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“No Such Thing as Stand Still”:  
Migration and Geopolitics in African 
American History

 
Kendra T. Field

In 1916 twenty-year-old Lomie Davis lost her father, Elic Davis. Born enslaved on 
the brink of emancipation in Mississippi, Alexander “Elic” Davis grew up watching 
men and women of his parents’ generation move from plantation to plantation, from 
country to town, using their newfound freedom to search for, in Nell Painter’s words, 
“real freedom.” As an adolescent, he witnessed the removal of federal troops from the 
South, the brisk evaporation of African American political and economic opportuni-
ties (including the coerced removal of approximately two thousand black legislators 
and officeholders), and the denial of African American personhood across the region. 
His early life was marked by unfathomable disillusionment. As an adult, he dreamed 
of Africa, participated in several emigration movements, and served as a lieutenant in 
Chief Alfred Charles Sam’s 1913–1915 back-to-Africa movement. Elic Davis finally 
made it to Africa “on his own” by the time he was in his early fifties. A few years after 
his arrival, around 1920, he wrote to his daughter, telling her that he was sick and 
hoped to return to America. Lomie Davis recalled that “he wrote to me to come and 
help him.” Living in Texas at the height of Jim Crow, Lomie tried her best to obtain a 
loan to reach him. “Well I, I had sixty dollars. And I went to the bank. And I tried to 
get the money to go. And they told me they couldn’t.” She added, “That was all I knew 
to do.” No one heard from Elic again. Lomie believed he passed away in West Africa 
shortly thereafter.1
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1 W. E. B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America, 1860–1880 (New York, 1999); Steven Hahn, A Nation 
under Our Feet: Black Political Struggles in the Rural South, from Slavery to the Great Migration (Cambridge, Mass., 
2003); Michele Mitchell, Righteous Propagation: African Americans and the Politics of Racial Destiny after Reconstruc-
tion (Chapel Hill, 2004); C. Vann Woodward, Origins of the New South, 1877–1913 (Baton Rouge, 1971); Eric 
Foner, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863–1877 (New York, 2002); David W. Blight, Race and 
Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory (Cambridge, Mass., 2001), 300–337. On real freedom, see Nell Irvin 
Painter, Exodusters: Black Migration to Kansas after Reconstruction (New York, 1977), 4. Emphasis added. Much of 
the Davis family history survives thanks to Elic Davis and Della Davis’s seventh child, Lomie (Davis) Reed. Lomie 
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The years leading up to Lomie’s quiet loss of her father, from the end of Reconstruc-
tion through the rise of Jim Crow, were marked by a steady wave of vibrant emigration 
activity that has yet to make a lasting mark on the historiography of the period that Ray-
ford Logan called “the nadir” of African American experience in the United States. In his 
lifetime, Lomie’s father migrated from northeast Mississippi to the delta hinterlands of 
the “all-black” town of Mound Bayou, from the delta to Indian Territory, and from Okla-
homa to West Africa. Along the way, he also ventured to New York City, Chicago, and, 
possibly Jamaica. Notwithstanding Lomie Davis’s memories of her father’s unique free-
dom dreams, Elic Davis was not exceptional. Like thousands of former slaves and their 
children, Davis and his peers were men of meager means—rural black southerners who 
repeatedly “voted with their feet,” creating constant movement that spanned “domestic” 
and “foreign” destinations across the American South and West, Mexico, Canada, and 
West Africa, long before the first steps of the Great Migration. Historians have tended to 
enter this subject through individual movements instead of individual lives, and few have 
studied in detail the critical connections between these movements—especially what Ste-
ven Hahn has called the “close connection” between continental and overseas migrations. 
This collective response to the demise of Reconstruction has been frequently dismissed 
as demographically insignificant, regionally specific, or otherwise exceptional; moreover, 
the public history of the postemancipation era remains strikingly static until the Great 
Migration. By the turn of the twentieth century, a lifetime of experience had convinced 
freedom’s first generation, as Ralph Ellison once put it, that “geography is fate.”2 

In this article, I explore the intricacies of Chief Sam’s little-known back-to-Africa 
movement and recover the history of the migrants who created it. One hundred years 
ago, Sam and his followers set sail on the ss Liberia for the Gold Coast. Sam’s movement 
began in Oklahoma, an American borderland at the turn of the twentieth century, and 
ended on the western coast of Africa during World War I. Its roots, however, stretched 
across the American South and back through the transatlantic slave trade. I use the story 
of one family of freedpeople—Elic Davis and his cousin Monroe Coleman—to argue that 
this back-to-Africa movement was not only a prelude to Garveyism and the Great Migra-
tion but also a capstone to what Carter G. Woodson once called “a century of negro mi-
gration” within and beyond North America.3

More specifically, my analysis documents an indelible link between the western and 
Liberia migratory movements and illuminates their common ground. That so many west-
ward migrants attempted to move decisively beyond the borders of the United States af-

(Davis) Reed conversation with Cecil Cade and Mark A. Phillips, March 22, 1988, transcript (in Kendra T. Field’s 
possession), A-5, 13, 15.

2 Powerful exceptions to the historiographical void include Hahn, Nation under Our Feet, 317–63, 412–64; 
Mitchell, Righteous Propagation, 16–50; James Campbell, Middle Passages: African American Journeys to Africa, 
1787–2005 (New York, 2006); Edwin S. Redkey, Black Exodus: Black Nationalist and Back-to-Africa Movements, 
1890–1910 (New Haven, 1969); Painter, Exodusters; and Wilson Jeremiah Moses, The Golden Age of Black Nation-
alism, 1850–1925 (Oxford, 1978), 15–31. Critical studies of individual movements include Painter, Exodusters; 
Leslie A. Schwalm, Emancipation’s Diaspora: Race and Reconstruction in the Upper Midwest (Chapel Hill, 2009); 
and Kenneth Marvin Hamilton, Black Towns and Profit: Promotion and Development in the Trans-Appalachian West, 
1877–1915 (Urbana, 1991). Rayford Whittingham Logan, The Negro in American Life and Thought: The Nadir, 
1877–1901 (New York, 1954), 52. On rural black southerners voting with their feet, see Leon F. Litwack, Trouble 
in Mind: Black Southerners in the Age of Jim Crow (New York, 1998), 484. Hahn, Nation under Our Feet, 339. I 
use quotation marks when referring to “all-black” towns to highlight the racial construction and marketing of these 
towns in relation to their diverse origins. Ralph Ellison credits the Greek philosopher Heraclitus with the axiom 
“geography is fate.” See Ralph Ellison, Going to the Territory (New York, 1986), 198. 

3 Carter G. Woodson, A Century of Negro Migration (Washington, 1926). 
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ter Oklahoma statehood (1907) underscores my argument that African Americans were 
initially drawn to Indian Territory partly by the territory’s momentary status as a political 
and economic space on the margins, if not beyond the bounds, of U.S. oversight. Thus, 
this story reveals early Oklahoma as one of the first sites of African American transna-
tional movement in the postemancipation period, decentering the United States in North 
American history even at the turn of the “American century.” My work also situates the 
Sam movement within the long transition from slavery to freedom and the gradual emer-
gence of American biracialism—what Jean Toomer called “the hypnotic division of Amer-
ica into black and white.” In short, the development of this little-known movement com-
plicates notions of the quintessential domesticity and biracialism of the nadir, revealing 
instead the deeply transnational and multiracial dimensions of freedom’s first generation. 
This story illuminates the simultaneous, painstaking construction of nation and race that 
undergirded the rise of American power at the turn of the twentieth century.4

In the century since the Liberia set sail, the Sam movement has received sporadic schol-
arly attention, either crediting Sam as a forgotten precursor to Marcus Garvey’s Black Star 
Line steamship company or illustrating the tragedy of Sam’s “utterly desperate group of 
people.” My research—the first to move beyond the charismatic leader and his nameless, 
faceless followers to detail the individual lives of participants—reveals that this movement 
was anything but an “ephemeral flash.” While these migrants produced “early rumblings” 
of twentieth-century emigration—including the Great Migration and modern repatria-
tion—many of Sam’s participants had migrated two and three times into the southwest 
American borderlands before joining this back-to-Africa movement. Throughout, they 
retraced enslaved peoples’ antebellum paths, echoing the lore of national and transna-
tional journeys lit by the North Star.5

This article bridges stories too often classed as domestic or international. In fact, the 
present designations may have been somewhat unfamiliar to turn-of-the-century mi-
grants of the southwest borderlands, a region shaped by competing sovereignties and with 
no clear path to incorporation into the United States. Building on the powerful contribu-
tions of Steven Hahn and Michele Mitchell on African American politics and peoplehood 

4 On the advent of biracialism, see Matthew Pratt Guterl, The Color of Race in America: 1900–1940 (Cambridge, 
Mass., 2001). On Jean Toomer, see ibid., 154–83. Jean Toomer, “Book X” (final draft), Jan. 1935, Jean Toomer 
Papers, James Weldon Johnson Memorial Collection (Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, 
New Haven, Conn.), quoted in Guterl, Color of Race in America, 155.

5 William E. Bittle and Gilbert L. Geis, The Longest Way Home: Chief Alfred C. Sam’s Back-to-Africa Movement 
(Detroit, 1964), 2, 14. On the use of the back-to-Africa movement to explore African nationalism and racial con-
sciousness in West Africa, see J. Ayo Langley, “Chief Sam’s African Movement and Race Consciousness in West 
Africa,” Phylon, 32 (Spring 1971), 164–78. For a work that situates “Chief” Alfred Charles Sam within a “steady 
flow of West African trader-nationalists” and at the intersection of economics and politics in pan-African national-
ism, see Robert A. Hill, “Before Garvey: Chief Alfred Sam and the African Movement, 1912–1916,” in Pan-African 
Biography, ed. Robert A. Hill (Los Angeles, 1987), 57. “Chief Alfred Sam” in The Marcus Garvey and United Negro 
Improvement Association Papers, American Series, vol. I: 1826–August 1919, ed. Robert A. Hill and Carol A. Rudisell 
(Berkeley, 1983), 536–47, 483–84; Moses N. Moore, Orishatukeh Faduma: Liberal Theology and Evangelical Pan-
Africanism, 1857–1946 (Evanston, 1996), 105–35; David A. Y. O. Chang, “Where Will the Nation Be at Home? 
Race, Nationalisms, and Emigration Movements in the Creek Nation,” in Crossing Waters, Crossing Worlds: The 
African Diaspora in Indian Country, ed. Tiya Miles and Sharon Holland (Chapel Hill, 2006), 80–99. Carina Ray, 
“How Britain Impeded the First ‘Back to Africa Movement,’” New African, 446 (Dec. 2005), 40–42. On antebel-
lum emigration and colonization in Africa, Mexico, and Canada, see Campbell, Middle Passages; Wilson Jeremiah 
Moses, Afrotopia: The Roots of African American Popular History (New York, 1998); Bell I. Wiley, ed., Slaves No More: 
Letters from Liberia, 1833–1869 (Lexington, Ky., 1980); Bruce Allen Dorsey, “A Gendered History of African Colo-
nization in the Antebellum United States,” Journal of Social History, 34 (Autumn 2000), 77–103; Sarah E. Cornell, 
“Citizens of Nowhere: Fugitive Slaves and Free African Americans in Mexico, 1833–1857,” Journal of American His-
tory, 100 (Sept. 2013), 351–74; and Robin W. Winks, The Blacks in Canada: A History (New Haven, 1971). Bittle 
and Geis, Longest Way Home, 2, 12. Hahn, Nation under Our Feet, 455. 
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in the postemancipation era, I suggest that we understand turn-of-the-century Indian 
Territory and Africa as part of a continuum of flight from the late nineteenth-century 
United States and that we begin to view Nell Painter’s “exodusters” and Tony Martin’s 
Garveyites in a single transnational frame, to hear “Liberia” and “Oklahoma” in a single 
breath. As the freedman J. W. Turner wrote in 1892, “the peoples are Greatly stirred up in 
this country about Oklanhoma . . . but we are bound for [Liberia].” This article reimag-
ines the postemancipation period as a series of unbound migrations, deepens the roots of 
the Great Migration, and highlights the centrality of migration and geopolitics in African 
American history.6

