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      To my parents, Karen and John,


      for showing me the way


   

      Cast of Characters


      William Frank Conner


      Born in North Carolina in 1838. Came to Michigan in the early 1850s with his parents, William Bright and Elizabeth (Schrugs)

         Conner, his extended family, as well as Himebrick Tyler. Joined the Michigan First Colored Regiment, also known as the 102nd

         USCT, in 1863. Came to Covert in 1866 with his extended family, where he became a successful and wealthy farmer. Won numerous

         political positions in Covert, including Justice of the Peace, making him the first black man to hold that position in Michigan.

         Was one of the founders of Covert’s Emancipation festival. Died in 1908.

      


      Wife: Elizabeth Ann Shepard 


      Children: John L. (“Johnny”), Letticia, Clara, Myrtie* 


      Nancy (Conner) Seaton


      Born in North Carolina in 1845. Sister to William Frank Conner. When her husband returned from the Civil War they moved to

         Covert with her parents, brother, and extended family. Nancy and her husband moved briefly to Lawrence, Kansas, in 1871 and

         returned to Covert in 1872. Nancy died sometime during the 1930s after moving to Lansing, Michigan, in the 1920s.

      


      Husband: Joseph Seaton


      Children: Joseph, Emmaline (“Emma”), Ora 


      Himebrick Tyler


      Born in 1833 in North Carolina. Came with the Conners to Michigan in the early 1850s. Joined the Michigan First Regiment with

         his brother and father-in-law in 1863. Moved with them to Covert after the war.

      


      First wife: Zylphia Conner 


      Himebrick and Zylphia’s children: Cornelius, Octavius, and James 


      Second wife: Louisa Mathews (widow, formally married to Allison Mathews, who died during the Civil War)


      Louisa’s children: Isadore, Mary Jane, Allison 


      Himebrick and Louisa’s children: Almira, Alvin Sheridan, Julia Ann, Elvira, Arvena, Sherman Emery (In the mid 1890s Sheridan

            would be involved in a legal case that would go all the way to the Michigan Supreme Court.)


      William Bright Conner


      Born in North Carolina in 1812. Was a successful owner of a turpentine plantation in Greene County, North Carolina, before

         leaving the state for the North in the early 1850s. He died in 1901. 

      


      First wife: Elizabeth Schrugs (died before they moved to Covert)


      William Bright and Elizabeth’s children: Franklin, William Frank, Nancy, John, Zylphia


      Second wife: Abigail


      William Bright and Abigail’s children: William Frank, Alexander, Theodore, Allen, Frederick Douglass, Sarah, Ulysses 


      Henry Shepard


      Born into slavery around 1817 in Virginia and taken into Kentucky as a child. In his early twenties he fled bondage twice,

         succeeding the second time in getting to Canada. Returned to the United States shortly thereafter and settled in Cass County,

         Michigan. Henry was a successful farmer in Cass County and began a secret career as a conductor on the Underground Railroad.

         Although he was in his forties when the Civil War broke out, he enlisted in the Michigan First Colored Regiment, along with

         his son-in-law William Frank Conner. Henry and his wife moved to Covert in 1877. Henry died in 1884. 

      


      Wife: Martha Barton 


      Children: Henry and Martha had fifteen children, six of whom survived into adulthood, including Nancy, who would marry William

            Frank Conner and later persuade her parents to move to Covert. 


      Alfred Packard


      Born in 1834 in New York. Came to Covert in 1868 from Ohio, where his family had been living for some time. He started the

         first successful logging and milling business in Covert. Nephew to William Packard, who with his sons (including William O.

         Packard) would join with Alfred in building three large mills in Covert, bringing a logging boom to the area. Before coming

         to Covert both Alfred and William Sr. had been active in their Congregational church in Chatham, Ohio, where they had been

         followers of a radically abolitionist minister. Once in Covert the Packard family was aggressive in its policies to hire an

         integrated workforce and recruit African American congregants to the Covert Congregational Church. 

      


      Dawson Pompey


      Born between 1801 and 1804, birthplace unknown. By 1850 he was living in Indiana with his brother, Fielding, and their families.

         Two of his sons, Napoleon and Washington, came to Covert in 1866 and soon persuaded their father to join them. He was the

         first black man elected to political office in Covert, in 1868 (illegally).

