1886, W. R. Hill, as Pomeroy's agent, bought 8() acres of

land south of the townsite as the location, it was believed, for a future railroad
depot (for a more comprehensive examination of the town’s atternpt to attract
a rallroad, see chapter 1).'% The following January, representatives from the
town began negotiating with the Missouri Pacific Railroad for favorable routing
of the road in exchange for a cash subsidy from the townships of southeast
Graham County.*® Early in 1887, Nicodemus learned that both the Santa Fe
and Union Pacific railroads were also contemplating rail extensions through
the area, and town promoters began talking separately with officials of these
other two companies.'® In March 1887, optimism was at an all-time high
when the town overwhelmingly approved a bond issue for the cash award for
the Missouri Pacific. The Western Cyelone jubilantly reported:

Last Tuesday was a day long remembered In Nicodemus: for that

day the people decided by overwhelming majority that we would

be a cross-roads postoffice no longer, but that ere another year

should pass, that we should develop into a town, with all the ad-

vantages that are to be derived from a railroad and telegraphic

communication with the outer world. The price of real estate has

already taken a jump and is being eagerly sought after by putside

parties. New business men are looking over the town preparatory

to locating here, outside capital is beginning to ook this way, and

the boom is on. Not a mere blow, but 2 boom that will roll on
indefinitely.'"”

L L]
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But a railroad would never come. Construction of commercial buildings
continued into 1887. The pace, however, had begun to slow by late summer
when no solid news of a railroad was forthcoming from either the Union Pacific

or the Missouri Pacific railroads. The Westem Cyclone repeatedly ran encour-
aging notices: “‘As vet we are without a railroad but no less than five lines have
been surveyed through the county during the past year. Three of these we are
sure of abtaining.” " Despite the printed optimism, confidence in the small
town’s future had begun to wane.

Success for a speculation town in the nineteenth century depended on a
wide range of factors. Although disparate and unpredictable, these centered
an the confidence of potential investors and residents in the area's and the
town's future. Simplistically put, an upstart community typically depended on
attracting two principal entities for survival: transportation and government,
Probably the single most important determinant was whether the town could
secure a link on one or mare of the national or regional railroads. As a further
symbol of stability and recognition, a community would also compete with ri-
vals to attract a significant governmental facility: the county seat on a local
level, or on a state level, the State Capital, university, or penitentiary.
Micodemus had already conceded the county seat designation to Hill City.
Failure to secure a stop on a railroad — any railroad — would likely spell
disaster.

In September 1887, the townspeople learned that the Missourd Pacific
Railroad had rejected the township's subsidy offer, and would instead follow a
route between Stockton and Colorado, which would not include MNicodemus,
The attention of the town was then turned toward the Union Pacific and the
Santa Fe railroads, and spirits were high during the summer of 1888, when
construction crews began laying the grade for the Salina-Oakley Branch of the
Union Pacific through eastern Graham County. But the track was laid south of
the Solomon River, Nicodemus had again been bypassed. The Santa Fe soon
announced that it, too, would not be entering the town. The frustrating realiza-
tion that all three railroads had passed by Nicodemus was exacerbated by the
fact that the Union Pacific, which was also heavily involved in land speculation
and town promotion, had decided to create a town of its own along its newly-
laid rail line, just six miles south. Inelegantly named Bogue, it had begun as a
camp for the railroad’s construction crews. It was platted by the Union Land
Company, a subsidiary of the Union Pacific Railroad, in September 1888, The
formation of a rival commercial center with a rail link immediately halted
Micodemus' business growth and precipitated a catastrophic decline for the
black settlement.

Optimists in town still looked forward to the arrival of another railroad in
1888 or early 1889, In Septemnber 1888, the Nicodemus Cyclone tried to stem
the growing tide of desperation:

We are sorry to see several of our businessmen making prepara-
tions to move to the proposed new town. We consider this a very
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unwlse move and one they will regret. With a thickly settled sur-
rounding, already established in business and as rellably informed
the extenslon of the Stockton road in the near future, Nicodemus
and her businessmen have nothing to cause them alarm. For every
one that goes now we will get ten wide awake men next spring,

Don't get frightened. Hold an to your property and be ready 1o en-
Joy the real boom that will surely come. '™

But the majority of the shopkeepers reacted no differently than their
counterparts in countless other failling Midwestern towns when faced with
more promising prospects elsewhere: they packed up and moved. By October
1888, most of the leading businessmen had either moved from Nicodemus or
were prepanng to do so. (This included Nicodemus Cyelone editor J. E. Por-
ter, who, ironically. was himself preparing to flee as he implored others to stick
it out in Nicodemus. Twa manths after this editorial appeared in the last lssue
of the paper, Porter opened a drug store in Bogue.)''” When it became appar-
ent that the town would no longer support the level of commerce which had
thrived during the peak years, the white shopkeepers all closed thelr busi-
nesses and moved either to the rival town or out of the area. A. L. McPherson
was among the first to leave, taking with him Nicodemus’ only bank business.
This he soon transformed into the Bank of Bogue. ''! Bordn and Tavlor closed
their Banner Livery Stable, and J. C. Parrish moved his stock of dry goods and
boots to Bogue. ' Even the venerable C. H. Newth closed his commercial and
professional interests in Nicodemus

Dan't get frightened. Hold on to your proparty
and be ready to enjoy the real boom that will surely come.

————————— — e e

Most of the black merchants leflt as well Foster Williams, Samuel Garland.
H. 5. Henrie, A. N. Harper, and David Williamson numbered among the doz-
ens of prominent blacks who moved from Nicodemus in 1888 and 1889
Some families joined the back-to-Africa movement, a remigration of blacks to
Liberia or the Gold Coast, sponsored by several independent organizers.
Many of the families stayed within the black community of Graham County,
relocating in Bogue, Hill City, Millbrock, or into the countryside. A sizeable mi-
nority moved westward to Colorade or California. Garland, "one of the
{town's) most influential colored men,"” closed his real estate and implement
sales businesses and led six other families to Colorado in 1913 to start the
Manzanola Colony in the Arkansas River Valley '

Along with the shopkeepers went many of their buildings. Most of
Nicodemus' frame commercial structures were mowved, either Intact or in
pleces, to Bogue. ' '* Even some of the masonry structures were reportedly dis-
mantled and moved to the new town, stone by stone. The exodus resembled
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FIGURE 11-13: Historic photograph taken in front of Samuel G. Wilson's store (later

called Sayers Store). George Sayers Is seen standing at left, Zach Lewls sitting on the
bench. and George Fletcher sitting on the step, (Photograph: Bernice Bates)

maore of a stampede than a trickle, taking place during the three months be
tween September and December of 1888, The Nicodemus correspondent for
the Bogue Signal stated hopefully in December that, “At present, we have
loaned all our vacant bulldings to Bogue until the C B R R. from Stockton is
built to this place, which will be In early spring.” "' By the end of the year,
Bogue consisted of 103 people and 37 buildings. most of which had been
moved from Nicodemus ''® The commercial center of Nicodemus by that
point had been decimated. Only a few of the buildings erected on Main Street
over the previous two vears still remained

SUBSISTENCE

A few black merchants remained. Some had been among the first colomst
groups of the 1870s. The Fletcher brothers, Nicodemus' perennial capitalists,
still operated the Saint Francis Hotel (stylishly renamed the Hotel de Saint
Francis), the livery stable, and an implement sales business. Jenny Fletcher,
Zach's wile, ran a millinery shop, Jake Riley operated another livery stable,
and A. J. Lovelady had bought out A. N. Harper's general store in February
1889.'"7 At least one instance of remigration back to Nicodemus from Bogue
occurred in spring of 1889. Louis Welton, one of the original black colonists,
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FIGURE 11-149: Looking west down Washington (Main) Street from the Second Street intersection, in 1922 This extremely rare photograph gives a glimpse of the town’s decline
in the decades immediately following the failure of a railroad to locate here. In the left foreground is Julia Lee’s Cale, beyond is the Fleicher-Switrer House, formerly the Saint
Francis Hotel. On the north side ol Washington is {(from front to rear) the Masonic Hall. Sayers Store and the old First Baptist Church (11s bell tower still intact). A dog seems to

be one ol the town's lew residents. (Photograph: Ernestine VanDuvall)




Main) Street lrom the Second Street intersection, ca. 1940, Compare this view with that of Figure [I-14 and the only noticeable

FIGURE 11-15: Looking sast down Washington |
Hall (193%9). The stormy appearance of this photograph recalls the great diast

changes in almost twenty years are the installation of electric poles and the construction of Township
storms which lashed the town in the "Dirty "30s." (Sowce Black American West Museum, Denver, Colorado)




sold his farm for $1000 and 5 lots in Bogue and then returned 2 months later
to reopen a livery stable in Nicodemus.**® But this was clearly the exception.
The athers would never return. Fletcher and the others directed their newspa-
per advertising to the Bogue Signal until it, too, ceased publication in Novem-
ber 1890. With commerce dwindling, Nicodemus merchants found it difficult
to compete with retail outlets in Bogue and Hill City and eventually closed their
businesses.