Like many of those African Americans who dreamed of and occasionally journeyed to 
Africa, the rural black southerners who participated in Chief Sam’s back-to-Africa move-
ment are “men and women whose names and struggles have been lost to history”—but 
not entirely lost. Frequently their stories were passed on to children and grandchildren, 
and were sometimes distorted along the way. As a child, I often heard my grandmother 
say, “Grandpa [Coleman] went back to Africa with Garvey.” Two decades later, when 
I learned that Garvey never set foot in Africa, I found Chief Sam—not in Harlem or 
Chicago but in the former Creek nation, the black and Indian borderlands of Oklahoma. 
Just as the Great Migration had largely displaced the quieter history of black rural emi-
gration at the nadir, so had Garveyism displaced descendants’ memories of the Chief 
Sam movement.7 

I have located the connections among these various migrations by entering the Sam 
movement through the lives that created it. I would not have seen these connections so 
clearly were it not for the circumstances of my own life. I am a descendant of the two 
principal migrants I introduce here: my great-great-grandfather Monroe Coleman and his 
first cousin Elic Davis. I heard stories about Grandpa Coleman as a child, but nearly three 
decades passed before I returned to them in earnest. While the questions I pursued have 
frequently diverged from those that most interest familial descendants, genealogists, and 
local historians, I have increasingly found ways to appreciate the stakes of these divergent 
perspectives. History may be “the enemy of memory,” as Richard White has written, but 
“there are regions of the past that only memory knows.”8

“South Gold Coast” and the Transnational Nadir

Lomie Davis was about seventeen when her father moved the family from Salt Creek, 
Oklahoma, to a nearby “tent city” in Weleetka, in November 1913. After only a few years 
in Oklahoma, they joined hundreds of African Americans who had hastily “disposed of 
their property” and prepared to set sail for the Gold Coast. By the first week of Decem-
ber, the Wewoka and Lima (ok) Courier reported “not less than 50,000 vacant farms and 

6 On geopolitical nationhood, see Moses, Afrotopia, 26; Hahn, Nation under Our Feet, 317–63, 412–64; and 
Mitchell, Righteous Propagation, 16–50. Painter, Exodusters; Tony Martin, Race First: The Ideological and Organiza-
tional Struggles of Marcus Garvey and the Universal Negro Improvement Association (Westport, 1976); J. W. Turner to 
American Colonization Society, June 20, 1892 (microfilm: reel 141), box I: A284, series I: Incoming Correspon-
dence, 1819–1917, Records of the American Colonization Society (Manuscripts Division, Library of Congress, 
Washington, D.C.), quoted in Hahn, Nation under Our Feet, 455. 

7 Campbell, Middle Passages, xxi.
8 Richard White, Remembering Ahanagran: Storytelling in a Family’s Past (New York, 1998), 4.
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houses throughout our eastern section,” as a result of “the people selling out getting ready 
to go to Africa on the 15th of Dec.” Fifty thousand was an exaggeration, but certainly 
“hundreds” were residing “in tents near Weleetka and in other parts in order to be ready 
to pack up on short notices.” The vast majority of these were “born farmers,” said a cor-
respondent for the African Mail; accustomed to raising cotton, corn, and rice, many were 
“good ranchmen” and had managed “horses, mules, and the plough from their early 
years.” Repeated postponements of the trip meant that by January 1914, food was be-
coming scarce and the migrants were ill-prepared for freezing temperatures; nevertheless, 
most “shivered through the cold winds of the Oklahoma winter,” J. P. Owens, the son 
of one participant, recalled. Although the ship was still delayed in New York City at the 
end of the month, the Wewoka and Lima (ok) Courier reported, “There are hundreds who 
have not despaired of the ship sailing nor languished in the hope of seeing the promised 
land.” These hopeful migrants named their temporary camp South Gold Coast.9

Several months earlier, on a Thursday night in October, more than one thousand men 
and women had gathered outside the First Baptist Church in Weleetka, Oklahoma. As 

9 Reed conversation, 13. “African Delegation Meets; Final Call before Sailing. Is It Providential?,” Wewoka and 
Lima (ok) Courier, Dec. 5, 1913, p. 1. “American Negroes and the Gold Coast (from an American Correspondent),” 
African Mail (Liverpool), May 29, 1914, p. 351. J.  P. Owens, Clearview (Okemah, 1995), 23. “Ship of African 
Pioneers Has Not Sailed,” Wewoka and Lima (ok) Courier, Jan. 30, 1914, p. 1. Two camps of would-be migrants 
existed: “North Gold Coast” and “South Gold Coast.” See Owens, Clearview, 23.

Monroe Coleman, shown here circa 1910, founded the small farming community of Mantee, 
Oklahoma, and in 1914 made the trip to the Gold Coast of Africa as part of Chief Alfred 
Charles Sam’s back-to-Africa movement. Courtesy Kendra T. Field.
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the opening prayer service began, the Wewoka and Lima (ok) Courier reported, “one could 
hear all over the assemblage, yes, let us get ready for the exodus.” When Chief Sam rose to 
speak, the crowds pushed toward him, trying to touch his clothing. He spoke of “the con-
ditions of the negroes in America,” the grim details of which were well known to listen-
ers; according to an American correspondent for the African Mail, these included “lynch-
ings, disfranchisements, peonage, segregation in church, school, and public careers”—all 
had “embittered the lives of Negroes.” Sam then spoke of “the golden opportunities that 
awaited them at Gold Coast Africa,” saying that there was “plenty of room in Africa for 
the American Negro” and that they would “go home and build up a powerful kingdom.”10 

This was new: information about Africa from an African, let alone an “African chief.” 
Especially since the demise of Reconstruction, African American men and women across 
the South expressed a renewed interest in Africa, and many were ready to go, if only they 
could access reliable information about the place and the resources to get there. Would-
be migrants formed hundreds of local emigration clubs, writing time and again to the 
American Colonization Society (acs) in the 1880s, 1890s, and 1900s, enclosing stamps 
or money orders for “25 cts,” requesting copies of the acs publication African Repository 
(later the African Bulletin), “printed matter,” or simply “information” about Liberia and 
occasionally other parts of Africa; in so doing, they remade this antebellum organization 
in their image as freedpeople. In the early 1890s, the acs reported, “a careful estimate . . .  
shows that one million or more of the people of color are seriously considering the mat-
ter of an early change of residence from the United States to Africa.” In particular, the 
number of letters coming from Oklahoma skyrocketed after statehood, and the state soon 
became the new heart of “Liberia fever.” In the ninety years since the founding of the acs, 
surviving records suggest that the epicenter of excitement had moved westward in two 
waves, first from the antebellum Carolinas to the post-Reconstruction delta (especially 
Arkansas, Mississippi, and Louisiana), and on to Indian Territory and Oklahoma during 
the first decade of the twentieth century. In the three years immediately after Oklahoma 
statehood, the number of letters written to the then-obsolete acs that originated in Okla-
homa (fifty), while a far cry from nineteenth-century numbers, nearly equaled the num-
ber coming from all the other U.S. states combined (sixty-two); meanwhile, thousands of 
letters circulated throughout the emerging black press, and more were written directly to 
ship-building companies. Those written to the acs asked for “the terms upon which the 
society will furnish transportation.”11

The acs no longer had the capacity to furnish transportation to any of the tens of 
thousands interested in migrating; following the crises of 1892—in which hundreds of 

10 “EDUCATIONAL. A Meeting of African Delegates,” Wewoka and Lima (ok) Courier, Oct. 31, 1913, p. 1. 
“American Negroes and the Gold Coast (from an American Correspondent),” 351. “EDUCATIONAL,” 1.

11 “Forty Negroes off for Africa with Sam,” New York Sun, Feb. 11, 1914, p. 9.  L. T. Michell to J. Ormond Wil-
son, Sept. 6, 1910, p. 1 (microfilm: reel 226), box II: 36, series II: Outgoing Correspondence 1839–1912, Records 
of the American Colonization Society. P. M. Eckals to American Colonization Society, Feb. 11, 1901, (microfilm: 
reel 149), box I: A292, series I: Incoming Correspondence 1819–1917, ibid. J. M. Miller to American Colonization 
Society, Sept. 1, 1903, p. 1, ibid. “Seventy-Fourth Annual Report of the American Colonization Society,” African 
Repository, 67 (April 1891), 36. On postemancipation “Liberia fever,” see Campbell, Middle Passages; Redkey, Black 
Exodus; Mitchell, Righteous Propagation; Hahn, Nation under Our Feet; and Kenneth C. Barnes, Journey of Hope: The 
Back-to-Africa Movement in Arkansas in the Late 1800s (Chapel Hill, 2004). Moses, Afrotopia, 25–26. Robin D. G. 
Kelley, “‘But a Local Phase of a World Problem’: Black History’s Global Vision, 1883–1950,” Journal of American 
History, 86 (Dec. 1999), 1045–77; Brent Edwards, The Practice of Diaspora: Literature, Translation, and the Rise of 
Black Internationalism (Cambridge, Mass., 2003); Hahn, Nation under Our Feet, 453–54; Redkey, Black Exodus, 
73–149. Eckals to American Colonization Society, Feb. 11, 1901 (reel 149), box I: A292, series I: Incoming Cor-
respondence 1819–1917, Records of the American Colonization Society.
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impoverished African Americans from Oklahoma and Arkansas arrived in New York City 
mistakenly expecting passage to Liberia—the acs had lost much of its remaining cred-
ibility and funding. It still had, however, “printed matter,” especially the Liberia Bulletin. 
Also circulating throughout the South was the African League, published in Liberia by J. 
H. Green, a former Mississippi editor who had migrated with his printing press at the 
request of the African Methodist Episcopal (ame) bishop and emigrationist Henry Mc-
Neal Turner, by then a familiar face to black Oklahomans. So it was around 1912 in the 
tiny black farming settlement of Mantee, Oklahoma, that Peter J. Dorman, a young black 
doctor from South Carolina and president of the local emigration club, could be found 
reading a recent issue of the African League when he came across an Akim Trading Com-
pany advertisement for “Agricultural Lands in Africa and How to Obtain Them.” Dor-
man composed a letter to the company’s founder, “Chief Sam,” asking for “information 
concerning conditions in the chief ’s country.”12 

 Born in 1879 or 1880 in Akim Swedru, Gold Coast, Sam was educated at the Basel 
Evangelical Mission Day School at Kyebi. As a young adult, amid an economic boom 

12 On Henry McNeal Turner and the African League, see Frederick Starr, Liberia: History, Description, Problems 
(Chicago, 1913). Redkey, Black Exodus, 266; and “American Negroes and the Gold Coast,” 351. For Peter J. Dor-
man’s letter to Chief Sam, see Orishatukeh Faduma, “The African Movement,” African Mail (Liverpool), Nov. 20, 
1914, p. 73. 

