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Preface

The Daily Life along the Underground Railroad is a story about people who escaped from various locations throughout America. Propelling the escapes of those seeking freedom was America’s robust domestic slave trade that sent thousands of people to the Lower South because of the world’s demand for cotton. The accounts retold in this book capture the passions, determination, fearlessness, desperation, and ingenuity of those determined to live the dream of liberty promised to Americans beginning with the Declaration of Independence in 1776. The stories recounted are not just about freedom seekers but about those who assisted them in their quest for freedom. Previous discussions focused on a single individual, the White abolitionist societies throughout the North, or a general discussion about the scope and operations of the Underground Railroad. Few have attempted to discuss the diversity of people from various parts of the United States, Canada, and Mexico whose lives, and those of their families, were forever altered because of their quest for freedom or because they assisted those who sought freedom. These efforts meant that those involved with, or a part of the Underground Railroad willingly violated the law and all societal norms for freedom.

The Daily Life along the Underground Railroad invites readers into the lives of selected freedom seekers, abolitionists, agents, and conductors and the world they inhabited. Yet, this discussion will not end with a narration of the escapes or freedom seekers. Rather, I will discuss what happened to those who were part of the Underground Railroad as a way of understanding the complicated world in which many navigated because of their individual circumstances and the choices they made. Their stories will help to place their stories as a critical part of the larger American narrative. After all, real freedom was anywhere as long as it was beyond constraints.

The creation of this book resulted from new scholarship published over the past twenty years, creating a need to reinterpret a general narrative that includes these important added details and perspectives that enlarge our understanding of this fascinating story about the Underground Railroad and the people who were involved. And in the spirit of Fergus Bordewich’s monumental work, Bound for Canaan, I hope this work will enable young and old to engage with the story and the people who risked everything to free themselves and their families during a time when the American government spent countless resources to preserve and protect an institution that we collectively regard as inhumane.

The book is divided into eight chapters that cover the history of the Underground Railroad from its beginnings in the early 1800s through the period of Reconstruction that ended in 1877. This timeline allows for a more complete story to be included to discuss the lives of the freedom seekers who used a network of people to either achieve freedom, retrieve loved ones, or disseminate information about the horrors of slavery.

Chapter 1, “Daily Life for Enslaved People,” goes behind the scenes to explore the lives of freedom seekers and the world in which they lived. Choosing when and how to escape was never easy and often that decision was determined by the eminent threat of sale, treatment, or the desire to be free. Choices were also influenced by opportunity. In port cities, the opportunity to escape on schooners or steamships was affected by the availability of a ship that would carry them to a northern port. For those in the Upper South, Texas, or in western states such as Nebraska depended upon that individual’s contact with conductors and the availability of transportation. Each effort to escape from slavery was unique and fraught with risk and uncertainty. Escape was never a guarantee and if captured, the results were disastrous for the freedom seeker and their families.

Chapter 2 explores “Choosing and Preparing for Escape.” Often, the decision to escape resulted from events transpiring in the lives of slaveholders (debt, death, relocation) or slaves (sold away, brutality, opportunity, family, and desire for freedom). Those who attempted to or successfully escaped had an advantage that many who were more closely supervised did not: they either hired out their own time or were allowed relative freedom of movement. Chances were even greater for those living in port cities along the Eastern Seaboard. Thus, the choices people made and how those choices changed over an approximately sixty-five-year period varied, depending upon one’s location.

The topic of the landscape and opportunity will be the focus in Chapter 3, “The Geography of Escapes.” For most enslaved people, the hope of freedom would remain only a desire because of the geography of slavery. As the nation expanded westward and grew dependent upon cotton production, the lives of many enslaved people were confined to landlocked locales. For those who lived along the eastern seaboard, and especially near or in port cities, however, the hope of freedom was more a possibility than a pipedream. Thus, this chapter explores how freedom seekers followed the waterways and the river valleys to the coastal ports while others journeyed over land, especially in the trans-Appalachian west, eventually crossing over the Ohio River to freedom. Personal accounts of freedom seekers will be explored relative to their geography to provide a broader context when examining the Underground Railroad.

Chapter 4 tells the story of how some freedom seekers remained in the South, hidden within the bowels of swamps. These swamps were scattered primarily along the eastern seaboard from Maryland to Florida where the low-lying landscapes created by the marshlands provided safe spaces for those seeking to hide from society bent on enslaving more Blacks. Here in these communities, runaways from slavery, also called maroons, were able to create a life and community for themselves and their children. Similarly, Chapter 5, “The Journey to Freedom,” probes the escapes and the decisions freedom seekers made once they reached either the North or the West. As many of the freedom seekers settled into the cities and towns, hiding in plain sight or free from America’s slave laws, they continued their association with the Underground Railroad system, sending letters to loved ones in the South and making efforts to secure the freedom of their families.