{Nicodemus’) early glory is gone: the highways and
the railroads all passed it by, and the stone of some
of its important bulldings has been hauled away.

#

Hill City, by comparison, continued to thrive throughout the 1890s. The
Union Pacific had crossed the Soloman River west of Nicodemus to allow tor a
depot in Hill City, securing the town's place as the commercial and govern-
mental center for the county. In November 1888, as Nicodemus was agonizing
over its breakup, the population of Hill City had been boosted to almost 500.
By one report the bustling community had four newspapers, six general stores,
three drug stores, three banks, four hotels, three restaurants, ten real estate of-
fices, two bakeries, three livery stables, three hardware stores, three lumber
vards, five carpenter shops, two wagon shops, and several other active busi-
nesses. ' '? Tawn lots were selling for between $25 and $75, and business prop-
erties sold for $300 and $400.'*° Bogue, it seems, fared only marginally better
than MNicodemus. Mot incorporated until 1910, the small railroad town had
been one of three in Graham County platted by the Union Land Company in
1888, and had never really gained the commercial momentum necessary for
prosperity,

After the economic disintegration in 1888, many black farmers who had
been living in Nicodemus began to return to their original homesteads in the
surrounding township. Some had held both town lots and homesteaded lands
in the quarter sections nearby, and had moved into Nicodemus during the
prosperous times. When their more lucrative town jobs as retailers, laborers,
teamsters, or construction workers disappeared, they retumed to agriculture
for subsistence and income. Although the townsite and the surrounding com-
munity suffered a decline in population from the peak years, the population in
Nicodemus Township apparenﬂg stabilized after 1890, and remained steadily
around 300 people until 1905.'%! Successive crop failures in 1839 and 1890
forced a number of black farmers off their farms, either voluntarily or through
foreclosure. As some of the land was bought by whites, the racial composition
of the township began to shift back away from all-black to a more integrated
balance.

Although the regional economic base had expanded considerably over
the preceding dozen years, the commercial climate in MNicodemus itself after
1888 quickly reverted to its pre-1879 state, with blacks running basic-service
businesses for an overwhelmingly black clientele. Even in its heyday,
Nicodemus had never been incorporated as a town. Conversely, at its nadir
after the exodus to Bogue, the townsite still remained the social and spiritual
center for the surrounding black community. By 1890, the financial sector had
left and the commercial sector was drastically curtailed. The population of
Nicodemus Township dwindled from a little over 400 in 1888, to 317 in 1890,
the population of the townsite itself is thought to have declined even more dra-
matically. ‘22 Nicodemus continued to exist into the twentieth century, butina
diminished function. By the turn of the century, the small community had set-
fled into its sometimes uneasy role as small, poor agricultural village.

After 1890, the developmental history of Nicodemus slowed dramati-
cally. The town never experienced its long-sought revival. Few new buildings
of note were erected, and as later businesses failed or people vacated their resi-
dences, many of the existing buildings were abandoned, allowed to deterio-
rate, and eventually were razed or moved. Farming improvements were made
only as the result of increased mechanization. Yet, the community, which had
always been based on a subsistence economy, continued to avert economic
insolvency. As original settlers moved or passed away, fewer people moved in
to replace them, and with each succeeding generation the population dwin-
dled. Norman Crockett in The Black Towns described the town's plight:

Indeed. “things” had changed. From a pepulation of approxi-
mately six hundred in 1877, Nicodemus, Kansas, dwindled to less
than two hundred by 1910. Poverty then settled aver the town. A
visitor here in 1918 found only two businesses in existence. one a
restaurant with a “two-by-four counter, a box turned upside down
for a table, and the rest of the fixtures of the same type.” At the
time, most of Nicodemus® sixty residents lived in dilapidated
houses, few of which showed a sign of paint in recent years. The old
men of the town ritually gathered at the post office around three
o'clock every afterncon to talk over the happenings of the day
while waiting for the mail to arrive. In 1939, a researcher for the
Federal Writers’ Praject saw children playing in the dusty streels
before wooden ar stone huts that contain only the bare necessities
— often wooden chairs and a table, a stove and an iron bed. One
tavern was all that remained of Nicodemus’ once-proud business
community, only churches possessed electricity. and those
wishing to make a telepheone call had to travel six miles to Bogue.
No stores remained In 1950, and three years later the government
withdrew its post office there. The black haven on the Solomon
had become almost a ghost town.#?
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The Wichita Beacon reported the forlom condition of the town in 1933:

(Nicodemus’) early glory is gone: the highways and the raliroads all
passed it by, and the stone of some of Its important buildings has
been hauled away. Its streets now are grass-covered ruts and there
is only a fourih class post office maintained in a parlor of a homa. It
Is still the home of 300 descendants of the first setilers who il the
soll and are happy In the homes that were lterally hewed from the
earth by their lathers '**

Over the years the appearance of the townsite gradually changed as the
older buildings were razed or altered and new buildings were constructed
Wilson's and Green's buildings had escaped the flight to Bogue, as had the
First Baptist and AME Churches and the Saint Francis Hotel The Green
Building was made into the Masonic Temple in 1893. The Masons, customary
second-floor dwellers, accupied the upper level, and a series of marginal retail
ers occupied the space below. The Wilson Building was purchased in 1900 by
G. M. Sayers, who operated the town's only general store. and later gas sta
tion, for decades to follow. The Saint Francis Hotel was tumned into a private
residence by heirs of Z T, Fletcher, and subsequently received numerous ad
ditions. The First Baptist Church eventually was left as the only active congre-
gation In town; the building was greatly expanded by the addition of a side an
teroom and comer steeple after the tum of the century. Since then. the exterior
stone walls have been stuccoed and butiresses added

Throughout Nicodemus' history, its residents made only a modest
aesthetic impact on the land. The town's utilitarian. small-scaled buildings re-
flect this conservative trend. Characteristically, very little was done to provide
landscape amenities for the booming commercial district during its heyday, be
yond construction of wood plank sidewalks in front of the store buildings
(Even this was done on an individual basis by the store owners; the walks
tended to be placed piecemeal alongside the dirt thoroughfares. ) Dirt streets
extended to the front doors of many stores and houses that lined them. Maost
remarkable, though, was the fact that citizens of Nicodemus had not planted

any substantial number of trees before the 1950s. A small grove of cotton-
wood trees, planted by R. B. Scruggs, just outside of town. provided the only
natural break in an otherwise treeless horzon Contrary to almost universal
Midwestern tradition, the town was virtually treeless over its first 80 years of
occupancy

Today, Nicodemus remains an unincorporated, rural agricultural village
Some of the streets have been paved, and electricity and phone service have
been extended to the townsite. The First Baptist Church has been replaced as
the congregation's meeting house and receives only intermittent use. The
Saint Francis Hotel is vacant most of the year. Both the Green and Wilson
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buildings have been razed. Yet, by all rights, Nicodemus should have disap
peared after the economic collapse of 1888: mast other Midwestern towns did
under similar circumstances. Settled by freedmen, the town soon lost its all
black distinction when white merchants joined blacks along the main street
But when the railroads bypassed the town, the whites quickly moved out, and
it is through the perseverance of the black settlers and their descendants that
the town continues to survive

Ll PG Pl
FIGURE 11-16: The Alexander Duvall house, ca, 1915, was part of a typical local {arm-
stead with barns, windmills, shed, corrals, coops, granaries, and brooder houses. The

frame house. which replaced an earlier sod house on the same site, was abandoned
ca. 1915, (Photograph: Clayton Fraser)
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Henry Willlams house, Nicodemus vicinity, Kansas. Emma Willlams house, Nicodemus vicinity, Kansas

(Photographs: Clayton Fraser)
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CHAPTER 111

INTO THE
TWENTIETH CENTURY

La Barbara W, Fly

I — —
Although few Yong-fime residenes remiai Nicodemus foday, Thei
lewtions remain guilte efebd ond moake for fescinating reoading, Lo

Barbora Fly haos .|||||'|.'.'-.r o colorful collage of aral hisiories THAIIR,

proselide a rare glimpse of fuenticth-coniury Hile in Yieodeos from ik
fsrienr [ pression jo phe pricseni Phe Brmanaipantion Celebrabion kel
arnualiy stoce 187N and s called Mameonemning, remmamns foremoal in

the minds of meny Nicodemus residenis omnd pe rharpes biest eon bsidios 1he

V8 (FCRRE Crarrmiimens e peresaere T TFHINT

Throughout the twentieth century, Nicodemus conlinued its slow down
thi

and popu

| population spiral. Experlencing the same econor
sures facing hundreds of small Midwestern farming communities, Nicodemus
witnessed ils younger generations leaving 1o seek employment in the nation s
urban and industrial sectors. For many residents, however. the decision 1o
leave was never considered

Graham Ci iwnty s 1906 Standard Athas reflects the commitment to those
few individuals who chose 1o remain in Nicodemus. lssued 25 years after the
town's founding, the atlas contains a photographic listing of some of the more
successful black families. farmers, stockraisers and merchants ® Nicodemus
was well represented. For example, W. L Sayers, outstanding county attor
ney, who lived and practiced in Hill City but from Nicodemus, was listed as an
upstanding citizen; and G. M. Sayers (W. L Sayers’s brother) was the onl
merchant listed in Nicodemus (he operated a general store, vacated by H. 5
Henre in 1888, on the comer of Third and Washington Streets). Sayers Store

FIGURE 11I-1: America Bates (left) and her four daughters (clockwise from Mrs
Bates): Sarah Sayers. Martha Scruggs, Hose Espolius, and Eliza Sayers. (Photograph:

Bernice Bates)
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stocked with dry goods and small clothing items, was supported by the 200 vil-
lagers and 300 outlying farmers.

