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“PAP” SINGLETON’S DUNLAP COLONY

RELIEF AGENCIES AND THE FAILURE OF A BLACK
SETTLEMENT IN EASTERN KANSAS

JOSEPH V. HICKEY

“There are gathered at Dunlap and vicinity
at the present time between 275 and 300
families of colored people, all of whom are
succeeding quite well and many of whom are
on the road to prosperity. The plan of Dunlap
Colony is very simple, the chief reason,
probably, of the success met with, being the
fact that every settler is compelled to own
his property, no renting being permitted . . .
as Mr. Atchison expressed it, “everyone is
fat and happy . . .”

So wrote the Topeka Daily Capital on 19 Oc-
tober 1882, describing the Dunlap Colony, one
of more than a dozen “exoduster” settlements
that blacks established in Kansas following the
collapse of Reconstruction.! In the 1880s the
Dunlap Colony may have represented one of
the best chances for blacks to succeed as yeoman
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farmers in Kansas. Not only had the Dunlap
Colony been carefully planned by Benjamin
“Pap” Singleton, but in the spring of 1878 he
and his business associates, Columbus Johnson
and Alonzo DeFrantz, personally helped two
hundred Tennessee transplants move to Dunlap
and select and make down payments on their
forty- to eighty-acre farms. In addition, during
the Great Exodus in 1879, when twenty thou-
sand blacks fled poverty and oppression in the
south and relocated to Kansas, the Dunlap Col-
ony received substantial financial support. The
Kansas Freedmen’s Relief Association (KFRA),
a state organization founded in May 1879 and
headed by Kansas Governor John St. John, pro-
vided some of the aid. Much of the rest came
from the Presbyterian church, which not only
helped destitute blacks purchase farms, live-
stock, and homes, but also established “The
Freedmen’s Academy of Kansas,” a “Literary
and Business Academy” that offered a free ed-
ucation to all former slaves and their children.?

Despite these promising conditions, the
Dunlap Colony fared little better than other
colonies in Kansas, including the well-known
Nicodemus Colony and others in the semiarid
western portions of the state. Like most exo-
duster settlements, Dunlap’s population, which
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included ninety families in 1885, began to de-
cline rapidly at the turn of the century, and by
the end of the Great Depression only a small
number of families remained. Today, of the more
than one thousand black settlers that once called
Dunlap their home, only one black remains,
eighty-four-year-old London Harness, who lives
on the farm his grandparents purchased in
1879—the year of the Great Exodus.

As with other rural settlements in Kansas,
many factors contributed to the Dunlap Colo-
ny’s death. Improved transportation, the mech-
anization of agriculture, and urbanization played
significant roles. Because it was a black settle-
ment, however, a number of other factors that
were unique to exoduster settlements must also
be considered. Although local racial prejudice
and discrimination contributed to the colony’s
decline, another factor may have caused even
more harm, and that was the misguided at-
tempts of Dunlap relief agencies to transform as
many exodusters as possible into landowners and
independent farmers. I suggest that Pap Single-
ton’s colony ultimately fell victim to the best
intentions of relief agency and missionary work-
ers, who, during the Great Exodus, decided that
it was their duty to relocate as many destitute
blacks from Topeka and other Kansas cities—
where they had gathered to take advantage of
temporary housing and relief aid—to the Dun-
lap countryside, and in so doing placed an im-
possible burden on the Dunlap Colony.

THE DUNLAP ENVIRONMENT

Pap Singleton’s decision to locate a farming
colony in Dunlap was strongly influenced by
two factors: one was the nature of the physical
environment, which to all appearances—and
according to exaggerated claims of local boost-
ers—was an idyllic agrarian environment. The
other was cheap government lands that could
be had for a small down payment and at very
favorable interest rates. As did so many western
promoters, however, Singleton and his follow-
ers soon discovered that there was a substantial
gap between appearance and reality.

