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Kate D. Chapman Reports
on "The Yankton Colored
People,' 1889
WILLARDB. GATEWOOD,JR.

By the time South Dakota achieved statehood in 1889 its
population included approximately 540 Negro citizens. This
number, which is almost twice that recorded a decade earlier,
suggests that Negroes, like other groups, had been attracted to
the area during the so-called Great Dakota Boom.' According
to the census of 1890, Yankton alone had fifty-nine black
residents. Located in the southeastern corner of the state on the
Missouri River, the town was a stop-over point for blacks
employed on river vessels during the halcyon days of
steamboating. Although a majority belonged to what has been
described as a transient element, a few became permanent
residents in the town where they were joined by other black
emigres, especially those from the South anxious to escape the
region's oppressive racial atmosphere. By the mid-1880s several
black southerners, including J.B. Shaw and William Mclntyre,
had become respected members of the Yankton community. In
1885 a local newspaper, in response to reports claiming that the
town was the destination of a large contingent of Negroes en
route from Alabama, comphmented the "excellent colored
citizens" already residing there and welcomed others who. like
Shaw and Mclntyre, promised to be of "the most industrious
1. The black population of South Dakota in 1880 was 288. In 1890 blacks were
œncentrated in six counties: Pennington. 116; Lawrence, 63; Yankton, 62;
Minnehaha, 56; Meade, 40; and 1 all River, 35. Among the towns Yankton had the
largest black population with 59, foUowed by Sioux I alls with 44 and Huron with
16. See U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau uf tlie Census, lÜi-vt-ntli Census of the
United States. 1890: Population, pt. I: 427,481, 554.
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class of colored southerners." Such immigrants, the editor
concluded, would constitute a "desirable accession to our
population" and would "contribute their share toward the
development of Dakota's resources." Although the anticipated
influx of blacks never materialized, several individuals and
families from the vicinity of Eufaula, Alabama, did settle in the
river town.^
Among the black Americans living in Yankton in 1889 was
the Chapman family who had moved there eadier in the decade.
The best known member of the family was Kate D. Chapman
who, born in Mound City, Illinois, on 19 February 1870, was
described in the Negro press as a young woman destined to
become one of "the literary lights of the race."^
Throughout her childhood Kate Chapman was plagued by a
succession of serious illnesses and was, in fact, so frail that she
received her early education from her mother who at one time
had been a school teacher. Apparently, she did not attend
school until she was about twelve years old, which would
indicate that her formal education began only after the family
migrated to Yankton eariy in the 1880s. By 1889 she was "a
leading member of her class" in Yankton's high school. Later,
she continued her studies at the State University, a Baptist
college in Louisville, Kentucky, and at WUberforce University in
Ohio.''
At the age of thirteen following an illness that brought her
"to death's door," Kate Chapman wrote her first poem, entitled
"A Dying Child's Fancy." By the summer of 1888 she had
submitted several literary pieces, both prose and verse, for
publication. In that year the Christian Recorder, the magazine
of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, pubhshed her poem
"Memory," which attracted much favorable comment in the
Negro community.^ Thereafter her writings, essays as well as
2. Robert !\ Karolevitz, Yankton: A Pioneer Past (Aberdeen, S. Dak • North
Plains Press, 1972), p. 118.
3. I. Garland Penn, The Afro-American Press and Its Editors (Springlield, Mass.:
WUey and Co., 1891), pp. 388-90. Indianapolis Freeman, 23 Feb. 1889; L.A. Scruggs,
Women of Distinction: Remarkable in Works and Invincible in Character (Raleigh
N.C.: Presses of t.M. Uzzell, 1893), pp. 203-24.
4. Minneapolis-Saint Paul Appeal, 8 Nov. 1890; Perm, The Afro-American Press
p. 390.