Those residents who remained, however, promoted the town's cultural
and social heritage. Literary activities increased, with clubs such as the Three K
Club, Priscilla Art Club, Masons, and the Eastern Star Women's Auxiliary. A
number of educated individuals would exchange printed material as it became
available, staging plays, recitations for the children, and book reviews.? The
Three K Club and Priscilla Art Club were similar in their directive: sponsaring
drives for the less privileged, visiting the sick, sewing, and quilting.* The Ma-.
sons sponsored a dance social each spring, catered by the Eastern Star. They
also sponsored drives for less fortunate families and scholarships for students. *
Most of the independent clubs were for adults; programs for children were
generally locally conducted through the school or church

Yet, getting to and from these events often proved difficult
Thunderstorms through spring and early summer converted the dusty streets

il
FIGURE 111-2: The 1915 class at Falrview School, Nicodemus, Kansas. Each year the
single-room school would typically feature one class of youngsters, from grade school
to high school age. After 1945, all children in the Nicodemus area went to the District
No. 1 School, and the Fairview School bullding was moved to the District No. |
School site. for additional classroom space. (Photograph: Bernice Bates)
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to quagmires, impossible for wagons to pass. To reduce the drainage problem,
ditches were installed and graded periodically by the township board. Origi-
nally, these road graders were horse-drawn by teams of four to six horses
Only the main thoroughfares — Washington, Third Street from South Avenue
to Adams Street. Fourth Street from Washington to Madison Streets, and
Madison Street from Fourth to Seventh Streets — were graded in order to
travel along the commercial cormmidor to church and school
This was also true of the road system in the township. Narmow paths to
and from Nicodemus were as important as the town roads since the farm land
was still heavily populated in the 1920s. Township residents relied heavily
upon these roads to go to schoal and church in Nicodemus and 1o travel to
nearby towns for supplies. Even the Nicodemus Cemetery, approximately one
mile north and one-half mile east of Nicodemus (at the county line), was rela-
tively difficult to reach before section roads were built The direct paths
through deep grasses resulted in “roads all over the prairies” until county
roads or “section roads” delineated each square mile ®
e —————————eeeee——
. that our grandchildren can read about the history. And they
wan't have, say, such a hard time wondering and figuring oul the
way we had (it) when we come along . . . because a lot of our young
people around here now don’t know nothing about the history,
People never tell them any, Let them know about what happened.
— Lloyd Wellington, Nicodemus resident, 1983
e ——eeeeeeeeeee

Despite the absence of a reliable transportation netwark and without no
table architectural fabric, Nicodemus continued to serve as the soclal-cultural
center of black life in the county, The annual Emancipation Celebration, per-
haps best embodied this community spirit.° For most of the town's history, the
celebration was held in Scruggs Grove, a small grove of cottonwoods, partially
planted by R. B. Scruggs, near the river. Gradually. the small grove became
recognized regionally.” (FIGURE I11-3) Most people lived nearby, so the
travel back and forth for the three-day event was not inconvenient. Over the
years, the celebration became a popular affair, drawing thousands of people
from nearby settlements. Wagons and automobiles would line Highway 24
north of Nicodernus, for three miles in each direction.™ People would travel
from California and Colorado back to their home to see families and friends
Everyone, blacks and whites, looked forward to the picnic — 12 to 20 food
stands of barbecue, lemonade, poke salad, Sadie Hall's and Alva DePrad's
fried chicken, Ora Switzer's ice cream sodas, and plenty of desserts — under
the mature trees,”

The celebration usually opened with a spirited Friday afterncon political
rally and closed on a more tranquil note with a Sunday moming church cere-
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mony, Mary Elizabeth Alexander Gage remembered that the celebration was
“*something we looked forward to from one year to the next. | think we were as
anxious for the Emancipation Celebration affair. . . as we were about Christ-
mas."" " Picnic tables, barbecue pits, and tents would be scattered over 160
acres of the tatal 720 acres of Scruggs’ property, In open areas on the south
side of the road, camnival equipment. with their pecullar sounds and flashy
lights, would entice the children for miles around and coax their parents to
leave home early, going to the celebration. Often the celebration provided par-
enis with an opportunity to persuade their children to tackle long overdue re-
sponsibilities. Gordon Williams recalled for example, "My lather was farming
and he always made us milk cows and do all the other chores before we could
get down there to get to the dance.™ A

But there were also festivities for adults: horse races, dice boards, card
games, bingo, a band, and dance floor. As one past resident said, *'Las Vegas
didn't have nothing on them.” ' By far the most popular and perhaps most
vividly imprinted memory was the baseball games. As Gordon Willlams re-
called late in life

“"We used to have some good baseball. One year they even had the
Monarchs to come oul and play. They all drove. . .. | think 1928
Fords down. . . They drove them out from Kansas City to play, to
put on a game. | don’t know whether we had a team big enough to
play; Nicodemus did have a baseball team, but it wasn't no compe-
titlon to them. because they. . . were what they called the Kansas
City Monarchs and they were a good ball club. """

Alvin Bates further remembered some of “'the great players like Satchell
Paige and all those, they use to play with the Monarchs. They use to come right
here in Nicodemus."'** The Nicodemus Blues baseball team (FIGURE 111-4)
would play teams from Texas and Louisiana, as well as local teams from
Bogue, Norton, Hill City, Wakeeney, Stockton, and Damar.'® R B. Scruags
provided the baseball diamond and stands on a portion of his homestead.
During the 1920s, the Monarchs' women's team, the Stepping Sisters, played
on a makeshift field next to the Masonic Lodge

The annual celebration at the grove was an experience for the entire fam-
ily. Those families who lived a considerable distance away would camp at the
grove.'® The children, especially, looked forward to the camival, memy-go-
round, ferms wheel, horse races, baseball games, and evening dances

Everyone, of course, eagerly anticipated the good home cooking Ora
Switzer, who enjoyed the spectacle as well as anyone, provided a detailed de-
scription of the cooking

.« . we'd have a lot of personal stands, they would come ouf and
serve whatever they'd chose to in their stands, Watermelon, fried
chicken, barbecue, or whatever. Some of them would boil old hens

and have dumplings and all. | seen one man who put a big old cook
stove in there and just run a pipe out off so i wouldn't run his face
on out, He put stew stull on that stove and have cabbage
a'smelling. Now they would give you a good old dinaer. They would
have cambread and everything. It was too comical for words, Be-
cause there'd be 20 stands on the ground. | ran it for live. lour years
mysell. And managed it. And 1 let people come in, that's the way
you made your little money. You get a little something off your
concession stand, maybe you would charge $25 for the 3 days. And
then let them go and they would make it."""

Throughout the 1920s, the Emancipation Celebration remained the an-
nual highlight Perhaps, the celebration became even more festive, as the
19205 were some of the best years for crop vield per acre. Even today
Nicodemus farmers particularly remember the mid-twenties as excellent years
for comn crops. The mid-twenties relieved most farmers and strengthened their
economic position before the drought devastations of the early-thirties

- 3 - { .
FIGURE 111-4: The 1907 Nicodemus Blues baseball team. Probably the most exciting
and memorable activity associated with each year's Emancipation Celebration. base-
ball was popular with young and old; there was even a women's feam called the
Stepping Sisters. The Nicodemus Blues played teams from sumounding commu.
nities, as well as teams from as far away as Texas and Louisiana. (Phatograph: Fred
and Ora Switeer)
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The stock market crash of 1929, however, brought America’s prosperity
to a sudden halt, affecting all strata of American society. Nicodernus was no ex-
ception. The Great Depression severely touched the American farmers who
traditionally relied heavily on the stability of the marketplace to recover their
previous year's planting debts, !