The 1913–1915 back-to-Africa movement ostensibly led by Chief Alfred Charles Sam, shown 
here circa 1910, was in fact a partnership between African American emigrationists and West 
African missionaries and entrepreneurs. Courtesy James Anquandah.
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driven by cocoa production and a minor gold rush, Sam shifted away from his career as a 
missionary to become a produce trader of cocoa and crude rubber. Yet he remained deeply 
enmeshed in a transnational network of African, African American, and white American 
missionaries that included the ame Church in Liberia as well as the Holy Ghost and Us 
Bible School in Shiloh, Maine. These friends may have shaped and assisted his first visit 
to the United States in 1910 and the 1911 establishment of his trading company in New 
York City. At least one of the African ame missionaries in Liberia was on the company’s 
board. When he returned to the Gold Coast, Sam acquired African shareholders, a plot 
of land, and made plans to trade West African resources such as cocoa, mahogany, and 
rubber. While his original interest lay in trade, however, Sam mentioned land in his 1912 
newspaper advertisement, which caught the eye of black Oklahomans who were quickly 
being dispossessed of their landholdings in the new state. The migrants sought the Gold 
Coast for “protection under the laws of the country,” said the African Mail, and the “vast 
opportunities” available “for the development of the natives and themselves.” Dorman’s 
letter expanded Sam’s pan-African interest. According to an American correspondent for 
the African Mail, Sam brought the letter to “several chiefs,” who recalled “the history of 
the Negroes’ expatriation” and “their blood relationship,” and invited “those who wished 
to accept their hospitality.” When Dorman received Sam’s affirmative reply—at last, “re-
liable information”—he and his neighbors “lost no time to scatter the news among the 
people.” In May 1913 Sam stepped off the train in Wetumka, Oklahoma, and headed 
“nine miles through the country” to the small community of Mantee. Dorman and his 
neighbors welcomed Sam, and there the “African movement” began in earnest with a 
four-hour meeting, in which sixty-four black Oklahomans joined the cause.13 

Among these were Elic Davis, his brother Moses (who, Orishatukeh Faduma reported, 
paid “the first 50 dollars in it”), and his cousin Monroe Coleman. Although Coleman had 
founded the small farming community of Mantee just a few years prior, he was about to 
become a “well-known financier” of an international emigration movement. In a paral-
lel transformation, by the time Davis walked through the doorway of the Weleetka First 
Baptist Church several months later, the life of this country preacher had been changed 
forever. As he stood listening, Davis heard Sam describe himself as “the Moses that has 
come to deliver them.” If people chose not to come, Sam said, they could “stay here 
and die in the wilderness.” Bridging various religious denominations, those that stood 
to speak would have emphasized a common dream, as did one Wewoka and Lima (ok) 
Courier reporter, “to plant manhood and justice into the unborn” or “to rise up and call 
us blessed.” Before the close of the Weleetka meeting, the Wewoka and Lima (ok) Courier 
reported, Elic Davis walked toward the pulpit where Sam had stood. There, he sang “a 
good old song,” which “brought tears and great hallelujah by the delegates.” Perhaps at 
that moment, as he looked out across the glistening faces of one thousand devotees (who 
could scarcely fit in the room), Davis decided to sell his belongings and move his family 
into a tent at South Gold Coast. The “tent city” where they would live for much of the 
year may have resembled those constructed two decades prior, in the land runs that fa-

13 “Chief Alfred Sam,” in Marcus Garvey and United Negro Improvement Association Papers, ed. Hill and Rudis-
ell, I, 536–47, 483–84; Hill, “Before Garvey.” On Sam and the Shiloh colony, see Shirley Nelson, Fair, Clear, and 
Terrible: The Story of Shiloh, Maine (Eugene, 1989); and William Charles Hiss, “Shiloh: Frank W. Sandford and 
the Kingdom, 1893–1948” (Ph.D. diss., Tufts University, 1978), 505–13, esp. 507n1. “African ‘Paradise’ Lure for 
Negroes,” New York Times, Feb. 11, 1914, p. 5. “American Negroes and the Gold Coast,” 351. The “American cor-
respondent” listed as the author of the May 29, 1914, article may be Orishatukeh Faduma. Faduma, “African Move-
ment,” 73. See also Moore, Orishatukeh Faduma, 140. 
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cilitated the initial African American migration to the state. The South Gold Coast “tent 
city” may have also resembled the place where thousands of black Oklahomans would be 
forced to live through the winter of 1921, after the burning of their homes, property, and 
loved ones by armed white Oklahomans in the Tulsa riot.14

Meanwhile, Coleman prepared to travel with Sam to New York to locate and purchase 
a ship. Within a day of the October church service, they had taken up a collection of six 
thousand dollars, largely in twenty-five-dollar shares. Following a series of rallies through-
out Okfuskee County (many communities with black majorities), the company was “capi-
talized at $1,000,000”; “6,300 men and women, mostly Southern negroes, have bought 
shares and are ready to go.” Chief Sam urged them “to unite in a union of confidence and 
Christian love,” and to “start to Africa free upon their own ship.” “They have sold their 
farms in Oklahoma, packed their goods and are ready to go to Africa for the rest of their 
lives,” wrote one reporter for the New York Sun. They planned to “build model cities, have 
large farms, and establish a form of government of their own.” In the spirit of racial uplift, 
reporters noted that “the stockholders are all negroes,” highlighting the movement’s in-
dependence from white capital. Chief Sam was “looked upon by the hundreds who have 
bought shares as a leader who will deliver them from all ‘Jim Crow’ regulations.” Delegates 
would later be found by reporters “having a religious meeting in the dining saloon of the 
ship” and “singing negro camp meeting hymns.” Sam’s political and religious vision stood 
alongside a commercial one. “After we land our immigrants,” the company’s business 
agent A. E. Smith told a reporter for the New York Sun, “we will then tear out the parti-
tions and load the ship with African products such as goat skins, mahogany, cocoa beans, 
rubber, coffee, and ostrich feathers. These products will be brought to this country where 
I have already found markets.” Throughout the fall of 1913 black Oklahomans carefully 
considered the righteousness of the movement, debating in the Wewoka and Lima (ok) 
Courier pages the legality of the path—“What we want is a definite understanding of 
the contract”—and the providential spirit of the movement—if there were “substantial 
grounds to argue a negro inheritance or secular sovereign” in “the land of Africa.” By 
Thanksgiving “men of noble rank”—dozens of lawyers, schoolteachers, and “every profes-
sion”—who had previously “had their heels against” Chief Sam had been “converted to 
the project.” By January 1914 the group had purchased an old German ship for $69,000, 
and it was undergoing thousands of dollars in repairs, including the installation of wireless 
communication believed essential in the wake of the hms Titanic sinking two years prior.15

Indeed, the movement’s “delegates” included, according to the Gold Coast Leader, “dis-
tinguished Afro-Americans,” such as Dr. Peter J. Dorman, “who was in full practice in the 
States” and had volunteered as “ship’s doctor.” Another, “the aged Mr. Garret,” was described 
as “a highly respected man in his State” and a veteran of “the Emancipation war.” M. A. Sorrell  

14 Faduma, “African Movement,” 73. “At Last!,” Gold Coast Leader (Cape Coast), Jan. 23, 1915. “EDUCA-
TIONAL.,” 1. “African Delegation Meets,” Wewoka and Lima (ok) Courier, Nov. 21, 1913. “EDUCATIONAL.,” 
1. Moore, Orishatukeh Faduma, 140. Alfred L. Brophy, Reconstructing the Dreamland: The Tulsa Riot of 1921—Race, 
Reparations, and Reconcilation (New York, 2002); Scott Ellsworth, Death in a Promised Land: The Tulsa Race Riot 
of 1921 (Baton Rouge, 1982); Hannibal B. Johnson, Black Wall Street: From Riot to Renaissance in Tulsa’s Historic 
Greenwood District (Woodway, 1998). 

15 “Forty Negroes off for Africa with Sam,” 9. M. A. Sorrell, [Boley, Okla.?] African Pioneer, excerpted ibid. “Af-
rican ‘Paradise’ Lure for Negroes,” 5. “Forty Negroes off for Africa with Sam,” 9. On economic nationalism and 
African emigration, see Wilson Jeremiah Moses, ed., Classical Black Nationalism: From the American Revolution to 
Marcus Garvey (New York, 1996), 11–13. “African ‘Paradise’ Lure for Negroes.” “African Delegates,” Wewoka and 
Lima (ok) Courier, Nov. 7, 1913. “African Delegation Meets.” On departure plans, see also “African Delegation 
Meets; Final Call before Sailing,” 1; “Delegates Gone to New York,” Wewoka and Lima (ok) Courier, Jan. 23, 1914, 
p. 1; and “Ship of African Pioneers Has Not Sailed,” 1. 
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was a “successful lawyer” and justice of the peace in the “all-black” town of Boley. While he 
initially tried Chief Sam for disturbing the peace in Boley, Judge Sorrell later emerged as 
the “ship’s purser,” while W. H. Lewis, a graduate of Fisk University, “volunteered as second 
mate.” Rounding out the list of high-profile Oklahoma delegates were “a goodly number of 
sound business men,” including “Messrs. Coleman, Langhorn, and Parker, the well-known 
financiers.” Responding to rampant attacks on the movement and claims of fraudulence, 
the Gold Coast Leader emphasized that such judges and doctors “can hardly be regarded as 
adventurers in quest of fortune.” By the spring of 1914 the movement’s newspaper, the Af-
rican Pioneer, was up and running, and both Davis and Coleman, with hundreds of other 
black Oklahomans, had moved their families directly to Galveston Island, Texas—some liv-
ing in makeshift tents, others boarding with locals—to await their ship.16 

The presence of South Gold Coast, Oklahoma, emboies the relationship between conti-
nental and overseas movement, expanding views of black emigrationism and nationalism. It 
highlights the misguided tendency among U.S. historians of this period to treat the “west-
ern” and “Liberia” movements as “somewhat discrete phenomena” and “largely to discount 
or ignore the political significance of each,” as the historian Steven Hahn has put it. Schol-
ars have rested too easily on present-day, fixed categories of “foreign” and “domestic,” fail-
ing to see the long-standing middle ground that was the American Southwest at the turn of 
the twentieth century—those parts of early Oklahoma that were in some ways as “foreign” 
as West Africa. For most of the period, as in the Gold Coast, white and black settlers could 
not own land in Indian Territory; many married Indian and black Indian women squatted 
on collectively held Indian lands or worked for Indian landlords until the early twentieth 
century. The presence of this middle ground supports Hahn’s suggestion that the western 
and Liberia movements were probably “manifestations of a more general and remarkably 
widespread impulse,” or what Michele Mitchell calls “incipient forms of black nationalist 
thought.” Even rural African Americans who had little exposure to antebellum (elite) pan-
Africanism engaged “the notion of becoming a ‘race,’ a ‘people,’ a ‘race of people,’ or a ‘na-
tion.’” More specifically, Mitchell has noted, “African American people associated freedom 
with territory”; this was of a piece with larger global patterns of migrating laborers at the 
turn of the twentieth century but also “a relatively unique phenomenon, if not a delayed 
reverse migration of a people rented by the Atlantic slave trade generations earlier.” Raised 
in what Wilson Moses called “the golden age of black nationalism,” increasingly on the 
margins of American cities, towns, and states, these men and women sought a place apart.17

Between 1890 and the admission of Oklahoma to the United States in 1907, African 
Americans entered Indian Territory by the tens of thousands, and the African Ameri-
can population nearly quadrupled; their presence quickly overwhelmed the numbers of 
African-descended Creeks and the Indian population as a whole. E. L. Fisher noted that 
around 1890 “the Territory began to be developed very rapidly, people came fast; homes 
were built; farms cleared and broken out; railroads were being built; townsites were laid 
out.” Just a few years prior, however, white and black settlers alike were considered “in-
truders” on these lands. Fred Brown, who came in from Texas in 1886, recalled, “I ran 

16 “At Last!” “The African Movement,” African Mail (Liverpool), Nov. 27, 1914, p. 82.
17 On labor and transnational migration in the late nineteenth century, see Marilyn Lake and Henry Reynolds, 