      


      First wife: Sina


      Dawson and Sina’s children: Eliza, Lorenzo, Napoleon, Washington, Catherine, Susan, Dawson Jr., Elias


      Second wife: Hulda


      Dawson and Hulda’s children: Sylvester, Grace


      Frank Rood


      Born in Michigan in 1864, Frank Rood grew up in Covert. The Rood family was distantly related to the Packards, who had also

         originated in Plainfield, Massachusetts. 

      


      Parents: Edward and Flora (came from Plainfield to Michigan around 1864) 


      Frank’s uncles in Covert: Thaddeus Rood (moved to Covert in 1869), David Rood (retired to Covert in the 1880s after decades

            of missionary work in Africa) 


      *All children mentioned are only those that survived into adulthood.
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      Plat map of Covert Township, Michigan, 1873. At the time, Covert was still called Deerfield. Deerfield was such a popular community name in that region of Michigan that the post office asked the residents to change their town’s

         name. In the mid-1870s William Packard successfully petitioned the Michigan state senate to change the name to Covert. 

      


      D. J. Lake, Atlas of Van Buren County, Michigan (Philadelphia: C.O. Titus, 1873)
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      The Midwest’s African American population to the county level. Covert is in Van Buren County, which is in southern Michigan

         along Lake Michigan, where there is a large number 3 on the map. At the time Van Buren County had a black population of 2

         to 10 percent. 

      


      Plate 24: Population (“Colored Population”), Fletcher Hewes and Henry Gannett, Scribner’s Statistical Atlas of the United States (New York: C. Scribner’s Sons, 1883). Library of Congress Geography and Map Division, Washington, D.C. 

      


   

      Introduction


      “The differences between black folk and white folk are not blood or color, and the ties that bind us are deeper than those

         that separate us. The common road of hope which we all have traveled has brought us into a stronger kinship than any words,

         laws, or legal claims.”

      


      —Richard Wright, 12 Million Black Voices

            1

         

         

      


      In the heartland of nineteenth-century America, a mixed-race community existed where blacks and whites lived as equal citizens.

         Starting in the 1860s the people of this place broke both laws and social expectations to develop a community of radical equality.

         Schools and churches were completely integrated, blacks and whites married, and power and wealth were shared between the races.

         Together, over the next fifty years, these residents of Covert, Michigan, continued to shatter the legal and social barriers

         to black freedom. This book is their story, a story that stretches across the decades from the Civil War to the close of the

         nineteenth century.

      


      In many ways the period in which Covert was founded, just before and after the Civil War, was similar to the turbulent years

         of the 1960s. White Americans were called on to vote for sweeping civil rights bills that, for the first time in our nation’s

         history, made black people citizens. As the century passed, many outside of Covert lost sight of the dream of equality. A

         number of the abolitionist communities that had been settled throughout the Midwest before the Civil War lost their direction

         and drive after the end of slavery, and many of them ended up disbanding or disappearing. The backlash against the radical

         changes of the Civil War era was not swift, but it was sure. As the years rolled down toward the end of the century, civil

         rights were slowly worn away. In 1896 they were dealt a crushing blow by the infamous Supreme Court decision Plessy v. Ferguson, which legalized segregation and opened the floodgates to institutional, legal, and social racism.

      


      The citizens of Covert were well aware of the shameful events that were occurring all around them, even in the Midwest, but

         they made decision after decision to create an integrated community. This, in a region made up of small close-knit communities

         that were often intolerant of, if not outright hostile to, difference. This, in a region where ethnic and racial minorities

         had to keep to themselves to survive. This, in a time when the rest of the nation slid into the maw of Jim Crow.

      


      In 1939, when Jim Crow was still dismembering America’s race relations in its murderous jaws, Richard Wright, the influential

         African American author of such works as Native Son and Black Boy, wrote in all too apparent agony, “We cannot fight back; we have no arms; we cannot vote; and the law is white. There are

         no black policemen, black Justices of the Peace . . . or black men anywhere in the government.”

         

            2

         

          Little did he know that sixty-four years earlier Covert’s mainly white electorate had voted a young black man into the position

         of Justice of the Peace to lead an integrated group of constables.

      


      This one community’s history testifies that despite our nation’s history of violence, hate, and injustice, there was a place

         where ordinary black and white Americans treated each other as equals and as friends. Covert was not a theoretical utopia;

         it was a very human community. Its residents were not perfect people, they did not all have the same reasons for their radical

         attitudes and actions, nor were they color-blind. Knowing it was impossible to ignore difference, they recognized it—in some

         cases even celebrated it. Many of them held a shared belief in the ideals of integration and equality, and they did not let

         race become a reason to denigrate or be denigrated.

