
African Americans in Kansas:
The Story of Nicodemus

Nicodemus was like many towns in early Kansas.  The founders wanted people to move there.
The settlers wanted a better life.  But Nicodemus became well known because of who settled
there.  Freed slaves from Kentucky and Tennessee came to Graham County in 1877.  Kentucky
and Tennessee are states in the United States.  The United States is in North America.

Why did they leave the South?
After the Civil War, African Americans in the South were freed from slavery.  This did not mean
life was easy.  Many whites in the South were not happy that Blacks were free.  This made
African Americans targets of discrimination and violence.

Many African American farmers in the South rented land to grow cotton.  Farmers owed a
portion of their crops to the landlords.  This meant it was hard to save money.  Only a few
Blacks were able to save enough money to own their own land.  

Why did they come to Kansas?
African Americans wanted to own land like other settlers.  They wanted a better life for their
families.  They heard stories about Kansas.  

Early Kansans had fought against slavery.  This gave Blacks hope that they would not be
discriminated against because of the color of their skin.  

Some of the founders of Nicodemus traveled to the South to recruit African Americans to come
to Kansas.  They told stories of good soil, cheap land, and lots of trees.
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What did they find in Kansas?
The first settlers to Nicodemus found hard times.  They came from a place with forests, but found
few trees in western Kansas.  Like other settlers, they had to live in the ground in dugouts or use
dirt and grass to build sod houses.  

There were few animals to hunt.  Supplies could only be found 30 miles away.  There was little
fuel.  Settlers had to use sunflowers and buffalo chips to fuel a fire to keep warm.    

What happened to Nicodemus?
The town continued to grow.  Within a year almost 700 people lived there.  Nicodemus soon
had two newspapers, three general stores,
several churches, a few hotels, and a bank.
The children had their own school and an
ice cream parlor to buy treats.

Today relatives of the original settlers live in
Nicodemus.  In 1976 the town was made a
National Historic Site because of its
contribution to African American history.
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