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				INTRODUCTION

			

			Peter Freedman saw danger in the unfamiliar faces around him. He had come to Philadelphia looking for parents he had not seen in decades, not since he was a small child. The journey from Alabama had been long and arduous, but now that he was here, he was unsure if he should have come. He remembered an old house on a hill above the Delaware River, but though that river flowed past the city of Philadelphia nothing here looked like it did in his memory. Would he even recognize his parents if he saw them? It had been more than forty years, after all. He remembered his brother’s face, and he looked on each dark face he passed, hoping to see some resemblance.[1]

			Peter had good reason to be wary. Though he was now legally free, having purchased his own freedom after decades of bondage, he had heard stories of kidnappers who were always on the lookout for unsuspecting Black men like him. He had been told that some of them even posed as abolitionists. Upon arriving in the city, Peter had gone to the boardinghouse of a Black man, Dr. James Bias, a man he was told he could trust, but he was not sure he could. Bias was out of town, but his wife, “a bright mulatto woman, with a kind smile and a pleasant voice,” welcomed Peter and arranged for a guide who would help him look for his parents. The two walked the city, inquiring among various Black men and women they met if any had known a man named Levin and his wife, Sidney (sometimes spelled Cidney), who had lost two children forty years before.

			They spent two days in this search with no success. No one was surprised by Peter’s story. The kidnapping of Black Philadelphians, especially children, was common, but no one knew Levin or Sidney. It was at this point that Mrs. Bias suggested Peter go to the Anti-Slavery Society office, to a man named William Still who worked there and who kept records of fugitive slaves passing through the city. Perhaps, she thought, there might be some records of his parents there.

			Mrs. Bias arranged for the same guide to show Peter the way; it was about six in the evening when they set out. Peter got the sense that this guide did not believe his story, and this only accentuated his anxiety. As they walked through the streets in the late summer heat, the guide stopped occasionally and talked to those he seemed to know. He did so in a low voice that Peter could not make out.

			When they finally reached the Anti-Slavery Society office, Peter peered through the window and saw a young Black man, neatly dressed, writing at a desk. They entered the office and the young man they had seen through the window rose to greet them. Peter’s guide and the young clerk, William Still, seemed to know each other. Still was dark-skinned and fairly tall, with short-cropped hair and strong features.[2]

			“Good evening, sir,” said the guide. “Here is a man from the South that says he is hunting for his people; and he wants to make me believe he was born in Philadelphia. Mrs. Bias sent me here with him—she thought possibly you might find the names of his parents on some of your books.”

			“What were you parents’ names?” asked Still.

			“I was stolen away from the Delaware river,” said Peter, “with my brother Levin, when I was about six years old. My father’s name was Levin, and my mother’s name was Sidney; and we had two sisters—one named ’Merica and the other Charity; though my brother always said that ’Merica was our cousin…We used to talk a heap about our mother, but nineteen years ago my brother died in Alabama; and now I’ve bought my liberty, and come back to hunt for my relations.”

			Peter felt a subtle change come over the clerk. Still had been courteous at first, but now as Peter told his story Still seemed to become intensely interested. He asked Peter to repeat the names of his parents and older brother. He did so. Still asked if there were any other names, other than those he had already mentioned, that he could remember from his time with his parents. Peter thought for a moment. He remembered a white man, named S.G., who lived near his parents. Peter recalled playing with this man’s children.

			Still asked Peter if the two might wait for a bit while he finished preparing the mail to be sent. Peter was uneasy, but what could he do? He and the guide sat quietly for a while, waiting for Still to finish his work, all the while keeping watch over the door, half convinced that these two men were conspiring against him.

			Eventually, after nearly an hour had passed, Still returned to the two visitors.

			“It will take some time,” he said, “to look over those old papers, and this man may as well go home. I will show you the way back to Mrs. Bias’.”

			The guide rose to leave. Peter, relieved at the chance to escape this situation, rose as well. “I’ll go, too,” he said.

			“No, no—stay,” said Still. “I will do my best to find your friends.”

			“Yes, stay—by all means,” added the guide. “If he will look for them, it isn’t worth while to go away now.”

			Once the guide was gone, Still sat down next to Peter and looked him directly in the face.

			“Suppose I should tell you that I am your brother?”

			“Supposin’ you should?” responded an incredulous Peter.

			“Well,” continued Still, his voice trembling, “from all you have told me, I believe that you are a brother of mine. My father’s name was Levin, and my mother’s name is Sidney, and they lost two boys named Levin and Peter, about the time you speak of. I have often heard my mother mourn about those two children, and I am sure you must be one of them.”

			

			—

			William Still lived a remarkable life. Born free in 1821 to parents who had been enslaved, he lived until 1902, witnessing the dawn of the twentieth century. He would rise to prominence as a leader of the Underground Railroad, the effort to aid and protect those fleeing from bondage, an enterprise that had already taken on a legendary aura even as it continued to shuttle thousands of slaves to safety. In the decade before the Civil War, Still would have a hand in some of the most dramatic events in the growing struggle over slavery, establishing himself as a major figure in the abolitionist movement. He would continue his work on behalf of Black rights in the decades following the abolition of slavery, and when he died, Still was one of the most famous and respected Black men in America. There was, however, no moment in his life more remarkable than this unlikely reunion with a brother he had never met.

			It was, of course, a moment of deep personal importance, but it was also something more than that. Still was born in an ostensibly free state, New Jersey, but it was a state that did not pass a gradual abolition law until 1804, a law that applied only to those born after July 4 of that year. Even then, the children of slaves would be freed after serving a lengthy apprenticeship, a type of pseudo-slavery. Men were bound until their twenty-fifth birthday, women until their twenty-first. In these same years, Lower North states like New Jersey and Pennsylvania (the state where Still would live most of his adult life) became a refuge for those fleeing the upper South. Some of these refugees had been legally emancipated like Still’s father; and others, like Still’s mother, fled from bondage, hoping to evade their masters’ clutches. Many of Still’s free Black friends and neighbors, therefore, were themselves fugitives from slavery. Others had stories, like Still’s, of long-lost family members, sold South, never to be seen again. Some even had tales of sons, daughters, brothers, and sisters, stolen from the streets of their Northern communities, seized by legally sanctioned slave catchers or by outlaw kidnappers—often the two were indistinguishable. Free Black people, in other words, had personal, familial connections to bondage; they lived in the shadow of slavery.[3]

			Still had always known about his family’s connection to slavery, and from an early age he was drawn to the antislavery struggle. His work in that struggle has, however, been often overlooked. Here, too, his meeting with his brother is instructive. As remarkable as Peter’s appearance in William’s office seemed to both men, it was no coincidence. William Still had placed himself at the center of a vast network of men and women who were committed to aiding fugitives from slavery in their dangerous flight north. This network was built on word of mouth, on carefully compiled records, on letters and telegraph wires, on steamship lines, railroad tracks, and country roads, all converging on Still and the Anti-Slavery Office in Philadelphia. While Still’s work would sometimes bring him face-to-face with the enemy—an arrogant slaveholder on the Delaware docks or a villainous slave catcher in a Philadelphia back alley—most often his work found him, as he was that night when Peter walked in, seated at his desk, writing.