Dunlap is located in the extreme southeast-

ern corner of Morris County in east central Kan-
sas (Fig. 1). During the 1870s and early 1880s,
black settlements were created in Dunlap vil-
lage, in the uplands above the village on the
Morris County side, and in the neighboring Lyon
County uplands three miles or so to the east
and northeast of the village. Dunlap village it-
self is in the Neosho River valley, which con-
tains rich and deep soils that during the last
century have consistently produced excellent
corn, sorghum, and wheat crops. To contem-
porary farmers, the Neosho valley’s only serious
flaw is that it periodically floods, which often
delays planting and sometimes destroys crops
and requires replanting. Four or five floods per
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FiG. 1. The Dunlap Colony and Kansas. Map by
William Phillips.




year are not uncommon, and in 1973, when
record floods occurred, the Dunlap townsite was
covered by water on ten separate occasions.?

The uplands, where the exodusters estab-
lished almost all of their farms, presented more
formidable obstacles to small-scale farmers. The
slope gradient, in many areas 15 to 20 percent,
is subject to severe erosion when plowed. Lime-
stone outcrops are common throughout the up-
lands, and in most areas the soil is too shallow
for sustained cultivation. According to contem-
porary soil conservation agents, the uplands are
“better suited to native range than to feed crops
or tame pasture.”*

When he scouted the Dunlap uplands in the
1870s, Pap Singleton may have recognized some
of their limitations, but, like others in this pe-
riod, it is likely he misjudged the area’s climate.
Dunlap receives an average of 33.59 inches of
rainfall .a year, an amount that would have
seemed more than adequate for the kinds of
crops that the exodusters preferred. What Sin-
gleton and others did not know, however, is
that Dunlap is in a climatic transition zone and
rainfall is highly erratic. Rains often come all
at once or not at all, sometimes thoroughly
soaking one locality and leaving another a few
miles away parched and dry. In some years a
rainless June may be interrupted by a three-day
deluge during which five to ten inches of rain
fall, only to be followed by a long summer
drought. The erratic climate, thin soils, and
rocky hillsides provided conditions that grad-
ually favored a farmer-stockraiser emphasis, and
from the 1880s until today the primary agri-
cultural focus of the area has been the summer
fattening and winter feeding of cattle, with live-
stock feed produced in the valleys and the up-
lands used for pasturage and hay.*

During much of the nineteenth century,
Dunlap’s social environment was no less tur-
bulent than its physical environment. From 1846
to 1872 the land that would one day become
Dunlap was part of the Kansa Indian Reserva-
tion, which initially covered 256,000 acres. In
1859, under considerable pressure from squat-
ters, town-boomers, and railroad promoters, the
government reduced the reservation to 80,000

“PAP” SINGLETON’S DUNLAP COLONY 25

acres in the southwest corner of the old reser-
vation. Then in 1872, after officials had re-
moved the Kansa Indians to Oklahoma, the
government placed the remaining lands on the
market to be sold to an army of squatters, who
had taken up residence in the area long before
the Indians had departed, and to other inter-
ested buyers. In 1874 Joseph Dunlap, a trader
to the Kansa Indians in nearby Council Grove,
laid out the town that bears his name and built
the first store near the Missouri, Kansas, and
Texas (Katy) railroad tracks, which had been
built through the Neosho valley in 1869.6

PAP SINGLETON’S DUNLAP COLONY

Born a slave in 1809, Benjamin Singleton
spent his childhood and young manhood in
Nashville, Tennessee, where he worked as a
carpenter and cabinetmaker. After he was sold
to owners in the Gulf states, he repeatedly es-
caped back to Nashville until eventually he fled
north to Canada. During the Civil War he
moved to Detroit, where he ran a boarding-
house, and at war’s end he once again returned
to the Nashville area, this time to found the

. “Tennessee Real Estate and Homestead Asso-

ciation,” which he organized to help poor Ten-
nessee blacks purchase farms. After a fruitless
search for reasonably priced lands in Tennessee,
Singleton focused his attention on former In-
dian lands in Kansas, and in 1873 he visited
the Baxter Springs area with the express purpose
of securing for his clients “Cherokee Strip” lands
that the government had recently made avail-
able to the public. Robert Athearn wrote that
in 1875 Singleton helped 300 blacks relocate
from Tennessee to Cherokee County in south-
eastern Kansas, where he founded “Singleton’s
Colony.” Three years later the government
placed large blocks of the Kansa Diminished
Reservation in the Neosho valley on the open
market, and Singleton’s second and final planned
settlement—*“Dunlap Colony”—was born.?