5. Scruggs, Women of Distinction, p. 204.
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poetry, appeared periodically in various Negro magazines and
newspapers. For example, one of her best known poems was
published on 8 June 1889 on the front page of the Indianapolis
Freeman, a widely circulated illustrated weekly. The lengthy
poem, entitled "A Question of To-day," begins by extolling the
courage, patience, and perseverance displayed by AfroAmericans in the face of prejudice and oppression. It then urges
blacks to unite and "stand firmly as a race" until racial injustice
has been driven from the land. Concluding on a note of
optimism, the ode offers encouragement to those burdened by
new forms of repression by reminding them that "the darkest
night gives way to brightest day." ^
By 1890 Kate Chapman had become widely known in the
Negro community as something of a literary prodigy. She was a
regular contributor to Our Women and Children, a magazine
edited by William J. Simmons, a prominent Negro educator and
scholar in Kentucky. In time Chapman manifested less interest
in poetry than in the short story as the medium of her literary
efforts. She concentrated on juvenile hterature and planned to
publish a volume of short stories for Negro girls.'' "I am
desirous," she declared in 1890, "of becoming to the giris of
our race what Mrs. Alcott . . . and hosts of other I white]
women have been to theirs." ^ But the recurrence of old
illnesses continually interrupted her literary plans and "caused
laxity in her progress as a writer." The sketch of her career that
appeared in a biographical directory of distinguished Negro
women in 1893 concluded that despite her poor health, there
was "yet hope that she may become one of our greater lights,
being yet young in years." ^
As in most of the writings of Kate Chapman, the theme of
racial uplift is evident in an article that she wrote concerning
"the Yankton colored people." The piece appeared in the 10
April 1889 issue of the Indianapolis Freeman, accompanied by
6. Indianapolis Freeman, 8 June 1889.
7. Ibid., 23 Feb. 1889; Scruggs, Women of Distinction, p. 204; Penn, The
Afro-American Press, p. 390; there is no evidence that Katie Chapman published such
a volume but one of her essays addressed to Negro girls appeared in Monroe A.
Uajors, Noted Negro Women: Their Triumphs and Activities {CUcägo: Donohue and
Henneberry, 1893), pp. 337-40.
8. Oiioted in Ihc Minneapolis-Saint Paul Appeal, 8 Nov. 1890.
9. Scruggs, Women of Distinction, p. 204.
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pencil drawings of the author, who was then a high school
student, and six other black Yanktonians. The article displays
little evidence of the spritely style for which Chapman was then
well known. Nevertheless, the document is significant because it
provides a first-hand account of the small black community in
Yankton by one of its members and contains the type of
information not easily obtainable elsewhere. The author's
primary concern was to call attention to the harmonious
relations existing between the two races in Yankton and to the
economic progress made by black citizens in a place free of
racial discrimination. To demonstrate the prosperous condition
of the town's Negroes Chapman referred specifically to the
property and wealth of sixteen men and women, a number
that comprised a little more than a quarter of Yankton's Negro
population. Noting that a majority of them were recent
emigrants from the South, she urged black southerners living
under the yoke of oppression to "come west," especially to the
"Beulah land" of Dakota Territory. The experience of Negroes
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already living in Yankton ought to be sufficient, she concluded,
to overcome whatever misgivings others might have regarding
their ability to tolerate the cold there.
OUT IN DAKOTA ^°
The Yankton Colored People-How They Are Progressing
Yankton is situated in the extreme southern portion of
Dakota, near the junction of the James and Dakota river[s]
with the Missouri. The town site of this progressive town is one
of the finest in the Northeast.
Yankton has a mixed population of five thousand
inhabitants, about sixty of whom are Afro-Americans, who are
all more or less in a prosperous condition. The schools, churches
and hotels are thrown open to all regardless to color, and the
result is, the feeling that exists between the two races is friendly
in the extreme. In addition to its lovely scenery, Yankton is
famed for its wonderful artesian wells, one of which is six
inches in diameter, six hundred feet deep, and since 1886 has
emitted constantly a flow of clear, pure water to a height of one
hundred feet above the level of the city. Another well throws
more than two thousand gallons each moment.