			Still was a seemingly ordinary man who did extraordinary things. This helps explain why we know far less about him than we do about some of his better-known contemporaries. Frederick Douglass, for example, born just a few years before Still in the same region of Maryland’s Eastern Shore where Still’s parents had been enslaved, is a useful comparison. Douglass was extraordinary by any standard. His vivid prose and searing oratorical style made him an international star of the abolitionist movement. In his quieter moments, though, Douglass helped ferry fugitives across the border to Canada, fugitives who often had been sent on from Philadelphia by Still. Many of these fugitives would never have made it to Douglass had it not been for Still’s work in Philadelphia. Similarly, Harriet Tubman, also born enslaved in the same region of Maryland, has become one of the most famous figures of the Underground Railroad, her almost superhuman physical courage enabling her to travel into the lion’s den to rescue friends and family, all the time facing re-enslavement and worse, winning her the admiration and fascination of generations since. Yet Tubman was but one of innumerable “conductors” with whom Still worked, shepherding fugitives to safety. Still’s work, ordinary as it might sometimes seem, linked together these two and countless more like them, in a vast abolitionist web, aiding hundreds of desperate fugitives from slavery.[4]

			Beyond this, what Still’s work accomplished, and one of the reasons that work speaks to us today, is that it organized and empowered the everyday work of fugitive slaves, their struggles for freedom, their flight from bondage. In 1872, Still published his monumental account of this work, The Underground Railroad, almost 800 pages recounting the stories of hundreds of fugitives he helped on their way north. For those looking to recover Still’s actions this book has sometimes proven frustrating; Still is by no means the center of attention. In fact, for pages at a time it can be difficult to find Still’s hand at all. This absence is by design. Still understood, and wanted his readers to understand, that fugitive slaves themselves were the engine of the Underground Railroad. Here too the contrast with his ally Tubman is useful. Tubman’s story can sometimes leave the impression that enslaved people were in need of a savior, someone to rescue them from bondage. Still’s work, on the other hand, shows us that enslaved people were prepared to save themselves—they simply needed a hand.[5]

			That hand would come primarily from the grassroots effort of African American families who opened their arms, and homes, to fugitive slaves. Still’s work connected fugitives with those who stood ready to help them. To be sure, there were white allies who helped in this work as well, but it was the willingness of Black communities across the North to harbor fugitive slaves upon which Still most relied. He had grown up in a family and in a Black community where this willingness to aid fugitives was unquestioned. Later, when he moved to Philadelphia, he would join a much larger, more dynamic Black community, but here too he would find the same commitment to aiding fugitive slaves. Still’s work would eventually tie together hundreds of communities, stretching all the way across the border to Canada. Still’s life, then, is not a story of the triumph of the heroic, lone individual; it is, rather, a story of community struggle, and of one man’s critical part in that struggle.

			Still’s life also helps us to see the longer story of the fight for Black freedom and Black citizenship rights. As central as this Underground Railroad work would be to Still’s life, it would prove to be but a part of his longer fight for the rights of Black people. The end of slavery in the North would leave free African Americans as second-class citizens: generally denied the right to vote, excluded from most of the best-paying work, segregated in public accommodations and schools. Abolitionism was the beginning, not the end, of the struggle for Black freedom. Even as he was engaged in the everyday work of assisting fugitive slaves in their flight from the South, Still also committed himself to the fight for full Black citizenship, and indeed he rightly understood that these struggles were inextricably bound together.

			Throughout all this, Still was also a son, a father, and a husband, and yet for a Black man in nineteenth-century America, each of these roles was necessarily weighted with ideological and political significance. Free Black people daily confronted a white majority that assumed them to be lazy, undisciplined, intemperate, and generally a threat to their community. Black leaders disagreed about the exact origins of this overwhelming prejudice, but most understood that it was the responsibility of each individual to live a life that disproved these pernicious lies. For Still, this meant hard work, prudence, and a life-long pursuit of the “respectability” that came with material success. Eventually he would prosper, becoming one of the wealthiest Black men in Philadelphia, mostly due to his success as a coal dealer. Economic success would enable Still and his wife, Letitia, to live in increasing comfort, to provide their children with opportunities they had been denied, and to share their wealth with the Black community. In a sense Still’s story is a classic nineteenth-century rags-to-riches story. At times, he would depict himself as a self-made man, but he was always keenly aware that his prosperity was not simply a tribute to his own resourcefulness and hard work. Still never lost sight of those who had made his success possible, and he sought to turn his success into an argument for the inherent value of Black people, who, Still reminds us, continued to struggle against great odds in their efforts to secure for themselves and their families that which white Americans took for granted.

			And yet, Still’s success, both his economic prosperity and his rising prominence as a Black leader, helped to make him some enemies and to reveal tensions within the Black community. Still could be warm-hearted and generous, but he could also be stubborn and sanctimonious. He had little tolerance for those who were less committed to the cause than he, and he was openly dismissive of Black leaders who squandered their gifts. As he grew older, he was increasingly confident in his own judgment, and this confidence looked like arrogance to his rivals. His advocacy for Black “respectability” struck some as puritanical. While he often sought to deflect attention from his own work, at other times he seemed embarrassingly intent on receiving what he viewed as appropriate credit for his contributions. He was, in other words, a human, full of contradiction and idiosyncrasy.[6]

			

			—

			“It is safe to say,” wrote the Black abolitionist and author William Wells Brown of his friend William Still, “that no man has been truer to the fleeing slave than he.”[7] Still’s contemporaries understood him to be one of the most important figures in the abolitionist movement and one of the leading Black men of the nineteenth century. Upon his death, newspapers across the country remembered him as “the father of the Underground Railroad.”[8] If we think of a father simply as someone who gives life to something, then Still was most certainly not its father; the Underground Railroad had existed long before he became involved with it. But if we think of a father as one who nurtures, one who protects, one who guides and shapes, then Still, as much as anyone, deserves to be called a father of the Underground Railroad. In the more than hundred years since his death, though, Still has been marginalized, sometimes even forgotten, by histories of the movements to which he contributed so much, in part due to his own tendency to emphasize the work and stories of others, in part due to the seemingly mundane nature of his work on the Underground Railroad. This book seeks to remedy that erasure, to return Still to his rightful place at the center of the struggle against slavery.

