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PREFACE

Places of the Underground Railroad: A Geographical Guide presents a geographic overview of the Underground Railroad. Entries were chosen in part to reflect representation from all regions of the United States and Canada. Efforts, when applicable, were made to link the locations and show that a network existed, though often decentralized and variable over time and place. It is not meant to be comprehensive. Any such survey would require numerous volumes, but care has been taken not to exclude any of the most significant locations.

This book supplies researchers, students, and academics with a broad picture of the Underground Railroad, using up-to-date information. It covers the beginnings of organized aid to fugitive slaves during the period following the American Revolution up to the Civil War, and does this through the stories of various locations, primarily north of the Mason-Dixon Line. It also delineates the routes fugitive slaves may have taken, with three entries that identify the rivers, canals, seaports, and railroads that were sometimes used, as well as showing in the entries the relationships that were developed among conductors in various locations—features that make this a truly unique reference work on the Underground Railroad.

In addition to the listing of the entries in the front of the book, there are listings by geography and category. The latter includes entries in the book that fit the following: Border Towns, which were important places on crossing points between the North and the South, or the United States and Canada; Renditions, which includes places where fugitive slaves were apprehended and returned to slavery; Rescues, which lists places where notable rescues of fugitive slaves from slavecatchers or law enforcement authorities were made; Schools for Blacks, which lists places with early schools for blacks and fugitive slaves; Terminals, which were gateways to Canada; and Vigilance Committees, which lists places with notable, organized Underground Railroad committees.

“In dealing with history rather than legend,” Larry Gara wrote in Liberty Line, “each local story should be investigated, the basis for the tradition examined, and the sources evaluated.”1 The objective of this book has been to do just, and to encourage the continued investigation of the Underground Railroad and the unraveling of its mysteries. We have only begun to bring to light the many neglected stories that are among our nation’s most dramatic moments.

Tom Calarco
2010

NOTE

1. Larry Gara, Liberty Line, Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1961: 192.
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INTRODUCTION

The Underground Railroad is primarily a story of good Samaritans helping their fellow brothers and sisters along various routes to freedom. To say that it was merely the good guys (abolitionists) against the bad guys (slaveholders), however, is oversimplifying a very complex situation. Racism was pervasive in the North as well as the South, and even among many abolitionists. This racism was institutionalized because of the profit motive of slavery, and it took nearly a century of superhuman effort by thousands of individuals to finally end it. It is another version of the classic story of the struggle of humanity to overcome greed that has plagued its efforts to create the perfect society since the beginning of civilization, and it has important lessons for us today.

The Underground Railroad took shape as it became apparent that reasoned, dispassionate discourse could not end slavery and that those enslaved had no hope of becoming free unless they forcibly and illegally threw off their chains by escaping. And those who aided them were lawbreakers as well. So the movement’s mantra became the higher law and the concept of civil disobedience developed as its underlying principle. The situation that those in the Underground Railroad faced shows us why we must remain vigilant even in a democracy to prevent the tyranny of the majority from stealing our human rights. This is even more important today when small segments of society have much greater means to influence the great majority of us.

The Underground Railroad started slowly at the local level, developing networks that expanded regionally, and eventually reached out across states and into Canada. Beginning with individualized efforts to aid fugitive slaves around the time of the American Revolution, it came to involve generations of some families and made continual progress that led to the Civil War. It reached to Montreal in the north, Mexico in the south, Nova Scotia in the east, and Kansas in the west, and included people from all segments of society, though most were evangelical whites, free blacks, and Quakers.

Underground Railroad Beginnings

The first documented group to help slaves seeking their freedom was the Pennsylvania Abolition Society, organized in Philadelphia mainly by Quakers around the time of the American Revolution. Gradually, increasing numbers of fugitive slaves from the eastern shore of Maryland began fleeing up through Delaware and New Jersey where considerable numbers of sympathetic Quakers and free blacks were ready to help. Other early gateways were the Susquehanna River into York County, Pennsylvania, where fugitive slave aid was reported as early as 1804, and the footpaths through the Allegheny Mountains into Adams County, Pennsylvania.1

Fugitive slaves began fleeing across the Ohio River after the War of 1812, which brought slaves greater awareness of freedom north of the Mason-Dixon Line.2 On ships bound for New England and New York City, docked in the harbors of the Carolinas and Virginia, slaves also began stowing away, often with the complicity of seaman, many of whom were black and sympathetic.3 Inland, in the South, some of the earliest manifestations occurred in Guilford County and the New Garden Quaker Meeting of Levi Coffin’s youth, where slaves were being assisted before 1815.4

Regional Collaboration

Many of the entries in the book show closely knit networks in their regions. However, these routes changed over time for various reasons, sometimes because of relocation, death, or the opening of more efficient thoroughfares like the ubiquitous upperground railroads that began to appear after 1850. As Wilbur Siebert wrote, “guides had almost always a choice between two or more routes . . . the underground paths . . . formed a great and intricate network, and it was in no small measure because the lines . . . converged and branched again at so many stations that it was almost an impossibility for slave-hunters to trace their negroes.”5 Naturally, the closer slaves lived to the Mason-Dixon Line, the more likely they were to attempt an escape. Slaves also were provided with opportunities to escape while traveling in coffle gangs on foot, often from Virginia, which had an overabundance of slaves, to the Kentucky auctions in Lexington and Louisville. Motivation for escape also was much greater during these forced migrations because many of the slaves faced separation from their families.6

Thoroughfares and Gateways

Fugitive slaves often made their getaways on foot, especially in the South, and conductors more often used wagons and carriages to take them short distances to nearby collaborators. However, the use of rivers, canals, and as it developed, the railroad became major arteries for escape. The Saltwater Underground Railroad also was a significant thoroughfare. Not only were slaves often boat pilots in the South, but in the North as many as 20 percent of the seaman were free blacks.7

Organization

One of the most vehement contentions of revisionist historians that has gained currency among many mainstream historians is that the Underground Railroad had little if any organization. However, the truth is that there was plenty of organization and there is mountains of evidence to support this.