The colored people pay taxes on fully 522,000 worth of
property. The majority of them came from the Southern States
only a few years ago, and by their industry have earned for
themselves homes and the respect of all. One man, Mr. Amos
Lewis, who came here ten years ago with nothing except a
knowledge of plastering, now owns $5,000 worth of real estate,
saying nothing of his fine team and other personal property.
Another man who is on the road to wealth, is Mr. James
Parsons, who formerly kept a restaurant at this place; he is
worth about $3,000 in cash and [has] property [worth] about
$2,000.
A. Graves, who [is] a brick mason by trade, has property
valued at $1,800.
J.B. Shaw, the city constable[,] is a progressive colored man
and is worth about $1,500. He has a daughter who will be

10. Indianapolis Freemart. 10 Apr. 1889.
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famous some day in the world of music, and a baby-boy whom
he values at $50,000.
C.T. Chapman, 'Ms a cook by trade, and has thoroughly
mastered his profession. He has a home valued at $2,500. He
owns also a fine breed of hunting dogs valued at from $50 to
$100.
Henry Robinson, who owns an elegant barber shop, situated
on the principal street, has several white hands working under
him, and has property worth about $2,500.
Another fine man belonging to the Afro-American race is
Thomas Sturgiss, an excellent mechanic, who employs his idle
hours in distributing good hterature among the race. His home
is valued at $1,000.
11. Presumably, C.T. Chapman was the father of Kate D. Chapman sdnce other
records list his name as Charles Chapman.
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Washington Stokes, who now owns a $1,000 home says that
he borrowed the money to pay the fare of himself and his wife
when he came here from Eufaula, Alabama, and now is doing
well.
Clark, a colored fanner, has property to the amount of
$1,200.
Mrs. Amy Davis, a sprightly little widow has by her own
exertions acquired $ 1,500 worth of property.
Mrs. Towns is also an industrious widow, owning $1,800
worth of real estate.
Mr. Fred Baker, assistant druggist in one of the largest drug
stores, is a property holder in the south, and is worth about
$800 in cash. He has been in Yankton about three years, and
thinks it lis] just the place for poor colored people who want
to get a fair show in the world.
Mrs. Proteau, whose husband, a Frenchman, perished in the
blizzard last winter, up about Pierre, Dakota, owns a home
worth $800.
Another widow, Mrs. Johnson, is worth about $1,000.
Mr. Whitten, who has come recently from the sunny south,
has a $700 home.
At.] Kinny, a colored engineer, has property valued at
$1,000.
The church, a branch of the A.M.E. connection, ^^ is valued
at $2,000, and has a membership of twenty persons. A Masonic
Lodge is also in existence. The people are socially inclined and
extend a hearty welcome to all who come. When we think of
the crowded tenement houses, loathesome streets, foul air,
bitter prejudice many of our people have to endure in the
south, we are forced by the love we bear them to say, for the
sake of health, wealth and freedom, come west. Dakota has
been well named the 'Beulah Eand,' for such she has proved to
those of our people who have ventured, despite the prediction
12. The daily newspaper in Yankton regularly reported activities of the local
African Methodist Episcopal Church, a brick structure located on the east side of
Cedar Street between Fourth and Fifth streets. Dedicated on 11 November 1887, the
church quickly became a social center of Yankton's black community, its first pastor
was James Higgins. One of the most notable events in the life of the church was a
lecture in April 1889 by Madame O. Esperanza Luis on "Hayti and the Haytiens."
See Yankton Press and Dakotan 13, 17 Apr., 10, 28 Aug. 1889.
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that they would certainly 'freeze to death,' to come to the
Territory of Dakota.
Hoping you will visit the colored Yanktonians some fine
day, I close with a line or so from the brilliant Pope:
Worth makes the man, and want of it the fellow;
The rest is all but leather and prunella.
'
Yankton, Dakota.

K.atie D. Chapman.
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