		

	
		
		
			
				CHAPTER ONE

				••

				A BOY IN THE PINES

			

			William Still was born October 7, 1821, in a remote corner of the southern New Jersey pinelands, the youngest of eighteen children of Levin and Charity Steel. Their home was, as William’s older brother recalled, “a log house, with one door and no glass windows in it,” on the southern edge of Burlington County in what is now Shamong Township, but which was then part of Washington Township, a few miles east of the small town of Medford. The soil was sandy, and the Stills’ property was one of the small farms that had been carved out of the pine forest that to this day stretches over the gently undulating ground of southern New Jersey. Black residents, the vast majority of them free, made up less than 5 percent of the population in Burlington County, and while robust Black communities could be found in parts of the county, the Stills settled in an area where they were one of few Black families.[1]

			What had brought the Still family to this place? Neither Levin nor Charity had been born in New Jersey. Both had been born into slavery, a hundred miles to the south on the Eastern Shore of Maryland, in Caroline County. In contrast to Dorchester County, to its immediate south, bordering the Chesapeake, Caroline County, inland and abutting the state of Delaware along its eastern border, contained somewhat fewer slaves, about 20 percent of the population in 1800. As young children, both had been enslaved to one William Banning, but when Banning died in 1780, Levin, who was then about ten, became the property of his widow, Margaret, while Charity, then about eight and known as Sidney, passed to Banning’s daughter, Lydia Morton, who later sold her to Alexander Griffith (a man William Still would later remember as Saunders Griffin). Margaret Banning died soon after her husband, and Levin became the property of her grandson, William Wood, who was about the same age as Levin.[2]

			Slavery had been the foundation of the economy in this part of Maryland for more than a century, but that economy was changing. The turbulence of the American Revolution helped catalyze a significant shift. Planters who had once almost exclusively focused on a single crop, tobacco, now increasingly grew grains, fruits, and vegetables, and raised livestock. Wheat in particular found a ready market across the Atlantic as the French Revolution and its aftermath disrupted agriculture across Europe. With this diversified agricultural economy came a corresponding demand for different kinds of labor and a transformation in the seasonal rhythms of production. Wheat, for example, required two intense periods of labor during its cultivation: planting and harvest. At these times, farmers sought all the work they could get. The rest of the year, however, there was far less to be done in order to tend to the crop. This posed a problem for planters, who saw that their enslaved labor force continued to grow over these years. Ever creative in their exploitation of slave labor, masters turned this problem into an opportunity. In the decades which followed the American Revolution, slave laborers were put to work grinding grain, tending livestock, and transporting crops to market. They worked as coopers, smiths, millers, and tanners.[3]

			While slave masters did their best to get the most value out of their enslaved property, there was a growing sense among the planters of the Chesapeake region that they had more slave labor than they needed. Some responded by selling slaves south and west to the burgeoning cotton frontier where the lust for slave labor was almost insatiable. The division of enslaved families became the hallmark of this “generation” of Chesapeake slavery. Other masters hired out underused slaves for a period of time. Many of these hired-out slaves were put to work in towns, large and small, across the region. There was also the escalating fear among masters that their property in slaves was endangered by the possibility of flight. Slaves had always run away, of course, but the gradual abolition of slavery in the states just north of Maryland, along with the growth of free Black populations closer to home, especially in Baltimore, where fugitives might find refuge, meant that fugitives were ever more likely to be successful in evading recapture.[4]

			Enslaved Marylanders were quick to take advantage of these conditions. Masters were desperate to find some way to control enslaved property that seemed increasingly beyond their control, and as a result more and more were willing to negotiate with their slaves in order to secure them as long as possible; for some this would provide a path to freedom. Levin Steel was one of these who made his desires clear. “I’d sooner die than stay a slave,” he told his master. Rather than risk losing his slave for nothing, Levin Steel’s young master agreed to allow him to purchase his own freedom. They settled on a price and then it fell to Levin to find ways to meet that price. The complex economy of the Chesapeake presented opportunities for a man like Levin to make extra money, but this was, of course, for work done above what was already demanded of him by his master. He would have had to work late into the night, and on the Sundays that slaves were typically given off. Often enslaved families pooled their labor to pay for the manumission of a single member; perhaps this was the case for the Steel family. Levin was resolute, and on November 22, 1798, his efforts were rewarded: his master, William Wood, signed his manumission. Levin was twenty-four years old, and it had taken him years, and sacrifices at which we can only guess, to buy his own freedom.[5]

			Levin had a problem, however. His wife, Sidney, was still enslaved, as were their four children, two boys and two girls. They had a different owner, so perhaps Sidney’s owner was unwilling to negotiate with her as Levin’s master had with him. Even if their master was willing to sell, perhaps the prospect of paying the price for five manumissions was not feasible. Levin and Sidney knew that every year it took to pay the price of manumission increased the risk that a master would sell his property to the highest bidder, potentially separating the family forever. Whatever the case, Levin decided to leave his family behind, heading north to New Jersey. It is possible that Levin hoped he would be able to make more money in this new home and that he planned to return to purchase his wife and children. Perhaps he and Sidney had planned for her to run away when the opportunity arose. In any case, likely sometime in 1807, Sidney and the four children fled from their master and joined Levin in New Jersey.[6]

			The family was reunited in the small town of Greenwich, New Jersey, located along the water where the Delaware River broadens into the Delaware Bay. They likely made their home in the Black community known as Springtown, in the northeastern portion of town. Across southern New Jersey, such Black settlements provided community and protection to Black residents. Communities like Springtown also relied on close relationships with sympathetic white Quakers who were prominent in the region; Friends had been among the earliest settlers of Greenwich. Fugitives from slavery like Sidney were particularly aware of their vulnerability. New Jersey had passed a gradual abolition law in 1804, stipulating that all enslaved people born after July 4, 1804, would become free, upon their twenty-first birthday for women, and upon their twenty-fifth birthday for men, but that meant that there were thousands of people still legally enslaved in the state. Even more pressing, the fugitive slave law of 1793 permitted slave catchers to travel into the state in search of those who, like Sidney and her family, had fled from bondage in another state. The family changed their last name from Steel to Still. Of course, the names sound quite similar, but there were already many Stills in the area, and the new family likely felt that in adopting this name they would be less likely to stand out.[7]