The first formally organized Underground Railroad association was the New York Committee of Vigilance, formed in 1835 under the leadership of David Ruggles. A lengthy 1837 report enumerates aid to fugitive slaves and details the committee’s struggles with slavecatchers. Though predominantly a black organization in the early years, it invited whites like Gerrit Smith, Isaac Hopper, and Lewis Tappan to attend its meetings. As a result of the Committee’s success, the New York State Antislavery Society in 1838 appealed to cities around the state in their weekly, Friend of Man, to organize similar vigilance committees. A month later, the American Anti-Slavery Society made this request nationwide in the Emancipator. Based on various reports, up to 1856, the New York Committee, which became the New York State Vigilance Committee in 1848, aided about 3,200 fugitive slaves.8

The Philadelphia Vigilance Committee, originally formed in 1837 under the leadership of Robert Purvis was another important Underground Railroad organization. It aided more than 100 fugitive slaves per year until 1842, when it suspended operations and passed on this duty to the Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery Society. A predominantly Quaker organization, the Pennsylvania society was coordinated by Miller McKim and relied strongly on collaboration with free blacks. A second Philadelphia Vigilance Committee formed in 1852, from which William Still emerged as the leader. During Still’s tenure, it aided more than 800 fugitive slaves, most about whom Still recorded detailed records.

Other records of organized activity were kept by Francis Jackson, treasurer of the Boston Vigilance Committee. From 1851 to 1861, his Records Book recorded the names of fugitive slaves, the amount of money spent on them, and their destinations. It also included a list of the committee members, as well as unofficial associates, mainly blacks, whose homes were used to harbor fugitive slaves. In all, the committee aided 430 fugitive slaves.9

Evidence of collaboration between the Boston, New York, and Philadelphia committees, as well as with agents in Washington, D.C., is well documented.10 One prominent collaboration involved Still, Charles Ray of the New York Committee, and Jacob Bigelow, coordinator of the Road’s activities in DC, in the year 1855 rescue of Ann Maria Weems. Fugitive slaves, like Frederick Douglass in 1838, were regularly sent by both the New York and Philadelphia committees to New Bedford, which had connections with the Boston Committee.

Although detailed record books do not exist of Underground Railroad efforts in the Midwest, it was the real heart of the Underground Railroad. The activities of Levi Coffin and John Rankin have been preserved in numerous accounts, including those by Coffin and members of the Rankin family, as well as thousands of stories testifying to its operation there, many dutifully recorded and preserved by Wilbur Siebert during the 1890s.11

Another important point of revisionist historians that has gained currency, and rightly so, was the underemphasis of the contributions of blacks in the Underground Railroad. The failure to tell the story of black participation occurred because of a number of circumstances related to black demographics and culture, which Cheryl LaRoche discusses in her recent dissertation, On the Edge of Freedom. Historians like Larry Gara, Benjamin Quarles, Charles Blockson, and Keith Griffler have tried to rectify this.

Overall, what I think emerges, is interracial cooperation. You see this in the operation of most of the major urban vigilance committees like New York, Philadelphia, and Boston, and lesser groups like those in Cincinnati; Wilmington, Delaware; New Bedford, Massachusetts; Chester County, Pennsylvania; and Albany, Syracuse, and Rochester, New York. Much was dependent on time and place, and who lived where and when. In New York and Cincinnati, it began solely black and grew more interracial; in Detroit, it was directed by blacks, with some white associates. But in some places, the Underground Railroad was run solely by blacks. This should not suggest that blacks and whites worked together in perfect harmony. Racial prejudice was prevalent even among abolitionists and diehard agents of the Underground Railroad. Nevertheless, some white and black individuals had close, personal relationships, like Miller McKim and William Still.

The connections that made up the Underground Railroad were complex and multifaceted. It was not some large centralized network, but an evolving pastiche of relationships and routes through which freedom never was guaranteed.

NOTES

1. Robert C. Smedley, History of the Underground Railroad in Chester and Neighboring Counties of Pennsylvania. Lancaster PA, 1883: 27–28; 37.

2. Wilbur H. Siebert, “Beginnings of the Underground Railroad in Ohio,” Ohio History, January 1947: 71–76.
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4. Levi Coffin, Reminiscences. Cincinnati, OH: Robert Clarke & Co, 1880: 15–31.

5. Wilbur Siebert, The Underground Railroad: From Slavery to Freedom. New York: Macmillan, 1898: 62.

6. Coffin, Reminiscences, 398.

7. W. Jeffrey Bolster, Black Jacks: African American Seamen. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997: 2.

8. Mirror of Liberty, August 1838: 4; The Colored American, August 20, 1840; The Liberator, January 6, 1843; Charles Ray, New York Evangelist, May 24, 1849; Benjamin Quarles, Black Abolitionists. New York: Oxford University Press, 1969: 154.
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10. See entries for Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and Washington, D.C.

