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I n  1 909 Wa l te r  L .  F l em i ng pub l  i shed an  a rt i c l e  on " ' Pap '  
S i n g l e ton , t h e  Mos es o f  t he Co l o red Exodus , "  i n  the  American 
Journal, of Socio l,ogy . Some forty  yea rs  l a ter , Herbert Aptheker 
i n  h i s  Documentary His tory of the Negro Peopl,e in the United 
States, responded to i t  somewha t d i spa rag i ng l y .  The B l ack 
Exodus was no t a "spon taneous movement  i nsp  i red by a Moses i n  
t h e  gu i se of  the  aged Benj am i n  S i ng l eton . "  I t  was "the cu l min
a t i on of  a s teady p rocess  of  m i g ra t i on and came i n  response to 
yea rs  of p repa ra t i on . "  I n  t h i s  p rocess "the somewhat eccentri c 
S i n g l e ton" was on l y  of seconda ry s i gn i f i cance . I t  was Henry 
Adams , a g ra s s  roo t s  o rgan i zer , d i sa s soc i a ted f rom the m i l l en
a r i an s t ra i n ,  represen ted by S i n g l e ton , whom Aptheker ha i l ed as 
" t he s i n g l e mos t  i mpor t a n t  pe rson beh i nd the 1 879 exodus . "  

I n  her  s tudy  o f  Exod u s t e r s ,  a name t ha t  the m i grants appl ied 
to t h emse l ves , N e l l I rv i n  Pa i n ter  i nves t i ga tes the quest i on at 
t he core  of  Aptheke r ' s  obj ec t i on--Was the Exodus a spon taneous 
movement  w i t h  m i l l ena r i a n  over tones? Was i t  a pract i ca l  response 
to a s pec i f i c  po l i t i ca l  c r i s i s ? Was i t  the resu l t of yea rs of 
ca refu l p r epa ra t i on ?  Pa i nt e r  d i scovers t ha t  the  Exodus was al l 
of t hese t h i ng s . S he beg i n s  by desc r i b i ng the systemat i c  re
p res s i on o f  b l ac k  po l i t i ca l  r i g h ts d u r i ng counter- reconst ruct i on .  
S h e  s hows how l eaders  1 i ke Henry Adams d i d ,  as Aptheker has i n
s i s t ed , a t tempt to formu l a te a rat i ona l po l i t i ca l  response to the 
s tead i l y wor s en i ng cond i t i on s . But , obse rves Pa i nter ,  "as 
Sou t hern  1 i fe g rew p rog res s i ve l y  more feuda l ,  men such as Adams , 
who wor ked squa re l y  w i th i n  t he Ame r i can  t rad i t i on of represen-
ta t i ve democ racy , became anachron i sms . "  There was a resusc i ta
t i on o f  b l ac k  na t i on a l i sm and  em i g ra t i on movemen ts  as noted by 
Geo rge  B .  T i nda l l i n  h i s  a r t i c l e on "The L i ber i an Exodus of 1 878 , "  
i n  South Caro l,ina Historical, Magaz i ne (Ju l y ,  1 952 ) .  When the 
back to Afr i ca moveme n t  f l oundered due  to t he econom i c  he l p l ess
ness  of i t s suppo r t e rs , Hen ry Adams and other g ra s s  roots pol i 
t i ca l l eaders  began to i nves t i ga te the po l i t i ca l cond i t ion of 
B l acks i n  t he Sou t h  and  to exp l ore  poss i b i l i t i es for resettl i ng 
t hem e l s ewhere . 

P r i or to 1 878 , b l ack  m i g ra t i on to Kan s a s  wa s order l y ,  and 
r e l a t i ve l y  s pa rs e .  Bu t ,  a s  Pa i n t e r  d emons t ra tes , the "unadu l 
tera t ed v i o l ence" a ccompany i n g  t he " campa i gn o f  1 878 i n  Lou i s i ana , 
"a l er t ed B l acks t ha t bu l l doz i ng wou l d  a ccompany po l i t i cs as l ong 
a s  t hey pretended to any po l i t i ca l  au tonomy . "  ( p .  1 74)  Th i s  
"bu l l doz i ng" a s  i t s name i mp l i ed ,  con s i s t ed o f  a heavy-handed 
p rog ram of i n t i m i da t i on ,  a s sa s s i na t i on ,  and a ru t h l ess  smash i ng 
of  po l i t i ca l r i gh t s . I n  the wa ke of  t h i s  repres s i on ,  t he 
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"Kansas Fever Exodus  of 1 8 79 , "  wh i ch had . I ' 1 1  . d ·  . a n  unques t l onab y m l  enanan  I mens l on , sprang  up . Th i s  Exod . d "  _ 