The strongest organizers of the Railroad’s networks were Black men and women who worked through their churches and other organizations. Chapter 6, “Agents, Secrets, and Black Communities of Support,” interrogates how and why these communities provided aid with a focus on highlighting those communities throughout the North and in Canada, especially the Ontario Province. “Living in Freedom” takes the storyline further in Chapter 7, underlining the world that they created and how many lived the remainder of their lives in those locations. And finally, Chapter 8, “The Price of Liberty,” discusses the world that freedom seekers had to create for themselves in other nations in order to maintain their freedom. Moreover, only a few families of freedom seekers were reconstituted during the period prior to the Civil War or afterwards. Many of those who escaped, like Henry Brown, were never able to find their spouses who were sold away. Others, who were able to escape along with their families, returned home in the hope of rebuilding their lives and forging a pathway to empowerment.

The true costs that Blacks paid to be free may never be fully assessed, but what is clear is that the hope and idea of freedom was a powerful motivator. The euphoria over the concept of liberty propelled many freedom seekers to be on the frontlines of the early civil rights efforts, creating self-help institutions, advocating for educational institutions, serving in public office, or building financial wealth. This discussion will be the first to explore all of these concepts as part of the larger story of the lives of freedom seekers whose involvement with the Underground Railroad forever transformed them and their descendants.

This exploration into examining the Underground Railroad began when I read Dr. Tommy Bogger’s dissertation on free Blacks in Norfolk in the 1980s. Since that time, I was fascinated with the journey of freedom seekers and how that agency was on full display as early as 1619 and their forced arrival in the Virginia colony. I am indebted to Dr. Bogger for his support of my work and his generosity in sharing information on the topic. I am also grateful to Troy Valos, manager of the Sargeant Memorial Collection at the Slover Library in Norfolk, Virginia. He is our region’s most adept bloodhound when it comes to tracking down and uncovering amazing information on American history. Mr. Valos often goes beyond our region and provides information about additional sources to review. And finally, I am thankful to my husband, Dr. William Alexander, for providing his expertise and his eye for details in reading my manuscript and providing me with important insight.




Introduction

Even though a century and a half has passed since fugitives risked everything in search of freedom, the Underground Railroad continues to captivate the hearts and minds of people because it highlights the victory of the underdog. Piecing together the history of the Underground Railroad requires detective work, determination, and luck—scouring local and abolitionist newspapers, biographies of accomplished individuals and first-time students attending historically Black colleges and universities, runaway slave advertisements, interviews with formerly enslaved people, court records, and the countless archival records deposited in libraries and museums throughout this country. Within these records reside the scattered clues of America’s most effectively secretive organization. Countless past historians have dived into these records for over 100 years.

This book seeks to highlight the thousands of stories by focusing on some of the high-profile cases that produced a plethora of documentation. These cases allow a deep dive into the individual lives of freedom seekers that are also representative of the countless people who are sometimes mentioned only as a footnote in the history of the Underground Railroad. In the past, historical narratives reflected abolitionist accounts that focused primarily on why people escaped and the White northern agents who assisted them.

The story of Daily Life along the Underground Railroad examines the complexities of the Underground Railroad. This story is not just about freedom seekers but about the thousands of people who sacrificed their lives and freedoms to ensure that America lived up to its aspirational goal of freedom, liberty, and equality for its citizens. These individuals and groups also worked collaboratively to end the institution of slavery that contradicted those goals. And despite many past narratives that focused on Quaker communities, the majority of those who helped were free and enslaved African Americans who worked secretly and in plain sight to help family, friends, and strangers to obtain freedom even in a growingly proslavery and hostile nation.

The book will also discuss how freedom seekers sought sanctuary within Black communities that supported and protected them from slave hunters and supporters of slavery in America and those who fled to Canada and Mexico. Some who left the United States regarded themselves as refugees whose sojourn in Canada especially was seen as temporary. Finding sanctuary in a nation whose environment differed significantly from that of the southern United States forced many to make a life-changing decision: return home, with its cultural and familial connections, or remain in a different cultural environment that sometimes saw these individuals as unwelcome guests.