      


      Those who created Covert were not naive Midwesterners, sheltered in the heart of the heartland, unaware of the world beyond

         their county line, being good because they knew no other way to be. The people who settled Covert in the 1860s were well-traveled,

         out to claim what was then a wilderness frontier. And those who followed them in the later years, when Covert had become a

         more settled farming community, were travelers seeking opportunities to live as they saw best. They came from all over the

         nation and the world, and none were untouched by the turmoil of racial politics that swirled around that era. Remarkably,

         the people of Covert were able to preserve and pass on their ideology of a community of equality through the generations and

         to new residents. Their culture survived through the bonds created between individuals, families, business partners, church

         members, and friends.

      


      True, they were a small community, no more than seventeen hundred by the 1890s, and blacks made up only about 8 percent of

         the township’s population. That was, however, a large percentage for the Midwest, where blacks were rare and often hated with

         that odd Midwestern racism that was not based on numbers and could be touched off by the presence of only one black person,

         or none at all.

      


      Covert was not perfect, and it faced internal social and economic upheavals that could have destroyed the bonds between the

         races there. There was the logging boom of the 1870s that more than doubled the township’s population. The new residents,

         both black and white, had little knowledge of the unusual nature of race relations in Covert, and a potentially explosive

         situation was created by newcomers streaming into the community just as the more settled black residents in Covert were making

         their most aggressive bids for power and recognition. Then the logging boom died at the same time that the nation was hit

         by its worst depression thus far, leaving Covert’s economy in shambles. When the depression was at its worst, a suit brought

         by a black Covert resident against a white Covert resident would openly pit the races against each other. But even in a time

         of economic insecurity, Covert’s residents continued to hold fast to the bonds they had created.

      


      The successes that people of African descent experienced in Covert were not a matter of a paternalistic white community allowing

         the blacks in their midst to be granted some power. Rather, it was blacks who constantly required and demanded power and recognition.

         Their actions made it clear that they saw themselves as citizens of the nation and deserving of all the rights of a citizen.

         They had fought for their country, they had helped to settle it on many frontiers, and they had shaped its identity.

      


      Not only did they demand equality, they also demanded recognition. Covert may have been integrated, but by the late 1870s,

         its black residents created an annual Emancipation festival that celebrated their distinctive identity. The Emancipation festivals

         were not only a way for the African Americans to make their presence known within the community but were also a way of symbolizing

         what they saw as their essential selves.
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          Through the festivities they were making clear that they were both of the community of Covert and of the community of the

         United States, sharing its past experiences and memories, as well as owning their own unique heritage and memories.

      


      So why has Covert’s story never been told before? Covert never tried to hide its history. Unlike Cass County and other African

         American communities in the Midwest before the Civil War, it did not have to cloak its radical and integrated identity. Covert’s

         pioneers tried very hard to make integration and equality a norm, but they may have been fated by their very success to remain

         little known in history. They made that norm so—well, so normal—that later generations may well have thought that there was

         nothing special to report about their community. It was home, a small rural community in the middle of the Midwest—what was

         so remarkable about that? They may have also been doomed by their location—the rural Midwest. What was once the frontier and

         a hotbed of racial revolution was, by the late twentieth century, perceived as a locale where race had little place.

      


      Of course, Covert and the very few communities like it were not typical. While Covert was flourishing, elsewhere racism was

         rampant, with mob violence rising to a level of warfare even in the Midwest. Within a nation where race relations were corrupted

         by hatred, fear, and despair, the people of Covert created their kinship and community. So this is the story of another America,

         a tale both of what was and what could have been. This small community of farming folk daily made their brave choices to love

         instead of hate, trust instead of fear, and hope instead of despair, even as the storm of racism rose round them. That raging

         storm left a wreckage of grief, mistrust, and anger in its wake. Yet Covert’s residents stood firm against that fury. Their

         community was a shelter from the storm, and today Covert’s story still offers a haven for hope. This history was almost lost:

         for stories of peace, trust, love, and hope are often quieter stories than those the storm brings, but Covert’s story is one

         that is as moving, powerful, and great as any storm. Covert is a testament that through great courage and good faith, people

         can stand against the storm and create something new and fine, together.

      


   

      Chapter 1


      The Bleeding Heartland


      “The prejudice against color which exists in this country is sinful in the sight of God, and should be immediately repented

         of.”

      


      	—Excerpt from a Midwestern Anti-Slavery Society constitution,
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          1841

      


      Michigan, in the middle of the 1850s, in the middle of the century, in the middle of the nation, in the middle of a crisis

         that would soon tear it apart.