Drawing the Global Colour Line: White Men’s Countries and the International Challenge of Racial Equality (New York, 
2008); and Dirk Hoerder, Migrations and Belongings, 1870–1945 (Cambridge, Mass., 2012). Hahn, Nation under 
Our Feet, 331; Mitchell, Righteous Propagation, 19. Hahn, Nation under Our Feet, 333. Mitchell, Righteous Propaga-
tion, 17, 18. Moses, Golden Age of Black Nationalism, 6. 
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about seven thousand head of cattle. Of course, it was under an Indian, for everyone who 
held cattle had to be under an Indian. In fact everything was under Indian control at that 
time. Hick Harrison was our Indian. He claimed all land or had charge of it.” Meanwhile, 
Coleman’s neighbor, Thomas Jefferson Brown—born in 1850s Arkansas to an African 
American man and an Irish woman—entered “I.T.” (Indian Territory) and married twice 
to African American descendants (including former slaves) of the Creek and Seminole 
nations, securing over one thousand acres of land, a school, a church, and a post office, 
shaping within the region a distinct black and Creek settlement, known as “Brownsville.” 
The Brown family history included the presence of Native Americans as slave owners, and 
African Americans as settlers on Indian land. Indeed, by 1900, there were more than three 
times as many non-Indians as Indians in Indian Territory. The African American popula-
tion had grown to more than eighty thousand before Oklahoma statehood. Letters to the 
acs suggest that many African Americans had come to see Indian Territory as “a potential 
black space” that might function, in the words of Tiya Miles and Sharon Holland, as “a 
substitute for the longed-for African homeland.”18

In other words, scholars might root twentieth-century African emigration in the longer 
durée of Indian Country, in Miles and Holland’s words, as “open and even marginal space, 
a psychic territory where black subjects find safety, solace, autonomy, and family.” As 
Robin D. G. Kelley has noted, African Americans “searched outside the United States for 
political allies and often sought connections with North America’s colonized people—the 
Native Americans.” Of course, as Miles and Holland urge, “words like ‘family’ and ‘com-
munity’ often conjure a romance of past and present” that is defied by reality. Promoters 
envisioned “a place where Indians were necessary but peripheral.” In the name of racial 
uplift, the vast majority of the celebrated “all-black” towns of Oklahoma were, in fact, 
built upon Indian allotments and were publicized by motivated white railroad investors 
who hired African American men as town promoters to recruit black southerners; twenty-
four of twenty-eight black towns emerged within Indian Territory (not Oklahoma Ter-

18 On the history of African-descended peoples within the Indian nations of the U.S. Southeast, see Tiya Miles, 
Ties That Bind: The Story of an Afro-Cherokee Family in Slavery and Freedom (Berkeley, 2005); Crossing Waters, 
Crossing Worlds, ed. Miles and Holland; Celia Naylor, African Cherokees in Indian Territory: From Chattel to Citi-
zens (Chapel Hill, 2008); Theda Perdue, Mixed Blood Indians: Racial Construction in the Early South (Athens, Ga., 
2003); Claudio Saunt, Black, White, and Indian: Race and the Unmaking of an American Family (New York, 2005); 
Gary Zellar, African Creeks: Estelvste and the Creek Nation (Norman, 2007); David A. Chang, The Color of the Land: 
Race, Nation, and the Politics of Landownership in Oklahoma, 1832–1929 (Chapel Hill, 2010); Barbara Krautham-
er, Black Slaves, Indian Masters: Slavery, Emancipation, and Citizenship in the Native American South (Chapel Hill, 
2013); Kevin Mulroy, The Seminole Freedmen: A History (Norman, 2007); Fay A. Yarbrough, Race and the Cherokee 
Nation: Sovereignty in the Nineteenth Century (Philadelphia, 2008); Circe Sturm, Blood Politics: Race, Culture, and 
Identity in the Cherokee Nation of Oklahoma (Berkeley, 2002); and Daniel F. Littlefield Jr., Africans and Creeks: From 
the Colonial Period to the Civil War (Westport, 1979). Sarah Deutsch, “Being American in Boley, Oklahoma,” in Be-
yond Black and White: Race, Ethnicity, and Gender in the U.S. South and Southwest, ed. Stephanie Cole and Alison F. 
Parker (College Station, 2004), 97–122; Christina Snyder, Slavery in Indian Country: The Changing Face of Captivity 
in Early America (Cambridge, Mass., 2010), 182–212; Ariela Gross, What Blood Won’t Tell: A History of Race on Trial 
in America (Cambridge, Mass., 2008), 140–77. E. L. Fisher interview by Robert H. Boatman, Oct. 25, 1937, p. 
78, interview 8983, vol. 30, Indian-Pioneer Papers Collection (Oklahoma Historical Society and Western History 
Collections, University of Oklahoma, Norman). “Legend & Story Form,” p. 74, ibid. On black and white settlers as 
intruders, see Kent Carter, The Dawes Commission and the Allotment of the Five Civilized Tribes, 1893–1914 (Orem, 
1999), 34–38; “Records Relating to Intruders,” in U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistics for Oklahoma, Thirteenth 
Census of the United States, 1910 (Washington, 1913), Records of the Five Civilized Tribes Agency (Southwest Na-
tional Archives, Fort Worth, Tex.); Chang, Color of the Land, 151–52; and Mozell C. Hill, “The All Negro Commu-
nities of Oklahoma,” Journal of Negro History, 31 (July 1946), 254–68, esp. 256. Fred Brown interview by Warren 
D. Morse, May 20, 1937, p. 76, interview 4123, vol. 12, Indian-Pioneer Papers Collection. On “I.T.” and on the 
distinct settlement known as Brownsville, see Heritage Society of America, History of Okmulgee County, Oklahoma 
(Tulsa, 1985), 587. Crossing Waters, Crossing Worlds, ed. Miles and Holland, 4.
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ritory). The first issue of the Boley (ok) Progress stated the newspaper’s mission as serving 
“homeseekers and colored capitalists . . . who desire cheap homes, unrestricted privileges, 
and paying investments, [with] information pertaining to the advantages possessed by 
Boley.” Soon the Boley (ok) Progress equated moving to this black town in the Creek na-
tion with the Pilgrims’ search for freedom. In 1908, one year after Oklahoma statehood, 
Booker T. Washington wrote that “Boley . . . represents a dawning of racial consciousness, 
a wholesome desire to do something to make the race respected; something which shall 
demonstrate the right of the negro, not merely as an individual, but as a race, to have a 
worthy and permanent place in the civilization that the American people are creating.” 
And yet, he added, “Boley, although built on the railway, is still on the edge of civilization. 
You can still hear on summer nights, I am told, the wild notes of the Indian drums and 
the shrill cries of the Indian dancers among the hills beyond the settlement.” In this sense, 
the concept of a black Indian Territory, Miles and Holland have noted, “transformed In-
dians into a vehicle for black identity formation and racial uplift.” Though for much of 
the twentieth century “the black flight to Oklahoma, like the movement to Africa at the 
same time,” was often framed as a simple “response to white racism,” recent scholarship 
reveals that black migrants were engaged in modern nation building, including vibrant 
debates, as David Chang has written, over where the nation might be “at home.”19

If, as Claude Clegg has powerfully suggested, African Americans in West African colo-
nies sometimes “gained their liberty through forfeiting the freedom, property, and lives 
of others,” so they did in Indian Territory. These African Americans could “demonstrate 
their fitness” for national inclusion, even as it functioned as a space, to some degree, out-
side of the nation. Having chosen for a debate the question of whether African Americans 
should “celebrate George Washington’s birthday,” Boley’s Union Literary Society “decided 
in the negative.” Black towns were emblematic of this pervasive tension between national 
fitness and expatriation, proximity and distance. Yet even as black southerners gravitated 
to this “pretty country” that “the Negroes own”—as the Boley town poet “Uncle Jesse” 
added, “with not a single white man here to tell us what to do”—others were forming “Af-
rica Societies” and preparing to leave for Africa. As A. G. Belton wrote in 1890 from Mis-
sissippi to the acs, “We as a people believe that Affrica is the place but to get from under 
bondage we are thinking of Oklahoma as this is our nearest place of safety.” After Okla-
homa statehood, when such migrants “picked up” yet again, this time for the Gold Coast, 
they were, in the words of the movement theologian Orishatukeh Faduma, “African Pio-
neers”: “They know what the life of pioneers means in a new country. They have counted 
the cost, and have been prepared by years of suffering and injustice, and by years of en-

19 Crossing Waters, Crossing Worlds, ed. Miles and Holland, 9. Kelley, “‘But a Local Phase of a World Problem,’” 
1045–77, esp. 1049. Crossing Waters, Crossing Worlds, ed. Miles and Holland, 10, 7. Inaugural editorial, Boley (ok) 
Progress, March 9, 1905. “Stay in the South,” ibid., Feb. 1, 1906, p. 1. Booker T. Washington, “Boley: A Negro 
Town in the West,” Outlook, Jan. 4, 1908, pp. 31, 30. Crossing Waters, Crossing Worlds, ed. Miles and Holland, 7. 
William Loren Katz, The Black West: A Documentary and Pictorial History of the African American Role in the West-
ward Expansion of the United States (New York, 1971), 249; Chang, “Where Will the Nation Be at Home?,” 98. On 
nation building, see Campbell, Middle Passages, xxi; and Moses, Afrotopia. On the coalescence of African American 
freedom movements and imperial projects at the turn of the twentieth century, see Mitchell, Righteous Propagation; 
and Gerald Horne, Black and Brown: African Americans and the Mexican Revolution, 1910–1920 (New York, 2005). 
On Oklahoma’s black towns, see Hamilton, Black Towns and Profit; Jimmie Lewis Franklin, Journey towards Hope: A 
History of Blacks in Oklahoma (Norman, 1982); Norman L. Crockett, The Black Towns (Lawrence, 1979); Hill, “All 
Negro Communities of Oklahoma,” 254–68; Bittle and Geis, Longest Way Home, 18–39; and Bonnie Lynn-Sherow, 
Red Earth: Race and Agriculture in Oklahoma Territory (Lawrence, 2004), 43, 43n6. On relations with Native Ameri-
cans as black transnationalism, see Kelley, “‘But a Local Phase of a World Problem,’” 1045–77; and Crossing Waters, 
Crossing Worlds, ed. Miles and Holland, 1–23.
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durance, to attempt what others have attempted to do in the history of the struggles of 
the human race for self development and freedom of the soul.” The haunting coalescence 
of freedom and settler imperialism in “pioneering” is thus part of the common ground 
shared by black continental and overseas emigration in the postemancipation period.20

Passing for Black: Jim Crow and the Multiracial Nadir

As much as the movement reveals the transnational dimensions of the nadir, so it re-
veals its multiracial dimensions. Encompassing the lives of freedom’s first generation, the 
story illuminates the gradual emergence of twentieth-century American biracialism. The 
construction and maintenance of the division between black and white required a great 
deal of ideological labor, especially the papering over of historical fractures—between 
enslaved and free African Americans, and among white slave owners, traders, and yeo-
man farmers—within each of these emerging communities. The emergence of white and 
black racial nationalism obscured a more complex past. As Joseph Roach has written, 
“the relentless search for the purity of origins is a voyage not of discovery but of erasure.” 
The migratory pasts of Monroe Coleman and Alexander Davis—first cousins of dispa-
rate backgrounds who together joined the Sam movement—reveal the rapid rise of racial 
nationalism among turn-of-the-century African Americans.21

Born in 1869 to a freedwoman and her former slave owner, and identified by census 
takers as “mulatto,” Coleman had migrated to Indian Territory at the turn of the twen-
tieth century, drawn by the recent growth of black towns and settlements. Having been 
kept on to run the farm on behalf of the widow of his mother’s owner, Coleman appears 
to have been favored within the planter family, at least for a time. As he grew into adult-
hood and Reconstruction came to a halt, however, and as political and economic op-
portunities for freedpeople quickly evaporated, Monroe left the Coleman plantation to 
make his own way in a post-Reconstruction world. In the face of political and economic 
exclusion, and widespread racial violence and harassment, many advantages previously as-
cribed to “mulatto” men and women, including the children of former slave owners, also 
disappeared. Still, financial support sometimes accompanied those who quietly moved 
away from their white fathers during this tumultuous period.22 

20 Claude A. Clegg III, The Price of Liberty: African Americans and the Making of Liberia (Chapel Hill, 2004), 
162. Crossing Waters, Crossing Worlds, ed. Miles and Holland, 7. “Literary Society,” Boley (ok) Progress, March 9, 
1915, p. 4. “Boley Recalled in Song,” ibid., Oct. 16, 1905, p. 3, quoted in Katz, Black West, 230–31. A. G. Bel-
ton to William Coppinger, July 22, 1891, (reel 152), box I: A295, series I: Incoming Correspondence 1819–1917,  
Records of the American Colonization Society, quoted in Redkey, Black Exodus, 9. Orishatukeh Faduma, “What the 
African Movement Stands For,” African Mail (Liverpool), Sept. 25, 1914, pp. 521–22; Deutsch, “Being American 
in Boley, Oklahoma,” 97–122; William E. Bittle and Gilbert L. Geis, “Racial Self-Fulfillment and the Rise of an 
All-Negro Community in Oklahoma,” Phylon, 18 (no. 3, 1957), 247–60.