In May 1878 Singleton, several of his asso-
ciates, and about two hundred settlers moved
to the Dunlap vicinity. Because squatters, the
railroads, and speculators had taken the best
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farmland in the river and creek valleys and the
bottoms that remained were priced at $7.00 or
more an acre, almost all of the 7500 acres pur-
chased by the black colonists were in the up-
lands. All colonists made small down payments
on forty- and eighty-acre claims costing be-
tween $1.25 and $2.00 an acre and agreed to
pay the outstanding debt over a period of six
years at 6 percent interest per year.®

Apparently a large block of land sufficient
for the entire colony could not be found, so four
distinct upland settlements, each with between
four and a dozen households, were created. One,
established seven miles or so north of Dunlap
above Rock Creek in Morris County, became
known as the “Rock Creek Colony.” Two oth-
ers, both roughly three miles east and northeast
of Dunlap, were in Lyon County—one in Amer-
icus Township, the other in Agnes City Town-
ship. A final settlement was established in the
village of Dunlap itself, where possibly as many
as twenty families took claims on the north side
of the Katy railroad tracks that extended from
the valley floor northeast into the rocky up-
lands.®

DuNLAP AND THE Exobus OF 1879-80

Colony members had only begun to break
out the prairie for farms and move from crude
brush shelters—where they had spent the first
winter in Kansas—to permanent homes when
the Great Exodus of 1879 began. Benjamin Sin-
gleton later took credit for the Great Exodus,
claiming his circulars inspired thousands of
southern blacks to move to “Sunny Kansas.”
Certainly his promotional material, and fabled
rumors that in addition to being the land of
John Brown, Kansas promised every freedman
$500, forty acres, a mule, first class hotels, ap-
ples as big as grapefruits, and complete equality,
were powerful magnets that drew the poor and
dispossessed to the state. But terrorism, poverty,
and the loss of their civil and political rights
following the end of Reconstruction in 1877
provided the “push” that inspired blacks to leave
southern homes many had known for genera-
tions and take a chance on what was for most
the complete unknown. 1

From 1879 to 1880 more than 20,000 “ex-
odusters” migrated to Kansas, with many set-
tling in Wyandotte, Leavenworth, Atchison,
Parsons, and other towns in the eastern part of
the state. Topeka, though, attracted by far the
largest exoduster population of all. As Robert
Athearn wrote,

the municipality’s apparent willingness to re-
ceive them as evidenced by the creation of
a temporary relief committee and the con-
struction of temporary housing facilities, put
the city into the “Exoduster business” in a
big way.!!

The decision of Governor John St. John and
his followers to establish the Kansas Freedmen’s
Relief Association in May 1879, to “aid desti-
tute freedmen, refugees, and emigrants coming
into the state,” played an even greater role in
making Topeka the Mecca of southern black
hope. After it was organized, committee mem-
bers began a large-scale effort to secure funds
from philanthropists in America and England,
and within a few months they had collected
thousands of dollars worth of food and clothing.
Shortly thereafter rumors began to circulate in
the south that not only was food abundant in
Topeka, but officials there were anxious to give
every freedman a free government claim. At
the same time, officials in many Kansas cities
decided that Topeka was better able to care for
impoverished blacks than they were, and they
began to funnel “excess” populations to the cap-
ital. 2

The day after the KFRA was organized, 180
impoverished blacks arrived in Topeka, and over
the next few months the Association tempo-
rarily housed, fed, and clothed thousands of
exodusters before finding them jobs and per-
manent homes in other areas. The KFRA’s re-
settlement plan was complex and at various times
included five major options. One strategy was
to purchase tracts of land in “Tennesseetown,”
a black enclave located on the city’s western
perimeter, subdivide them into house lots, and
resell them at cost to the refugees. Another was
to find work for the refugees in other parts of
the state by having Laura Haviland, a Quaker



philanthropist who was secretary of the Asso-
ciation and operated the KFRA’s employment
bureau, print circulars and send them to pro-
spective employers. The third was to funnel
refugees to other states and the fourth to relo-
cate poor blacks to western Kansas. A final plan
sought to remove exodusters from Topeka and
other cities and relocate them to rural areas in
eastern Kansas—either to colonies that the state
would help establish or to settlements that had
been colonized in the mid-1870s. Since Dunlap
already contained a viable black community,
and a local relief agency had been organized
there soon after the formation of the state body,
it seemed ideally suited to the KFRA’s needs. "

