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Allensworth was founded in 1908 as a symbol of freedom in the West. It follows in the long history of independent 
and autonomous cooperative communities created by escaped slaves and revolutionaries that dates back centuries. 
After the Civil War some newly freed slaves opted to leave the South for a new life and a taste of liberation resulting 
in an uprising of Black autonomous towns across the country. Allensworth was the first in California to be founded, 
financed and governed exclusively by Blacks. 

Allensworth was founded by Allen Allensworth who was born a slave in Kentucky in 1842 but decided to move 
West to escape discrimination as well as prove to the world that Black people were capable of self-sustaining and 
managing their lives on every level. Prior to relocation Allensworth escaped slavery as a young man to be in the war 
serving as a civilian nursing aide. He went on to teach at a school for freedmen during Reconstruction and in 1886 
was appointed as chaplain in the US Army. Being one of the few Black chaplains in the army he was assigned to 
the Buffalo Soldiers out West which got him familiar with the territory. After leaving the army he settled his family 
in Los Angeles. Soon after Allensworth and four others then purchased the land from a white landowner who was 
surprised that African Americans were interested and able to buy the land charging them an increased rate.

The early years of the town saw a lot of successes such as California’s first African American school district, judicial 
district and the Tulare County free library. There was also access to inexpensive land, natural resources and artesian 
wells and in addition to the practice of collective economies and cooperative economics. It didn’t take long before 
the hardships began to sever the advances the people of the town had been working towards. In 1914 Allensworth 
himself was run down and killed during a racially motivated car attack in Monrovia, California and  then in 1917 
a drought hit the entire Central Valley. By 1930 the railroad station had closed and moved to a white town nearby 
taking with it all of the local business. It was during this time that the Great Depression was also pushing people out 
and into cities for work. On top of all of this, due to a variety of environmental traumas high levels of arsenic were 
found in the water essentially affecting the most crucial pillar of sustaining life in Allensworth.

In 1974 Allensworth became a state park in an attempt to preserve the unique history and territory. Since then the 
demographics have evolved and today the town is majority Latinx. Tulare County continues to be one of the poorest 
counties in the state and to this day still does not have safe drinking water making it yet another case study of 
environmental racism that has been ignored and neglected for decades. Despite it all, the town has been a resilient 
relic in the history of American freedom and still finds reasons to celebrate its legacy and influence every year on 
days such as Juneteenth and Founder’s Day.





Lt. Col. Allen Allensworth, 1842-1914



Prior to Allensworth and any European exploration indigenous people have occupied the land of what is today 
known as the San Joaquin Valley for over 10,000 years. This area historically belongs to the Yokut which is an 
umbrella term for the 60 sub tribes that each had their own name, language and territory. The Yokut lived off of the 
land as hunter gatherers utilizing cooperative economics and the rich habitat of the natural features, specifically 
acorns, to generate a population reaching 70,000. In 1542 the Spanish began exploring this part of California and 
by 1769 the colonization process had been well underway. The colonizers introduced agriculture to the region 
which utilized farming land that was forcibly taken from the native people. The ones who were removed were then 
enslaved or died due to a wave of invasive diseases. Those who were left saw their culture and language suppressed 
leaving an influence of white society with little to no ties to the past. By 1871 the Yokut population had decreased 
by 93% with the remaining people placed in a series of reservations.

Yokut, Tulare Basin

Yokut Indian wife and children of the chief near present day Porterville, CA, 1900



Tachi Yokut picking berries, nd





Allensworth rancher with prize cow, nd





Teachers at Allensworth school, 1915







Gaspar Yanga, 1545-?

Yanga, Veracruz, granted independence in 1618

Yanga, formerly known as San Lorenzo de los Negros, was founded by Gaspar Yanga who was sold into slavery in 
Gabon and brought to New Spain, Mexico. He managed to escape with a group of others to the highlands of what 
is present day Veracruz and went on to create one of the first free towns for Black people in all of the Americas in 
1570. These maroon colonies are also referred to as palenques and are said to be some of the original sites of creole 
culture due the integration of Africans and Indigenous people. Although the Spanish tried to take back the land in 
1609 Yanga and the others in the community were able to fend off the Spanish negotiating freedom for the fugitive 
slaves and independence for the village. Today Yanga is one of the few remaining maroon towns and continues to 
celebrate their iconic leader and revolutionary every August with a carnival in his honor.





Irene Phillips, 1918 Jefferson Pierro and grandson Leo Tompkin, 1953
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Quilt by Myrtle Hackett Tibbs

Quilted jacket by Gemelia Hall Herring







Nicodemus, Kansas, founded in 1877

Nicodemus is one of the oldest Black settlements west of the Mississippi River. It was founded in 1877 during the 
Reconstruction period by six Black men and one white man as a free and hopeful new beginning. The idea of an 
all Black town appealed to many newly freed slaves and because of the westward expansion of the railroad and the 
Homestead Act by 1880 the town had a population of 700 people. Today the town has been recognized as a national 
historic site although due to a lack of funding the public buildings have not been maintained and are largely closed 
to the public while the Black population continues to decrease.

Nicodemus settlers, 1885

Nicodemus school, 1890







Allensworth train stop, 1915



Lucy Jane Archer and her sisters, 1890Archer sisters, 1878





Mary Dickerson Memorial Library, 1918



Home in Mound Bayou, 1939

Mound Bayou, Mississippi, founded in 1887

Mound Bayou was founded in Mississippi as an independent Black community in 1887 by freedmen led by Isaiah 
Montgomery. Montgomery cites taking inspiration from Davis Bend, Mississippi and Robert Owen’s ideas of utopia 
and the cooperative movement. With the intentions of being self reliant and autonomous this community was able 
to empower its people by allowing them to earn money working the land and purchase their own property. Today 
Mound Bayou continues to pursue fostering a Black community with one of the highest concentrations in the 
country, however because of a lack of industry and business a lot of people have moved away. 





Hackett sisters, 1920’s



Monrovia, California





San Joaquin Valley, California







Water flows from a new 1300-foot deep well in Allensworth. Grants paid for materials, and residents laid five miles of pipe from the 
well to their homes. For sixty-six years the town’s water has been arsenic-tainted. 1968
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