      


      Today the heartland is perceived as a vast flat landscape that holds little interest for those living on the coasts, but in

         the mid 1850s, it was the focus of the nation; it was where the United States was literally creating itself. The Midwest was

         perceived as a promised land by Europeans, Yankees, and Southerners of all races. But what that promise led to was deep disagreement,

         and by the time Covert was founded, in 1855, the heartland it belonged to was wounded and bleeding. Soon blood would be spilled

         in the very capital itself. In May of 1856 United States Senator Charles Sumner, in the midst of a passionate speech against

         the violence being perpetrated by pro-slavery forces in Kansas, was physically attacked by an enraged South Carolina congressman,

         Preston Brooks, who bludgeoned Sumner with his cane so fiercely that Sumner’s body was left broken on the Senate floor, close

         to death.

      


      Kansas was not the only Midwestern state to consider slavery. Although the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 officially made slavery

         illegal in the Northwest Territories, there were many loopholes allowing current slaveholders many rights, loopholes that,

         for all intents and purposes, kept slavery alive in the Northwest Territories until those territories became states. William

         Henry Harrison, the governor of what was in 1801 called the Indiana Territory, was open about his desire to officially bring

         back slavery to the region he reigned over, and statehood did not change the opinions of many fellow Midwesterners regarding

         the status of black Americans.
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          Just as in the Eastern states such as New York, there was no immediate end to the practice of human bondage in the Midwest;

         instead, it was a slow and gradual process allowing slave owners to get the full “worth” out of the young slaves they had

         just bought that kept the practice alive. Those Old Northwest-Territory states—such as Indiana, Ohio, Illinois, Michigan,

         and Wisconsin—had to finally give up any hopes of slavery if they wanted to achieve statehood, but this did not mean that

         things were decided. Michigan, despite its large number of New England settlers, had been the last to relinquish its ties

         to slavery when it achieved statehood, in 1837. But this was not all that surprising, for such common loopholes meant that

         people were enslaved and under a master’s command in New York in the late 1830s.
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          Although today many think of slavery as being exclusively associated with the South and large plantations, slaves worked

         and survived all over the United States, and slavery existed in one form or another in the North until the late 1840s.
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          Importation of slaves was officially barred in the United States in 1808, but illegal importation continued all along the

         coast, from New England to South Carolina. More than thirty years later, President Martin Van Buren tried his best to strengthen

         the law against the importation of slaves, but in 1841 his successor, President John Tyler, bemoaned the fact that, if anything,

         the slave trade in the United States was increasing. Slave breeding was well accepted by the end of the eighteenth century,

         and plantation owners boasted to their friends of the particular fertility of certain slave women, even giving bonuses to

         those who had the most children. As one plantation owner delightedly admitted of the children born into his ownership, “Every

         one of them . . . was worth two hundred dollars . . . the moment it drew breath.”
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          Not surprisingly, slave families were torn apart when economics took precedence over their owners’ respect for kin ties.

         Some states, such as Louisiana, passed laws forbidding slave owners to sell children until they reached the age of ten, while

         other states tried to keep the practice from becoming too common, but it was all too heart-wrenchingly real.
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          No matter how loving some owners might have been, they were also farmers, and farmers were prone to bankruptcy and all the

         fluctuations of the market that farmers have always been vulnerable to, and when such disasters struck, all valuable goods

         in the ownership of the farmer had to be sold. Sojourner Truth, who would later become the great anti-slavery and feminist

         orator, lost all of her brothers and sisters to sale even though they were hundreds of miles from the South, living enslaved

         in New York. At the age of nine, Sojourner herself was sold, her heartbroken and devastated parents witnessing their last

         child being taken away from them. Later she felt the same pain her parents had suffered when her six-year-old son was sold

         to someone in Alabama. She fought his sale in the courts and had him returned to her, but it took a year, and by that time

         his tiny body was horrifically battered from the beatings he had endured.
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      It was a terrible life. While stories of cruel masters were claimed as rarities by slavery supporters, the advertisements

         slave owners printed when their chattel escaped gave lie to their claim, for the vast majority of such announcements described

         the unique and terrible scars or even fresh wounds that the escaped carried on their bodies as testimony to the brutality

         of their treatment.
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          Even Thomas Jefferson—himself a slave owner and deeply conflicted over slavery and the role of people from Africa in America—wrote,

         “The whole commerce between master and slave is a perpetual exercise of the most boisterous passions. . . . The most unremitting

         despotism on the one part, and degrading submissions on the other.” He was aware that this was a system that corrupted both

         the enslaved and the enslaver, a system that he saw, at the very dawn of the nineteenth century, as perpetuating its poisonous

         culture down through the generations. As he noted, “Our children see this, and learn to imitate it. The parents storm, the

         child looks on . . . and thus [they are] nursed, educated, and daily exercised in tyranny.”