			Unfortunately, Sidney’s reunion with her husband did not last long. Within months, a gang of slave catchers had found her and the children. They seized the five of them and dragged them back to bondage on the Eastern Shore of Maryland. Her owner, Alexander Griffith, eager to prevent the expense of another flight, decided that Sidney would be locked in the garret every night until he could be sure that she was “cured of the desire to do so again.” According to the census of 1800, Griffith owned nine slaves, so Sidney and her children constituted a significant portion of his wealth. Sidney, however, had already resolved that as soon as she could, she would run off again, but she knew she needed to convince her master that she had given up on her hopes for freedom. She did her best to project the appearance of tranquility. She consoled herself through the singing of “good old Methodist tunes.” Griffith continued to confine her at night for several months, but eventually he became convinced that Sidney “seemed better contented than ever,” and he let down his guard, concluding that she was no longer to be locked up at night. Within weeks, Sidney would once again flee north to freedom.[8]

			This time, however, she made the heartbreaking decision to leave her two sons behind. The first journey to New Jersey had been difficult; she could be sure that the second would be even worse. There would be no doubt as to where she was headed, and as soon as she was missed, Griffith would have slave catchers on her trail. The girls, Mahalah and Kitturah, were quite young, just infants. She felt she could not leave them. The boys were a bit older; Levin was eight and Peter was six. Sidney’s mother was still enslaved nearby, perhaps even on Griffith’s property, and Sidney hoped that she would be able to look out for the boys. When the night came for her to leave, Sidney crept quietly to the places where the children slept on a little straw bed. Without waking the boys, she kissed them goodbye, lifted the still sleepy girls in her arms, and set out.[9]

			When Griffith discovered that Sidney had once again fled, he was furious. He sold both boys, perhaps out of anger, or perhaps out of fear that Sidney might return for them one day. Levin and Peter, still unaware of what had become of their mother, were shipped off to Lexington, Kentucky. As Sidney made the dangerous journey back to New Jersey, her thoughts surely turned again and again to the boys she had left behind. Perhaps there were moments when she felt she had made the wrong choice, when the pain of leaving her boys behind was too much to bear. Perhaps she focused on the two little girls she had with her, reminding herself of the better life she hoped to provide them.[10]

			With the girls in tow, Sidney once again successfully navigated the treacherous path north, but once she reunited with Levin, the two realized they could not remain in Greenwich. Griffith would certainly have agents there looking for them. They decided instead to settle in a more remote section of southern New Jersey, in Burlington County, up the Delaware River from Greenwich and further into the pinelands that spread across South Jersey. There were fewer Black families here, which may have concerned the young couple, but the area had been largely settled by white Quakers, which provided some reassurance that their neighbors might welcome them and, if necessary, might shelter Sidney if slave catchers came looking for her and the girls. There was also a small Indian reservation nearby, home to a settlement of Delaware people, who had been granted this land by the colonial legislature in 1758, though most had moved on by the time the Stills arrived. Sidney and Levin hoped that in this isolated corner of New Jersey they could find refuge and make a new life for themselves. Sidney took a new name, as fugitive slaves so often did. Hereafter she would be known as Charity Still.[11]

			Western Burlington County, the part that abuts the Delaware River, was a land of rich farmland and relatively dense population, but the Stills made their home toward the east, where this farmland turns into the pinelands. Even today, this area is where suburban Philadelphia gives way to the eerie stillness of the Pine Barrens. The sandy soil of the region gives it a distinctive character. Pine trees flourish, as do wild (and cultivated) blueberries and cranberries. Small streams flow gently but steadily, twisting through the forest, their tea-colored “cedar water” often so dark that the riverbeds are obscured. The pines had long been a place of refuge. Rumor had it that during the Revolution, Hessian soldiers had deserted from the British army and found shelter in the Pine Barrens.[12]

			Levin Still, newly arrived in this place and without land of his own, had to take whatever work he could find. In this, though, he was not alone. While the fertile lands to the west were home to prosperous farmers, the pinelands where the Stills resided were home to a different sort: poor, mostly white. William Still would later recall these neighbors as “if not favored with much wealth and education…yet a sturdy independent people.” They survived by farming whatever small plots of land they could come by, chopping wood, charcoal burning, marl digging, and cranberry picking. This is likely the sort of work that Levin Still did at first to support his family. Eventually he found work at a sawmill that had been built years earlier by Delaware Indians and which was still called the Indian Mill.[13]

			Levin’s ambition, however, was not to work for others but to own land of his own. In the years since the Stills settled in New Jersey, their family had steadily grown; Samuel was born in 1807, shortly after Charity’s flight from bondage, and was followed by Mary, Hannah, James, and Isaac. Around 1814, the rapidly growing Still family moved in with Cato, an elderly Black man. “It was an old log house, one story high and an attic, with one door, large fireplace,” recalled James Still. “I think there were two rooms on the first floor and one on the second.” While living with Cato for a year or two, Levin saved up enough money to buy from Cato some land of his own. On this land Levin built a small house that would be William Still’s first home. Levin eventually acquired a horse and oxen, and on their small plot of land he and his family raised corn, rye, potatoes, and other vegetables. Even so, Levin struggled at times to provide for his rapidly growing family. Three more children would precede William: John, Charles, and Joseph. Food and clothing were sometimes scarce.[14]

			From an early age, therefore, the Still children were put to work. In part this meant, as with any farming family, work on their own land. Despite Levin’s assiduous labor, however, the Still lands were not enough to provide for the entire family. When they were old enough, some of the children were hired out to other families in the area. The girls who had come north with Charity Still, Mahalah and Kitturah, being the oldest, were the first to be “put out.” When they were old enough, the boys were also put to work, often, as William Still recalled, in the fields of the “thrifty Quakers” who owned farms to the west, around the town of Medford. The children also found less formal ways of contributing to the family economy. William became quite adept at chopping wood, even at a young age, and he and his brothers traveled the pine forests surrounding their home in order to provide firewood for neighbors who paid handsomely. Sometimes they made charcoal from the wood they gathered. In other seasons the children would travel miles in order to pick and sell wild cranberries, blueberries, and huckleberries.[15]

			The children worked in the good weather, but when rain prevented them from earning money for their family, the boys sometimes attended the local school. With such infrequent attendance, William and his brothers learned very little, but even had they been able to attend regularly, the quality of instruction seems to have been meager. Even worse, the Still boys were often harassed by their white peers, and white teachers had little love for these Black students. William Still in particular recalled a series of cruel and humiliating punishments that his teacher inflicted upon him. On one occasion Levin Still was present to witness this humiliation and was so infuriated that he confronted the sadistic teacher. Levin was not a gentle father. As James Still recalled, his father’s whole religious mind seems to have been represented by “the thirteenth chapter of Proverbs, which reads, ‘He that spareth his rod hateth his son; but he that loveth him chastiseth him betimes.’ ” And yet, he refused to allow his sons to be demeaned by this white teacher: he pulled his sons from the school and prohibited them from returning until the teacher was replaced. As a result, William Still did not attend school with any regularity until years later.[16]