d b l · · "  us rece I ve t remen ous pu I C l ty ,  on the lec: t u re  ros t rum and i n  t h  d . .  d · 1 1  . B I  k e p ress , a n  spu rre nonm l ena n an ac  s to cons i der ser ·  I . . 
• . I ou S y m I g  ra t I n 9 to Kansas to better the I r cond I t i on . " 
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Robert G .  Athearn ' s  s tudy focuses on the Kansas Feve r Exodus 
of 1 879-80 .  I t  i s  m i c ro-h i s tory a t  i t s bes t , a l i ve l y  we l l 
wr i t ten , deta i l ed ,  and pa i ns ta k i ng study of the cond i t ions tha t 
Exodusters met w i th on en ter i ng Kansa s , and the responses of t he 
wh i te commun i ty to the i r  i nf l ux .  Un l i ke the Pa i n ter  vo l ume 
i t  does not p l ace the Exodus w i th i n  the l a rger con text of B i ack 
Reconstruct ion po l i t i c s .  No r a re the over tones o f  B l ack  nat i on
a l i sm or m i l l ena r i an i sm so  pa i n s tak i ng l y  exp l ored . To be sure 
these themes a re ha rd l y neg l ec ted , but  the p r i ma ry obj ec t i ves 
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of Athea rn are to descr i be the reac t i ons  of  wh i te Ka nsans , wh i ch 
ranged from amb i va l ence to open hos t i l  i ty .  For Pa i nter , the 
Ka n sas Exodus is essen t i a l l y a prob l em i n  Af ro-Ame r i can h i s tory 
and i t  i s  d i scussed w i th i n  the con text of B l ac k  a t tempts  to 
con tro l  the i r  own dest i ny .  For Athea rn , "The exodus  movemen t ,  
wh i ch was born out of m i sapprehens ion  a s  to the p roba b l e  pena l ty 
for rema in i ng i n  the Sou t h ,  was a phenomenon i n  the f ron t i er 
movement . "  Pa i n ter demon s t ra tes that  the Exodu s  was po l i t i ca l l y 
effect ive i n  prov i d i ng "p roof tha t  Afro-Ame r i cans  d i d  not  qu i et l y  
res i gn themsel ves to the po l i t i ca l o r  econom i c  o rder  o f  the Re
deemed South . "  I t  had the short  term effect of  "a reduc t i on i n  
rents and pr i ces , b r i n g i n g  a rea l bu t f l eet i ng ame l i ora t i on i n  
the econom i c  I i ves of I i rl i ted numbers of B l acks " ,  who rema i ned 
i n  the South .  Athea rn wou l d  seem to ag ree w i th t he con t ra s t i ng 
op i n ion he desc r i bes i n  say i ng ,  "As i d e  f rom the mo ra l a spect s  of 
Southern m i strea tment of former s l aves and  the r i ghteousness  of  
the Bl acks ' cause , a l mos t everyth i ng e l se a bout  t he exodu s  was 
wrong , or at l east unfortuna te , f rom the Ka nsas  v i ewpo i nt . "  

Athearn ' s  t rea tmen t of the Exodu s  shows sen s i t i v i ty to human 
s u f fer i ng i n  what mos t scho l a rs w i l l  ag ree was a d i sma l pe r i od 
i n  the h i story of B l ack Amer i cans . Un fo r tuna t e l y ,  he fa l l s i n to 
the pi t tha t Aptheker wa rned aga i ns t ,  i n  ove r s t ress i ng the i r
ra t iona l behav ior and po l i t i ca l  na i vete of the m i g ra n t s . On the  
other hand , Pa i n ter responds we l l  to Aptheke r ' s  cha l l en ge and  
i s  ab le  to fol l ow up on h i s  suggest i ons  a s  to the i mpo r tance 
of  Hen ry Adams ' po l i t i ca l  movemen t ,  w i thou t neg l ec t i ng the u top
i a n i sm represented by S i ng l eton and h i s  fo l l owe rs . Athea rn  
t reats -- and r i ght l y  so -- on  t he  t rag i c  natu re of  t he  m i g ra t i on 
and . the he l p l essness of the m i gran t s , v i c t i m i zed by Ame r i ca n  
rac I sm. Pa i nter , o n  the other hand fo l l ows a rec ent t rend i n  
b l a ck h i story by p l ac i ng greater em�ha s i s  on wha t B l acks  have a t�empted for themse l v:s ,  rather than l amen t i ng the b i t te r  t r i a l s  that have been I nf l i cted upon them . S h e  does t h i s  w i tho�t overstat i ng her cas: , ?nd she wa l ks g racefu l l y  t he n a r rm., l i ne between the apprec I a t I on of b l ack accom I ·  h t d h crea t i on of a h i stor i ca l  myth .  p I S  men s a n  t e 
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