         

            9

         

         

      


      Some of the largest plantations were in South Carolina, where great riches were created from the dank and dreadful work of

         growing rice. The swamps and lowlands so ideal for rice cultivation harbored snakes and alligators, although those might be

         deemed friendly when compared with the numerous deadly diseases rampant in the rank waters. Slave owners built majestic and

         beautiful homes and grounds, sometimes overlooking their vast watery domains. These plantation owners prided themselves on

         their paternal benevolence toward the human beings they owned. Those they owned had little chance to let their true feelings

         be known about their plight except by running away.

      


      Although the popular vision of slavery is one of many slaves bending low over epic fields of cotton bushes, only a quarter

         of the almost four million people enslaved in the United States by 1860 were living on plantations that owned more than fifty

         slaves.
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      Slaves working on small farms in the up-country South might have had the companionship of only one or two other slaves, a

         pattern very similar to rural slavery in the North in the early nineteenth century. There were urban slaves who were often

         highly skilled and worked in smaller groups, with much more contact with others, both slave and free.

      


      Nevertheless, by 1855, much of what was considered the civilized portion of the nation, whether North or South, was deeply

         enmeshed in the plantation economy. Rice, sugar, tobacco, and cotton were cultivated by slaves in the South, while the North

         wove the cotton into cloth in its many mills, smoked the tobacco, sweetened its coffee and cakes with the sugar, ate and exported

         the rice. Meanwhile the South was hungry for the North’s technology, buying machines ranging from cotton gins to plows, and

         was happy to borrow from Northern investors, hold money in Northern banks, and send its sons to Northern schools.

      


      From the earliest days of the nation, there had been those passionate in their belief that the United States should allow

         freedom and equality for all, but by 1855 the efforts of many were forcing the nation to realize that this was an issue that

         had to be dealt with. Those who organized to end human enslavement in America called themselves abolitionists. Sojourner Truth,

         Frederick Douglass, David Walker, George Moses Horton, Robert Purvis, Samuel Cornish, and Sarah Parker Redmond are just a

         few of the many who forced the issue. They and their white counterparts, including William Lloyd Garrison, Benjamin Lundy,

         Lydia Maria Child, Arthur Tappan, Lucretia Mott, and Henry Ward Beecher, organized important abolitionist groups and traveled

         throughout the North giving speeches and publishing important texts that moved many to their cause. There were also the foot

         soldiers, those who gave few speeches but through actions freed many long before the war freed all. Starting in the 1770s

         many Quakers in the South had renounced slavery and begun freeing their slaves. By the early nineteenth century, the Quakers

         had begun to move north, often to the Midwest, in order to create communities of freedom for all.

      


      Although anti-slavery and pro-slavery advocates spoke as if there were only a North and a South, sometimes it seemed that

         there was only the United States and the frontier, and in 1855 the frontier was the Midwest. The battle over whether the nation

         should be slave or free raged fiercely there. Those in the North who wished to actively fight slavery moved in great numbers

         to Ohio, Michigan, Illinois, Indiana, and Iowa, often encamping themselves along the rough and porous border between slavery

         and freedom. Their many stories of struggle, and the people they helped to free, have often been erased by the great flood

         of war that was soon to be unleashed upon the land, but these settlers were the first of the fighters for freedom for all

         races.

      


      Soon other abolitionists began moving to the Midwestern frontier in the hopes that there they could create a new way of being.