Two local agencies—the Presbyterian church,
and the Freedmen’s Aid Association of Dunlap,
Kansas, a chapter of the KFRA—played major
roles in relocating Topeka refugees to the Dun-
lap area. In 1879, during the Great Exodus, the
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Presbyterian Synod of North America assigned
the Reverend John M. Snodgrass “missionary
to the colored people of Dunlap, Kansas.” He
in turn was instrumental in encouraging the
church to build the literary and business acad-
emy (Fig. 2) that opened in 1880 and was char-
tered in 1883 as “The Freedmen’s Academy of
Kansas” and known locally as the “Colored
Academy.” According to its charter, its mission
was “to educate the colored youth for teaching,
for business management, for mechanical in-
dustries, for an honorable social life; and to
encourage the settlement of destitute colored
families of the cities on cheap lands in the coun-
try.” In 1880, the church also assigned two blacks
to the school: Andrew Atchison as principal
and Maggie Watson as primary school teacher. 4

Although the Mission Board of the Associ-
ated Presbyterian church had secured the Acad-
emy’s charter, its members apparently wanted

FIG. 2. Dunlap Academy and Mission School. The boy’s sign reads ““God Bless Our School.”’ Photograph courtesy

of Kansas State Historical Society.
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the school to serve all blacks in Kansas, so the
management of the school was placed in the
care of “twelve directors who were chosen as
representative men from different Christian de-
nominations of the state.” In 1883, the Acad-
emy’s staff was comprised of Mr. Andrew
Atchison, principal; the Reverend John Snod-
grass, instructor of music; Mrs. L. P. Fulton,
instructor of woman'’s work (sewing); and pri-
mary teachers, Maggie Watson, Georgia Smith,
and Mr. R. B. Atchison. In 1882, they served
ninety male and eighty-five female students, of
whom forty-five were listed as adult ex-slaves. !
From its formation in May 1879 to the spring

of 1881, the KFRA relocated urban refugees to
Dunlap and supplied them with food, clothing,
and housing in the village. When the KFRA
closed its Topeka headquarters on 15 April 1881,
the Freedmen’s Relief Association of Dunlap
took charge of the refugees and their care.
Founded in the spring of 1881 and legally in-
corporated the following September, the Freed-
men’s Relief Association was directly linked to
the Academy and the Presbyterian church, for
the president of the Association was John Snod-
grass, and Andrew Atchison was its secretary.
Columbus Johnson, Pap Singleton’s former
business partrier in the “Tennessee Real Estate
and Homestead Association,” also was an of-
ficer; an 1882 Association pamphlet described
him as “Soliciting Agent,” a role that included
“two major duties: helping refugees move from
Topeka and other cities to Dunlap; and solic-
iting charitable donations that were to be used

to purchase farms for poor blacks. 6

It is impossible to give the exact number of
exodusters that the KFRA and the Freedmen'’s
Relief Association relocated from Topeka and
other urban areas to Dunlap. The initial wave
of settlers in 1879-80 may have included one
hundred people or more, but a report in the
February 1880 Morris County Times suggests that
many found conditions in Dunlap so bleak they
were planning to “return to former homes in
the future.” Most of those who stayed took up
residence at the edge of Dunlap village, and as
the Morris County Times also observed, “the
exodusters have built innumerable small dwell-

ings, which give the town a decided ‘band-box’
air.” In this early phase of refugee settlement
only a few families appear to have settled in the
countryside, and it is uncertain whether the
KFRA gave them any assistance. Robert Athearn
mentioned that one exoduster at least, a man
named Henry Carter, paid for his own farm by
working on local ranches in the Dunlap vicinity
from 1879 to 1880.17

Whatever the number of actual settlers, the
possibility that hundreds or even thousands of
poor blacks might flood the area—and in the
thinking of many whites, harm Dunlap’s eco-
nomic future—generated intense local hostility.
The white population (which included approx-
imately two hundred families in 1880) may have
feared that the large black population would
give blacks considerable influence in local pol-
itics, and some poor whites seem to have been
concerned that the bountiful state aid that black
farmers were rumored to have received gave
blacks a competitive advantage. For example,

an 1881 Freedmen’s Aid Association pamphlet
asked,

What will be done with the colored refugees?
... [I]t was difficult to answer because of
their vast numbers, extreme poverty, . . .
and because of the dislike of our white cit-
izens to receive them as near neighbors. 8

The Freedmen’s Aid Association also bore
some of the hostility. For example in 1882 Dun-
lap citizen T. R. Cannon wrote a letter to the
Dunlap Chief, a Morris County newspaper,
claiming funds given to the Freedmen’s Aid As-
sociation were being misappropriated. Cannon
also stated that “Poor white people should be
cared for too.”"