Kansas farmers watched helplessly through the first years of the 19305 as
their crops were destroyed by a seemingly endless series of dust storms and
droughts. The longest consecutive and continuous drought in Graham County
occurred between 1932 and 1934, producing the most disastrous crop-raising
periad in the history of the county. The lack of rail service, inadequate housing
and econornic opportunity, and the high death rate among elderly in and
around Nicodemus, exacerbated the situation, forcing more farmers into fore-
closure and to abandon their farmsteads for California and the Pacific North-
west. Previously titled land became unoccupied or fallow for a great portion of
the 1930s, since those remaining had little extra means to reinvest or they were
uncertain of their own survival. As a consequence, substantial black landhold-
ings transferred to lending institutions, reducing the descendents of the original
homesteaders to tenant-farmer status. '

Long-time Nicodemus residents tell tragic stories of survival and disap-
pointment during the early-thirties. Although these descriptions parallel the
commentaries of farmers throughout the Midwest, the recollections provide a
colorful glimpse of life in Nicodemus during the Great Depression. Alvin Bates,
long-time resident and village mechanic, farmed north of Nicodemus in the
1930s and recalled,

“I remember all of the bad years. During the dirty thirties, we

couldn't raise nothing. [t wasn't the fact that we didn't get any rain,
itwas ... the dust, . "

His sister-in-law, Bernice Bates (FIGURE I1-5), elaborated further on
the effect of the storms:

‘... some left and some stayed. But you didn't raise anything. 1
know we lost all the stock that we had, horses and cows because
there wasn't anything for them to eat. We couldn't raise
anything."*!

The cracked and parched ground would suppart neither crops nor live-
stock. Nearly all the livestock in Nicodemus perished. Nicodemus residents
also suffered. All property — homes, pastures, fence lines, etc. — was marred
with a thick layer of fine black dirt. (Many sufferers were wrapped with blankets
and restricted to their home in order to keep them from literally choking to
death.) Alvin's wife, Ada Bates, recalled her desperate attempt to protect their
baby daughter from the dust:

“I remember well the first dust storm that 1 seen. It was all black in
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the northwast. Billie over here was a little baby. And we had to
cover her up with a wet sheet in her bed ta keep her from choking to
death. The dust was that thick in the house. Of course, we didn't
have nothing but lamps in them days. You'd have to light the lamps
right In the daytime hecause it was so dark, "

Despite all attempts, dust inevitably infiltrated houses. Occasionally, this
substance mixed with oil and would stick to walls, furniture, and clothes.
Lamps and lights were kept burning day and night since the unexpected storm
would blacken the sky for days. Juanita Williams Redd “had to hang sheets,
you know, dampen 'em and hang ‘em up to keep the dust from coming in so
bad. When you would lay on a pillow, whg 3yc:u could just see where our heads
were because the rest of it was just dirt.”
s

I remember all of the bad year. During the dirty thirties,
we couldn't raise nothing.
e e e e e e e e e S S TR

Even early wamings could not prevent the storm from inflicting some
damage if it lingered for more than several hours, Bernice Bates recalls how a
particular storm hindered her from attending her club's social:

“I was getting ready to go to a Priscilla Art Club social and we al-
ways wore white when we went and had our socials. | was standing
on the side of the table pressing my white dress that | was going to
wear and my husband was sitting on the other side of the table.
And I looked out the west window and I saw this big black cloud
coming. It was just as black as this (referring to an object on the ta-
ble). 1 said, "Harry, come quick and look at this cloud.” Before he
could get around the ironing board, I had to lay the ironing board
on the table, 1 don"t know what 1 had, a washboard stuck in a chair,
but by the time he got around that chair, the dirt had hit our place.
And it blew out a window in the bedroom and we had to run in there
and we nalled a comforter over the window and pushed a dresser
up against the window to hold it. And that dirt that way blew all
night long. It must have had oil in it 'cause it stuck to the walls.
And, than, it just continued for, let's see, we had dust storms. not
that black dirt continued that long, but old fashioned dust storms
far, [ imagine, two ar three years, "%

In 1934, Micodemus residents began a gradual recovery and methodical
clean-up campaign. Slowly over the years, homes were cleaned, fences re-
built, and cattle restocked. One resident said later, “'1 don’t know how we, we
just existed somehow. The Lord took care of us.”"**

To assist in the nation’s recovery, the Federal Government initiated sev-
eral recovery programs, including the Federal Land Bank, to assist farmers on
the brink of dispossession.?® On July 1, 1934, Graham County contributed to



FIGURE I11-5: Mrs. Bernice Bates, long-time Nicodemus resident, holding family photographs on her porch in 1983. Mrs. Bates
— passed away in 1984. (Photograph: La Barbara Fly)



the national recovery on the local level by establishing a Farm Bureau to im
mediately assist farmers and ranchers ** By 1936, residents of Nicodemus had
designated S. D. Desbien as their representative to the Farm Bureau. lroni-
cally, the common misery of the Depression, In some ways. helped to
strengthen unity among Nicodemus farmers and residents. In order to mini
mize the struggle of future disasters, remaining farmers, both black and white,
often shared equipment and manpower.™”

Unfortunately, only a few original black homesteaders, such as Bates and
Williams. remained owners and occupants of their farms. Most farmers be
came tenants and rented land “” A few farmers, such as the Alexander and
VanDuvall families, leased their farm land to oil companies ™

During the worst vears of the Great Depression, the population of
Nicodemus dropped to about 40 people. Many of these were employed
through Works Progress Administration (WPA) programs. For example, a
teamn of approximately 12 men, with limited bullding experience. was hired to
build the WPA Nicodemus Township Hall. (Figures II1-6 & 7) Rock was
quarried near the present Webster Reservoir in Rooks County and transported
to this vacant site, where Nicodemus residents watched Garold Napue cut the
stone blocks and pattern them with a mallet " Gilbert Alexander. project man
ager and timekeeper, supervised the two-year project

Ty b ‘ .
FIGURE U11-6 & 7: Dedicated in 1939, Nicodemus Township Hall Is shown under con-
struction in these historic photographs. A team of 12 black and white local residents
undertook this WPA project using locally quarried stone. [t is the largest structure In
town today. (Photographs: Angela Bates)
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While the bullding was under construction, residents used the largest
structure availlable on the townsite for weekly dances — the Masonic Hall An
addition to the rear made it convenient to have dances and other social func
tions, such as an ice cream parlor. on the first floor. When the WPA building
was completed and dedicated in 1939, community meetings, dances, and
elections were held in the larger structure ™ The existence of this structure. on
the corner of Second and Washington Streets, created the impetus for a town
center, since it sat in the same block with the Masonic Hall, newly-established
Priscilla Art Club's “"Cracker Box™" School building, and several restaurants,
(such as Helena's, and the Green Lantern Cafe in the old Saint Francis Hotel)

Mast young men and women decided not to return to Nicodemus after
Warld War [I. As a result, small farm settlements such as Fairview could no
longer support their schools, In 1945, Fairview School, District No. 78, was
closed and the structure was moved to the District No. 1 site. north of the
Nicodemus School. Nicodemus residents, on the other hand, still generated
more than enough students for District No. 1, requiring additional space for the
averflow

Many teenagers hired out in the summer to area farmers to help support
their families or obtain enough money to attend college. Others helped their
parents with harvest, fall ground preparation, and/or livestock chores. Leamn
ing from the lean years of the thirties, farmers selected more drought-resistant
plant varieties; most began substituting wheat, milo, barley, and rve for com
Most black farmers continued to rely on dry-land farming techniques, unable
to afford an elaborate, mechanized irrigation system for their tracts. White
farmers, on the other hand, began investing in various imgation schemes

Many families supplemented their diets with garden vegetables, native
plants, and herbs found in and around Nicodemus. Some residents brought
seeds from Kentucky, including lady peas, spring peas, blackeve peas
drowder peas, and sunflower peas. Native vegetables included wild lettuce
(poke salad), tomatoes, dandelions, and narrow duck. The wild tomatoes
were a favorite of Ora Wellington Switzer who remembered

They make the prettiest little old greens, and you know | saw one
bunch this spring. . . and that wild tomato alter it got so old why
it'll got little balls that come an top, kind of like a tomato. It actu-
ally tasted like a tomato. But it sure does season up the greens
good, ™

The majority of the “greens’ were found on the rolling praire outside
Nicodemus. Poke salad, on the ather hand, grew wild along the river banks
“We would have to go to the creek to find the poke salad,” reported Ora
Switzer. "It grows in a square and you got to be sure and find the right thing.
Then you cut it off."”
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FIGURE 111-8: Nicodemus town resident Mrs. Juanita Redd, standing in front of the
Henry Willlams house, photographed in 1983, Mrs. Redd, who was 74 at the time, was
ralsed In this house. Her father, Henry Willlams. was the first black baby born in
Nicodemus {in 1878). (Photograph: Richard McNamara)