         John Shipherd, one of the founders of the radical abolitionist community of Oberlin, which would produce Oberlin College,

         chose to relocate to Ohio from Vermont because he saw the Midwest as a place in which to create a culture that could improve

         “our nation and the empires of the earth.”
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          He thought of the Midwest as the heartland, but in a more metaphysical sense than the phrase is used today: Shipherd’s heartland

         was one of radical, and for him Christian, principles that insisted love was without bounds and all races and genders could

         live in equality and harmony.
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          Others started colleges that would follow in his integrationist path, including Antioch and Otterbein, but John Shipherd

         and the Oberlin abolitionists were some of the first to act on their beliefs. While the first African American men began receiving

         their BAs from New England colleges in the mid 1820s, Oberlin was the first to grant an African American woman a BA, in 1862.
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          Shipherd’s vision, and his college, would ultimately split the Presbyterian church asunder, a schism that proved to be a

         foreshadowing of what would occur in his nation.
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      Numerous other small rural abolitionist communities were created throughout the Midwest during this time, including Wayne

         County, Indiana; New Athens, Ohio; Denmark and Salem, Iowa—to name just a few. Free African American settlements also grew

         up under or near the protection of Quaker and Congregational abolitionists, such as in Cass County, Michigan; the Beech and

         Roberts settlements in Indiana; and a myriad of others in Iowa, Wisconsin, Ohio, and Illinois. Others were founded strictly

         by people of African descent, such as New Philadelphia, Illinois; Brooklyn, Illinois; Westfield Township, Iowa; and Nicodemus,

         Kansas.

         

            15

         

         

      


      Some of these communities, such as Oberlin, could be considered “utopian”—settlements deliberately created to make an ideal

         a reality. The first half of the nineteenth century saw a flourishing of such communities, from those based on new religions

         to those that turned their back on faith in anything but individualism. Covert was not utopian, but that did not mean that

         the radical racial realities that occurred there were not also held by classically utopian communities. North Elba, New York,

         probably came the closest to matching Covert. The ardent abolitionist Gerrit Smith gave thousands of acres to blacks in upstate

         New York toward his vision of a society where blacks and whites could live together in freedom. One of its most famous settlers,

         strongly pro-integrationist John Brown, made a point of befriending his black neighbors, often shocking his white visitors

         by seating them at the same table with his black guests. Although he later moved to Kansas, where he became famous for his

         exploits, his heart was in North Elba, where he would be buried. Unfortunately, like most utopian communities, North Elba

         did not exist for long. Few of the whites John Brown knew were willing to share in his integrationist vision.
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      While abolitionist communities flourished, they were often embattled, for their very existence was an affront to pro-slavery

         supporters and white supremacists, who were also settling throughout the Midwest. Nevertheless, it was abolitionist communities

         like these that helped make possible the Underground Railroad (a series of shelters and safe homes that slaves could use to

         travel North undetected) and sometimes encouraged black settlement in the Midwest. Because many of those slaves who escaped

         made their way to Canada or refused to have themselves tallied in any federal census, their numbers are difficult to track.

         Slave owners in the South and abolitionists in the North alike had every reason to exaggerate the numbers of those escaping,

         but there is good reason to believe that around a hundred thousand traveled themselves free.

         

            17

         

          Operating the Underground Railroad was a dangerous business. By 1850 a new, harsher version of the Fugitive Slave Act was

         passed that punished anyone who aided a person who was trying to gain freedom. These communities of abolitionists and blacks

         in the Midwest were now battlegrounds, for the lines were no longer along the borders between the slave and free states but

         as far as the slave raiders cared to travel.

      


      Recapturing “lost” slaves was a lucrative business, for slaves were of immense value. Whites would take out mortgages in order

         to own one, and by the 1850s owning a slave in the South was the equivalent of owning a piece of the American Dream. In reality

         only about a quarter of the Southern population owned slaves by 1860, but for many of the non- slave-owning Southerners, becoming

         a slave owner was a sign of success. No wonder so many Southern whites were willing to break away from their nation and fight

         for their state’s right to continue to hold people in bondage, for they were eager to preserve the promise that someday they

         too could become slave owners and enjoy the status that position entailed.
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          If human property was “lost,” those who owned it would often offer high rewards for its return. These rewards bred hunters

         who were willing to go to great lengths to capture their human prey. Escaped slaves recaptured were often beaten, tortured,

         or maimed to terrify the other enslaved people around them who dreamed of freedom.

      


      One such slave hunter went traveling through Ohio and Indiana to find abolitionist communities that might be harboring people

         he believed were chattel. Disguising himself as an abolitionist lecturer, he successfully sniffed out a number of his quarry,

         who were promptly taken back into slavery.

         

            19

         

          Others were much bolder. Cass County, Michigan, had long been known to be home to a large community of African Americans,

         many of whom had been slaves before they left the South. The slave raiders must have envisioned a gold mine awaiting them

         there, so they rode North armed as if for war, with guns, ropes, and horses to capture and carry away as many as they could.