While the 1878 colonists were greeted with
curiosity, the exodusters encountered various
forms of prejudice and discrimination. For ex-
ample, in September 1879, at a “donation and
barbeque” for the benefit of exodusters that was
attended by an estimated 1500 blacks and whites,
the editor of the Morris County Times wrote that
everything went just right “with the exception
of one negro boy who was inclined to be a little



noisy because the colored people were not per-
mitted to join in a quadrille with the whites

. .” As more poor blacks arrived, discrimi-
nation intensified and clear social boundaries
between whites and blacks were drawn and en-
forced.

On 5 March 1880 the Morris County Times
reported that “There will be a meeting of col-
ored citizens of Dunlap Township to take into
consideration a graveyard, as [there is] a public
objection to colored people being buried where
good Republicans are buried . . .” A short time
later, blacks established their cemetery about a
half mile north of the white one. Separate
churches and schools also were established. For
example in March 1882 the editor of the Dunlap
Chief wrote that School District No. 40 “is di-
vided—the white children occupying the school
house of the district, and the colored . . . one
room of the Academy building.” Residential
areas were segregated as well, with blacks north
of the tracks, and whites to the south. Some
merchants barred blacks from entering their
stores, and black and white social activities were
reported separately by the local newspapers. For
example during the early 1890s, local news and
gossip about blacks in the Dunlap Courier and
the Dunlap Reflector could only be found in col-
umns entitled “Colored Folks” or “Colored So-
ciety News.”?!

RELIEF AGENCIES AND BLACK FARMERS
IN THE DUNLAP UPLANDS

At the height of the exodus in 1879-80, the
Academy and the Kansas Freedmen'’s Relief As-
sociation were acutely aware of the suffering of
the poor, and this clearly influenced their de-
cision to relocate as many blacks as possible
from urban areas to Dunlap. After the crisis had
ended and black emigration had largely ceased
in 1881, however, the Academy and the Freed-
men’s Relief Association of Dunlap continued
or even increased their efforts to bring urban
blacks to the area, apparently ignoring the fact
that black villagers and farmers who had already
settled in the area were having a difficult time
succeeding.
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While the original colonists and many of the
exodusters had come from farming back-
grounds, few were prepared for the conditions
in the Dunlap area. At a time when the farms
of their white neighbors averaged almost 160
acres, those of black settlers averaged but 87
acres. Moreover, the farms of whites typically
contained a mix of bottomlands and upland pas-
tures. Those of blacks were located almost ex-
clusively in the uplands and many contained
such an abundance of rocks that London Har-
ness, whose grandparents lived on such a claim,
cannot understand how they ever could have
plowed them. Confined to the uplands, few
blacks had access to timber and water, and a
lack of reliable water may have had particularly
serious consequences because of their agricul-
tural focus on corn and hogs. The agricultural
strategy of J. A. Bridges of Americus Township
in Lyon County is somewhat typical of his black
neighbors. In 1885, twenty acres of his eighty-
acre upland farm were in corn, and on the other
sixty he kept five hogs, two horses, and two
cows. %

In December 1879, black farmers in Morris
and Lyon Counties, apparently struggling to meet
the second installment on their loans, peti-
tioned the KFRA for assistance. It is unlikely
they received much help, however, for at that
time the Association was preoccupied with re-
settling the urban poor. An Academy circular
described the first two winters as particularly
hard on the immigrants, and in an interview in
the Topeka Daily Capital in October 1882, An-
drew Atchison, the principal of the Academy,
noted that, while everybody was fat and happy
that year, “The crops of the previous year [1881]
were somewhat disheartening.” Census data for
the years 1880-85 also suggest that black farmers
experienced difficulties in the uplands; despite
the efforts of relief agencies to expand the num-
ber of black farmers, few settled in any of the
four settlements, and the number of black farm-
ers in Agnes City Township in Lyon County
actually declined in this five-year period from
twelve households to five, probably because of
farm failures.??