In addition to vegetables, a surprising variety of culinary and medicinal
herbs flourished near Nicodemus, including fever weed, horehound, wild
sage, gourd tea, and snakeroot. Snakeroot, a bittet-tasting root taken orally for
medicinal purposes, ''was awlul bad down in these pastures and the people
dug that stuff and made money.” relayed Ora Switzer late in her life *They'd
dry the root and then you'd go to town and you'd get 25 to 30 cents a pound
for it. And when they was broke they would get out here and try to dig it and
then take it and dry and go over and sell it to the man "

Finally, wild berries, currants, and plums were harvested seasonally
Some residents planted rows of apple, peach, and pear trees. Many harvested
wild fruits and berries in and around the town. Ora Switzer recalled 'we use to
have chokechermies down here on the river. We'd have to hunt for them
currants, they grow wild. And then we get wild plums down there on the river
And | make a jelly out of things like that you know. And you make a butter
from the plum because they are big enough (that) after you get your jelly to
boil up, vou can run it throuah a colander
vour jam. "

After a long period of drought and parched land in the thirties, 1951 and
1953 were years of terrible flooding. Many residents considered the 1951

pour your juice offl and make



flood as the worst fload the county had experienced, and in 1956, Webster
Reservoir and Dam were built to reduce possible flood devastation, Ponds and
terraces were also created to hold water in the fields rather than allowing it to
run off as in the past

To augment the agncultural learning experience and broaden the respon
sibility of young teens. Blanche White founded and sponsored the 4H Club in
Nicodemus around 1940. Mrs. White's love for children found a natural and
creative outlet in the activities of the club. Beginning at age 50, she devoted her
time to teaching the members of the club — male and fermale — how to raise
and care for animals, raise crops, garden, prepare meals, and beautify their
torwnsite. [n the 1940s, the beautification movement became the responsibility
of the 4H Club, Mrs, White secured the trees from the county extension service
agent and instructed the children in their planting and nurturing. Exposure to
summer camps, county fairs, exhibitions'competitions, and other cultural
events experienced by “urban” children, would often require that she get a
truck from a neighbor and drive the members (ranging from 10 years old to 20
years old) to Wakeeny, Hill City, Salina, Downs, and Cawker City, ™

FIGURE 111-9: Washington Street in Nicodemus, looking east in the 1940s. Though
the Depression and dust storms of the 19308 are over, this view of the town causes
one 1o guestion the town's recovery. From left to right. these structures are: the Ma-
sonic Hall, Jenny Riley's Restaurant, the Priscilla Art Club, and Township Hall. (Fho-
tograph: Black American West Museum. Denver. Colorada)

Maost children looked forward to joining the 4H Club, not only lor its out
door activities, but because it symbaolized the transition frem child to adult.
Veryl Switzer, for example, recalled “from the time | was 8 or 9 years old | al-
ways wanted to be in the 4H because all my older brothers and sisters were in
and there were some things that just inspired me Then | think, alter a vear
ot two [ was able to become a full fledged member, 4H member. | think that
4H though staved with me until | was about 17 years of age, or 18"

While teenagers flocked to the 4H. adults socialized in the network of tav
ems and restaurants. By the 1950s, beer was served In some of the eating es
tablishments. An owner of such a business either ccoupied an existing house,
moved a one-story frame unit to a site he owned and renovated it, or com-
bined several structures in order to enlarge his enterprise. “The Joint” o
“Blamm," Green Lantern Cale {family style), Helena's, DePriest Tavem, and
Blow-1n Cafe provided their customers with entrees, beer, snacks, and excep
tional desserts.™ These restaurants not only catered to residents but also ca
tered to area farmers. As they had developed belore, all the restaurants existed
within a one-block area from the Township Hall, on Washington Street and
east of Third Street. This reinforced the town center concept, which began
with the construction of the Township Hall in 1939, Further development and
delineation of this district occurred in 1952, when the American Legion pur
chased the Fairview School building. located north of Nicodemus School, and
had Deak King move it diagonally across from the Township Hall™ (The
American Legjon purchased the building, since the shrinking District No. 1 did
not have use for it any longer.) By 1953, the building had been renovated for
use as an American Legion Hall, and became a secondary dance hall/'club
space when the deteriorating Masonic Hall was not operable

The relocation was particularly effective in stimulating community interac
tion at that end of Nicodemus; it generated new interest in the annual Emanci
pation Celebration. For more than 50 vears, the celebration had been held in
Scrugas Grove, despite the growing chorus ol protests lrom carnival
companies. Most carnival companies had for years complained of the incon
veniences attendant to setting up their equipment amidst the trees. Finally, in
1950, the threat to discontinue service to Nicodemus was heeded. ™' Ulti
mately, three American Legion board members agreed 1o relocate the celebra
tion on the townsite, The camival rides were assembled just east of the Town
ship Hall, across from the Legion Hall. The American Legion parade route was
along Washington Street to the Township Hall. According to Gordon Williams
an American Legionnaire, the celebration in 1953 "was one of the largest ones
they've ever had (since) they never had a camival up in town before then :
Like all other celebrations held before in the grove, there were hundreds of
participants and spectators attending
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Around the time that the celebration transferred to the townsite
Nicodemus received overhead electric service from the U.S. Department of
Agriculture, Rural Electrification Administration (REA). (By 1958, only a few
families had secured the service ) Prior to the electric service, residents had
used oll lamps in their homes, and for the celebration, Alvin Bates had ingen-
lously engineered electric lights, hooking them up to a small engine which
puffed and smoked. ** He could supply enough electricity for the bandstand
and for a four-block area around the grove (This electric supply was utilized
primarily by the camival companies. ) Despite the luxury of lighting for the cele-
bration, Nicodemians managed their community and family affairs without
street lights, telephone service, or utility service

-

FIGURE 11-10: Disirict No, 1 School, Nicodemus, Kansas., photographed in 1993,
This one-story, wood sided siructure with & hipped roof was buili in 1918, on
the same site of the original school, a ca. 1887 structure that burned. District
No. 1 School closed in 1955 and Nicodemus children have commuted 1o Bogue,
Kansas ever since. In 1983, the American Legion purchased this building for
mestfings and gatherings. Nicodemus was the firsi community 1o establish a
school in Graham Couniy, a demonsiration that education was important to the
black community from the outser. (Photograph: William T, Belleas, 1943, Source:
Fort Hays State College. Fort Hays, Kansas)
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Although public improvements were slow arriving 1o rural western
Kansas, and particularly 1o Nicodemus, some other services generally taken
for granted began to disappear during this period. Nicodemus lost its post of
fice on November 30, 1953, after President Dwight Eisenhower closed thou
sands of rural post olfices in an effort to consolidate and streamline the U S
Postal Service. ™ Reverend Joe Wilson, who had been assessor, justice of
peace, and postmaster for the past seven years, conducted the only business in
Nicodemus in his home.* When the post office closed, Reverend Wilson be-
gan selling candy to the children on the townsite from his one-story residence
(This structure was a four-room frame unit with a gable roof ) As the seventh
postmaster in the village since 1878, and pastor of the A ME. Church, he was
one of the guiding forces in the community's development

Throughout the late-1940s and much of the early-1950s, Nicodemus was
considered the “center’” of black affairs for Graham County. This attitude pre
vailed more dunng this penod than any prior decade in the twentieth cen
tury. ** Activities on the townsite partially generated redistribution of families in
addition to the shrinking of the Fairiew settlement. People began to use the
townsite for varous social activities, thus, existing structures were recycled and
occupled. Unlortunately, residents had had very little income to maintaln
structures or town lots, Some efforts are worth noting: In 1949, both the First
Baptist Church and the Saint Francis Hotel were stuccoed to prevent further
deterioration of their limestone facades ¥ Some of the elderly relocated to the
townsite for security. Many of these people had lived in the township most of
their lives but felt more comfortable living in the village nearer to others their
age. After high school, outmigration among voung people was prevalent By
the close of the period. there were only 12 families residing on the townsite,
few with children attending Nicodemus School Based upon the reduction of
demand, District No: 1 School was closed circa 1960, (FIGURE 111-10)

1960-1974 GRADUAL DECLINE

The black population in Nicodemus continued to decline throughout the
1960s. Only 12 children attended grade school in Hill City and high school in
Bogue. Most young adults had moved away, while the elderly who remained
in the community either rented, sold, or bequeathed their land, to reduce the
burden. Eventually, the elderly migrated to the townsite. Residents who sur
vived on Social Security had virtually no means of maintaining their homes;
thus, residential structures on the townsite deteriorated ** As others died, prop
ety was left unattended, creating a number of empty. decaving frame strue
tures scattered throughout the township

Washington Street seemed abandoned. there were more vacant lots now
than structures, Most of the remaining buildings, such as Savers Store and the



Masonic Hall, in the once-prosperous business district were vacant and stood
like monuments to the earlier black colonists who had built them. Only a few of
the historic structures (Nicodemus Township Hall, Saint Francis Hotel, First
Baptist Church and parsonage, and Stewart/Gains house) alang Washington
Street were occupied or in livable condition. Although a lew residences were
moved on the townsite (for example, residences owned by Robert and Bertha
Carter, Lloyd Wellington, Guy and Juanita Redd, and Ivalee and Freddie
Switzer), and a lew others were expanded (for example, the Terry family’s res-
idence. and Clarence and Yvonne Savers' residence), there was relatively little
activity. The population reduction forced many literary, social, and cultural
clubs (such as the Masons, Eastern Star, and American Legion) to inactivity
There just were not enough people to support many of the ongoing civic proj

ects and activities.

