Doc. 7 An African American Community in Oklahoma
Booker T. Washington, the head of the African American Tuskegee Institute in Alabama,
visited Oklahoma shortly before it became a state in 1907. There he saw firsthand the
racial and ethnic diversity of the former Indian Territory. In this essay he describes his
impressions of Oklahoma, its inhabitants, and the all-black colony of Boley. Washington
briefly discusses the history of African American migration to the West and writes of the
ways in which the young state’s Indian, African American, and white populations treat
one another. Boley, a growing colony of several thousand people, was of particular
interest to the famed educator. Though Washington refers to the colony as a town, the
U.S. Census Bureau, with an urbanization scale of 2,500 people, would have considered
Boley - and any other western community of its size – a city.
Booker T. Washington, "Boley, A Negro Town in the West, 1908" Outlook (4
January 1908): 28–31.
Boley, Indian Territory, is the youngest, the most enterprising, and in many ways
the most interesting of the negro towns in the United States. A rude, bustling, Western
town, it is a characteristic product of the negro immigration from the South and Middle
West into the new lands of what is now the State of Oklahoma.
The large proportions of the northward and westward movement of the negro
population recall the Kansas Exodus of thirty years ago, when within a few months more
than forty thousand helpless and destitute negroes from the country districts of Arkansas
and Mississippi poured into eastern Kansas in Search of "better homes, larger
opportunities, and kindlier treatment."
It is a striking evidence of the progress made in thirty years that the present
northward and westward movement of the negro people has brought into these new lands,
not a helpless and ignorant horde of black people, but land-seekers and home-builders,
men who have come prepared to build up the country. In the thirty years since the Kansas
Exodus the Southern negroes have learned to build schools, to establish banks and
conduct newspapers. They have recovered something of the knack for trade that their
foreparents in Africa were famous for. They have learned through their churches and
their secret orders the art of corporate and united action. This experience has enabled
them to set up and maintain in a raw Western community numbering 2,500, an orderly
and self-respecting government.
In the fall of 1905 I spent a week in the Territories of Oklahoma and Indian
Territory(1). During the course of my visit I had an opportunity for the first time to see
the three races - the Negro, the Indian, and the white man - living side by side, each in
sufficient numbers to make their influence felt in the communities of which they were a
part, and in the Territory as a whole. It was not my first acquaintance with the Indian.
During the last years of my stay at Hampton Institute I had charge of the Indian students
there, and had come to have a high respect both for their character and intelligence, so

that I was particularly interested to see them in their own country, where they still
preserve to some extent their native institutions. I was all the more impressed, on that
account, with the fact that in the cities that I visited I rarely caught sight of a genuine
native Indian. When I inquired, as I frequently did, for the "natives," it almost invariably
happened that I was introduced, not to an Indian, but to a Negro. During my visit to the
city of Muskogee I stopped at the home of one of the prominent "natives” of the Creek
Nation, the Hon. C. W. Sango, Superintendent of the Tullahasse Mission. But he is a
negro. The negroes who are known in that locality as "natives” are the descendants of
slaves that the Indians brought with them from Alabama and Mississippi, when they
migrated to this Territory, about the middle of the last century. I was introduced later to
one or two other "natives" who were not negroes, but neither were they, as far as my
observation went, Indians. They were, on the contrary, white men. "But where,” I asked
at length, "are the Indians?"
"Oh! the Indians," was the reply, "they have gone," with a wave of the hand in the
direction of the horizon, "they have gone back!"
I repeated this question in a number of different places, and invariably received
the same reply, "Oh, they have gone back!" I remembered the expression because it
seemed to me that it condensed into a phrase a great deal of local history.
One cannot escape the impression, in traveling through Indian Territory, that the
Indians, who own practically all the lands, and until recently had the local government
largely in their own hands, are to a very large extent regarded by the white settlers, who
are rapidly filling up the country, as almost a negligible quantity. To such an extent is this
true that the Constitution of Oklahoma, as I understand it, takes no account of the Indians
in drawing its distinctions among the races. For the Constitution there exist only the
negro and the white man. The reason seems to be that the Indians have either receded –
"gone back," as the saying in that region is - on the advance of the white race, or they
have intermarried with and become absorbed with it. Indeed, so rapidly has this
intermarriage of the two races gone on, and so great has been the demand for Indian
wives, that in some of the Nations, I was informed, the price of marriage licenses has
gone as high as $l,000.
The negroes, immigrants to Indian Territory, have not, however, “gone back.”
One sees them everywhere, working side by side with white men. They have their banks,
business enterprises, schools, and churches. There are still, I am told, among the "natives"
some negroes who cannot speak the English language, and who have been so thoroughly
bred in the customs of the Indians that they have remained among the hills with the tribes
by whom they were adopted. But, as a rule, the negro natives do not shun the white man
and his civilization, but, on the contrary, rather seek it, and enter, with the negro
immigrants, into competition with the white man for its benefits.
This fact was illustrated by another familiar local expression. In reply to my
inquiries in regard to the little towns through which we passed, I often had occasion to