Despite these problems, the Academy and
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Freedmen’s Aid Association continued to re-
quest aid from the state and from wealthy in-
dividuals so that additional poor blacks could
be relocated to the Dunlap countryside. In a
pamphlet distributed in the fall of 1881, the
Freedmen’s Aid Association stated:

[t is the desire of the Dunlap Freedmen'’s Aid
Association to secure means to purchase some
tracts of land near Dunlap to be sold to the
Refugees on easy terms and the payments to

be added to the school fund . . .

Several months later in its Quarterly Report,
the Freedmen’s Aid Association noted:

The Association has resolved upon the pur-
chase of a choice tract of land to be divided
into five- and ten-acre lots for the accom-
modation of as many of the homeless families
of refugees as possible . . . The land will be
sold to the refugees on easy terms . . .2

Ann F Jamison of Maine, “a supporter of
John Brown and the abolitionist cause,” seems
to have responded to an Association request.
In 1881 she bequeathed to the Association suf-
ficient money to purchase 240 acres that were
to be given to the Dunlap Colony “for the pur-
poses of encouraging poor colored families who
make a difficult living in the cities to remove
to the country.” Land was found, all of it in the
uplands three miles southwest of Dunlap vil-
lage, and in 1886 it was opened for settlement.
According to the provisions of Jamison’s will,
each farm was to be sold to the poor for $1.00,
provided that blacks “personally reside upon,
improve and cultivate [it] . . . in a husband-
like manner . . . , and that said premises shall
not be sold . . . until the expiration of seven
years . . .”?®

As they said they would do, rather than par-
tition the land into forty- or eighty-acre farms—
like those owned by the majority of black farm-
ers who were at best marginally successful—
Association members subdivided the 240 acres
into twenty-eight lots, with each lot containing
either five or ten acres of land. They called the
property “A. B. Whiting’s Subdivision.”26

The following year Mark and Hannah Hil-
lyer of Topeka, apparently wishing to take ad-
vantage of $3500 donated to the Academy to
buy additional land for poor blacks, partitioned
their land at the northern edge of the village
into thirty-two five-acre lots. These lands, called
Hillyer’s Subdivision, were offered to black ref-
ugees for $160 each. Buyers (or the Academy
on their behalf) were required to make a small
down payment, pay 10 percent interest per year
on the outstanding debt, and pay off the loan
in a five-year period.?’

By the early 1890s fifteen black families had
taken claims in Whiting’s Subdivision. The
Academy seems to have provided each with a
twelve-by-sixteen-foot cabin, a livestock pen,
and possibly some livestock. That year’s census
shows that most cultivated about two acres of
their five- or ten-acre farms, and despite their
meager farm holdings, most owned two or more
horses, a cow, and several hogs. In the same
period, six families took claims in Hillyer’s Sub-
division. Their farm sizes, the amount of land
in cultivation, and livestock holdings were so
similar to those of people living in Whiting’s
Subdivision, that it appears likely that they too

received money and assistance from the Acad-
emy Board.?

v

THE DUNLAP COLONY’S FAILURE

Given Dunlap’s stock raising emphasis in the
1880s and the fact that by this time local farmers
were fully aware that a minimum of 160 acres—
including both bottomlands and upland pas-
tures—was needed to sustain a viable farming
operation, it is difficult to comprehend the ac-
tions of the Academy Board. It might be argued
that Dunlap relief agencies were unaware of the
limitations of the Dunlap uplands, but local
understanding that this niche was primarily
suited to pasture and hay had dominated farmer
thinking for almost three decades. It is more
likely that Association members considered it
only a temporary measure when they placed
poor black families on five- or ten-acre farms;
when they secured additional funds they prob-
ably planned to increase the size of black farm

holdings. But the charitable aid that trickled



into the area in the early 1880s gradually di-
minished, and after 1886 benefactors became
very hard to find. The loss of aid had the most
serious consequences for those who had taken
five- or ten-acre claims, but over the next de-
cade several developments adversely affected the
entire black community.?’