11. See Siebert Collection, Ohio Historical Society, http://www.ohiomemory.org/cdm4/index_siebert.php?CISOROOT=/siebert.


TIMELINE



	1775
	Organization of the Society for the Relief of Free Negroes Unlawfully Held in Bondage, later called the Pennsylvania Abolition Society, the first organization to aid fugitive slaves, in Philadelphia



	1780
	Gradual emancipation law in Pennsylvania, first of its kind in the United States, sets the stage for the development of the Underground Railroad in Philadelphia



	1793
	Passage of the first federal Fugitive Slave Law, making it illegal to aid slaves fleeing from slavery



	1796
	Isaac Hopper, noted Quaker abolitionist, joins the Philadelphia Abolition Society



	1803
	Judicial decision by Chief Justice of Lower Canada (today known as Ontario), William Osgoode, declares slavery inconsistent with British law, setting a precedent that leads to the end of slavery in Canada



	1808
	Outlawing of International Slave Trade puts more emphasis on America’s domestic slave trade, which becomes the major cause of slaves seeking freedom



	1814
	Charles Osborn, a Presbyterian minister from Tennessee, makes first public declaration in favor of immediate emancipation, with the formation of the Tennessee Manumission Society at the home of Quaker Elihu Swain, near the Holston River and present location of New Market, Tennessee



	1816
	Organization of American Colonization Society, which sought to send American blacks to Africa because in the final analysis they believe blacks cannot coexist in the United States on equal terms with whites, in Washington, D.C.



	1817
	Meeting of blacks in Philadelphia to protest the African Colonization. They insist as Americans that they should have the same rights and opportunities as whites



	1822
	John Rankin, Presbyterian minister, moves from Kentucky to Ripley, Ohio, and enlarges the Underground Railroad already in existence there



	1822
	Thomas Garrett, Quaker businessman, moves to Wilmington, Delaware, and puts his Abolitionist principles into action by aiding fugitive slaves



	1826
	Levi Coffin, a Quaker from North Carolina, moves to Newport, Indiana (today known as Fountain City), and begins operating his legendary station on the Underground Railroad



	1827
	Freedom’s Journal, first black newspaper, begins publication in New York City, opposes African Colonization and calls for immediate emancipation



	1829
	David Walker, black used clothes dealer from Boston, publishes his manifesto, Appeal, calling on slaves to revolt



	1829
	Cincinnati race riot causes some black citizens to flee and form the Wilberforce Colony, the first colony of expatriate American blacks in Canada



	1831
	The Liberator begins publication in Boston, calls for immediate emancipation



	1831
	Nat Turner Revolt in Southampton County, Virginia, massacres 60 whites in an attempt to bring an end to slavery; it terrorizes the South, and harshly repressive measures are instituted to control the future behavior in the South of not only slaves but also free blacks



	1832
	Rankin’s “Letters on Slavery,” which illustrate the moral short-comings of slavery, are serialized in The Liberator



	1833
	England outlaws slavery in the British Commonwealth, ending the last vestiges of slavery in Canada



	1833
	American Anti-Slavery Society forms in Philadelphia



	1834
	Lane Debates at Lane Seminary in Cincinnati led by abolitionist Theodore Weld galvanizes attention of the nation on the issue of immediate emancipation



	1835
	Ohio Anti-Slavery Society forms at the Stone Academy in Putnam, Ohio, strengthening the connections of that state’s Underground Railroad



	1835
	New York Committee of Vigilance forms in Manhattan, the organizational model for later Underground Railroad organizations upon which the traditional view of the Underground Railroad was based



	1835
	Charles C. Burleigh abolitionizes Chester County, Pennsylvania, an area from which spring more Underground Railroad agents per capita than anywhere in the United States



	1835
	Gerrit Smith, Peterboro, New York multimillionaire, converts to immediate emancipation and begins his one-man war on slavery, which includes numerous activities in support of the Underground Railroad



	1835–1837
	Theodore Weld and his band of 70 abolitionize the North and recruit thousands who become part of the Underground Railroad



	1837
	Murder of Elijah Lovejoy, religious editor in Alton, Illinois, because he refused to abandon the discussion of slavery in his newspaper, causes outrage in the North and converts thousands to abolitionism



	1838
	William L. Chaplin, secretary of the New York State Anti-Slavery Society based in Utica, New York, calls for the organization of the Underground Railroad in upstate New York



	1838
	“Eliza,” real life model for Eliza Harris in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, escapes to freedom in Ripley, Ohio



	1838
	Frederick Bailey escapes from slavery in Maryland; shortly after, he changes his name to Frederick Douglass



	1841
	Founding of the British and American Institute, industrial school for fugitive slaves, in Dawn, Ontario, by Hiram Wilson



	1842
	Prigg Decision by the Supreme Court, relating to a case involving Margaret Morgan, a fugitive slave who had been living in York, Pennsylvania, rules that states had no jurisdiction in fugitive slave cases, causing some fugitive slaves in the North to flee to Canada, and resulting in the passage of laws by northern states to undermine its ruling



	1842
	Charles Torrey, radical abolitionist minister living in Albany, New York, organizes the Underground Railroad in Washington, D.C.; dies in prison four years later after being convicted of aiding fugitive slaves



	1843
	Henry Highland Garnet calls for slaves to revolt in his “Address to the Slaves” at National Negro Convention in Buffalo, New York



	1843
	John Cross, Congregational minister living in La Moille, Illinois, organizes the western Underground Railroad leading from Quincy, Illinois to Detroit, Michigan; the route expands across the state of Iowa by 1854



	1843
	Calvin Fairbank and Delia Webster, former Oberlin students, rescue Kentucky slave Lewis Hayden and his family from Lexington, but are captured and sent to prison



	1845
	Captain Jonathan Walker, seaman, arrested for aiding fugitive slaves in the Florida Keys has his hand branded with the initials “SS,” for slave stealer, and Whittier writes a poem commemorating it



	1846
	Race riots in Madison, Indiana, remove black abolitionist George DeBaptiste to Detroit, where he joins with William Lambert and William Munroe in organizing the Detroit Vigilance Committee



	1846
	Gerrit Smith and John Brown, peripatetic, evangelical abolitionist, meet in Peterboro, New York



	1847
	Levi Coffin moves to Cincinnati to open free produce store and reorganizes the city’s Underground Railroad



	1847
	Frederick Douglass begins publication of the North Star in Rochester, New York, becomes a leading spokesman for black America, and joins the Underground Railroad in Rochester