			Eventually, once the school had acquired a more agreeable teacher, William Still did return to school for a short period: a full quarter at the age of seventeen and four weeks the following winter. He was able to put aside other work and focus on school for these brief intervals. This was hardly enough to make him an educated man, even by the standards of his time and place, but it seems to at least have given him the rudiments of literacy and to have opened the door for a lifetime of self-education. Still would read whatever he could get his hands on. He was especially drawn to The Young Man’s Own Book, a classic text of nineteenth-century self-improvement, filled with advice about the “formation of habits,” “means of improving the memory,” “letter-writing,” and the “importance of early rising.” Still was so enamored of the book that he purchased a copy of his own, which he read while “paring apples, shelling corn, and performing such tasks as were set the children during the long winter evenings.” In this way he attempted to fill in the gaps in his formal education.[17]

			Still’s recollections of his early life, coming as they do from much later, may better reflect the way that he wished to think of himself: as a self-made man. Nevertheless, this vision of Still as a serious-minded young man, disciplined and intent on self-improvement, fits with what we know about him. It also seems likely that The Young Man’s Own Book resonated differently with Still that it did with the book’s typical white reader. The gospel of self-improvement preached by the book, while certainly appealing to white readers, was particularly meaningful for Black strivers like Still, who saw self-improvement not simply as a means of improving one’s own lot in life but also as a confirmation of Black capability in the face of entrenched white denial of the very possibility of Black progress.

			

			—

			Still had been born at a time when the nation was riven by conflict over slavery. This conflict could be found in nearly every corner of America, but it was most evident in the confrontation over the expansion of slavery into the territory west of the Mississippi River. In 1819, just two years before Still was born, a portion of this territory had petitioned to become the state of Missouri. Much of this territory had been settled by slaveholders and so the new state, it was assumed, would guarantee the right to own slaves. Missouri would not be the first slave state to be added to the union, but a few factors made the potential addition of Missouri as a slave state an explosive proposition in 1819. First, the gradual abolition laws of the Revolutionary era had helped to solidify the notion that there were free states and slave states, creating a self-conscious regional identity in both sections. Second, the expansion of the cotton frontier, the intensifying growth of slavery into the Southwest, had put to rest any idealistic notion that slavery was gradually withering away on its own. Lastly, due to the fact that the U.S. Senate granted representation equally to each state, the addition of Missouri as a slave state would have upset the equilibrium that had emerged in the Senate between free and slave states. Long-simmering tensions over slavery bubbled to the surface of American politics. Northern politicians warned of Southern domination, while Southern politicians warned that attempts to limit slavery’s expansion threatened to tear the nation apart and even suggested that Northerners were inciting slave rebellions. Eventually the Missouri crisis was resolved by the introduction of the free state of Maine as a balance to the slave state of Missouri, and by the extension of Missouri’s southern border into the west as a boundary between future slave and free states, but while the immediate crisis may have been resolved, the Missouri debates revealed tensions in American society.[18]

			One of these tensions, of course, was the demand of slaveholders that Northern states cooperate in the return of fugitive slaves. As the years wore on, Charity likely felt more and more secure in her freedom, and in the freedom of her two girls, but even though they lived in an ostensibly free state, slavery was never far away. In contrast to the situation in states further north, or even across the Delaware in Pennsylvania, New Jersey slaveholders remained committed to extending their right to enslaved labor well into the middle of the nineteenth century, and they often found that political leaders were willing to support them in this effort. This was especially true in the northeastern portion of the state, nearer to New York City, but even in southwest New Jersey, where Quaker influence was strongest and where slavery was less common, the abolitionist movement was weak and disorganized. In 1821, sixteen years after the state passed its gradual abolition statute, and the year William Still was born, New Jersey courts established the presumption that all Black residents were slaves unless proven free. Though this decision would be overturned a few years later, it was clear that even legally free Black people faced a legal and political system that was skeptical, often hostile, to their claims of freedom.[19]

			This situation was even more perilous for those, like Charity Still, who were fugitive slaves. In 1826, New Jersey had passed a “Personal Liberty Law,” similar to the one passed the same year in Pennsylvania, which sought to protect legally free Black people from being claimed as fugitive slaves. The law, however, was often circumvented by judges who were skeptical of the testimony of those who insisted that accused fugitives were in fact legally free. Charity Still was, of course, not legally free, but even if she had been able to secure testimony to the contrary, as fugitives were sometimes able to do, there was no guarantee that the courts would accept this evidence. Slave catchers were able to operate in New Jersey, if not with impunity, at least with less open hostility from white residents than they would frequently find elsewhere in the North. What this meant was that fugitive slaves in New Jersey had little legal protection from slave catchers; they needed to find other means to protect themselves.[20]

			As a boy, William Still witnessed firsthand the risks that fugitive slaves faced. According to Still’s later recollections, Thomas Wilkins, whom Still remembered as “an old bachelor,” employed in his household “a great, powerful colored man who had run away from bondage.” According to the 1830 census, Wilkins resided in Evesham, a short distance from where the Still family lived. Unfortunately for this unnamed fugitive slave, men in the employ of his former master tracked him to his new home and fell upon him “with the bludgeon and fist to disable him.” Having subdued their quarry, this slave-catching gang was about to drag him off in chains when his employer, Wilkins, and his two elderly sisters, intervened. If Still’s recollections are to be believed, one of Wilkins’s sisters seized a shovelful of burning coals from the fire and threw them into the middle of the gang, creating a confusion that enabled the fugitive slave to fight off his assailants and escape from the scene. The man knew that he could not remain in the area or his former master would surely find him again. He reached out to friends for help. Perhaps he was friends with the Still family, or perhaps Wilkins had some dealings with the Stills. Whatever the case, that same night, William and his brother-in-law, Gabriel Thompson (he had married Mahalah in 1826), escorted the fugitive, still bloodied from the assault, through the rainy night, traveling the dark back roads through the pines, to Egg Harbor, near the Atlantic shore.[21]

			This recollection from Still’s childhood takes on a larger significance due to the role that aiding fugitive slaves would play in his later life, but it also tells us quite a bit about how what was not yet called the Underground Railroad functioned. There is no evidence that the Still family was connected to any broader network of safe houses or hiding places for fugitive slaves. This seems simply to have been a matter of a friend in need of help. Fugitives relied on Black communities for such help, and it was common for free Black families like the Stills to open their homes to those in need. This is not to say that all Black people were to be trusted; in fact, in this particular case the slave-catching gang had used a Black accomplice to put their prey at ease and the white Wilkins family had put themselves at risk to aid their employee. However, Still’s youthful involvement with this particular fugitive slave helps to show that the Underground Railroad had always been grounded in Black communities. It also shows that Still was raised in a family in which helping fugitive slaves was expected, despite the legal risk of doing so. Certainly the fact that his mother was a fugitive slave herself helped solidify the family’s commitment to aiding those in flight from bondage.