Accounts of Freedom Seekers In Their Own Words

“I was born a slave, reared in the Southern hot-bed until I was the mother of two children, sold at the early age of two and four years old. I have been hunted through all of the Northern States … The monster who owned her had no humanity in his soul … My poor mother … sought her master, entreating him to spare her child. Nothing could exceed his rage at this what he called impertinence. My mother was dragged to jail, there remained twenty-five days, with Negro traders to come in as they liked to examine her, as she was offered for sale. My sister was told that she must yield, or never expect to see her mother again … That child gave herself up to her master’s bidding, to save one that was dearer to her than life itself … At fifteen, my sister held to her bosom an innocent offspring of her guilt and misery. In this way she dragged a miserable existence of two years, between the fires of her mistress’s jealousy and her master’s brutal passion. At seventeen, she gave birth to another helpless infant, heir to all the evils of slavery. Thus life and its sufferings was meted out to her until her twenty-first year. Sorrow and suffering has made its ravages upon her—she was less the object to be desired by the fiend who had crushed her to the earth; and as her children grew, they bore too strong a resemblance to him who desired to give them no other inheritance save Chains and Handcuffs” (“Letter from a Fugitive Slave” 1853, 6).

This letter, written by Harriet Jacobs, was the first salvo highlighting how African American women were at the forefront of constant exploitation, both physical and sexual, because of their race, status, and gender. Speaking covertly about her own life as a slave in Edenton, North Carolina, and the tensions of being the slave of a sexual predator who had complete control over her life and the wife whose jealousy often turned violent was the message Jacobs hoped to communicate. Americans had long turned a blind eye to the real horrors of slavery, preferring to believe the lies told by slavery apologists, whether from the pulpit, the courtroom, or the halls of Congress. Narrating under the pseudonym of “The Fugitive Slave,” Jacobs wrote briefly about the real life of enslaved people while living in Dr. James Norcom’s household. His wife, Mary Matilda Horniblow Norcom, was the daughter of wealthy Edenton hotel owner, Joseph Horniblow, and the father of her children, the Honorable Samuel Tredwell Sawyer, esq., a prominent lawyer and member of the US Congress. The account of these events by Jacobs was first published in the New York Daily Tribute in June 1853 as an anonymous commentary on the horrors of slavery (“Letter from a Fugitive Slave” 1853, 6; Yellin 2004, xix–xx).

Eight years later, Jacobs bravely wrote her autobiography, the Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Written by Herself at the urging of a friend and Quaker, Amy Post. Using the pseudonym Linda Brent, Jacobs fictionalized the names and some of the details of her life reflecting the strategies in sentimental literature to hold the attention of readers. Yet, the work was not only the first book-length autobiography written by an African American woman who had been enslaved but it was the first one to directly reveal issues of racial and sexual exploitation and violence. The book replaced the names of real-life people in her narrative to protect her family, some of whom were free, while others were still enslaved. The autobiography details how she was forced into a sexual relationship at a young age, the lifestyle and treatment of herself and her children as enslaved people, and her decision to escape and the accompanying journey to freedom.

Thus, the story of Harriet Jacobs, as a freedom seeker and as someone who fought in her own way against slavery, represents the life of many who were victims of slavery yet managed to escape and share their experiences with the world. From the 1840s through the early 1860s, abolitionists funded and supported the publications of numerous narratives of freedom seekers to counter the narratives of proslavery writers who characterized enslaved people as servants, beloved members of White families, or as beasts and savages.

Some of the most well-known narratives published included The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass (1845), Narrative of William W. Brown, A Fugitive Slave. Written by Himself (1847), Narrative of Henry Watson, A Fugitive Slave (1848), The Narrative of Henry Box Brown (1849), Narrative of the Life and Adventures of Henry Bibb, An American Slave, Written by Himself (1849), Slave Life in Georgia: A Narrative of the Life and Sufferings, and Escape of John Brown, A Fugitive Slave, Now in England (1855), Josiah Henson’s Truth Stranger Than Fiction. Father Henson’s Story of His Own Life, 1858. Austin Steward’s Twenty-Two Years a Slave, and Forty Years a Freeman (1859), and Running a Thousand Miles for Freedom; or the Escape of


Organizing Resistance to Slavery





[image: A historical portrait of William Still in a suit.]
Abolitionist and Underground Railroad stationmaster William Still’s book The Underground Railroad (1872) focuses on the freedom seekers along the eastern seaboard who passed through his station in Philadelphia. (Siebert, Wilbur Henry and Albert Bushnell Hart. The Underground Railroad from Slavery to Freedom, 1898) 

Stationmasters and Agents of the Underground Railroad








Documenting the Underground Railroad






The Geography of Freedom Seeking
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Map of the Underground Railroad, c. 1838–1860. Most freedom seekers who successfully made it to Canada came from states in the Upper South and from port areas in particular. This Federal Writers Project map was based on interviews of formerly enslaved people who knew about the Underground Railroad. (Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division)
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