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The Underground Railroad 
c.1780 - 1862


	The Underground Railroad, a vast network of people who helped fugitive slaves escape to the North and to Canada, was not run by any single organization or person. Rather, it consisted of many individuals -- many whites but predominently black -- who knew only of the local efforts to aid fugitives and not of the overall operation. Still, it effectively moved hundreds of slaves northward each year -- according to one estimate, the South lost 100,000 slaves between 1810 and 1850.

An organized system to assist runaway slaves seems to have begun towards the end of the 18th century. In 1786 George Washington complained about how one of his runaway slaves was helped by a "society of Quakers, formed for such purposes." The system grew, and around 1831 it was dubbed "The Underground Railroad," after the then emerging steam railroads. The system even used terms used in railroading: the homes and businesses where fugitives would rest and eat were called "stations" and "depots" and were run by "stationmasters," those who contributed money or goods were "stockholders," and the "conductor" was responsible for moving fugitives from one station to the next. 

For the slave, running away to the North was anything but easy. The first step was to escape from the slaveholder. For many slaves, this meant relying on his or her own resources. Sometimes a "conductor," posing as a slave, would enter a plantation and then guide the runaways northward. The fugitives would move at night. They would generally travel between 10 and 20 miles to the next station, where they would rest and eat, hiding in barns and other out-of-the-way places. While they waited, a message would be sent to the next station to alert its stationmaster. 

The fugitives would also travel by train and boat -- conveyances that sometimes had to be paid for. Money was also needed to improve the appearance of the runaways -- a black man, woman, or child in tattered clothes would invariably attract suspicious eyes. This money was donated by individuals and also raised by various groups, including vigilance committees.

Vigilance committees sprang up in the larger towns and cities of the North, most prominently in New York, Philadelphia, and Boston. In addition to soliciting money, the organizations provided food, lodging and money, and helped the fugitives settle into a community by helping them find jobs and providing letters of recommendation. 

The Underground Railroad had many notable participants, including John Fairfield in Ohio, the son of a slaveholding family, who made many daring rescues, Levi Coffin, a Quaker who assisted more than 3,000 slaves, and Harriet Tubman, who made 19 trips into the South and escorted over 300 slaves to freedom.


	People & Events
Harriet Tubman 
c.1820 - 1913


	Harriet Tubman is perhaps the most well-known of all the Underground Railroad's "conductors." During a ten-year span she made 19 trips into the South and escorted over 300 slaves to freedom. And, as she once proudly pointed out to Frederick Douglass, in all of her journeys she "never lost a single passenger."

Tubman was born a slave in Maryland's Dorchester County around 1820. At age five or six, she began to work as a house servant. Seven years later she was sent to work in the fields. While she was still in her early teens, she suffered an injury that would follow her for the rest of her life. Always ready to stand up for someone else, Tubman blocked a doorway to protect another field hand from an angry overseer. The overseer picked up and threw a two-pound weight at the field hand. It fell short, striking Tubman on the head. She never fully recovered from the blow, which subjected her to spells in which she would fall into a deep sleep. 

Around 1844 she married a free black named John Tubman and took his last name. (She was born Araminta Ross; she later changed her first name to Harriet, after her mother.) In 1849, in fear that she, along with the other slaves on the plantation, was to be sold, Tubman resolved to run away. She set out one night on foot. With some assistance from a friendly white woman, Tubman was on her way. She followed the North Star by night, making her way to Pennsylvania and soon after to Philadelphia, where she found work and saved her money. The following year she returned to Maryland and escorted her sister and her sister's two children to freedom. She made the dangerous trip back to the South soon after to rescue her brother and two other men. On her third return, she went after her husband, only to find he had taken another wife. Undeterred, she found other slaves seeking freedom and escorted them to the North. 

Tubman returned to the South again and again. She devised clever techniques that helped make her "forays" successful, including using the master's horse and buggy for the first leg of the journey; leaving on a Saturday night, since runaway notices couldn't be placed in newspapers until Monday morning; turning about and heading south if she encountered possible slave hunters; and carrying a drug to use on a baby if its crying might put the fugitives in danger. Tubman even carried a gun which she used to threaten the fugitives if they became too tired or decided to turn back, telling them, "You'll be free or die." 

By 1856, Tubman's capture would have brought a $40,000 reward from the South. On one occasion, she overheard some men reading her wanted poster, which stated that she was illiterate. She promptly pulled out a book and feigned reading it. The ploy was enough to fool the men.

Tubman had made the perilous trip to slave country 19 times by 1860, including one especially challenging journey in which she rescued her 70-year-old parents. Of the famed heroine, who became known as "Moses," Frederick Douglass said, "Excepting John Brown -- of sacred memory -- I know of no one who has willingly encountered more perils and hardships to serve our enslaved people than [Harriet Tubman]."
And John Brown, who conferred with "General Tubman" about his plans to raid Harpers Ferry, once said that she was "one of the bravest persons on this continent."

Becoming friends with the leading abolitionists of the day, Tubman took part in antislavery meetings. On the way to such a meeting in Boston in 1860, in an incident in Troy, New York, she helped a fugitive slave who had been captured.

During the Civil War Harriet Tubman worked for the Union as a cook, a nurse, and even a spy. After the war she settled in Auburn, New York, where she would spend the rest of her long life. She died in 1913.