As the population diminished, physical deterioration of historic bulldings
also occurred. The only business to open during this period was Nevins Res
taurant in 1968. The owner, Ametta Nevins, purchased and moved the post
office building approximately one block north in 1967, She renovated the
one:-story frame building by covenng the existing walls with asbestos siding
and reroofing with asphalt shingles to open a gas station/cafe. (Ms. Nevins va
cated the structure in 1973 when demand from tourists and truckers on their
wiy {0 Colorado diminished. )

The emigration forced Nicodemus to evaluate its future. The large contin
gent of past residents who had moved to California and the Pacific Northwest
were still interested in maintaining ties with Nicodemus. In 1977, these con
cemed individuals agreed to invest In Nicodemus® future by creating an incor
porated body, Nicodemus West, Inc. The corporation, including Orlo and
Verdell VanDuvall and Andre Clark, was formed to assist in business educa-
tion, provide schalarships and personal loans, and finance improvement proj
ects for their homeplace ** Although these families left Nicodemus for better
apporfunities elsewhere, they did not wish to relinquish or jeopardize the con
cept of community they had discovered in Nicodemus. This revitalization etfort
helped to make Nicodemus unigue when compared to other black settlements
established between 1865 and 1920, Most black settlernents of this period
either disappeared (for example, Allensworth, California) or were consoli
dated within expanding urban areas. Nicodemus, on the other hand, main-
tained its historic identity. in part by reaching bevond Kansas to former
Nicodemus residents for financial assistance

California residents were not the only ones who refused to sever fies with
Nicodemus. Past residents of Nicodemus all around the country retumed o
Kansas annually to visit family and friends in nearby communities. As it be
came Increasingly difficult to make several trips home and as the Emancipation

Celebration became a vehicle by which to get together, the title and scope of
the three-day affair was altered to reflect the change. The Emancipation Cele
bration was renamed Homecoming and scheduled on the last weekend of
July, or the first weekend of August. 1o allow more familles to take off from
their jobs and return to Nicodemus. ™ By the mid-1970s, families were
planning their vacations around Homecoming and inviting their friends in re
spective states 1o join them for the weekend In Nicodemus (FIGURE I11-11)

FIGURE 111-11: Emancipation Celebration (also known as Homecoming by many lo-
cal residents) parade. photographed in 1983, The annual site of the celebration was
moved in 1950, from Scruggs Grove along the Solomon Hiver, to the town ltsell. The
parade thus became one of the many festivities associated with the celebration. and
residents and visitors alike participate. (Photograph: Everett Fly)

With the nation's Bicentennial approaching, residents of Nicodemus felt a
paramotint need to document the heritage of Nicodemus and its significance
and bring that history to the attention of more Americans. Lloyd Wellington,
for example, advocated compiling a written and visual record of the town so
“that our grandchildren can read about the history. And they won't have, say,
such a hard time wondering and figuring out the way we had (it) when we
come along because a lot of our voung people around here now don't
know nothing about the history, People never tell them any. 5o | think it is
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good if they'll tell everybody the history. Let them know about what hap-
pened. "™ These small but enthusiastic efforts continue today.

1975-1983 RESETTLEMENT AND RENEWAL

Throughout the years between 1975 and 1983, Nicodemus residents
made concerfed attempts to rehabilitate historic structures in town and within
the nearby township. During these vears, several houses located outside of
Nicodemus, for example, homes owned by Ola Wilson, Rose Stokes, the
Napue family, and Virgil Robinson, Jr., were relocated to town. Fortunately,
these structures required only minor repairs. The typical residences were one-
and-one-hall-story frame units, covered with horizontal wood or asbestos sid
ing, and had either a simple gable or hip roof covered with asphalt shingles. In
addition, a steady flow of trailers arrived in town, owned by the Brogdens,
Switzers (Harold and Veryl), and Sayers. The trailers rellected the desire by
some natives (o retumn for extended perods to Nicodemus

In 1975, Reverend L. C. Alexander embarked upon the first significant
step towards the construction of a new First Baptist Church sanctuary, just
north of the existing church.*' The new structure would exist on the same site
as the earlier 1880s dugouts and sod houses. Under the direction of the pastor,
volunteers — past and present Nicodemus residents — executed all construc
ton work excepl the brick veneer finish, which was done by a contractor from
Wichita, Kansas ™ The building was dedicated the following September 28,
1975. Upon completion, the 1907 stone structure was converted into a Fel
lowship Hall and still serves the community today. ™

Despite the villagers” desire to preserve the significant structures, time was
not always on their side; by 1972, the Masonic Hall was tom down and a
marker, compiled of parapet elements of the building, was set into a concrete
slab and erected ™ In 1980, Sayers Store was also razed and removed for pub
lic safety. The stone bullding had remained unoccupied and detenorating for
several years prior to demolition. (The stone remnants were piled near the
ruins of the Stewart/Goins house on the townsite for future use )

Given the rapid physical deterioration, loss of human resources. and the
need lor assistance 1o help preserve that which remained, a historic district
nomination was prepared for the National Register of Historic Places, by the
Afro-American Bicentennlal Corporation, in 1974, Nicodemus was desig
nated and approved as a National Historic Landmark in 1976 This designa
tion provided urgency and priority to the village's request for assistance. It also
conveved the lown's survival should be a national concem

The National Historic Landmark designation may have helped to per
suade the .S, Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) to
award a long-awaited elderly and low income housing project in Nicodemus
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The idea was onginally conceived in Ora Switzer's home in December 1969,
by six young men, all natives of Nicodemus.™ From 1970 to 1975, Lais
Alexander, the Township Board, and several key citizens struggled to secure
new, inexpensive housing for the elderly, and funds for rehabilitating homes
owned by Nicodemus residents. * Their efforts were rewarded in 1975, when
HUD approved the $250,000 Tumkey Housing Project. By 1976, five duplex
units were built west of the First Baptist Church, at the comer of Washington
and Fourth Streets.”” (FIGURE 111-12) Before the end of the year, they were
occupled. Since the HUD process was delaved, and appropriated HUD funds
would not cover the intended scope of the project. community development
funds were then secured to complete the community center — hall, kitchen
and small office — on the southeast eormer of the site, and Initiate limited street
pavement in 1976. A township fire station to the west of the project was built
in 1978, when the streets adjacent to the housing proiect were resurfaced, As
families prepared to move into the HUD housing, or the “Villa,"" as local resi-
dents call it, others were preoccupied with rehabilitating their homes. Resi

dences and other structures on the townsite underwent extensive weather
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FIGURE 11-12: Mrs. Clementine Vaughn, in front of her "Villa™ duplex. photographed
in 1983, In 1976, a HUD housing complex consisting of live duplex units, was built st
the cormer ol Washington and Fourth Streets. Referred 1o by local residenis as the
“Villa,” this housing complex for the elderly also features & community center,
(Photograph: LaBarbara Fly)



proofing, electrical and plumbing improvements, and facade restoration. By
1976, each house also had a well or cistern.

The addition of substantial housing helped to generate the return of
former residents — retirees and the elderly — who wished to spend their final
days in their homeplace. Lloyd Wellington, a former Nicodemus resident, de-
cided to return in order to avoid the “hustle and bustle” of California.*” The in-
crease of population in the mid-1970s and an initial demand for commaodity
services, also drew Ernestine VanDuvall back to Nicodemus in 1974 to estab-
lish the first and only business on the townsite in ten years, Ernestine’s Bar-B-
Que.® The structure consists of a conglomerate of frame (board and batten),
concrete block, and asphalt shingle.