         When they arrived in Cass County, they must have been amazed. The township of Cassopolis alone had more than six hundred black

         residents, and the invaders were met with ferocious resistance from both blacks and whites.
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          (It is difficult to know what must have been more surprising, the whites who were willing to risk their lives for their black

         neighbors or the black people themselves, who rose up like the bravest soldiers to protect their kin and kind.) The slavers

         ended up taking their case to the courts.
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          The abolitionists who had chosen to resist the raid paid a terrible toll, for the courts fined the Quakers of Cass County

         outrageous sums for helping their friends.
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      In direct opposition to the slave raiders were the conductors—male and female, black and white—who rarely came armed with

         anything but their courage and who traveled into the South to aid those refugees from slavery. Harriet Tubman is probably

         one of the most famous of these conductors, and justly so. Unlike many of the white conductors, she placed herself in terrible

         danger every time she went into the South, for as an escaped slave she would have been considered lost property found if she

         were ever discovered. Although she protected the people she helped conduct by rarely talking of how many she had led to freedom,

         it is known that she traveled into the slave lands almost twenty times, walking at least three hundred slaves to freedom.
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      White conductors had an advantage in that they could travel through the South freely, although they still risked great danger

         in getting people out of the slave states. Calvin Fairbanks, a famous conductor, ended up imprisoned for years, but before

         his capture he had helped many people into the North. He used numerous techniques, but one of the most ingenious he devised

         with a friend, Miss Webster, who posed as a teacher traveling with her chaperon and three of her slaves, who were in reality

         Fairbanks and three escapees.
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      For sheer audacity and imagination, John Fairfield had all the other white conductors beat. Fairfield had been raised in Virginia

         as the son of a slaveholder, but as he reached adulthood, he could no longer stand to live surrounded by a system that, though

         he had been raised within it, seemed barbaric and cruel. He decided to move North but took with him a friend who happened

         to be an enslaved black man. He was successfully able to flee the South with his friend, and emboldened by his triumph, Fairfield

         turned into one of the most successful conductors of all time. He was deeply familiar with all the ways and customs of the

         slave South, as well as bearing the correct accent for the region, and his ingenuity was astounding. He started bringing out

         only a few at a time, often pretending that they were his personal retinue. But in time he became bolder, traveling with up

         to fifteen slaves while disguised as a slave trader. One of his most extraordinary acts was to help twenty-eight slaves escape

         a plantation by convincing the whites around him that they were part of a funeral procession. Fairfield and his charges would

         often emerge in southern Indiana at the home of Levi Coffin, a Quaker who had personally helped more than three thousand escaping

         slaves, and there he would leave the people he had led out of states as far south as Louisiana and plunge back across the

         border to continue his aid. Just as it was with all conductors, every time Fairbanks left for the South, his friends feared

         they would never see him again. In 1860 those fears were realized when he did not return. Some time later reports came to

         them that he had been shot.
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      While many slaves were assisted by these conductors, uncounted numbers took their courage in their own hands and, rebelling

         against the idea that they were property, ran. When they did run, it was often the abolitionist communities across the Midwest

         that either helped them farther North or gave them a place to call home.

      


      Slavery was a terrible system, yet many historians believe that it did not always entirely dehumanize or destroy slaves, who

         managed through various means of resistance to keep aspects of their culture, kinship, and courage alive.
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          Despite extraordinary difficulties, a substantial number of people enslaved in America still managed, against great odds,

         to have families and keep blood ties, and even facing the dangers of escaping, they bravely did all they could to keep together

         as kin.

      


      One such slave was John Walker, and the community that aided him was Salem, Iowa. Salem had been founded by abolitionist Quakers

         close to the Missouri border. They made their community and homes open to slaves fleeing from Missouri and other slave states

         and often helped them to get to Canada, where they could be safe from those hunting them. In June of 1848 John Walker left

         the safety of Salem, which had harbored him in the months after his escape, and returned to Missouri to the farm of his old

         master, Ruel Daggs, who still held Walker’s wife and children enslaved.
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      Walker made it all the way back to Daggs’s farm, in Luray, Missouri, without being spotted or captured and there found his

         beloved wife, Mary, and his children. Mary had probably given up hope that she would ever see her husband alive, and their

         reunion must have been sweet. Mary and John made the risky decision that in addition to escaping with their young children,

         they would also take fellow slave Sam Fulcher and his family, and one other slave as well, a teenager named Julia.