notice the expression, “Yes, so and so? Well, that is a ‘white town.’” Or, again, “So and
so, that's colored.”
I learned upon inquiry that there were a considerable number of communities
throughout the Territory where an effort had been made to exclude negro settlers. To this
the negroes had replied by starting other communities in which no white man was
allowed to live. For instance, the thriving little city of Wilitka, I was informed, was a
white man's town until it got the oil mills. Then they needed laborers, and brought in the
negroes. There are a number of other little communities - Clairview, Wildcat, Grayson,
and Taft – which were sometimes referred to as "colored towns," but I learned that in
their cases the expression meant merely that these towns had started as negro
communities or that there were large numbers of negroes there, and that negro
immigrants were wanted. But among these various communities there was one of which I
heard more than the others. This was the town of Boley, where, it is said, no white man
has ever let the sun go down upon him.
In 1905, when I visited Indian Territory, Boley was little more than a name. It was
started in 1903. At the present time it is a thriving town of two thousand five hundred
inhabitants, with two banks, two cotton gins, a newspaper, a hotel, and a "college," the
Creek-Seminole College and Agricultural Institute.
There is a story told in regard to the way in which the town of Boley was started,
which, even if it is not wholly true as to the details, is at least characteristic, and
illustrates the temper of the people in that region.
One spring day, four years ago, a number of gentlemen were discussing, at
Wilitka, the race question. The point at issue was the capability of the negro for selfgovernment. One of the gentlemen, who happened to be connected with the Fort Smith
Railway, maintained that if the negroes were given a fair chance they would prove
themselves as capable of self-government as any other people of the same degree of
culture and education. He asserted that they had never had a fair chance. The other
gentlemen naturally asserted the contrary. The result of the argument was Boley. Just at
that time a number of other town sites were being laid out along the railway which
connects Guthrie, Oklahoma, with Fort Smith, Arkansas. It was, it is said, to put the
capability of the negro for self-government to the test that in August, 1903, seventy-two
miles east of Guthrie, the site of the new negro town was established. It was called Boley,
after the man who built that section of the railway. A negro town-site agent, T. M.
Haynes, who is at present connected with the Farmers' and Merchants' Bank, was made
Town-site Agent, and the purpose to establish a town which should be exclusively
controlled by negroes was widely advertised all over the Southwest.
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. The outlaws that
formerly infested the country have not wholly disappeared. Dick Shafer, the first Town

Marshal of Boley, was killed in a duel with a horse thief, whom he in turn shot and killed,
after falling, mortally wounded, from his horse. The horse thief was a white man.
There is no liquor sold in Boley, or any part of the Territory, but the "natives" go
down to Prague, across the Oklahoma border, ten miles away, and then come back and
occasionally "shoot up" the town. That was a favorite pastime, a few years ago, among
the "natives" around Boley. The first case that came up before the Mayor for trial was
that of a young "native" charged with "shooting up" a meeting in a church. But, on the
whole, order in the community has been maintained. It is said that during the past two
years not a single arrest has been made among the citizens. The reason is that the
majority of these negro settlers have come here with the definite intention of getting a
home and building up a community where they can, as they say, be "free." What this
expression means is pretty well shown by the case of C. W. Perry, who came from
Marshall, Texas. Perry had learned the trade of a machinist and had worked in the
railway machine shops until the white machinists struck and made it so uncomfortable
that the negro machinists went out. Then he went on the railway as brakeman, where he
worked for fifteen years. He owned his own home and was well respected, so much so
that when it became known that he intended to leave, several of the County
Commissioners called on him. "Why are you going away?" they asked; "you have your
home here among us. We know you and you know us. We are behind you and will
protect you."
"Well," he replied, "I have always had an ambition to do something for myself. I
don't want always to be led. I want to do a little leading." . . .
A large proportion of the settlers of Boley are farmers from Texas, Arkansas, and
Mississippi. But the desire for Western lands has drawn into the community not only
farmers, but doctors, lawyers, and craftsmen of all kinds. The fame of the town has also
brought, no doubt, a certain proportion of the drifting population. But behind all other
attractions of the new colony is the belief that here negroes would find greater
opportunities and more freedom of action than they have been able to find in the older
communities North or South.
Boley, like the other negro towns that have sprung up in other parts of the
country, represents a dawning race 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. . . .