	1848
	Thomas Garrett found guilty of aiding fugitive slaves in Wilmington, Delaware, pays fine of $5,400, but vows to continue aiding fugitive slaves



	1848
	Seventy-seven fugitive slaves attempt to flee in a schooner named the Pearl from the harbor of Washington, D.C., by way of the Potomac River, but are captured at the entrance to Chesapeake Bay



	1848
	William and Ellen Craft escape to freedom, traveling from Savannah Georgia, to Philadelphia, Pennsylvania by train



	1849
	Henry “Box” Brown escapes to freedom from Richmond, Virginia, to Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, traveling in a box by train and boat



	1849
	Harriet Tubman escapes to freedom from Maryland



	1849
	Founding of the Elgin Association by Rev. William King in Buxton, Ontario, a settlement seeking to advance the moral and educational improvement of blacks in Canada



	1850
	Chance meeting of long lost brothers, former slave Peter Friedman and abolitionist William Still, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, prompts the latter to begin keeping records of fugitive slaves aided during his work for the Philadelphia Vigilance Committee



	1850
	Second federal Fugitive Slave Law is passed, effectively turning all American citizens into slavecatchers



	1850
	Harriet Tubman conducts first rescue mission in Maryland



	1851
	National Era, Washington, D.C., begins serialization of Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet Beecher Stowe



	1851
	Henry Bibb begins publication of the Voice of the Fugitive in Toronto



	1851
	Christiana Riot, in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, led by former fugitive slave William Parker, prevents slavecatchers from apprehending their slaves and results in the death of Maryland slaveholder, Edward Gorsuch



	1851
	Jerry Rescue, led by citizens of Syracuse, New York, prevents federal authorities from returning Jerry Henry to slavery



	1851
	Fugitive slave Shadrach Minkins, rescued from federal authorities in Boston by Lewis Hayden and unofficial black members of the Boston Vigilance Committee, is forwarded to Montreal, Canada



	1852
	Philadelphia Vigilance Committee reorganizes under the leadership of William Still



	1852
	Anti-Slavery League, as reported by Indiana abolitionist William Cockrum, of Oakland City, organizes in the Ohio River Valley to bring slaves out of the South



	1853
	Mary Shadd and Samuel Ringgold Ward begin publication of the Provincial Freeman in Windsor, Canada



	1854
	Federal authorities successfully apprehend fugitive slave Anthony Burns in Boston, Massachusetts, despite rescue efforts of the Boston Vigilance Committee under the leadership of Lewis Hayden and Thomas Wentworth Higginson



	1854
	Kansas-Nebraska Act nullifies the Missouri Compromise and makes all future states north of Missouri subject to slavery to be determined by state referendum



	1855–1856
	Detroit Vigilance Committee reports aiding upwards of 1,600 fugitive slaves



	1856
	John Brown goes to Kansas and becomes nationally known exponent of using force to end slavery



	1858
	Oberlin-Wellington Rescue by Oberlin, Ohio, citizens and students prevents authorities from returning fugitive slave John Price of Oberlin to slavery



	1859
	John Brown, captured at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, and hanged at Charlestown, Virginia, galvanizes the attention of the Union



	1860
	Harriet Tubman leads rescue of fugitive slave Charles Nalle from federal authorities in Troy, New York



	1872
	William Still publishes The Underground Railroad: A Record . . . based on records he made as chairman of the acting committee of the Philadelphia Vigilance Committee



	1875
	Levi Coffin publishes his Reminiscences, in Cincinnati, Ohio



	1883
	Robert C. Smedley publishes the Underground Railroad in Chester County, Pennsylvania



	1898
	Wilbur Siebert publishes The Underground Railroad: From Slavery to Freedom
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This map is a broad view of the entries and thoroughfares that are covered. The maps are not comprehensive. Hundreds of additional locations were involved in the Underground Railroad and some active locations are missing. However, an effort was made to list the most important communities. For greater detail, consult the five regional maps. (Courtesy of Tom Calarco)


A

ADRIAN, LENAWEE COUNTY, MICHIGAN

Adrian was the site of the first Underground Railroad station established in the state of Michigan. Its stationmaster was a woman, Laura Smith Haviland, who along with her husband, Charles, established the Adrian stop in the 1830s. However, her activities increased considerably after his premature death. A statue of Haviland, known to locals as Aunt Laura, was dedicated in front of the city hall in June 1909 as “A Tribute to a Life Consecrated to the Betterment of Humanity.” It remained there for more than a century, until the old city hall was demolished in the summer of 2010 and the statue was put in storage for safekeeping. By spring of 2011, the statue is expected to be back on display at a nearby location.

An Abolitionized Community

Although Haviland is memorialized in Adrian’s antislavery history, she did not act alone. The abolitionist cause attracted other, unsung heroes. After a failed attempt to capture George Branegan in Adrian in 1839, five Kentucky slave catchers seized him in nearby Jonesville, Michigan. A northern sensibility was all that stood between Branegan and bondage. When the claimant failed to prove ownership on a technicality in Poynts vs. Branegan, the court set Branegan free. At the annual Michigan Anti-Slavery Society Convention in 1844, A. M. Baker, of Adrian, testified that at least 20 fugitive slaves lived in Lenawee County. In 1854, the executive committee of the Michigan Anti-Slavery Society reimbursed an Adrian resident three dollars, a large amount in those days, for expenses in helping a fugitive slave. Although documented reports of aid to fugitive slaves in the Adrian area are scarce, the reputation of Haviland and other local abolitionists, and its proximity to the major terminal of Detroit, suggests that the community saw significant fugitive slave traffic.

