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EXODUSTER MIGRATION 

 
The Exoduster migration, also known as the Great Exodus, was the first major migration of 
former slaves in the South to the North and West. As a result of failed Reconstruction programs, 
the goal of the African-American-inspired "exodus" project was for former slaves to move 
somewhere within the United States where the "exodusters" might live in safety and comfort.  

The idea of colonization in Africa had been broached several times before the Civil War by such 
entities as the American Colonization Society. However, most African Americans—freed, about 
to be freed, or enslaved—were not too keen on moving to Africa. African Americans had been in 
the New World so long and felt they had earned a permanent place in America and sought to 
realize that. That claim became more certain as African Americans joined the Union Army 
during the Civil War to free their brothers and sisters still in bondage. In addition, the poor living 
conditions of the freed slaves in both the North and South helped to maintain interest in 
colonization as an alternative.  

The collapse of Reconstruction soon brought renewed interest to colonization as a concept. 
African Americans were not as interested in going to Africa or any other specific spot as they 
were in improving their prospects for the future anywhere they could do so. As Liberia looked 
more like a less-than-perfect prospect (and it was), then the proponents of relocation merely 
looked for a new location. Liberia appealed to African Americans in the South Atlantic regions, 
but those from Kentucky or the Old Southwest, for example, were just as likely to head toward 
the American West, particularly Kansas. It was there that the name "exoduster" became famous. 
The number of African Americans who went to Kansas in 1879 was never very big, estimated at 
around 2,000 to 5,000; however, it was the largest single group successful in leaving the South 
until the Great Migration.  

Kansas in 1879 still recalled the bleeding Kansas of before the Civil War, which to African 
Americans was best represented by radical abolitionist John Brown. Their interest in settlement 
on the Great Plains came from many sources, not the least of which were the free land provisions 
of the Homestead Act (1862) and the fact that many white Kansans welcomed them. 
Instrumental in the Kansas exodus was Benjamin "Pap" Singleton, by his own account an ex-
slave from Tennessee. He had run away to freedom when young and returned with the 
conquering Union armies. He distrusted African-American leaders and politicians and felt that 



African-American prosperity was dependent on obtaining adequate farmland. In the mid-1870s, 
he traveled to Kansas and began to promote land like any other entrepreneur, but that time for 
African Americans only. He was directly responsible for bringing 1,100 African Americans from 
Tennessee to Kansas before the actual 1879 exodus; indirectly, through speeches, broadsides, 
and handbills, he may have inspired many more from all over the South to go West.  

In 1879, however, the magnitude and character of the Kansas exodus changed markedly. Not 
only did more African Americans go than before, but they were also the poorest and most 
downtrodden the South had to offer. The draw was free land, and the Senate helped indirectly by 
holding hearings to consider a transportation subsidy bill. Although the measure was never 
passed, African Americans congregated at railroad and steamship terminals in large numbers, 
inspired by what came to be called "Kansas fever." Local white planters, fearful at losing their 
hands, urged the operators to deny them passage. As the trains and boats passed them up, the 
exodusters reluctantly came to realize that without money for passage they were doomed to 
remain where they were. By June, the fever had run its course, and most returned home to the 
peonage that awaited them. Those who did not go on their own were removed by force or drafted 
into local prison chain gangs.  

The exodusters got a second burst of excitement when a plan was devised to send them to 
Indiana to fill the state with potential Republicans and deny it to the Democrats. That plan 
actually had backing in the Department of the Treasury, and it attracted the attention of Thomas 
Conway, former Freedmen's Bureau head in Louisiana and still a force among African 
Americans there. In the end, more African Americans went to Indiana from North Carolina, and 
their reception was not that they had hoped for. A Senate inquiry broke down along party lines, 
with Republicans defending the emigrants and Democrats decrying the dumping of unwanted 
citizens on Indiana soil.  

Regardless of what inspired African Americans to want to leave the South, it was indicative that 
racial relations during Reconstruction were not what they should have been and that African 
Americans who remained in the South despaired of getting equality or justice at home.  
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