			If the responsibility to aid fugitive slaves was something that Still learned from his family, he also showed an early interest in the wider abolitionist movement that was entering a new, more radical phase as William Still came of age. While recent scholarship has revived the reputation of the Revolution-era abolitionist movement, emphasizing its interracial character and celebrating its significant achievements, it is clear that the public face of abolitionism had changed in the late 1820s and early 1830s. Epitomized by the North Carolina–born Black activist and printer David Walker and by the fiery white publisher and reformer William Lloyd Garrison, these abolitionists built on the work of the “first wave” of abolition, but did so in a newly aggressive and confrontational manner. “Now, Americans!” asked Walker in his inflammatory 1829 pamphlet, Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World, “I ask you candidly, was your sufferings under Great Britain, one hundredth part as cruel and tyrannical [sic] as you have rendered ours under you?” This new wave of abolitionism was publicly confrontational and unambiguously interracial; Black abolitionists played a prominent role, fighting alongside white allies, which provoked a correspondingly intense backlash. Anti-abolitionist mobs terrorized Northern cities and towns. Southern politicians censored the mail to prevent the infiltration of abolitionist mailings, and they instituted an infamous “gag rule,” to prevent even the discussion of slavery in the halls of Congress.[22]

			Still’s interest in the movement led him to subscribe to the Colored American, a Black-owned and -published newspaper, edited by the Black abolitionist pastor Samuel Cornish. Founded in 1837 as the Weekly Advocate and quickly renamed to reflect both its publishers’ race consciousness and their commitment to full American citizenship for African Americans, the Colored American became, according to historian Manisha Sinha, “the national voice of black abolitionism.” It is notable that Still chose to subscribe to the Colored American rather than to Garrison’s more established, Boston-based Liberator, or to the Philadelphia-based National Enquirer (later renamed the Pennsylvania Freeman). Black subscribers across the Northeast supported the newspaper as a distinctively Black voice of abolitionism.[23]

			Still willingly paid the $1.50 annual subscription for the weekly paper, but he soon discovered that not everyone was as eager to support a Black newspaper as was he. Since the Colored American was published in New York City, Still was to receive his copies via the mail, but the white postmaster, who “did not consider it altogether proper to dispense this kind of literature through the mail,” decided to withhold Still’s copies for several weeks. When Still went himself to the post office in order to claim the papers that were being withheld, the postman handed him a bundle of newspapers. Assuming these were his undelivered copies of the Colored American, Still paid the postage and took them home. When he got home and unwrapped the bundle, however, Still discovered to his dismay that the postman had given him other newspapers, not those to which he had subscribed. Still realized he had little recourse and accepted his fate, but fortunately the postman was merely malicious and not a committed anti-abolitionist. After this initial disappointment, Still was able to get his regular issues of the Colored American.[24]

			In the Colored American, Still would have found not only fuel for his growing abolitionist consciousness, but guidance for a young man of ambition. The newspaper confirmed and reinforced the young Still’s commitment to the idea that free Black people had a responsibility to better themselves as a means of promoting the progress of the Black race. “Should we as a people,” insisted an article from the March 1837 issue, “become more religious and moral, more industrious and prudent, than other classes of community, it will become impossible to keep us down.” This progress, in turn, would strike a blow against the idea that slavery was the only fitting status for Black people. The paper saw a clear connection between such self-improvement and the struggle against slavery. This was a lesson Still would not forget.[25]

			In the fall of 1841, as Still neared his twentieth birthday, he decided to strike out on his own. That fall he found little work, and continued to do the odd labor to which he had grown accustomed, but the following spring he signed a year-long contract with Joshua Borton, a Quaker who resided in Evesham, a few miles from the Still home. Borton owned a hundred-acre farm but had little experience as a farmer. He hired Still, then, not simply as a laborer but as an experienced hand who could help him manage the enterprise. Over the course of the year, Still had a hand in nearly every aspect of the farm’s operation. He directed the hired hands in laying out the crops, preparing the grounds, and sowing and harvesting. When the time came, he also took the crops to market to ensure that they brought the best possible prices. Much of this was the sort of work that he had been doing for years, on his family’s farm and as a hired hand, but the responsibility entrusted to Still was gratifying to the young man, and years later he would reflect on this experience as the moment where his confidence in his own abilities was awakened. He also finished the year with earnings of sixty or seventy dollars, a substantial sum for one in Still’s position.[26]

			In the midst of his year under contract to Borton, though, Still suffered the greatest tragedy of his young life. His father died on the day before Christmas 1842. While his older brothers James and Samuel served as executors of their father’s estate, William Still experienced a religious crisis as a result of his father’s death. Charity Still was a committed Methodist, but Levin seems not to have been particularly religious. Young William seems to have followed in his father’s spiritual path, but now that Levin was gone, William feared that he “had rejected the proffered salvation of Christ, preferring to follow the voice of the stranger who was seducing me from God and Heaven.” One morning, brooding on his father’s death, Still found himself driving a team of horses amidst the snow-covered pines when all of a sudden he felt God’s presence. The light of the sun shone and the snow seemed to melt. “Streams of joy,” he later recalled, “peace and gratitude overflowed my heart. I felt that the wonderful Providence that had wrought in me such a radical change was entitled to my thanksgiving and praise while I lived.”[27]

			This spiritual awakening inaugurated a period of religious searching in Still’s life. In 1843, like thousands of other Americans, Still fell under the sway of the millennial religious teachings of William Miller. “Father Miller,” as Still called him, had served as a captain during the War of 1812 and had become convinced that his country’s salvation during that war could only have been a result of divine intervention. After the war, Miller returned to his farm in New York, along the Vermont border, where he devoted much of his time to reading the Bible. Miller became convinced by his intense Bible study that he had uncovered a message indicating that the world would end sometime between March 1843 and April 1844. For years he kept his theories to himself, but beginning in 1831, Miller began to spread his message, ultimately via a sophisticated print network, including the daily newspaper the Midnight Cry, which reprinted Miller’s lectures and popularized and explained his Biblical methods of prediction. It is likely that Still became aware of Miller from one of these publications.[28]