Haviland had been inspired by another female abolitionist in Lenawee County. In the mid-1820s, Elizabeth Margaret Chandler began writing antislavery poetry, and her work appeared in Benjamin Lundy’s Genius of Universal Emancipation and William Lloyd Garrison’s The Liberator. Chandler’s inspirational words about the plight of slaves motivated others, especially women. One of them was Haviland. When Chandler established the Logan Female Antislavery Society in 1832, it was the first women’s antislavery society in what had been called the Old Northwest Territory, and Haviland became a member. Two years after organizing the society, Chandler died of a fever at the age of 27. When Garrison visited Adrian in 1853 to help revive the Michigan Anti-Slavery Society that grew from her efforts, he paid his respects at Chandler’s grave.


The Fugitive Slave Law of 1793

The Fugitive Slave Law of 1793 was the first major legislation invoked by the federal government in support of the institution of slavery.

It imposed a fine of $500—equal to $20,000 today—and up to one year in prison for those convicted of helping fugitive slaves. Testimony of a slave owner or his representative before any legally appointed judge was enough to commit the alleged fugitive to slavery. However, because of the logistics involved, slave owners became dependent on slavecatchers. The law also facilitated slavecatchers in kidnapping free blacks and selling them into slavery, a practice that was common even before its passage. Among its provisions was the suspension of the alleged fugitive slaves’ right to testify on their own behalf.

Ironically, the Fugitive Slave Law of 1793 did not originate from a case involving a fugitive slave. In 1791, a free black man was seized from Pennsylvania and taken to Virginia. When the governor of Pennsylvania demanded his return, Virginia’s governor refused, claiming that no law compelled this. It prompted a congressional committee to prepare the 1793 law, which provided for the extradition from one state to another of those accused of a crime, which included fugitive slaves.

To combat it, abolitionists often used the writ of habeas corpus. The purpose of the writ was to challenge the claimants’ legal right to the slave and permit their release in the custody of their legal representative. It allows the judicial authority to reflect on the merits of a case after thoughtful consideration of the evidence, which the defendant’s counsel and the claimant are given the opportunity to present. Sometimes slavecatchers had nothing but their word as proof, and even slaveholders did not always bring sufficient evidence to support their claim.



After the Logan society, more antislavery societies followed in Lenawee County. By 1838, the Raisin Anti-Slavery Society, in the Lenawee County town of Raisin, had 56 members. But they were not without opposition, even in their own county. On July 4, 1839, racists in the nearby Rome-Cambridge township area fired their guns first in the air and later into a blackened wooden doll to disrupt a patriotic celebration held by an antislavery group.

Haviland’s Underground Railroad Participation

Haviland was far from a childless spinster with time on her hands. In 1829, when she and her husband, Charles, moved into a 16-by-18-foot log cabin near Adrian, the 20-year-old Haviland was already the mother of two. In time, her family would grow to eight children. In addition to raising a family, and working for the Adrian station and Chandler’s antislavery society, Haviland founded the first school for blacks in Michigan with help from her husband and brother. Haviland’s brother, Harvey Smith, sold his 150-acre farm to raise capital for the school’s construction, and the Raisin Institute opened in 1839. It admitted students regardless of race, religion, or gender.

It was a sign of Haviland’s commitment that she did not abandon her abolitionist activities after the great tragedy of her life in 1845 when she lost five family members in a span of six weeks. The family had contracted erysipelas, a bacterial infection that resembles poison ivy. Haviland came down with it, too, but managed to fight it off. Erysipelas claimed the lives of her sister, both of her parents, her husband, and their youngest child, a baby.

At the age of 36, Haviland had become a widow with seven children and a $700 debt, an amount comparable to $20,000 today. Haviland gathered her strength, took over her husband’s business, and expanded her efforts on behalf of the Underground Railroad. Two years later, she was targeted by proslavery individuals after helping the Hamiltons, a fugitive family.

Willis Hamilton was a freed slave, but his wife, Elsie, was a runaway. The couple had been living peacefully in Michigan when they arranged for someone to write to inquire about two daughters left behind. The letter, or news of it, reached Elsie’s owner, Dr. John Chester of Tennessee, and he surmised that he could find her near Adrian. He and his son, Thomas, came to Michigan for Elsie, and when they failed to capture her, they blamed it on Laura Haviland. In 1847, the Chesters put a bounty of $3,000 on her head, dead or alive. A comparable amount in today’s dollars would be roughly $80,000. After the close call, the Hamiltons took greater precautions. In 1850, when Thomas Chester tried to capture Elsie again, the Hamiltons had long since moved to Canada.

Dr. Chester was not the only slave owner thwarted by Haviland in 1847. John White, known as Felix White when he was a slave, had been attending the Raisin Institute. His owner, George Brazier, visited Haviland on the pretext of being a teacher. He must have mentioned Felix White to her, or perhaps she recognized his name from something White had told her. Regardless, Haviland suspected the man’s true intent. Because White was working on a farm near Brooklyn, Michigan, Haviland allowed Brazier to visit the school. Meanwhile, a student volunteered to warn White, and Haviland loaned him one of her horses. White escaped to Canada the next day.

Michigan Women Contributed to Antislavery Movement

In the nineteenth century, when most political groups excluded women, Lenawee County was the exception. There, groups that wanted to reach the hearts and minds of the general public welcomed women as officers and members. These antislavery groups not only worked to liberate the slaves, they also hoped to expand the role of women in public life. Though most of their names are lost to history, we should remember that Laura Haviland was not the only Michigan woman active in antislavery efforts.

In mid-October 1852, delegates gathered at Adrian to establish a State Central Anti-Slavery Committee. In tribute to the town’s importance, the group decided that at least seven of the sixteen or more committee members would have to live in or near Adrian. A year later, the group held a statewide convention at the Odd Fellows’ Hall in Adrian, and that meeting drew William Lloyd Garrison. Thomas Chandler, Elizabeth’s brother, served as President of the convention.