21 Joseph Roach, Cities of the Dead: Circum-Atlantic Performance (New York, 1996), 6.
22 Martin Ruef and Ben Fletcher, “Legacies of American Slavery: Status Attainment among Southern Blacks after 

Emancipation,” Social Forces, 82 (Dec. 2003), 445–80. On the postemancipation construction of race, see Barbara 
J. Fields, “Ideology and Race in American History,” in Region, Race, and Reconstruction: Essays in Honor of C. Vann 
Woodward, ed. J. Morgan Kousser and James M. McPherson (New York, 1982), 143–77; Joel Williamson, New 
People: Miscegenation and Mulattoes in the United States (New York, 1980);  Guterl, Color of Race in America; Mitch-
ell, Righteous Propagation; Kevin K. Gaines, Uplifting the Race: Black Leadership, Politics, and Culture in the Twenti-
eth Century (Chapel Hill, 1996); Martha Hodes, “Fractions and Fictions in the United States Census of 1890,” in 
Haunted by Empire: Geographies of Intimacy in North American History, ed. Ann Laura Stoler (Durham, N.C., 2006), 
240–70; David Levering Lewis, W. E. B. Du Bois, 1868–1919: Biography of a Race (New York, 1993); and Gross, 
What Blood Won’t Tell, 140–77. For Monroe Coleman’s biography, see Marzetta Brown Wesley and Odevia Brown 
Field interview by Kendra T. Field, Nov. 22, 2005, typescript (in Field’s possession). 
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Around 1904, responding to contemporary popular literature of Indian Territory as a 
“Paradise” and “a free country,” Coleman and his large family “came by train,” his grand-
children repeatedly boast (hinting at their grandfather’s relative status or connection to 
wealth). Perhaps Coleman had heard about economic opportunities in the Creek nation, 
such as the Abe Lincoln Trading Company, led by “all Negro men of fair business abil-
ity . . . and new settlers in the Creek Nation.” Most important, in the wake of Indian 
allotment, Coleman would have heard it was a place where one could easily get “a free 
home”—that is, land. Certainly, the search for “free” land motivated many white and 
black migrants alike; in the case of black and “mulatto” migrants of some means, such as 
Coleman, it was also the search for inalienable land, which would not be threatened by 
growing racial animus. Upon arrival, Coleman purchased a plot from the ten-year-old 
Creek freedman Washington “Wash” Bruner, an increasingly common practice following 
federal allotment of Indian lands. Coleman and his family named their settlement Man-
tee, after their home community in Mississippi, and applied to the federal government 
for a post office. These are the oft-told stories of the “all-black” towns and prideful black 
community formation. A closer look reveals that this moment was undergirded, in Indian 
Territory, by the Americanization of transnational space, the disconcerting confluence of 
racism and settler imperialism, and intensive masculine pride.23

Participation in American expansionist policies and the settlement and cultivation of 
Indian land would not have been entirely new to Coleman and his fellow African Ameri-
can migrants. Indeed, Coleman learned and inherited his ambitions, ideals, and knowl-
edge as the son of an enslaved mother but also as the son of a slave-owning father. Two 
generations before his birth, many of Monroe’s white antecedents had expressed a kindred 
desire to escape settled American society for the “Old Southwest” of Alabama and Mis-
sissippi. As Alexis de Tocqueville noted in 1835, “They have been told that fortune is to 
be found somewhere toward the west, and they hasten to seek it.” To secure their fortune, 
they forcibly removed nearly one million enslaved men and women, including Monroe’s 
mother, from the seaboard to the southern interior; these men and women did the mas-
sive work of clearing the land and preparing it for cotton planting. From the start, the 
white planters who settled the region were, in one historian’s words, “pioneers who owned 
other pioneers.”24 

Thus, while most enslaved men and women were considered property for the dura-
tion of their lives, they nonetheless inherited a complex relationship to American nation-
al expansion. By the time Coleman and his peers arrived in Indian Territory in the late 
nineteenth century—as categories of “black” and “white” replaced “slave” and “free”—
“mulatto” settlers such as Coleman folded themselves into a longer tradition of thriving 
“mixed-blood” entrepreneurs within the Indian nations, sometimes passing for Indian or 
white (as Coleman may have done when selling his vegetables in town); they were later 

23 Daily Ardmoreite (ok), Nov. 14, 1902, p. 1; Mrs. Mary Brown Williamson interview by Louise S. Barnes, 
Jan. 13, 1938, p. 549, interview 9718, Indian-Pioneer Papers Collection; Wesley and Field interview. “Abe Lincoln 
Trading Company,” Lincoln (ok) Tribune, Sept. 17, 1904, p. 1. “Statehood and Free Homes,” Daily Ardmoreite (ok), 
Sept. 8, 1899, p. 1. On the role of railroads in settlement patterns, see Hamilton, Black Towns and Profit; and Carter, 
Dawes Commission and the Allotment of the Five Civilized Tribes. 

24 On southern expansion, see Adam Rothman, Slave Country: American Expansion and the Origins of the Deep 
South (Cambridge, Mass., 2005); James David Miller, South by Southwest: Planter Emigration and Identity in the 
Slave South (Charlottesville, 2002); Joan E. Cashin, A Family Venture: Men and Women on the Southern Frontier 
(New York, 1991); and Ira Berlin, Generations of Captivity: A History of African-American Slaves (Cambridge, Mass., 
2003). Alexis De Tocqueville, Democracy in America, ed. J. P. Mayer, trans. George Lawrence (1835; New York, 
1969), 281. Miller, South by Southwest, 6. 
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memorialized by descendants while other migrants struggled financially until the end. 
Ultimately, however, the (African)Americanization of transnational space—like most na-
tionalisms—obscured critical fractures within African American communities, including 
those that had historically separated Coleman from his cousin Alexander Davis.25 

Before heading to Indian Territory, Coleman had stopped first in the Mississippi delta, 
following Elic Davis. Raised by the Colemans, Davis had moved his family to a farm 
near the “all-black” town of Mound Bayou, and then moved on, with Coleman, to the 
newly founded state of Oklahoma. Davis’s life experiences, however, were hardly identi-
cal to Coleman’s, and the Davis family was apparently aware of the distinction. Lomie 
Davis recalled her Coleman cousins: “Some of my relatives . . . in Mississippi . . . oh they 
were very wealthy. They didn’t pay attention to the rest of us. I don’t know how they got 
that way, but they was. . . . They seem to have gotten up in the world.” As a child, without 
the benefit of a white planter father—a critical factor in Coleman’s early life—Elic Davis 
was “sold” (most likely, apprenticed) after general emancipation (as was his neighbor 
Della Watkins, who would one day become his wife). Later, as a young man, while the 
Coleman boys were educated, Davis—living in the same home—worked, and, come 
nightfall, he would study his cousins’ schoolbooks.26

Whereas Coleman’s narrative of his migration to Indian Territory was celebratory, Elic 
Davis’s centered on fear and persecution in the delta. Davis’s family, which included Del-
la and their eight young children, would spend five or six harsh years sharecropping in 
the delta before moving on to Indian Territory. Along the Sunflower River, near the “all-
black” town of Mound Bayou, Lomie Davis recalled in painstaking detail, how exploit-
ative the cotton business was for her family: “One time my father was on a farm. We 
made fourteen bales of cotton . . . and so my father said, ‘I guess we’ll go sell the cotton.’ 
And so this man says, ‘No. I sells the cotton.’ And he took all the cotton and sold it.” Af-
ter that, Lomie recalled, “my father, he would maybe come home and he’d make us some 
mush out of cornmeal. . . . And that’s all we could have to eat . . . . I remember well we 
had nothing but (cornmeal).” According to her nephew, “It was time to move on.”27

Just as Oklahoma entered the United States in the fall of 1907, the Davis family headed 
to the new state. With little property to its name, the family rented a one-room house with 
a kitchen in an attached tent. Elic and his family had been in Oklahoma for only six years 
when they moved to the tent city in Weleetka in 1913, readying themselves to leave the 
United States for Africa—from one “South Gold Coast” to another. But what years they 
were. In the months after Oklahoma’s statehood, Jim Crow laws were passed and policies 
were adopted to restrict African Americans from assembling and to impose segregation 
in housing, schools, and railroad cars; African Americans were effectively prohibited, by 
white supremacist policies and the constant threat of racial violence, from participating in 
state and local politics. Later that year, on Christmas Eve, James Garden was the victim 
of Oklahoma’s first African American lynching, and dozens followed over the next eight 

25 Marzetta Brown Wesley and Odevia Brown Field described their grandfather Monroe Coleman and his neigh-
bor Thomas Jefferson Brown as “very fair” and capable of “passing” in Indian Territory and early Oklahoma, if not 
for white, then for “mixed Indian,” or “creole.” Wesley and Field interview. 

26 Reed conversation, 7, appendix A.
27 On Mound Bayou, see Hamilton, Black Towns and Profit; and Janet Sharp Hermann, The Pursuit of a Dream 

(Oxford, Eng., 1999). Reed conversation, 9, appendix A-3, appendix A-4. Emphasis in original. 

 at T
ufts U

niversity on D
ecem

ber 16, 2015
http://jah.oxfordjournals.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://jah.oxfordjournals.org/


708 The Journal of American History December 2015

years; ironically, a decade earlier, in response to lynchings in Memphis, Ida Wells had 
urged her readers to “save our money” and head to Oklahoma, launching “the nation’s first 
antilynching movement.” At the same time, white Oklahomans began to limit African 
American access to land. In 1911, white farmers of Okfuskee County signed oaths pledg-
ing to “never rent, lease, or sell land in Okfuskee County to any person of Negro blood, 
or agent of theirs; unless the land be located more than one mile from a white or Indian 
resident.” That same year a mob of white Oklahomans had lynched a thirty-three-year-
old woman, Laura Nelson, and her fourteen-year-old son, L. D. Mother and son were 
hanged together over a bridge while a large crowd of men, women, and children watched. 
Her “suckling babe” was left lying on the bridge until a neighbor picked her up. Perhaps 
not surprisingly, this bridge was just a few miles from the land that would soon become 
known as “South Gold Coast.” This was a far cry from the idea of Oklahoma as an “all-
black state” for freedpeople—a proposition that Kansas state auditor Edwin McCabe had 
brought to President Benjamin Harrison for consideration just two decades prior.28 

Moreover, hundreds of African Americans who had been former slaves of the Indian 
nations (and thus granted land allotments) or who had married into their families after 
emancipation, lost their landholdings, many of them oil-rich, in the years after statehood. 
As one Oklahoman commented to the Professional World, “Practically all the rich oil fields 
in this State were originally the property of Negroes. When the restrictions preventing the 
sale of freedmen’s lands were removed by Congress in 1908, it was the signal for wholesale 
robbery of these freed men’s lands.” The loss of land and economic opportunities was ac-
companied by political exclusion; in 1910 the grandfather clause disfranchised the major-
ity of African Americans in Oklahoma.29