			Miller’s teachings, and more broadly the belief in Christ’s imminent return, were surprisingly popular in antebellum America, even among some of the best educated and influential theologians. Miller drew his support from the rural and small-town middle class of the United States. In a way, his radical vision of the millennium was the flip side of the postmillennial, reformist culture of the period, which saw economic, cultural, and spiritual progress as the necessary predecessor of Christ’s second coming. It is clear, though, that there was not a stark divide between pre- and postmillennial belief. Surely some of Miller’s followers, those who had sold their businesses, quit their jobs, and left fields untended in anticipation of the predicted day of judgment, were shaken by the failure of his predictions. Others, including Still, were untroubled by Miller’s mistake. For Still, Miller’s fallibility in no way undermined his faith in the Bible and in Christ’s ultimate return. “So when 1843–4 passed,” he would later recall, “my faith and hope remained unchanged in the All-Supreme.” Rather than simply waiting in anticipation of the final days, Still channeled his religious zeal into his desire to change the world around him.[29]

			The abolitionist movement to which Still was increasingly drawn was suffused with this sort of millennialism. Black and white abolitionists issued warnings of wrathful destruction if a sinful America persisted in its commitment to human bondage. David Walker had famously warned that slave rebellion would be the tool of divine justice. “Remember Americans,” wrote Walker in his 1829 jeremiad, Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the World, “that we must and shall be free and enlightened as you are, will you wait until we shall, under God, obtain our liberty by the crushing arm of power? Will it not be dreadful for you?” Other abolitionists embraced the idea of Christian “perfectionism,” which they saw as the route to perfecting human society. Doing so, wrote John Humphrey Noyes, would allow humankind to “abandon human government and nominate Jesus Christ for the Presidency, not only of the United States but of the world.” For Still, the struggle against slavery would ever after be tinged with religious passion.[30]

			

			—

			Still’s childhood in the pines had been formative. He was free. He had always been free, but slavery loomed over the Still family. The Stills might have been isolated in the pines of Burlington County, one of the few Black families in the area, but the sprawling Still family was a community unto itself. The family closely guarded the secret of Charity’s past; her story was one they told only among themselves, never trusting outsiders with the truth. They kept alive the memory of the boys, Levin and Peter, who had been left behind in bondage, whom they expected never to see again. Hatred of slavery was a given. The family also supported itself in other ways. Young William had always had to work, whether for his father or hired out to others. Such work had been a necessity, but it also became a source of pride. Still could look back on his early life and see this difficult childhood as a vital school of character and as a training ground for what was to come.

		

	
		
		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

				••

				A YOUNG MAN IN THE CITY

			

			In the spring of 1844, William Still moved to Philadelphia. Later in his life he would recall that he arrived with no more than three dollars and only his “meagre” wardrobe. “Of city friends and counsellors,” Still recalled having “none.” If he were to succeed, if he were to rise in the world, it would not be due to any connections but rather to his own “steady, well-grounded habits, a good stout heart, and a desire to succeed on the only sure basis of perseverance, economy and integrity.” Whether or not he correctly recalled his financial status, it is unlikely that he was as alone in this new city as his memories suggested. His sister Mary almost certainly was already living in Philadelphia when William arrived, and a few years earlier at least another of his sisters, Kitturah, was as well.[1] From the very start, Still had family nearby in the city. Nevertheless, if Still overstated the extent to which he was on his own, in moving to the city he had, as a part of his self-making, like so many young people before him, torn himself free from the familiar community in which he had been nurtured.

			Despite the presence of at least some family members, the city of Philadelphia, “its throng of people, its street mazes, its business hurly-burly,” must have been overwhelming and disorienting for a young man who had grown up in rural south Jersey. William Penn had famously laid Philadelphia out as a model of Quaker orderliness, its tree-named streets, Walnut, Pine, Spruce, running straight and wide from the Delaware waterfront to the Schuylkill, numbered streets intersecting them at right angles. “All is square built,” remarked a correspondent for the abolitionist newspaper the Liberator, “those stately, beautiful blocks of buildings, with marble door-steps, and marble fronts, and marble porticoes.” Those stately houses remained, but by the 1840s, decades of migration and growth had led the city to overflow this grid. Some ambitious developers turned this growth inward, seeking to wring every bit of space out of the city’s once-spacious layout, building cheap dwellings on back lots and alleys. Others turned outward from the original city grid; north and south of the city, clustered along its borders, independent municipalities like Northern Liberties, Spring Garden, Moyamensing, and Kensington provided cheap housing, much of it wood frame. By 1840, each of these cities ranked on its own as one of the twenty most populous in the nation. Each maintained its own government, laws, and police force, and yet for a newcomer like Still walking the streets of this burgeoning metropolis it would have been unclear where one ended and the next began.[2]

			Philadelphia had long served as a refuge for African Americans, and wherever Still went, he likely saw dark faces mingling with light ones. Pennsylvania had begun its own process of gradual abolition in 1780. This process was essentially complete by the time of Still’s arrival; the census of 1840 recorded more than 10,000 Black residents of the city of Philadelphia, all of them free, roughly 10 percent of the city’s population. While almost all Black Philadelphians were legally free (some of those counted in the census were surely fugitive slaves), this did not mean that they were treated as full and equal citizens. With few exceptions, Black workers were closed out of all but the lowest-paying work, and as a result Black Philadelphians were far more likely to be impoverished than their white neighbors. African Americans frequently faced violent white mobs who policed the city’s public spaces, and in 1838, Pennsylvanians ratified a new constitution formally disfranchising Black voters, though even before this legal disfranchisement, Black Philadelphians had been kept from the polls through violence and intimidation.[3]

			In contrast to what would become common in later years, there was no “Black” neighborhood, one where African Americans predominated. Instead, Black Philadelphians could be found across the city and county. Most often, African Americans found homes in the crowded alleys and back lots of the city and its adjacent municipalities, generally alongside (or above or below) poor whites and just steps from the homes of more affluent whites that lined the main streets of the city. While neighborhoods were not segregated, African Americans were not evenly distributed either. In some cases, specific blocks were disproportionately Black. In other cases, Black homes clustered within a few blocks of major Black institutions, churches especially, but also schools, beneficial societies, and fraternal organizations. The largest such concentration in mid-nineteenth-century Philadelphia spanned the southern border of the city, crossing over into Moyamensing; at the center of this community along a two-block stretch of Lombard Street were Mother Bethel African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church, Wesley AME Church, Little Wesley AME Church, and Second African Presbyterian Church.[4]