By 1860, a new group, calling themselves the Wide Awakes, had emerged. More than 900 Wide Awakes and 20,000 others converged on the fairgrounds in Adrian for a Republican rally in late October. Cassius Clay, the noted anti-slavery orator from Kentucky, was the featured speaker. Eleven days later, the nation elected Abraham Lincoln.

Although most abolitionists would have cited morality as the reason for their work, not all of them subscribed to a particular religion. For example, abolitionists James and Betsy Parker, from Rome township in Lenawee County, were Free Thinkers. An early Republican, Parker was elected to the state legislature on an antislavery platform in 1855.

Throughout her long life, Laura Haviland, keeper of the Adrian station on the Underground Railroad, followed the religious admonition to be her brother’s keeper. In her autobiography, she summed up her feelings about slavery and her life’s work: “Is it not the duty of every Christian to bring his or her religion into every line of life work, and act as conscientiously in politics as in church work?” (Haviland 454).

Despite the mercenaries who hunted her, Laura Haviland continued her humanitarian work up through and after the Civil War, traveling extensively to do so. As a result, the towns of Haviland, Kansas and Haviland, Ohio were named in her honor, and she was inducted as a charter member into the Michigan Women’s Hall of Fame.

—Rae Hallstrom
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ALBANY, NEW YORK

Albany was a major terminal connecting New York City with points north and west on the Underground Railroad. Organized efforts in the black community to aid fugitive slaves began here at least as early as 1831; based on reports covering various periods during the antebellum period, it is clear that thousands of fugitive slaves were aided.

Stephen Myers

The most important figure in Albany’s Underground Railroad was the black stationmaster, Stephen Myers, whose involvement covered a period of about 30 years. Born a slave in the town of Hoosick in Rensselaer County, New York in 1803 (some sources say 1800), he was emancipated from the family of Dr. Eights in 1818. At least as early as 1838, Myers had begun working as a boatman, listing his occupation as a steward that year on the steamboat, Diamond. It was in boats traveling up the Hudson River that fugitive slaves were most often transported from New York City to Albany. As New York Committee of Vigilance member Charles Ray wrote: “we would alternate in sending between Albany and Troy, and when we had a large party we would divide between the two cities. We had on one occasion, a party of twenty-eight persons of all ages. . . . We destined them for Canada. I secured passage for them in a barge.” (Ray, Florence T., Sketch of the Life of Rev. Charles B. Ray. New York: Press of J. J. Little & Co., 1887: 35).

[image: ]

Stephen Myers house, Albany, New York, home of the prolific conductor, which was also the site of the city’s vigilance committee office. (Courtesy of the Underground Railroad Workshop, Albany, New York)

Albany’s Underground Railroad Network

An important convention that linked regional abolitionists met in Albany from February 28 to March 2, 1838 at the Presbyterian Church. Nearly 200 individuals attended, including Myers and many others, who would be linked to the Underground Railroad: Hiram Corliss, Union Village, New York stationmaster, who chaired the convention; Gerrit Smith, one of the major figures in the Underground Railroad; William Goodell, editor of Friend of Man; Beriah Green, president of the Oneida Institute, the state’s only institution of higher education that enrolled blacks; Hiram Wilson, who would become advocate for fugitive slaves in Canada throughout the antebellum period; RPG Wright, the Schenectady barber and father of New York Committee of Vigilance president, Theodore Wright; Erastus Culver of Union Village, who later became a judge in Brooklyn and a legal advocate for fugitive slaves; and William L. Chaplin, secretary of the state antislavery society and future slave rescuer.

Among the resolutions passed was one that referred to aiding fugitive slaves: “we deeply sympathize with our colored brethren on their way from the great prison house of slavery; and also with those who have made good their escape from it and are now located in the province of Canada.” (“Albany Anti-Slavery Convention.” Friend of Man, March 14, 1838).

In April of that year, Chaplin called for the organization of vigilance committees in the larger communities of New York State. So it is likely that such a committee was organized in Albany that year, if not earlier.

Abel Brown and Charles Torrey

In 1839 and 1840, national abolition conventions assembled there, the latter to organize the Liberty Party; shortly thereafter a militant core of abolitionists and Underground Railroad operatives moved to the city. The radical abolitionist Rev. Charles T. Torrey joined forces with Rev. Abel Brown in Albany to establish the Eastern New York Anti-Slavery Society (ENYASS), which supported the Liberty Party. This society included members from all New York counties that bordered the Hudson River, the primary thoroughfare for the transport of runaway slaves from New York City. Apparently, based on reports in the ENYASS’s newspaper, Tocsin of Liberty (later the Albany Patriot), and Stephen Myers’s Northern Star and Freeman’s Advocate, two vigilance committees were operating in Albany during the early 1840s: one a formal collaboration of the Liberty Party and the Albany Anti-Slavery Society members; the other, an informal group that was primarily associates of Myers and Albany’s black community. During 1842, one report states, the former aided 350 runaway slaves (Brown 142).

The level of ENYASS’s activity in the Underground Railroad is reflected in the following copy taken from the June 20, 1842, issue of the Tocsin of Liberty and signed Forwarding Merchants, Albany, N.Y.

The vigilance committee are up to their elbows in work, and are desirous to have you inform a few of those men who have lately lost property consisting of articles of merchandize (falsely so called) in the shape, and having the minds and sympathies of human beings, that we are always on hand, and ready to ship cargoes on the shortest notice, and ensure a safe passage over the “Great Ontario.” (Brown 111–112)

Succeeding issues of the Tocsin included reports from Brown with the following: “The forwarding business is still good, and a little more ready cash would place us upon a sure footing . . . Tell kidnappers to take notice, that we have such an amount of business on hand, that we have no time to report progress.”