Although he was not a landowner, Lomie Davis’s father was a political man. In the 
1911 lead-up to the election of Oklahoma governor Lee Cruce (and in the wake of the 
1910 grandfather clause), she recalled, her father was not allowed to attend local political 
meetings. Instead, Elic Davis “went to the meeting place and stooped beneath a window 
to listen. He heard someone say: ‘We’ll have to keep them Negroes down.’” Consequent-
ly, Elic retreated from his efforts “in getting blacks to go vote” and instead “turned more 
seriously to a new way.” During this time, descendants recall, this former sharecropper 
and country preacher traveled to Chicago, and possibly to Jamaica, in search of some-
where to move his family. In Lomie Davis’s words, her father would “just pick up.” “Lots 
of times, if there was some kind of business among the black people, something of im-
portance, something to help them, they would always send him. He’d go to Chicago. He 
. . . went to Africa. . . . He would just pick up.”30

28 On Alexander “Elic” Davis’s migration, see Reed conversation, appendix A-4; and Painter, Exodusters, 7. 
Crockett, Black Towns, 171; and Owens, Clearview, 23. Bittle and Geis, Longest Way Home, 6. Ida B. Wells, Crusade 
for Justice: The Autobiography of Ida B. Wells, ed. Alfreda M. Duster (Chicago, 1970), 52, quoted in Paula Giddings, 
Ida: A Sword among Lions—Ida B. Wells and the Campaign against Lynching (New York, 2008), 189. Okemah (ok) 
Ledger, Aug. 31, 1911, quoted in Crockett, Black Towns, 167. Muskogee (ok) Cimeter, quoted in “Crime,” Crisis, July 
1911, p. 100. On racial violence and disfranchisement after Oklahoma statehood, see Chang, Color of the Land; 
Saunt, Black, White, and Indian; Melissa Stuckey, “All Men Up: Race, Rights, and Power in the All-Black Town 
of Boley, Oklahoma, 1903–1939” (Ph.D. diss., Yale University, 2009); “Lynching in New State,” New York Times, 
Dec. 25, 1907, p. 1; “Give Roosevelt No Chance,” ibid., Jan. 2, 1907, p. 1; “Oklahoma Negro Issue Put up to Roo-
sevelt,” ibid., Feb. 2, 1907, p. 4; “Grandfather’s Clause,” ibid., Oct. 27, 1910; “Grandfather’s Clause,” ibid., May 
26, 1911; and Columbia (mo) Professional World, excerpted in “Robbery,” Crisis, Feb. 1914, p. 175. On the meeting 
between Edwin McCabe and Benjamin Harrison, see Barnes, Journey of Hope, 85–86.

29 “Robbery,” 175.
30 Reed conversation, 13, appendix A-5.
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In this willingness to “pick up,” Elic was not alone. More than one hundred thousand 
African Americans—most from the newly “redeemed” southern states—had migrated 
to Indian Territory and Oklahoma between 1890 and 1910, only to witness the rapid 
construction of a racial regime proudly modeled after the Jim Crow South. Mary Evans 
wrote to the acs that “we have no home in Mississippi and we ain’t got no home in In-
dian T[erritory].” Displaced and disillusioned, the family groups and whole communities 
that migrated to Indian Territory between the 1880s and 1910 were soon searching again 
for a new destination. Several hundred black Oklahomans migrated in family groups to 
the Canadian plains of Alberta and Saskatchewan in the few years immediately following 
statehood; a few headed south for Mexico. Some doubled down on the “all-black” towns 
and settlements, and many began to revive older dreams of Africa. The emigrationist 
Bishop Henry McNeal Turner found a “ripe audience” in Oklahoma, scholars have sug-
gested. Some soon sold their land for a lump sum, camped near railroad stations and “be-
gan a vigil” for the trains to New York City and the ships to Africa.31

31 Mary J. Evans to Coppinger, Dec. 31, 1891 (reel 152), box I: A295, Series I: Incoming Correspondence, 
1819–1917, Records of the American Colonization Society. On migration to Canada, see R. Bruce Shepard, 
“The Origins of the Oklahoma Black Migration to the Canadian Plains,” Canadian Journal of History, 23 (April 
1988), 1–23; Stewart Grow, “The Blacks of Amber Valley: Negro Pioneering in Northern Alberta,” Canadian 
Ethnic Studies, 6 (nos. 1–2, 1974), 17–38; R. Bruce Shepard, “Diplomatic Racism: The Canadian Government 
and Black Migration from Oklahoma, 1905–1912,” Great Plains Quarterly, 3 (Winter 1983), 5–16; and R. Bruce 
Shepard, “Plain Racism: The Reaction against Oklahoma Black Immigration to the Canadian Plains,” Prairie Fo-
rum, 10 (Fall 1985), 365–82. On African Americans in Mexico, see Horne, Black and Brown; Sarah E. Cornell, 
“Americans in the U.S. South and Mexico: A Transnational History of Race, Slavery, and Freedom, 1810–1910” 

Circulated as a postcard, this photo shows the aftermath of the lynching of Laura Nelson and 
her son L. D. Nelson on May 25, 1911, on a railroad bridge over the Canadian River in Okla-
homa. Two years later, just a few miles from this location, Alfred Charles Sam and his group of 
Oklahoma migrants would establish a “tent city” called “South Gold Coast” in preparation for 
the back-to-Africa movement. Reprinted from James Allen and Jon Lewis, Without Sanctuary: 
Lynching Photography in America (Twin Palms, 2000), 91.
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Thus, when Chief Sam arrived in Oklahoma in the summer of 1913, inviting black 
farmers across the countryside to “become pioneers” and “cross the Atlantic,” Elic Davis 
and thousands of others heeded the call. As he listened to Sam speak at Weleetka First 
Baptist Church on that fall evening, Davis probably appreciated that Sam spoke “in plain 
language” and “without any modifiers”; a reporter for the movement called him “Christ-
like . . . plainly dressed, kind and humble.” Perhaps Davis thought back to that first meet-
ing in May and recalled that Sam did not go directly to the black doctors, teachers, and 
financiers of Tulsa (of the famed black Wall Street), nor to the professionals of Boley and 
other towns, but instead walked those “nine miles through the country” to their little 
farming settlement.32

Reporting on the influx of local refugees to the “tent city” and their devotion to the 
new movement, a Wewoka and Lima (ok) Courier reporter wrote that Sam “has a power 
of collecting more colored people into one unit than we have ever witnessed of any flock 
leader.” Another (perhaps the same) reporter encouraged followers to “lay aside factions”: 

No need for us to carry church divisions, social strifes into the land of Africa in the 
hope of God blessing us for he will not. . . . We as a race may often feel as individuals 
among our race, friendless, down trodden, an object of scorn and hate. But the only 
remedy to this is to stand pat for what you know is right regardless who it affects so 
long as you are under the guidance of God.33

Color—ambiguously linked to questions of parentage, class, and proximity to slav-
ery—was central to these divisions in Oklahoma. Bind together “every hue and color,” 
the Wewoka and Lima (ok) Courier urged, allowing “only principle” to be the basis “upon 
which one is received or rejected.” By contrast, two years prior, in Mississippi, the freed-
man Anderson Palmer had written to the acs asking for information about “home seekers 
fare” to Africa, declaring, “I am home bound. . . . The yellow and the mixed negros don’t 
belong to me as a people. I am one of the tribs of Hebrews and now I am asking for healp 
and aide carry my mother and my self back home.” Indeed, many back-to-Africa move-
ments of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had been shaped, if not divid-
ed, by color and class. Part of what drew Sam’s followers “into one unit” was the construc-
tion of a new racial hierarchy in Oklahoma. In the end, an emigration movement that 
began, in part, in the spirit of national expansion ended as a powerful experience of ra-
cialized land loss and disfranchisement—for black, “mulatto,” and black Indian residents. 
The turn-of-the-century emergence of a global color line—experienced, for instance, in a 
vast wave of racialized land loss and disfranchisement, and consolidated, for instance, by 
the elimination of the category “mulatto” from the federal census after 1920—encour-
aged both Coleman and Davis to become “fastened in the colored group.”34

(Ph.D. diss., New York University, 2008); Arnold Shankman, “The Image of Mexico and the Mexican-American 
in the Black Press, 1890–1935,” Journal of Ethnic Studies, 3 (Summer 1975), 43–56; and Rosalie Schwartz, Across 
the Rio to Freedom: U.S. Negroes in Mexico (El Paso, 1975). George H. Junne Jr., ed., Blacks in the American West 
and Beyond—America, Canada, and Mexico: A Selectively Annotated Bibliography (Westport, 2000). Katz, Black 
West, 252.

32 Faduma, “What the African Movement Stands For,” 3. On Elic Davis as Christlike, see M. A. Sorrel, [Boley, 
Okla.?] African Pioneer, quoted in “Forty Negroes Off for Africa with Sam,” 9. Faduma, “African Movement,” 73.

33 “Ship of African Pioneers Has Not Sailed,” 1. Emphasis added.
34 Wewoka and Lima (ok) Courier, Jan. 30, 1914, p. 1. Anderson Palmer to Wilson, March 12, 1911 (micro-

film: reel 226), box II: 36, series II: Outgoing Correspondence 1839–1912, Records of the American Coloniza-
tion Society. “EDUCATIONAL.,” 1. Toomer, “Book X” (final draft), quoted in Guterl, Color of Race in America, 
158. 
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“There is no steamship . . . owned by Negroes”: Unthinkable Movement at the 
Nadir

As the migrants in tents at South Gold Coast persevered through several months of 
freezing temperatures and an outbreak of smallpox during the winter of 1914, Booker T. 
Washington received a letter from a man named Tom Johnson. Writing from the town of 
Margaret, Alabama, about one hundred miles from Tuskegee, Johnson told Washington 
that he had read in the paper that “yo and Mr chief-Sam” were “caring the colord Peoples 
to Aferica, to ther own homes.” Johnson noted, “if it is true I wants to go my Self an four 
other familys. we or wating for an ancer from yo an then we or ready to go as soon as we 
get a ancer from yo.” Upon closing, Johnson added, “Please ancer at once. we will meet 
yo at any Place that yo say for us to meet yo.”35 

At the time that he received this letter, the fifty-seven-year-old Washington kept a busy 
schedule of speaking, fund raising, and various activities at Tuskegee Institute. Still the 
reigning African American voice at the turn of the twentieth century, Washington kept 
close watch over a variety of African American movements taking root across the United 
States. One of these was the Chief Sam movement that Johnson referenced in his letter. 
Yet Johnson was sorely mistaken about Washington’s involvement in Sam’s back-to-Africa 
plan. Instead, Washington had “employed an agent to spy upon and try to frustrate Chief 
Sam.” Not surprisingly, when Washington responded to Johnson a few weeks later, he be-
gan, “I write to say that I have no connection, whatever, with the scheme of ‘Chief Sam’ 
to carry a colony of Negroes from the South to Africa. Personally, I am not in favor of 
such a movement, for the reason that there are better opportunities offered to Negroes in 
this country than in any other country in the world; and my advice has always been that 
they remain in this country, and, as far as possible, in the South.”36

During the same month, W. E. B. Du Bois spoke out publicly against the movement. 
In the February 1914 issue of the Crisis, the esteemed editor wrote, “The Oklahoma 
movement for migration to Africa is a poorly conceived idea and we warn our readers 
against it. Migration to-day is a serious matter and should be planned and financed on 
a large scale. It is foolish for individuals with small sums of money and no knowledge of 
the country to go to Africa. . . . Let the migration idea stop at present. Fight out the battle 
in Oklahoma and protect the masses against the charlatan who is stealing their money.” 
In closing, Du Bois added, “There is no steamship in New York building for the African 
trade and owned by Negroes, and the alleged African chief traveling in Oklahoma is noth-
ing but a common cheat who belongs in jail.”37

Certainly Du Bois had reason to doubt. At first glance, the migrants living at South 
Gold Coast in the winter of 1913–1914 would have resembled those hundreds of Afri-
can Americans who had left Indian Territory and nearby Arkansas throughout the 1890s 
with dreams of an African return, only to find themselves stranded in rail cars and on 
the streets of New York City. Throughout the decade, according to the historian James 
Campbell, numerous “charlatans and confidence men” busily exploited the “frustration, 
despair, and desperate need” in the South under the auspices of African emigration. One 

35 On South Gold Coast, see Owens, Clearview, 23. Tom Johnson to Booker T. Washington, Feb. 27, 1914, in 
Booker T. Washington Papers, ed. Louis R. Harlan and Raymond W. Smock, vol. XII: 1912–1914 (Urbana, 1982), 
453. 