By 1978, the population had increased to 100 residents. The increase of
traffic on dirt roads and the necessity to entice others to return, resulted in the
establishment of a Community Development Board, comprised of the Hous-
ing Authority executive director and the Township Board members.®! They se-
cured HUD funds to pave the remaining streets in the townsite; since there had
been only defacto zoning and structures had been built in the public right-of-
way, street alignments had to conform to the existing condition.®* Telephone
and electrical wiring were buried and curbs and gutters were installed when
streets were paved.

Most residents viewed these changes with a mixture of nostalgia and a
feeling of optimism. It really gives me a good feeling to know that these things
are happening in Nicodemus,” reported Mary Elizabeth Alexander Gage.
“Because [ still think of this as home, although [ was born and raised out on the
farm, this is where | socialized and, of course, my brother and sister-in-law still
live here. So this is where my roots are,”®

The demand for a more reliable water source and system was generated
in the late-1970s. According to the 1980 census, taken by Yvonne Sayers,
there were more than 27 families on the town site and an 11 additional families
residing in the township, An Economic Development Administration grant al-
lowed Nicodemus to install a 100-foot-tall water tower on Block 20, and a
water systern, which was used by the “Villa” and 7 families in town.%*

The increase of residents also generated a demand for local recreation.
Washington Street developed into the chief recreational zone. With the Town-
ship Hall anchoring the east end of the block, a playground was built on the
site occupied earlier by the Masonic Hall. A combination basketball/tennis
court and practice court was later built in the middle of the same block.®® The
remodelled Priscilla Art Club’s party room completes the village facilities which
are frequently used for wedding receptions, club parties, special picnics, har-
vest celebrations, and Homecoming activities. Behind these facilities, is a pub-
lic park and travel rest area. This designated open space is used by the resi-

dents of Nicodemus for private and community picnics and by travelers as an
overnight rest stap. Large trees shade the area and provide a backdrop for the
historic landmark marker.

e S e e —

This is where my roots are.
=

Other land tracts in and nearby Nicodemus were transferred to farmers
who were sometimes unaware or simply unwilling to preserve the historic
properties. For instance, by 1975, Scruggs Grove had been sold to a new
owner, who cleared the entire tract of cottonwood trees and planted an alfalfa
field in its place.®®

Despite all the improvements made in the area and the anticipation of
people planning to return permanently, Nicodemus helplessly watched the
steady deterioration of the Stewart/Goins house, on the west end of the
townsite.®” It was one of the few early stone structures still remaining on the
townsite as an example of vernacular residential architecture of that period.
During the winter of 1982, the stone structure was severely damaged and be-
came a ruin by spring of 1933.

More structured social interaction has been restored through the resur-
gence of church activities. Since Reverend Helm, pastor of the First Baptist
Church, became a resident in the townsite in July 1983, weekly Bible Training
Union meetings, church meetings and conferences, choir rehearsal, and usher
and elder board meetings have resumed with great regularity and diligence.
Seniors utilize their five-day-a-week lunch program at the "Villa” community
center to transfer community news and upcoming events. Young residents as-
sist in organizing the lunch program, taking the elderly on errands to the doctor
or store in the village's newly-acquired bus/van, and maintaining the town
park and playground. Various special committee meetings (such as Home-
coming and Historic Preservation) and the volunteer fire department drills of-
fer civic involvement and companionship.

Although only 58 residents still reside in Nicodemus, to mast the town re-
mains a place to which to return — to retire. The community retains its historic
agricultural character, vast skies, and expansive views. Small frame houses,
painted an assortment of colors, line Washington and Second Streets. During
the day, residents are preoccupied with farming responsibilities as the weather
permits or visiting a neighbor for lunch at the “Villa" community center. Most
important, a strong feeling of community still permeates the town. A feeling
cultivated and fueled by more than one hundred years of perseverance and
unwillingness to give way.

Nicodemus is still an unincorporated town in the Nicodemus Township,
but the course of its history and the issues it faces for the future are not different
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from the issues of incorporated towns. It Is very much like Middle-American ru-
ral villages, but it is also unique as a nineteenth-century black settlement. Very
tew villages or towns can boast of the endurance and accomplishment exhib-
ited by Nicodemus.™ Whether two families or two hundred families reside
there for years to come Is not vital, and in fact, inconsequential, to Nicodermus'
survival. For Micodemians and many other residents in black settlements

']

Nicodemus Is a reality because it is in the minds and hearts of those who have
ever lived there. There will always be a dream for Nicodemus, just as its forefa.
thers had envisioned. This collective dedication to the dream will allow
Nicodemus to transcend the realities of tomorrow because Nicodemus has be-
come what it is and will endure over time based upon its residents’ commit
ment to the concept of “"community, "
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FIGURE I11-13: The American Methodist Episcopal (A.M_E_) Church was arganized In
Nicodemus as early as 1879, However, the congregation, which had previously been
housed in a structure north of the school, did not move into this 1885 structure until
1910, (Photograph: Clayton Fraser)
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FOOTNOTES

' The Standard Atlas of Graham County (1906) (occupants of Nicodemus
and Nicodemus Township), included the following people and their
occupations:

General Merchandise
G. M. Sayers
Farmer
Blackman, Henry Section (5) 28 Township (T) 7 Range (R) 21
Grant, John (retired) S11T7R21
Lored, J. W. S3TBR21
Robinson, Lissie S24T7R21
Smith, B. B. S21T7R21
Welton, M. S21T7R21
Williams, Emma E. S22T7R21
Farmer and Stockraiser
Alexander, Andrew S23T7R21
Bates, J. P. S4TER21
Cannon, David 524T7R21
Coleman, W. C. 526T7R21
DePrad, J. A. S27T7R21
Fletcher, T. J. 515T7R21
Girley, Richard S24T7R21
Red, Lewis (sic) S26T7R21
Sissal, William S27T7R21
Weaver, J. A. S22T7R21
Megro occupants
J. 5. Napue
R. B. Napue
Mr. and Mrs. James C. Atkinson
Mr. and Mrs. John Jackson
J. C. B. Lewis
William Dabney
James P. and Annie B. Bates
John W, Lored
T. S. Bonty
Carrie Dabney
Perry Bates
4. A, Weaver

%4 few abandoned houses — the VanDuvall, Calvin Sayers, and Vaughn

homes — in the township and on the townsite had libraries filled with

books, albums, and sheet music.

*Interview with Mary Elizabeth Alexander Gage, by La Barbara Fly,
Nicodemus, Kansas, 5 August 1983, p. 3.

*Ibid., p. 17.

® Interview with Alvin Bates, by La Barbara Fly, Nicodemus, Kansas, 13July
1983, pp. 32-33. The old Stockton Trail, three miles north of Nicodemus
and due east of Stockton, was an early stage route which became known
as the White Way, a white chalky road surface. In 1937, it was black-
topped and changed to Highway 24, or North 40, until circa 1964, when
Highway 24 was relocated three miles south, on the north edge of
Nicodemus. (The relocation provided better accessibility for residents in
Nicodemus.) Another county road was built ten miles south of the
townsite, known as the Red Line or South 40. It was considered the route
to Ellis. West of Nicodemus, Highway 18 intersects Old Highway 24, or
Morth 400, This junction is identified by two physical elements: a beacon or
radio tower and the “Big Curve,” or "Balance Curve,” named because of
the radius of the road. Supposedly, cars could go fast around the curve
and remain upright, whereas, with a 90 degree corner, it was impossible to
travel at such speeds. Interview with Bernice Bates, Nicodemus, Kansas, 7
July 1983, pp. 24-25; interview with Bernice Bates and Alvin Bates,
Micodemus, Kansas, 29 June 1983, p. 20 (7a). pp. 1-2 (7h).

®Nicodemus (Kansas) Western Cyclone, 8 July 1886. According to this
newspaper report, the original Emancipation Celebration commemorated
the emancipation of the West Indies from slavery.

"Interview with Bernice Bates, 13 July 1983, p. 5.

8 Interview with Alvin Bates, p. 5.

? Interview with Orlo VanDuvall, by La Barbara Fly, Nicodemus, Kansas, 30
July 1983, p. 8.

Y nterview with Mary Gage, p. 5.

" Interview with Gordon Frederick Williams, by La Barbara Fly, Nicodemus,
Kansas, 2 August 1983, p. 3.

“Interview with Orlo VanDuvall, p. 9.

3 nterview with Gordon Williams, p. 4.

¥ Interview with Alvin Bates, p. 5.

" Interview with John W. Vaughn, by La Barbara Fly, Nicodemus, Kansas,
30 July 1983, p. 12.

' Interview with Orlo VanDuvall, p. 12.

Ynterview with Ora Wellington Switzer, by La Barbara Fly, Nicodemus,
Kansas, 23 July 1983 p. 12,

'®*William L. Katz, Eyewitness: The Negro in American History (New York:
Pitman Publishing Corporation, 1967).
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1t should be understood that Negro landowners were not the only ones af-
fected by the dust storms and drought of the thirties. Farmers across the
Midwest, particularly Kansas and Oklahoma, were devastated, leaving
their farms for other sources of employment. Most of them did not return
to farming as their principal employment, but migrated to urban centers for
steady revenues.