Characteristic of Brown and Torrey was their brazen attitude, which they expressed in flaunting their successes in their Underground Railroad work. An example of this was the following announcement Brown advertised in the Tocsin and Vermont Freeman, addressing a slaveholder, whose slave the ENYASS had helped:

Mr. Fernandis:—This is to inform you that the noble Robert Hill reached this city in safety and was safely sent on his way rejoicing. We charge you $25 for money paid him and services rendered, and 56 cents for the letter containing the advertisement. Please send a draft for the same. (Vermont Freeman, July 1, 1843: 3)

A ruse was sometimes employed by the ENYASS to confuse slavecatchers. Coordinating with Torrey, who used his position as a newspaper correspondent in Washington, D.C., to cover his work in aiding fugitive slaves, the Tocsin would publish accounts of fugitive slaves arriving safely in Canada who were actually still being hidden in the South. When it appeared that the slavecatchers had taken the bait and abandoned the hunt for the fugitive slaves, agents sent the runaways North with little worry of being pursued. Letters and accounts from such Underground Railroad coordinators as William Still in Philadelphia, Charles Ray and Sidney Howard Gay in New York City, Francis Jackson in Boston, Eber Pettit in western New York, and Frederick Douglass in Rochester all testify to the heavy Underground Railroad traffic that passed through Albany.

Late in 1844 Brown died of an illness and Torrey was arrested and put in a Maryland prison for aiding runaway slaves where he died in 1846. These events effectively caused a collapse of the Eastern New York Anti-Slavery Society, though Chaplin, also a member of the ENYASS leadership attempted but failed to maintain its former level of activities. He took over as editor of the Albany Patriot, successor to the Tocsin of Liberty, but it ceased publication in 1848. Thereafter, he moved to Washington, D.C., to coordinate Underground Railroad efforts that Torrey had originated, being the primary instigator of the unsuccessful Pearl escape. Then in 1850 he was apprehended while leading several fugitive slaves from Maryland in a carriage and put in prison.

Though Brown, Torrey, and Chaplin were no longer part of the Albany effort, there were numerous other agents in the Albany area who shouldered the responsibilities. Among them were women, including the Albany Female Anti-Slavery Society, whose formation in 1843 was inspired by Brown and Torrey; and the Quaker sisters Lydia and Abigail Mott, who operated a clothing store on Maiden Lane in downtown Albany.

Albany Female Anti-Slavery Society

The Albany Female Anti-Slavery Society reported the continuous passage of fugitive slaves during the mid-to-late 1840s. Its annual report in 1845 stated that “We have sustained a monthly meeting for prayer and the execution of plans for the assistance of fugitives on their way to Canada” (“Report of the Ladies’ A.S. Society of Albany,” Albany Patriot, July 2, 1845), noting that they had furnished them with clothing and other necessities. Their reports the following year mentioned support of a mission to Canada by Rev. Cyrus Prindle to minister to fugitive slaves, where he met Hiram Wilson at his manual labor school and renowned fugitive slave, Josiah Henson.

In 1847, the Mott sisters harbored George Lewis, a fugitive slave from Virginia, whose whereabouts had been discovered. Fortunately, Boston minister Leonard Grimes had learned of the situation during a visit to Albany and dispatched Boston Vigilance Committee member Austin Bearse, who sailed up the Hudson River to Albany on his yacht the Moby Dick to rescue Lewis. Bearse not only took Lewis out of a dangerous situation but brought him to live with his daughter in Boston.

Myers, the Stationmaster

It was Myers who took over leadership of Albany’s Underground Railroad thereafter. In 1842, he was one of the three publishers of The Northern Star and Freeman’s Advocate, which was introduced on January 20. It replaced The Colored American of New York City, which closed its offices at the end of 1841, as the nation’s foremost black newspaper. In the Northern Star, Myers revealed that Albany blacks had been giving organized aid to fugitive slaves as early as 1831. Like the Tocsin of Liberty, Myers printed reports of aid to fugitive slaves, though his reports were not inflammatory. In the December 8, 1842 issue, he wrote:

I will say a few words in relation to slaves who have passed through this city. There was one sent to our office by Mr. Morrell of Newark. We put him on board of a canal boat, paid his passage to Oswego, and furnished him with money to go into Canada. . . . We assisted two slaves that were sent to our office by William Garner of Elizabethtown [N.J.]; we furnished them with money for Canada by way of Lake Champlain.

Another even more intriguing story involving Myers was published in an 1848 issue of the Albany Patriot. It told of a steamboat, The Armenia, a “neat, swift, little day-boat from New York to Troy,” could make the trip from New York-to-Albany in nine hours,” which “nothing on the river” could outrace. The boat’s design was marked by a novel “improvement” for such ships that allowed fugitive slaves to be more easily hidden because “the table [was] set on the first deck instead of below, as is usual. . . . A light, airy saloon, of a hot or a dark day, is altogether more comfortable than a close and dungeonlike place” (“Comfort and Economy for the Traveller,” Albany Patriot, May 10, 1848). Its steward was Myers.

By 1855, Myers was devoting full-time to his efforts at aiding fugitive slaves. He was an exceptional organizer and could depend on many important individuals for assistance: editors Thurlow Weed, of the Albany Evening Journal, and Horace Greeley, of the New York Tribune; New York governors William H. Seward, John Alsop King, and Edward D. Morgan; New York City merchants Moses Grinnell, Simeon Draper, and Robert B. Minturn; philanthropist James W. Beekman; Livingston County, New York patrician, General James Wadsworth; New York City contractor John P. Cummings; Albany stone manufacturer, William Newton; and John Jay, of Westchester County, the grandson of the Founding Father.