36 Booker T. Washington Papers, ed. Harlan and Smock, XII, xviii, 468.
37 W. E. B. Du Bois, “Migration,” Crisis, Feb. 1914, p. 190. 
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man claiming to be “Doctor Edward W. Blyden,” the renowned pan-Africanist, was in 
Arkansas collecting one dollar from each would-be emigrant during the summer of 1890. 
At the time, “the real Blyden was in Africa,” and the man in Arkansas was exposed as an 
imposter.38 

Yet Sam was not, in the end, one more “swindler” in this succession of emigration lead-
ers. In spite of rampant claims of fraudulence—including a steady stream from ministers, 
officials, and professionals of Boley who had a vested interest in people staying put—the 
U.S. and British governments were ultimately unable to find fault in his handling of 
the movement. Sam could frequently be heard discouraging followers from selling their 
homes or rushing to the camps until a second Atlantic passage was secured. Notwith-
standing their refusal to wait, Sam’s followers shared with him a genuine vision for the 
future; they lived together—on and off the ship—for more than a year, weathering the 
attacks of the press, a harsh winter, and dwindling resources. As the movement’s agent 
commented in the New York Sun, “If a 318-foot steamship, formerly the Curityba of the 
Munson Line, can be regarded as an earnest of Chief Sam’s intent to take American ne-
groes to the gold coast of Africa, give them lots of land to farm and win huge profits for 
them by shipping their produce to the markets of the world, it may be said that the proj-
ect is well under way.” Two leaders had “a personal interview” with the governor of Okla-
homa, explaining the movement’s “raison d’etre.” As the Okfuskee County attorney wrote 
to Oklahoma governor Cruce, “If this is a swindle, it is open and above board, and there 
is nothing secret about it.”39 

This is not to say that the Sam movement was without liabilities. The popular story of 
a charismatic charlatan papered over the near-perfect storm of structural barriers that the 
movement faced at every step. In addition to the material constraints of a grassroots move-
ment of rural southerners—many former slaves—at the height of Jim Crow, the move-
ment faced a series of governmental roadblocks extending from the Boley courthouse and 
the Oklahoma statehouse to the U.S. State Department and the offices of numerous Brit-
ish officials in London and the Gold Coast. So while some of the “delegates” who made it 
to the Gold Coast later blamed Sam for the governmental persecution, mounting debts, 
dwindling supplies, hunger, and illness they faced, there is little evidence that most felt 
duped by the individual. “Among the forty now quartered on the Curityba in Erie Basin 
are old mammies, who have sold their all out in the West that they may buy stock in Sam’s 
enterprise. There are negroes above the average in intelligence, who tell you they are engi-
neers, ‘professors’ or editors of negro publications, who also have sunk their savings in the 
scheme. And for many weeks their faith in Sam remained unshaken.” After a conversation 
with the migrant W. H. Lewis about the availability of land, the New York Sun reported, 
“The Oklahoma negroes . . . have been led to believe that the difficulty of getting land for 
colonization was overcome because Sam(’s) . . . tribe of Akim would adopt them as broth-
ers and give them wide areas of land to build on and till as their own.” Another migrant 
urged caution: “Remember, some of us who shall embark for Gold Coast, will never put 
foot on American soil any more; then how careful ought we to be in this final step which 

38 On African emigration “schemes” in the late nineteenth century, see Redkey, Black Exodus; Barnes, Journey of 
Hope; and Campbell, Middle Passages. Ibid., 124. [W. W. Meingault] to Coppinger, July 12, July 13, Aug. 13, 1891 
(reel 152), box I: A295, Series I: Incoming Correspondence, 1819–1917, Records of the American Colonization 
Society. 

39 “Forty Negroes Off for Africa with Sam,” 9. “African Movement,” 82. Tom Hazelwood to Lee Cruce, Dec. 
1913, folder 11, box 2, General Correspondence (193), Governor Lee Cruce Papers, rg 8-B-1 (Oklahoma State 
Archives, Oklahoma City). 
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may be marked its last time by death’s signal.” In fact, upon their arrival in Saltpond, the 
migrants were welcomed by town leadership. Their resettlement plans were delayed, how-
ever, by colonial bureaucracy, land disputes, and dwindling resources. When interviewed 
in the 1970s, Nana Kurantsi III, chief of Saltpond at the time of the migrants’ arrival, cit-
ed food distribution, governmental taxes, and lodging among the challenges they faced. A 
great number died of influenza or malaria, while others scattered to cities along the coast, 
including Anomabo, Cape Coast, Accra, and Sekondi; some started and engaged in the 
production of tobacco, gunpowder, gin, and cocoa; some migrated to Liberia and Sierra 
Leone. Some who were forced to return to the United States nevertheless continued to 
believe in the idea of the “African movement.”40 

The movement was “unified” across religious denominations, color, and class; it includ-
ed “well-known financiers” such as Coleman, and country preachers such as Davis. It in-
cluded former slaves and the children of slave owners. The rhetoric of “racial destiny,” or, as 
Michele Mitchell has written, “incipient forms of black nationalist thought” helped paper 
over a more complex past. The emergence of twentieth-century biracialism eclipsed the 
category of “mulatto” in the U.S. census after 1910; from this point on, “one could only 
choose between the calcifying borders of whiteness and blackness.” Thus, by 1920, David 
Levering Lewis has noted, “almost half a million of the mulattoes counted in the 1910 cen-
sus had ‘passed’ over into the white race during the intervening decade.” Others had left the 
country altogether, as in the case of Coleman, who mobilized his material and cultural rela-
tionship to whiteness and American expansion in the name of African American freedom.41

So it was that in February 1914, instead of stumbling onto hordes of “desperate” mi-
grants stranded in railway cars in Jersey City, New Jersey, or wandering a pier on the 
East River, reporters came upon a group of forty “delegates,” many of them professional 
men, on a steamship “owned by Negroes” and headed for Africa, at the height of Jim 
Crow. Both Coleman and “Rev. A. Davis” were on board the ship in Red Hook, Brook-
lyn, while it underwent repairs. When they returned to their families in the Galveston 
camp, perhaps Davis and Coleman tried to explain to their children what was happen-
ing, where they were going, and how far they had come. Five months later, on a rainy 
Thursday afternoon in July, days before departure, hundreds had paid the twenty-five-
cent admission fee to board the Curityba, the steamship “owned by Negroes.” Having 
waited for months, the Galveston Daily News reported, men and women “lined the dock 
and crowded aboard, all in their Sunday best.” They “shook hands with each other and 
laughed and shouted and cried . . . sat in the deck chairs and touched the ship’s brasses 
lovingly. ‘Our ship,’ they called the Liberia.” On this day, Elic Davis spoke once more 
to the movement. As he looked out over the faces of Sam’s followers—and hundreds of 
others who had taken the train from Houston and beyond to get a glimpse of the famed 

40 “Chief Sam in Consul’s Trap,” New York Sun, Feb. 26, 1914. Mrs. W. H. Lewis, whose husband died from 
scurvy en route, maintained that “the promised reception in Africa had not been arranged.” Ghanaian testimonies 
of first-hand witnesses, however, speak to a generous welcome in which local residents contributed supplies and 
helped support American migrants in the initial months. New sources suggest that the Sam movement appears to 
have enjoyed several afterlives in the form of pan-African activity in the United States, the Gold Coast, and Liberia. 
See “Breakers Ahead for African Colonists,” ibid., Feb. 14, 1914, p. 4. “African Delegation Will Meet,” Wewoka 
and Lima (ok) Courier, Nov. 28, 1913, back page. Nana Kurantsi III, Chief of Saltpond, interview by James An-
quandah, 1977, transcript and notes (in James Anquandah’s possession). For reports on departure, arrival, and the 
movement, see “At Last!”; “African Movement,” 82; “Forty Negroes Off for Africa with Sam”; and Faduma, “African 
Movement,” 73. “British Warning for ‘Chief Sam,’” New York Times, Feb. 26, 1914, p. 7.

41 “At Last!” Mitchell, Righteous Propagation, 19. Guterl, Color of Race in America, 166. Lewis, W. E. B. Du Bois, 
1868–1919, 99. 
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ship—Davis “spoke of the beginning of the movement.” Throughout the speech, “at 
short intervals,” Davis “paused and sang a snatch of song, the audience joining in the 
chorus.” For nine months, Davis had lived, eaten, slept, and worked alongside these 
men, women, and children, organizing Sam’s “disciples” in Galveston. Even so, when 
the Liberia set sail a few weeks later, Davis was not among them. The scouting party of 
“delegates” included Coleman, but Davis and his wife, Della, were made to stay behind, 
with promises of a “next trip.”42 

Elic and Della were still waiting in Galveston the following July 1915, when headlines 
of “Sam’s Bunch Starving” began pouring in through the Boley (ok) Progress and other 
black and white papers, with news that many had “passed into the Great Beyond” and 
that all “are broke.” By this time, at least five of the migrants were reported dead, and 
many others ill, as a wave of influenza swept through the Gold Coast. A few weeks later, 
a powerful hurricane hit Galveston. Winds of 120 miles per hour and a storm surge of 
up to sixteen feet caused severe flooding, resulting in the death of several hundred peo-
ple, including Della. Several days later, her body was discovered, and she was buried in a 

42 Bittle and Geis, Longest Way Home, 2; “Forty Negroes Off for Africa with Sam”; Du Bois, “Migration,” 190. 
“British Warning for ‘Chief Sam,’” 7; Booker T. Washington Papers, ed. Harlan and Smock, XII, 437–38. “‘Back to 
Africa’ Ship Arrives with Chief Sam,” Galveston Daily News, June 19, 1914. “Chief Sam’s Ship Will Be Christened 
Saturday,” ibid., July 10, 1914. Reed conversation, 13. 