      


      Under the cover of darkness, the group made it to the farmstead of a sympathetic white farmer by the name of Richard Liggon,

         who was willing to risk the wrath of his neighbors as well as the harsh legal consequences of harboring fugitive slaves in

         Missouri. In a heavy summer storm, Liggon drove the escaping family and their friends to the Des Moines River. There they

         boarded a makeshift raft that barely got them to the other shore in safety. Once they were safe on the Iowa side, they waited

         in the rain for their Quaker friends to come from Salem and take them home.

      


      But they were not free of danger yet. Daggs, his sons William and George, and their friend James McClure went straight into

         Iowa, suspecting that their property would head to Salem. Once in Iowa they found an aid in the form of Samuel Slaughter,

         a farmer who had recently come from Virginia. For a share in the reward money that Daggs was offering, Slaughter agreed to

         help him recapture the people who had fled slavery and return them to bondage. Daggs then went home across the border to keep

         an eye on the rest of his slaves.

      


      The fierce summer storms continued, with heavy rain turning the dark soil into difficult mud, hampering the pursuers. But

         when the rain ended on Sunday, so did the escaping slaves’ luck, for the wet earth plainly revealed to the trackers the marks

         of a wagon leading from the river to Salem. The trackers spurred their horses in pursuit, and the wagon was soon in sight,

         but then it began to gain speed, and the chase was on. The wagon barreled through the Iowa muck, trying to make it to Salem

         as the pursuers were gaining. All of a sudden Slaughter and McClure saw the wagon careening off the track into the woods,

         where it disappeared. Spurring their horses harder, they followed the tracks until they came to the wagon, stopped in the

         middle of the woods, the horses panting in exhaustion.

      


      But all that was inside were three young white men, who boldly informed the slave catchers that they had never heard of any

         escaping slaves and were merely returning from a fishing trip. The young men then must have asked their pursuers why they

         had been chasing them, to which Slaughter replied that they were searching for two stolen horses, and theirs had looked familiar.

         The pursuers went with the young men into Salem and tried looking there for their quarry, but no one was willing to help them,

         and they had no success.

      


      They stayed Sunday night in Salem, but Monday they returned secretly to the woods, where they found the escaped group. John

         Walker desperately tried to fight them off but was beaten badly and tied to a horse. Slaughter left McClure with the heartbroken

         and terrified group while he headed into Salem in hopes of hiring men to help him bring his bounty back to Missouri. Not surprisingly,

         he was unsuccessful, and when he returned he found McClure and the fugitives surrounded by more than a dozen men from Salem,

         who made it clear that McClure and Slaughter would not be able to take their human bounty away. One member of the group said

         he was “willing to wade through Missouri blood” in order to keep the fugitives safe in Iowa.
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      A rather heated argument then took place, but the crowd was growing larger, and it soon became clear to Slaughter and McClure

         that this was a debate they were going to lose. They agreed to go to Salem’s Justice of the Peace to try to settle the dispute.

         On the walk there Slaughter, determined not to let Walker escape, trod alongside him with a hard grip on Walker’s arm. Seeing

         this, a Salem man pulled Walker free and told him to punch Slaughter the next time Slaughter tried to hold him. Loose, Walker

         made a dash through the crowd to freedom, and the Salem residents closed around Slaughter, preventing him from pursuing Walker.

         Walker’s wife, Mary, seeing her husband’s actions, began to complain loudly that she was too tired to walk anymore. Sam Fulcher

         persuaded Slaughter to let the women stay behind and rest their too weary selves by telling Slaughter that he would sacrifice

         himself and return to Missouri.

      


      Those who continued arrived at the home of the Justice of the Peace, who questioned Slaughter and McClure. When they told

         him what their mission was, the Justice of the Peace asked them if they had any written proof from the slave owner that they

         were there to find his slaves. Slaughter and McClure admitted that they did not. With what must have been a triumphant flourish,

         the Justice of the Peace pulled out a copy of The Revised Statutes of the Territory of Iowa and read aloud this passage: “If any person or persons shall forcibly steal, take, or arrest any man woman or child in this

         Territory . . . with a design to take him or her out of this territory without having legally established his, her, or their

         claim according to the laws of this territory, or of the United States, shall upon conviction thereof, be punished by a fine

         not exceeding one thousand dollars and by imprisonment in the penitentiary at hard labor not exceeding ten years.”
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          A thousand dollars was a terrifyingly high amount of money in that cash-poor society, and ten years’ hard labor is unattractive

         in any century. Not aware that the Supreme Court had decided that this law was unconstitutional, and surrounded by an angry

         group of abolitionists, Slaughter and McClure gave in and left, to the cheers of the residents of Salem.
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