One was a cattle bust that came in 1887 after
six years of spectacular growth in Dunlap and
in most other parts of the West. Prior to the
bust, dozens of ranches had been established in
the area, herds had been expanded, and Dunlap
had become a major cattle shipping station on
the Katy line. Black settlers derived a consid-
erable portion of their incomes from working
on local farms and ranches, and during the boom
years employment opportunities were excellent.
For example, London Harness noted that many
early settlers worked on local stock farms for
$.50 a day, baling hay and shucking corn. And,
as noted earlier, by working on local ranches,
Henry Carter not only was able to make a down
payment on his forty-acre farm but also purchase
a “horse and two cows.”* While employment
opportunities in stone quarries in Dunlap and
in Strong City twenty miles to the west tem-
pered the impact of the cattle bust, the loss of
income from farm labor was keenly felt by all
black settlers.

A few years after the cattle bust, Kansas and
the nation entered a period of severe economic
depression. Beginning in 1889, agricultural
prices steadily declined. For example, in 1889
and again in 1896, corn prices fell to $.20 a
bushel, and wheat at $.49 was not much better.
Many Kansas farmers attempted to hold on to
their farms by borrowing at annual interest rates
of from 40 to 375 percent, but this tactic rarely
succeeded; between 1880 and 1890 the number
of tenant farmers in Kansas increased from 16.3
percent to 35.2 percent.>!

In Dunlap the full impact of the depression
does not appear to have been felt immediately,
for Dunlap’s black population declined only
slightly, from ninety families in 1885 to eighty-
six in 1895. Over the next decade, however,
Dunlap’s black population declined by more than
50 percent, from eighty-six families to forty.?
Given its central role in the community, the
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closing of the Academy in the early 1890s must
have been a particularly serious blow. Without
its support, blacks not only lost valuable eco-
nomic assistance but also a free education, which
may have been a major reason many decided to
leave the community.

In May of 1889 the Academy sold most of
its real estate holdings to local businessmen, and
a year later John Snodgrass moved to lowa,
where he retired. Andrew Atchison, the Acad-
emy’s principal, seems to have left the area
sometime during the same year, and a short time
later the Academy ceased operation. The Acad-
emy building sat vacant until 1895, when Dun-
lap businessman Alfred Parrish purchased the
neat two-story frame structure and moved it
several blocks to Commercial Street, where it
served as his family’s residence for several de-
cades. After Parrish’s death it was left vacant,
and eventually it burned to the ground.?

Soon after the Academy closed, blacks began
to flee Dunlap, abandoning both their five- and
ten-acre farms and their homes in the village.
Between 1895 and 1905, the number of black
families in the village declined from twenty-
nine to nineteen, and only six of twenty-one
farmers remained in Whiting’s and Hillyer’s
Subdivisions. The rural black population in
Valley Township, in Morris County, declined
by more than 50 percent. Even in the three
original 1878 settlements, where black farmers
had the largest farms and seemingly the best
chances of success, losses were heavy. In Amer-
icus Township in Lyon County, the black pop-
ulation declined from twelve families to five,
in Agnes City only two of seven families re-
mained, and in the Rock Creek Colony only
five of thirteen families survived the decade.?

As happened throughout rural Kansas, Dun-
lap’s citizens, both black and white, gradually
left the farm and moved to cities. By the depres-
sion so few black families remained that they
closed their schools and black children began
to attend integrated schools. On 22 September
1931, blacks held their last Emancipation Day
Ceremony, an event that had until that time
celebrated their black heritage, their coming to
Dunlap, and their sense of commitment to oth-
ers in the Dunlap community. Two black
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FIG. 3. John R. Somers (grandfather of London Harness) holding his buggy in front of the limestone house he built
on his farm northeast of Dunlap in the 1880s. Photograph courtesy of the Kansas State Historical Society.

churches remained open until the early 1950s,
but in the end each was supported by only a
handful of families. Today, London Harness is
the final link to the past, the last reminder of
the exoduster presence in the Dunlap area and
of black efforts to succeed as yeoman farmers in
eastern Kansas.?