In this 1905 photograph taken at Wall Street Pier in New York City, the Curityba (on the 
left) is docked next to the sidewheeler Nantasket (on the right). Purchased for $69,000, the 
Curityba would be christened the Liberia in 1914 by participants in the African movement. 
LC-D4-10865, Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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potter’s field in Galveston. For Elic, the summer of 1915 was full of tragedy. News of the 
“failed African venture” had arrived, and his companion of thirty-two years was found 
dead in the storm’s wreckage. In the years following Della’s death and the collapse of the 
Sam movement, Elic “continued to dream of Africa,” and in 1916, remarkably, left for 
the Gold Coast. Then, aside from his daughter, who received his letter pleading for help, 
no one ever heard from him again.43 

In the last week of 1916, a “barnacle crusted vessel” was towed into Erie Basin at the 
end of an eight-hundred-foot line. “Pitted with rust” and “sticky with tropical mildew,” 
the Brooklyn Eagle reported, the Liberia returned to the same Brooklyn port, within three 
hundred feet of the place where it had first departed for Galveston nearly three years be-
fore. After “tossing many months at anchor off the African Gold Coast,” the Brooklyn 
Eagle reported, “the last chapter of the romance of an African negro’s dream of a black 
empire in Africa was closed.” This time around, “curious seafarers from all the ships at 
the Basin wandered over the Liberia’s deck tracing from what they saw the story of ‘King 
Sam’ and his voyage back to the land of black men, and they found the ship a veritable 
historical museum of the undertaking.” These visitors observed seats with “scraps of 
hymnals” and “inscribed with names of the colonists and the home towns in Oklahoma 
and Kansas which they had left behind.” Surely the place-name “Mantee” was carved on 
one of them. In the steward’s office they found “a moldy rubbed stamp, moldy statio-
nery and twenty-three keys, the whole outfit lettered imposingly, ‘Ethiopian Steamship 
Line.’”44

Indeed, the “rusty ‘ark’” made quite a spectacle in December 1916, but this was 
nothing new. From Erie Basin in the winter of 1914 to Galveston Island in July, and on 
to West Africa, the Liberia had been a sight to see. As early as January 1914, when the 
delegates first left Oklahoma to “take charge of the vessel that is said to be bought by 
the African pioneers,” newspapers had anticipated the symbolic value of the ship, espe-
cially in the American South and in the eyes of former slaves and their descendants. In 
the words of a Wewoka and Lima (ok) Courier reporter, “When it leaves New York City, 
it will touch the landing points of Norfolk and Charleston on its way down. It is said 
thousands will be at these points to get a glimpse of the ship that was bought by the 
black man; and the ship that shall traffic with the other nations of the world. . . . When 
the ship does land in the harbor of Galveston there will be thousands to gaze thereon.” 
In the fall of 1913, as African Americans proverbially “turned inward” in the Jim Crow 
South, this unthinkable movement was underway. One year later, notwithstanding the 
movement’s ultimate collapse at the outbreak of World War I, the ship “owned by Ne-
groes” had nevertheless made it “back home.” Years later, Du Bois himself revised his 
opinion of the movement, from a narrative of individual fraud to one of material con-
straints: “I beg to say just before the outbreak of the World War one of the minor chiefs 
of the English Gold Coast came to America. . . . His scheme was feasible and he was 
personally honest but he did not take into account the attitude of the British Govern-
ment. . . . His boat was kept outside the harbor on various pretenses and not allowed 

43 The Boley (ok) Progress reported based on letters received from migrants requesting support to return to the 
United States. George V. Perry, “Sam’s Bunch Starving!,” Boley (ok) Progress, July 16, 1915, p. 1; “Chief Sam’s Fol-
lowers Are Starving to Death!,” Tulsa Star, May 1, 1915, p. 1. Lomie (Davis) Reed’s interviewers noted that Della 
Davis’s lifespan paralleled that of Booker T. Washington (1856–1915). Reed conversation, 45n6, 13.

44 The Brooklyn Eagle story was reprinted in the Kansas City Sun. “The Latest from King Sam,” Kansas City (mo) 
Sun, Dec. 30, 1916, p. 4.
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to land. Finally, the World War broke out before it had landed its cargo and the whole 
scheme naturally fell through.”45 

The spectacle of such a movement at the nadir was perhaps matched only by the 
appearance of the “all-black” towns of the same period. In the 1910s, in the last years 
of his life, Booker T. Washington was enthralled by these towns. In 1912 Washington 
wrote to Isaiah Montgomery that outside of Tuskegee there was “no community in the 
world” in which he was “so deeply interested” as Mound Bayou, Mississippi, the “all-
black” town in the delta where the Davis and Coleman families had first migrated—
and he expressed similar sentiments about Boley. In 1954 the historian August Meier 

45 Ibid., 4. “Delegates Gone to New York,” 1. Mitchell, Righteous Propagation, 9. “Migration,” 190; “Chi-
cago Negroes Now Turn Eyes on Africa; Chief Sam’s Venture Makes Many Anxious to Join Colonization Trip 
‘Back Home,’” Washington Herald, Feb. 22, 1914. W. E. B. Du Bois to A. Muldavin, Sept. 23, 1931, identifier 
MUMS312-b059-i252, W. E. B. Du Bois Papers, 1803–1999, ms 312 (Special Collections and University Archives, 
University of Massachusetts Amherst Libraries, Amherst).

Reproduced here is page 2 of Alexander Davis’s passport application. In December 
1916, at age fifty-seven, Davis submitted the application in Galveston, Texas, in an-
ticipation of “visiting friends and prospecting” in Freetown, Sierre Leone. Alexander 
Davis, Dec. 1916, passport application, Certificates 40901–41400: 04 Dec 1916–08 
Dec 1916 (microfilm: reel 336), Series: Passport Applications, January 2, 1906–March 
31, 1925 (National Archives and Records Administration, Washington, D.C.).
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noted that as African Americans turned toward “ideologies of economic advancement, 
self-help, and racial solidarity” amid the rise of Jim Crow, it is in the “all-Negro com-
munities founded during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (most exten-
sively in Oklahoma) that we find this latter cluster of ideas institutionalized in its most 
radical form.” Ironically, Oklahoma’s “most radical form” of Washingtonian thought 
readied the new state to become, at the turn of the twentieth century, the primary lo-
cus of the African emigration movement that Washington decried. Moreover, Wash-
ington called attention to the common ground beneath westward and Liberia emigra-
tion movements when in 1912 he wrote, “Liberia . . . merely represented a widespread 
movement among Negroes, who had escaped slavery, to establish homes and communi-
ties of their own, not only in Africa but wherever freedom was assured them.” Not sur-
prisingly, then, although he surveilled the Sam movement, Washington could do little 
to stop it from moving beyond U.S. borders. Among those shareholders on board the 
Liberia in the weeks leading up to its Galveston departure was “One colored woman, 
who said she was a graduate of Booker T. Washington’s school at Tuskegee.” Faduma, 
who joined expecting to become the movement’s “Principal of the College of Ethio-
pia in the Gold Coast,” modeled on Tuskegee, had written a letter to Washington in 
December 1913, hoping to visit his institute “for five days’ thoro[ugh] examination 
of your methods.” In the end, perhaps Tom Johnson’s misguided assumption about 
“yo and Mr chief-Sam” was not so misguided after all. Indeed, the separatist impulse 
took many forms following the demise of Reconstruction, including both “domestic” 
town movement and “foreign” emigration; the two explicitly converged in turn-of-the- 
century Indian Territory and Oklahoma, almost predictably on the literal edge of the 
U.S. nation-state.46 

Du Bois aptly described the decades that followed general emancipation: “The slave 
went free; stood a brief moment in the sun; then moved back again toward slavery. The 
whole weight of America was thrown to color caste. . . . A new slavery arose.” Against 
this backdrop, what attracted African American migrants such as Coleman and Davis 
to Indian Territory was its image, the migrant George Coleman put it decades later, “as 
a place near the border of civilization.” In the middle of the American continent, in 
this lingering transnational space, these individuals pursued their claims to freedom via 
American expansion, American Indians, and the acquisition of Indian land. Several years 
later, facing the emerging constraints of Oklahoma statehood, federal Indian policy, and 
Jim Crow segregation, many of these migrants lost their land and the attendant mineral 
rights to white settlers and oil speculators. Landless migrants such as Davis, who moved 
and fought for political rights instead of land, lost just as much ground in the transi-
tion to statehood. In the end, economic opportunity and political rights proved equally 
elusive for African American migrants in Oklahoma. In the spirit of “racial destiny,” Af-
rican Americans of diverse backgrounds and disparate means nevertheless increasingly 

46 Washington to Isaiah T. Montgomery, Jan. 25, 1915, Booker T. Washington Papers, ed. Harlan and Smock, vol. 
XIII: 1914–1915 (Urbana, 1984), 233. August Meier, “Booker T. Washington and the Town of Mound Bayou,” 
Phylon, 15 (no. 4, 1954), 396. Booker T. Washington, “The Rural Negro Community,” Annals of the American Acad-
emy of Political and Social Science, 40 (March 1912), 81. “Negroes Eagerly Await ‘Back to Africa’ Ship,” Galveston 
Daily News, June 4, 1914, p. 1; Orishatukeh Faduma to Washington, Dec. 12, 1913, Booker T. Washington Papers, 
1853–1946 (Manuscript Division, Library of Congress), quoted in Moore, Orishatukeh Faduma, 141. Johnson to 
Washington, Feb. 27, 1914, Booker T. Washington Papers, ed. Harlan and Smock, XII, 453. On the separatist im-
pulse, see Rina L. Okonkwo, “Orishatukeh Faduma: A Man of Two Worlds,” Journal of Negro History, 68 (Winter 
1983), 27; Hahn, Nation under Our Feet, 453–54; and Redkey, Black Exodus, 73–149. 
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“fastened in the colored group,” and began to look again beyond the U.S. nation-state. 
Not incidentally, a decade following the collapse of the Sam movement, many of the 
families and communities that had sent Sam’s “delegates” to West Africa became ardent 
Garveyites, producing twenty-eight United Negro Improvement Association chapters by 
1926—ranking Oklahoma eleventh of all states.47

Challenging the notion of a static and withdrawn African American political life at the 
turn of the twentieth century, African-descended peoples led remarkably bold political 
lives in Indian Territory, and when faced with the emergence of statehood and Jim Crow 
segregation many refused to acquiesce and chose instead to emigrate. African American 
experiences in Indian Territory—exemplified by the Chief Sam movement—thus pre-
figure the emergence of Garveyism, the “New Negro” movement, and the Great Migra-
tion. Moreover, this moment informs not only the “firsts” of African American political 
life in the postemancipation era but also the “lasts” of African American experiences in 
Indian Country. For at least three centuries, Indian Country had served as a space of sol-
ace, exploitation, and opportunity for African-descended peoples. At the same time, in 
turn-of-the-century Indian Territory, Oklahoma, West Africa and across the globe, Afri-
can Americans were wittingly and unwittingly immersed in the rise of U.S. domestic and 
overseas imperialism. As the African American teacher and orator Alfred M. Green had 
prophesied four decades earlier, amid the Civil War: “There is no such thing as stand still 
in this nineteenth century; you must progress backwards or forwards; the world is rush-
ing on; he or they who will not move with her, must be crushed by her onward march.”48 

47 Du Bois, Black Reconstruction, 30. “Interview with George M. Coleman,” April 13, 1938, pp. 271–74, in-
terview 10449, vol. 19, Indian-Pioneer Papers. Toomer, “Book X” (final draft), quoted in Guterl, Color of Race in 
America, 158. On the emergence of racial destiny, see Mitchell, Righteous Propagation. On the United Negro Im-
provement Association (unia) in Okmulgee, see The Marcus Garvey and United Negro Improvement Association Pa-
pers, American Series, ed. Robert A. Hill, Emory J. Tolbert, and Deborah Forczek, vol. III: September 1920–August 
1921 (Berkeley, 1984), 470nn1–2; “Okmulgee U.N.I.A. Holds Monster Meeting,” Negro World, March 19, 1921; 
Marcus Garvey and United Negro Improvement Association Papers, ed. Hill, Tolbert, and Forczek, III, 470. For the 
suggestion of a link between nineteenth-century emigration and Garveyism in the rural South, see Hahn, Nation 
under Our Feet, 468–74; and Mary G. Robinson, Grassroots Garveyism: The Universal Negro Improvement Association 
in the Rural South, 1920–1927 (Chapel Hill, 2007). On Weleetka and the unia, see The Marcus Garvey and United 
Negro Improvement Association Papers, American Series, ed. Robert A. Hill, Tevvy Ball, Erika A. Blum, et al., vol. 9: 
Africa for the Africans, June 1921–December 1922 (Berkeley, 1995), 316n1. 

48 Alfred M. Green, Letters and Discussion on the Formation of Colored Regiments, and the Duty of the Colored 
People in Regard to the Great Slaveholders’ Rebellion, in the United States of America (1862; Philadelphia, 1969).
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