			This was not, however, the neighborhood where William Still chose to settle, at least not at first. Instead, he found a home in Northern Liberties, just north of the city proper. He had come to Philadelphia to seek work and so perhaps it is unsurprising that he sought out one of the city’s burgeoning industrial suburbs. Early manufacturers had established themselves in the southern portion of the neighborhood along Pegg’s Run, which they had, by the early nineteenth century, turned into a fetid sewer that was subsequently overlaid by a street and then later by a railroad. Mid-nineteenth-century maps show tanners, brewers, and lumberyards side by side with houses, many of them cheaply built for the masses of workers who flocked to the neighborhood. Some of these hopeful workers were Black, though they only made up about 3 percent of the population in 1840. There were pockets within the neighborhood, however, where significant numbers of African Americans lived close together. A Black enclave on Paschall’s Alley, for example, was only a few blocks from where Still first settled.[5]

			Still’s home was on Fifth Street, north of Poplar, in the northern edge of Northern Liberties, where densely packed houses and factories gave way to more open space. Lumberyards and potato patches were interspersed with modest homes. Still described his own first house as an “old frame shanty of rickety construction and slim proportion.” Perhaps for one who had spent all his life in the country, the relative space afforded him here appealed more than the cramped confines of the city proper. Perhaps he simply sought to be near the sorts of low-wage work he hoped to find. In either case, the rickety dwelling on the edge of urban Philadelphia was about all he could afford.[6]

			

			—

			Still arrived in Philadelphia at an inauspicious time. He had barely settled into his new abode when the city erupted in one of the most destructive riots in the city’s history. African Americans were not the only migrants who swelled the population of Philadelphia in the early decades of the nineteenth century. Large numbers of white immigrants, many of them Irish and most of them Catholic, also looked to the workshops and factories of Philadelphia for opportunities denied them by desperate poverty in their homelands. In Philadelphia, many of them settled in the same sorts of back alleys and peripheral neighborhoods as the city’s Black residents. This at times led to conflict between immigrant whites and their Black neighbors, but in 1844, white immigrants found themselves a target of virulent nativism at the hands of native-born whites. The immediate cause of the riots was a backlash to the efforts of some Catholic leaders to assert control over the use of the Bible in the public schools. The state legislature required that public schools use the Bible as a text in school, reasoning that it was “the best extant code of morality.” Protestant control over the administration of public schools meant that it was the King James Bible that was read by students; this provoked objection from Catholics who demanded that their children be permitted to read instead the Douay Bible, approved by the Catholic Church. Native-born Protestants, already concerned by the dramatic increase in the Catholic immigrant population of the city and its surrounding areas, seized upon this issue to stoke fears of Catholic takeover. Across Philadelphia, membership in nativist “American Republican Associations” swelled in the early months of 1844, and amidst this growing confidence nativist leaders organized a mass meeting in Kensington, just north of Still’s new home in Northern Liberties and home to a large immigrant population. This provocative demonstration produced the (perhaps hoped-for) violent reaction.

			What began as street fighting between groups of immigrant and native toughs gave way to roving bands of native arsonists. Catholic churches were a special target. William Still recalled that a church “within almost a stone’s throw” of his home was targeted by a mob and had to be saved by heroic firefighters. Once again it seems that Still’s memory may have failed him. Contemporary accounts of the riots indicate that the mob ignored this specific church, St. Peter the Apostle, because it served a German Catholic congregation rather than an Irish Catholic one, suggesting something about the true motivations of the anti-Catholic mobs. In any case, other Catholic churches were not so lucky. In response to this violence and destruction the Common and Select Councils of the city of Philadelphia appropriated money to pay troops to guard every Catholic church in the city, and the mayor of Philadelphia city and sheriff of Philadelphia County placed their powers in the hands of the commander of the state militia, General Robert Patterson, who ruled by martial law for a week. Still, afraid to leave his house, could only hope that the militia, encamped on the common in front of his home, would prevent further destruction.[7]

			Still was right to be afraid. Fire, of course, was something to be feared by all Philadelphians, especially those who lived in rickety wood homes. Beyond this, though, Still surely knew that while white mobs might have been fighting each other in the spring of 1844, such mobs could very easily turn against their Black neighbors. Black Philadelphians faced the near-constant threat of white violence. The city’s small Black middle class was a particular target, as white mobs sought to terrorize those who rose above what they deemed their proper station. Less than two years before Still’s arrival in the city, white mobs had burned down the Second African Presbyterian Church and Smith’s Beneficial Hall, built and owned by Black businessman Stephen Smith, both symbols of Black progress, in response to a Black temperance parade held in the Moyamensing district on the southern edge of the city. Many Black Philadelphians fled the city for a time, camping out in New Jersey to wait out the fury of the white mob.[8]

			Once peace had been restored to the city and county of Philadelphia, William Still set out to do the thing that had drawn him to the city in the first place: he went looking for work. In this regard as well, he had chosen an inauspicious time. The same years that witnessed rising levels of white violence directed at black Philadelphians also saw decreasing economic opportunities, especially for African Americans. Even though the city’s Black elite had established itself and fought to maintain this status, beyond this relatively small group, the city saw fewer Black artisans and factory workers. This sort of work had the potential to provide a stable living for ambitious young men like William Still, but fewer and fewer white craftsmen were willing to take on Black apprentices, and factories increasingly looked to white immigrants as workers. Even in lower-wage work, Black laborers found themselves competing, often unsuccessfully, with white immigrants.[9]

			One form of work that remained open to Black Philadelphians, but which William Still was reluctant to embrace, was household service. Even here, white immigrants had begun to compete with Black workers, but a sizable percentage of the Black labor force of Philadelphia continued to work as servants in white households. This sort of work, the young Still believed, “was a life of dependence, with no future in it.” It is unsurprising that he would feel this way. Many reform-minded African Americans expressed their concern that discrimination was pushing free Blacks into such servile occupations, which in turn reinforced among whites the belief that African Americans were naturally servile. “Until we become farmers, and mechanics, and artisans, and help to constitute the bone and sinew of the land,” warned the Colored American, “we must ever expect to remain as we now are, a despised and persecuted people…Our youth must be properly trained up, educated, and at a suitable age, instead of being made servants and waiters.”[10] As a devoted reader of the Colored American, Still might have read this very article; he was surely familiar with the sentiment.

			Before his search for work was interrupted, Still had decided to look to the city’s brickyards for employment. Such work was not typical for Black Philadelphians, but there were sixty-seven Black brickmakers recorded in the Quaker census of 1847. Philadelphia builders showed an almost insatiable demand for bricks, and it so happened that a rich layer of clay lay just below the surface of the ground throughout much of the region. Given the difficulty of transporting bricks, builders sought a source as close to their construction sites as possible. The work of brickmaking was labor-intensive; nearly two thousand Philadelphians were employed in the trade in 1849, beginning with the digging of pits to expose the clay, and ending with the molding, drying, burning, and
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