In examining the actions of the Kansas
Freedmen’s Relief Agency, its local chapters,
and various missionary aid groups, it is clear
that during the exodus their primary goal was
to assist and relocate destitute blacks from To-
peka and other Kansas cities to the countryside.
Politicians and religious groups joined forces to
accomplish this goal, though both groups seem
to have had motives of their own. Politicians
wanted to remove blacks to the countryside to
relieve overcrowding, reduce the possibility of
civil disturbances, and contain the spread of
disease. Religious groups may have had similar

objectives, but their ideology also had a strong
anti-urban bias which held that in cities the
poor were inclined to laziness, moral laxity, and
corruption. By contrast, missionary groups fer-
vently believed that if poor blacks worked with
their hands in the countryside they would be
both economically and morally rewarded.?®
Long-term plans by relief agencies to trans-
form exodusters into yeoman farmers are much
less in evidence in Dunlap; the support Dunlap
farmers received was clearly inadequate. Dunlap
was not the only colony in eastern Kansas that
received KFRA and missionary aid. Singleton’s
Colony in southeastern Kansas and the Little
Coney Colony in Chautauqua County also re-
ceived some assistance. The KFRA also estab-
lished the Wabaunsee Colony in the rugged Flint
Hills uplands. There, as in Dunlap, blacks were
given farms of forty acres or less, and as hap-
pened in Dunlap, they too failed and moved



back to the city. The efforts of relief agencies
to solicit funds were so vigorous that many Kan-
sans may have concluded that black farmers had
been given every opportunity to succeed, but
the nature of that assistance shows that rather
than helping blacks succeed as yeoman farmers,
the efforts of relief agencies ensured that they
would fail.?”

[ do not want to suggest that relief agencies
had no benefits for black exodusters: clearly re-
lief workers saved many lives and their human-
itarian aid helped many find homes, receive
educations and job training, and even get a start
in farming. They had other unintended benefits
as well. There is another side of the exoduster
story that deserves to be told, and that is how
Dunlap colonists and exodusters used the mea-
ger aid they were given not only to sustain the
colony for more than half a century but to build
a social support system that stretched across
Kansas and included most cities and many small
rural communities as well.

THE DuNLAP COLONY’S SUCCESS

Local newspapers and most historic docu-
ments tend to emphasize the helplessness and
vulnerability of the exodusters—in part to pro-
mote a greater appreciation for white generos-
ity. But there are occasional newspaper accounts
that mention black church groups and associ-
ations that blacks created to help themselves as
well as to assist those with special needs. For
example in 1879 the Morris County Times men-
tioned that the ““Colored Actual Settlers’ had
met to take into consideration the payments of
their land,” and near the turn of the century
The Dunlap Reflector stated that blacks had a
new organization called “The National Ex-Slave
Pension Association.”*® Emancipation Day, as
London Harness explained to me, however, was
particularly important to black self-help and
success.

Soon after they arrived in Dunlap, blacks
began to celebrate Emancipation Day, an event
that drew hundreds and sometimes more than
a thousand people. Most of the people who
attended the celebration were local blacks, but
kin, friends, and former residents from other
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parts of Kansas were well represented, as were
whites from the village and nearby towns, busi-
nessmen, and local and state officials. To most
outsiders, Emancipation Day was little more than
feasting, games, and inspirational speeches. For
black families, however, it was not only a day
to celebrate their freedom but also an oppor-
tunity to make social contacts with both blacks
and whites across the state. It was a time for
kin to pool their resources and help those in
need. It also was a vital communication channel
that alerted blacks to employment opportunities
in various cities and on local farms and to prej-
udice and discrimination in various parts of the
state. Contacts with white officials and local
whites were also useful not only in helping blacks
find jobs but also in resolving local problems in
a rare forum where blacks—rather than whites—
were the majority.

Many blacks even appear to have found a
way to turn the colony’s failure to their advan-
tage. During interviews, London Harness told
me that throughout his working life he knew
where many former Dunlap families had moved,
and when working in Manhattan, Abilene,
Junction City, and other Kansas towns, he could
always count on their providing him with hous-
ing, food, and other necessities. For blacks these
were essential services, for until the 1950s in
many Kansas towns and villages blacks were
unwelcome in hotels and restaurants, and many
whites either would not serve blacks or de-
manded that they take their meals and eat in
segregated areas, or in some small towns, out-
doors.* Thus while the Dunlap Colony was a
failure in terms of establishing a persistent black
farming community in the Kansas Flint Hills,
it was a success in allowing individual black
families to escape poverty and overcrowding in
Kansas cities and in establishing an enduring
social and economic network that enabled many
generations of family members to live, work,
and travel throughout the state.
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