“Interview with Alvin Bates, p. 18.

%l interview with Bernice Bates, p. 14.

“Interview with Alvin Bates, p. 18.

“[nterview with Juanita Williams Redd, Nicodemus, Kansas, p. 15.

24 Interview with Bernice Bates, p. 14.

“Ibid., p. 15.

25Van B. Shaw, “Nicodemus, Kansas, A Study in Isolation” (Masters Thesis,
University of Missouri, 1951), p. 110. The Federal Land Bank assisted
most Negro farmers on the brink of dispossession.

1George A. Griffes, “Papers,” Kansas State Historical Society, Topeka,
Kansas, 1938,

ZKatz, p. 424.

*George A. Griffes, “Old Town of Nicodemus, the Nicodemus Grove and
Heim's Zoological Collection,” Kansas State Historical Society, Topeka,
Kansas.

F0This phenomenon did not become apparent until the late-1950s, when

_ numerous mineral leases were recorded on County Deed Records.

31 When interviewed, residents were unable to recall any prior structure on
this site from 1900 to 1939. One of the oldest citizens, Clementine
Vaughn, 98 years old, was uncertain, but vaguely remembered an earlier
Masonic Hall that burned down, existing on the site in the 1890s.

%2 ver the years, the building has been maintained and improved. In the
1940s and 1950s, trees were planted to enhance the grounds around the
Township Hall. (The wood floor was well maintained through the indoor
roller skating years.) Mechanical, electrical, and plumbing improvements
have been made in recent years.

Fnterview with Ora Switzer, p. 10.

*¥bid.

“lbid., p. 11.

#Most of the trees that were planted around the Township Hall and park
area have matured and remain healthy today. Recently, young parents
have encouraged their youth to water and care for the existing trees on the
townsite, as a continuation of what Mrs. White initiated. No other formal
efforts were made over the years, until today; individuals voluntarily main-
tain their respective lots,
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* Interview with Ora Switzer, p. 13.

*#Interview with Fredonia Robinson DePriest, by La Barbara Fly,
Nicodemus, Kansas, 22 July 1983. The Blow-In Cafe was the only estab-
lishment which served liquor in Nicodemus.

¥ Interview with Gordon Williams, p. 5.

Olbid., p. 4.

Mbid., p. 5.

*Interview with Orlo VanDuvall, p. 9.

*34Story of Nicodemus,” Hays (Kansas) Daily News, 12 November 1983,

¥ 0ra Wellington Switzer, who ran the Green Lantern Cafe, moved to
Topeka, Kansas temporarily, while her son, Veryl, was attending Kansas
State University; the other restaurants had lost clientele, or closed.

%5 Interview with Alvin Bates, p. 22.

4 Most stone structures, such as the Stewart/Goins house, Sayers Store, and
Masonic Hall, began to show facade deterioration, crumbling, and rotting
of frame members by 1959. Left unattended, they were subject to collapse
in later years.

“"This is especially true of peaple who once had large homes in the town-
ship. Since their children married and moved away, and/or their spouse
had died, there was no need for additional space or maintenance efforts.

¥ “Enthusiasm to Rebuild Town is Evident at Nicodemus 93rd Annual
Homecoming,” Wichita Eagle Beacon, 1980. Although the organization is
headquartered in Los Angeles, Califarnia, it is incorporated in the State of
Kansas and is often confused with the unincorporated village of
Nicodemus,

“Interview with Irvin and Minerva Sayers, by La Barbara Fly, 14 July 1983
p. 20; interview with Bernice Bates, pp. 19-20,

**Interview with Lloyd L. Wellington, Nicodemus, Kansas, 8 August 1983,
p. 15.

‘:;“Pastcrr Builds Own Church,” Wichita Eagle Beacon, 1975,

“Ibid.

5*By 1975, the First Baptist Church was the only functioning church in the
town. It has served the town for 75 years. Presently, dinners and special
presentations are held in the large hall. Long range plans for the 29-foot
limestone building, now covered with stucco, include major restoration for
use as the village’s museum and archives.

“nterview with Alvena and Ordral Alexander, by La Barbara Fly,
Nicodemus, Kansas, 10 August 1983, p. 16; interview with Orlo
VanDuvall, p. 13. When the building was razed by “‘Lean-to-Len,” Len
Schamber of Damar and Vernon VanDuvall removed the building mar-
quee and built the marker as a gesture. The stone building, from the upper



two floors, was buried in the basement of the Masonic Hall, which was
northwest of the Vaughn place. (The property was transferred to the De-
partment of Community Development and Housing when the playground
was built.}

"“Housing Project in Works, Spirits on Rise in Nicodemus,” Darrell
Marrow, Wichita Eagle Beacon, 28 March 1971. Lee Everett Switzer and
Veryl A. Switzer were among the six planners who conceived the idea of
elderly and low income housing in Nicodemus.

*Interview with Alvena and Ordral Alexander, pp. 16-17.

*"The project was designed by Ralph Keller, architect, and built by Pleifer
Construction, both of Hill City, Kansas.

8 0nly the adjacent streets were paved in 1976 The remaining streets in
Nicodemus were hard-packed, dirt roads, without curbs and gutters.

*nterview with Lloyd L. Wellington, p. 14.

“nterview with Emestine VanDuvall, by La Barbara Fly, Nicodemus,
Kansas, 1976, untranscribed. Ernestine VanDuvall was an experienced
entrepreneur, having served in California as Walt Disney's personal cook
and later, having operated a similar restaurant with her husband for ten
years in Pasadena, California. Upon the VanDuvalls' return to Nicodemus
in 1974, Phil, her husband, suffered a fatal heart attack. Mrs. VanDuvall
continued with the establishment of her restaurant, with minimal assist-
ance from local carpenters, such as Virgil Robinson, Jr. Residents patron-
ized her business initially, but the majority of her clientele lived miles away
in neighboring towns and cities. As Kansas residents learned of
Nicodemus, they discovered Ernestine’s home cooking and her success
in Nicodemus. To date, Ernestine’s Bar-B-Que remains the only commer-
cial enterprise in Nicodemus, Kansas.

“!nterview with Alvena and Ordral Alexander, pp. 16-17; interview with
Lois Alexander, by La Barbara Fly, Nicodemus, Kansas, 1976,
untranscribed.

5 For example, Second Street does not conform absolutely to the grid street
pattern because when Lloyd Wellington's house was moved in by his sis-
ter, Ora Wellington Switzer, it was sited too far to the east. The porch addi-
tions and reorientation of the entrance made it impossible to maintain a
straight center line on Second Street when it was paved.

“Interview with Mary Gage, p. 22.

“Those on the Nicodemus water system include: the First Baptist Church
and parsonage (Reverend Helm), Switzer, Alexander, Bates, Sayers,
Napue, and Redd.

5 Interview with Alvena and Ordral Alexander, p. 16.

% After R. B. Scruggs's death, his second wife, Ollie B. Scruggs, sold the

properly to the King family, who sold it to James and Marilyn Thyfault of
Damar, Kansas.

57 Built in 1909 with the assistance of Jerry Scruggs, this structure was con-
sidered one of the finest residences in Nicodemus. In 1982, this unoccu-
pied home was in a poor condition, when Virgil Robinson, Sr. began con-
struction of his residence.

5 Nicodemus is symbolic of the pioneer spirit of blacks who dared to leave
the only region in this country they had known, in a search for personal
freedom and an opportunity for self-advancement.




APPENDIX

List of Drawings:

Settlement in Nicodemus Township, Landowners, 1880-1900
Settlement in Nicodemus Township, Landowners, 1920
Settlement in Nicodemus Township, Landowners, 1983

Nicodemus Cemetery, Plan and Roster
Mt. Olive Cemetery, Plan and Roster

The First Baptist Church, Site Plan

The First Baptist Church, North Elevation
The First Baptist Church, South Elevation
The First Baptist Church, East Elevation
The First Baptist Church, West Elevation
The First Baptist Church, Floor Plan

The First Baptist Church, Section

The First Baptist Church, Section

District No. 1 School, Site Plan
District No. 1 School, Elevations
District No. 1 School, Plan and Section

The Fletcher-Switzer Site, Site Plan, 1880
The Fletcher-Switzer Site, Site Plan, 1930
The Fletcher-Switzer Site, Site Plan, 1983

The Fletcher-Switzer House, North and South Elevations
The Fletcher-Switzer House, East and West Elevations
The Fletcher-Switzer House, First Floor Plan

The Fletcher-Switzer House, Second Floor Plan

The Henry Williams Farm, Site Plan
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