The Underground Railroad: Cloaked Gateway to Freedom 



Part 1: Methods of Escape 

The Underground Railroad is a catch-all term that refers to any of a large number of methods that American slaves and those sympathetic to them used to help those enslaved in their flights to freedom before and during the American Civil War. 
The Railroad wasn't necessarily a train route, although it was in part for many escaped slaves. It wasn't necessarily underground, although many underground tunnels and hiding places were used to shield runaways from slave-chasers. It was, for a great many people, a way to escape the evils of slavery.
The term is known to have been in use by 1840, although it is certain that people had been escaping from slavery long before that. As is often the case, historians often point to one instance as the first use of the term: Supposedly, the term was first used by the owner of Tice Davids, an African man who fled slavery in Kentucky by crossing the Ohio River. The owner tracked Davids to the river, where the enterprising Davids disappeared without a trace. The man chasing him remarked that Davids had "gone off on some underground road." 
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The Underground Railroad was much more in the public eye in the American North than it ever was in the South, mainly because many more people in the North were sympathetic to the interests of runaway slaves. Also, the destinations were not always in the North. Many slaves escaped to other points on the compass: to western territories, to Mexico, and to the Caribbean.
The Railroad had no one designated route. That would be too easy for slave-chasers to figure out. Rather, those who operated and traveled on the Railroad chose routes and methods of escape that were most likely to evade capture or recapture. Some examples:
· Abandoned mine shafts and walkways 

· Tunnels built by pirates or smugglers 

· Covered wagons or carts with false bottoms 

· Hidden compartments of cupboards, floors, and closets. 

People who belonged to the Society of Friends were called Quakers. They were morally opposed to slavery in any form. Many Quakers were part of the abolitionist movement, and many also helped runaways escape. People who helped slaves escape by feeding them and giving them shelter for a night were said to have "safe houses."
In dangerous times, runaways found it difficult to know whom to trust. Those who helped on the Railroad often identified themselves covertly if at all. Lanterns hung on lamp posts or in certain windows shone the way to help for runaways, identifying "safe houses." (Of course, slave-catchers wised to this practice eventually and caught many a runaway by posing as a "helper.") 

The Underground Railroad: Cloaked Gateway to Freedom 



Part 2: Prices of Freedom 

People who helped runaways escape to freedom were often called "conductors," in keeping with the railroad terminology. One of the most famous conductors was Harriet Tubman, herself a runaway slave. Tubman was called the "Moses" of her people because she helped more than 300 runaways, including her own elderly parents.
Other noted "conductors":
· Josiah Henson, whose autobiography was the inspiration for Uncle Tom's Cabin, escaped to Canada on the Underground Railroad and then risked his life and his freedom time and again to bring other runaways to his new home; 

· James Fairfield, a white abolitionist who went into the Deep South and rescued enslaved African Americans by posing as a slave trader; 

· African-American abolitionist John Parker of Ripley, Ohio, who frequently ventured to Kentucky and Virginia and helped [image: image2.png]


transport by boat hundreds of runaways across the Ohio River; 
· William Still (right), a free African-American who helped as many as 60 runaways a month escape, often hiding them in his Philadelphia home; 
· Thomas Garrett, a Quaker whose house in Wilmington, Delaware, was a station. He helped more than 2,000 runaways escape to freedom. 

In addition to conductors, the Underground Railroad also had other names associated with it, among them:
· Agent: someone who planned an escape route for a runaway; 

· Baggage: runaway slave(s); 

· Brakeman: a person who helped contact runaways, telling them of what was ahead; 

· Bypass: an escape route that had been changed because the original route had been discovered; 

· Freedom line: the route of travel for a runaway; 

· Load of potatoes: a group of runaways hidden under hay bales, food, or other things carried in large quantities; 

· Sanctuary: a safe place; 

· Station master: someone in charge of a safe house or sanctuary. 

Most runaways were men between the ages of 16 and 35. Women and children escaped, too, but not in the numbers that men did. Many men made the escape and then returned for their family members or hoped that they would make it safely to join them in their new home.
Some amazing stories also emerged, including these ingenious escapes:
· Frederick Douglass disguised himself as a free sailor and sweated out his escape from Maryland to New York; 

· Henry "Box" Brown had himself packed in a crate and shipped by train from Richmond, Virginia, to Philadelphia; 

· Ellen and William Craft of Georgia posed as master and slave to help both escape. 

Songs were also used as coded messages, directing slaves on the path to freedom. "Swing Low, Sweet Chariot"; "Steal Away to Jesus"; and "Go Down Moses" were all examples of how music could be used to impart information. Some of the lyrics to these songs were used to describe parts of the route to freedom. Another excellent example is the popular spiritual "Follow the Drinking Gourd," a reference to the North Star, which helped runaways keep their bearings on dark nights.
Quilts were often thought to have been used as well, as maps or codes to help direct runaways along the Underground Railroad to freedom. Slaves made these quilts themselves and shared them with others. Also, Quakers and other people sympathetic to the plight of runaways hung quilts on their porches, as signposts on the path to freedom.
Estimates vary on how many runaways successfully escaped via the Underground Railroad. Some historians say that the number is in the thousands. Others emphasize that only a small percentage of all those enslaved eventually made it to freedom. Still others say that it was important to try, important to risk their lives for a better life ahead. The more slaves who ran away, the more awareness grew of the horrible conditions that they were faced with in their enslaved lives.
"Safe" and other houses are now commemorated as being part of the anti-slavery movement. Many of these places that are still standing are part of a national network of related buildings and are either museums of National Historic Places.
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