Myers also made the rounds at the state and national Negro conventions, and as a temperance lecturer. A colored temperance society in Lee, Massachusetts with 36 members was named after him. In addition, his letters show that he was lobbying the New York State legislature to remove the state’s property qualification for blacks to vote and to defeat a bill there to provide funding to the American Colonization Society. His activities cast a wide network.

Among those in the Underground Railroad he worked with were Francis Jackson, secretary of the Boston Vigilance Committee, who forwarded fugitive slaves to him through Thomas Harley in Springfield, Massachusetts. Sidney Howard Gay was forwarding fugitive slaves from New York City, and there is also an account of Lewis Tappan forwarding one as well. It is likely he also had close contact with William Still in Philadelphia, as a number of fugitive slaves came to him by way of Philadelphia, including Harriet Tubman. Another noteworthy contact was abolitionist Judge Erastus Culver of Brooklyn, who employed Chester Arthur, the future president and whose law firm was involved in several noteworthy cases in which it defended fugitive slaves. Coincidentally, Arthur’s father was the pastor of a church near Myers’s vigilance committee office.

Strong documentary evidence exists of the large-scale movement of fugitive slaves through Albany in the mid-1850s. An 1856 broadside revealed that during one nine-month period between September 12, 1855 and July 15, 1856, he coordinated the movement of 287 fugitive slaves, and paid $542.36 for their passage and $76.60 for their board. He also listed the names of the members of his vigilance committee, in all twelve men including himself: Rev. John Sands, pastor of the African Wesleyan Church; C. Brooks, a maker of melodeons; Thomas Elkins, a pharmacist; Rev. J. J. Kelley, a Roman Catholic priest; William H. Topp, a prominent tailor and long-time black abolitionist leader and personal friend of William Lloyd Garrison; Captain Abram Johnson, a boatman, who was Myers’s father-in-law; William Gardner and William Matthews, barbers; Minos McGowan, a lumber merchant; Richard Wright, a shoemaker; and James S. Wood (Vigilance Committee Office, Broadside, Albany, N.Y., July 1856; Calarco, 2004: 162).

The broadside also revealed the location of Myers’s vigilance committee office during this time at 198 Lumber Street, now 200 Livingston Avenue. The building has been identified as still extant by researchers and has been undergoing preservation for use as a museum. It is an important discovery, for it was one of New York State’s most important Underground Railroad stations.

In a later circular from 1858, Myers stated that 121 fugitive slaves were helped during a five-month period with $242 being paid for their passage [to Syracuse]. Myers also wrote in the circular that “hundreds of fugitives have fallen to my care during the last twelve years” (Circular to the Friends of Freedom, 1858; Calarco, 2004: 192), and that he is in need of funds to continue his efforts. He added that his financial books and accounts were open for anyone to inspect if they were concerned about the use of their contributions. He also appealed for clothing to be donated, and added that to save expenses, many fugitive slaves were sent into the country to work on farms, which was considered to be safe.

In a letter to Francis Jackson, six weeks later, he wrote that 67 more runaways have passed through and that he was accommodating “three different branches of the underground road” (Stephen Myers to Francis Jackson, Albany, May 22, 1858). Another letter later that year to John Jay identified a number of his benefactors, and explained that he collected 10 cents on every dollar received for his livelihood because he was devoting all his time to the “Underground business . . . “ He also contrasted the way he ran his Underground with that in New York and Philadelphia, explaining that he had to collect and manage every dollar himself while they raised their funds through antislavery societies and fairs. He also mentioned nine fugitive slaves that Jay’s father had sent him.

Myers’s Network

Many businesses and groups were involved in Albany’s Underground Railroad. Among those who bear closer scrutiny, all of whom were vigilance committee members, are lumber and shipping merchant Chauncey P. Williams; canal towboat operator Linnaeus P. Noble, who later moved to Syracuse and participated in the Jerry Rescue, and also became involved in the Underground Railroad in Washington, D.C. as publisher of the National Era; lumber merchant and temperance house proprietor Nathaniel Safford; and two men who were members of both the Albany and New York committees of vigilance and had residences for a time in both cities, George R. Barker and Andrew Lester. The presence of Barker and Lester in Albany shows the closeness of the connection between Albany and New York, and suggests more widespread organization than some historians have given credit to the Underground Railroad.

—Tom Calarco
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ALUM CREEK QUAKER SETTLEMENT

Alum Creek, a Quaker settlement located 30 miles north of Columbus in the Morrow County, Ohio town of Marengo, was one of the state’s most active Underground Railroad stops. Directly in line with several routes that started at gateways along the Ohio River, including Ripley, it harbored hundreds of fugitive slaves in various safe houses on their way to freedom.

The Benedict Family

Cyrus Benedict moved to Marengo and founded the Alum Creek Quaker Settlement in 1811. At least nine members of the Benedict family, covering three generations, became conductors; two of them began driving fugitive slaves when they were boys. The Sycamore Trail, whose sycamore trees with their white bark served as guideposts, ran along Alum Creek. Fugitive slaves waded in the water of the creek as they left safe houses to the south like the Hanby House in nearby Westerville, attempting to elude pursuing slave hunters while on their way to find another safe house in the Alum Creek Settlement.

Routes to Alum Creek

Many of the routes that started in Ripley zigzagged into several routes. One of them from Ripley passed through Sardinia then northeastward to New Market and Hillsboro. Another Quaker settlement, Samantha, was the next stop. It continued directly east to stations at New Petersburg and on to Paint Creek and Greenfield. One of the branches at this crossroads continued north toward Alum Creek. As early as 1820, Mahlon Pickrell and his associate Mahlon Stanton hauled fugitive slaves on the last leg of this route from Pickrelltown in Logan County. They drove their passengers at night by horse and wagon over a rough road through a swampy area, a distance of 35 miles. The route
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