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			For Lois Gallaher Holmes, truly a blessing in our family

		

	
		
			I consider involuntary slavery a never-failing fountain of the grossest immorality, and one of the deepest sources of human misery; it hangs like the mantle of night over our republic, and shrouds its rising glories.

			—Reverend John Rankin, 1826

		

	
		
			CONTENTS

		

		
			CONTENTS

			ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

			INTRODUCTION

			BAKER’S SPECIAL

			SEVEN YEARS IN HIDING

			THE DEVIL

			THE HOUSE ON THE HILL

			I HAVE COME BACK

			THE TWELVE-YEAR MISTAKE

			A WOLF IN SHEEP’S CLOTHES

			MY BETTER HALF

			READING THE STARS

			THE ART OF PASSING

			AT WHAT PRICE?

			CAUGHT BETWEEN BLACK AND WHITE

			THE ELEVENTH HOUR

			THE LETTER OF THE LAW

			THIS SIDE UP

			READ ALL ABOUT IT!

			REMEMBER ME

			MISSION IMPOSSIBLE

			UP A TREE

			DOWNRIVER

			WHERE TO, SIR?

			NOT MY CHILD

			FREEDOM TRAIN

			IN THE DARK OF NIGHT

			WHAT GOES AROUND COMES AROUND

			ON A DARE

			UNDERGROUND RAILROAD FACTS AND TRIVIA

			BIBLIOGRAPHY

			ABOUT THE AUTHOR

		

	
		
			ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

			I gratefully acknowledge the assistance of the following people, without whom I could not have written this book:

			
					Diane Miller, National Program Manager, National Underground Network to Freedom, National Park Service, Omaha, Nebraska, for providing updated statistics on the Underground Railroad.

					Michelle Lanier, director of the North Carolina African American Heritage Commission, Raleigh, for her research assistance with Mary Walker and the connections she provided.

					Those who pointed me in the right direction when beginning the research for this second edition, including Dr. Tom Hanchett, staff historian at the Levine Museum of the New South, Charlotte, North Carolina; Caroline Manning, registrar at the Harvey B. Gantt Center for African-American Arts & Culture, Charlotte; Leslie Kesler, library aide at the Robinson-Spangler Carolina Room, Charlotte Mecklenburg Library, Charlotte; and Stephanie Hardy, site manager at the Historic Stagville State Historic Site, Durham, North Carolina.

					Caroline R. Miller of the Bracken County Historical Society, Brooksville, Kentucky, for her invaluable research on Arnold Gragston, Reverend John Rankin, and John P. Parker, and also for compiling census records from the Freedom Center in Covington, Kentucky.

					Anne-Marie Rachman, Michigan State University Library, Special Collections, for her research expertise, especially the information she uncovered about James Lindsey Smith.

					Marla Baxter, Assistant Director of Tourism & Renaissance on Main; Lynn David of the Museum Center; and Betty Coutant of the Mason County Beat in Maysville, Kentucky, all of whom shared their information on Arnold Gragston.

					Betty Campbell, president of the Board of Trustees for Ripley Heritage, Inc., and member of the Board of Trustees for the John P. Parker Historical Society, Inc., for sharing research on Reverend John Rankin. Her presentation on John P. Parker inspired me to write about him.

					Major Ronald J. Rice of the Maysville Police Department, for sharing research material on Arnold Gragston and for inviting me to visit the Broadway Christian Church in Dover, Kentucky.

					Doris E. Onorato at the Van Allen House Heritage Center in Mount Pleasant, Iowa, for collecting a plethora of information on Ruel Daggs.

					Mary Savage, the museum board historian for the Lewelling House and Quaker Museum, and Faye Heartsill, president of the board at the Lewelling Quaker Museum, Iowa, for sharing material on Ruel Daggs.

					John Zeller, research historian for the Antislavery and Underground Railroad Project of the State Historical Society of Iowa, for general information on the workings of the Underground Railroad in Iowa.

					Joan Beaubian, president of the New Bedford Historical Society and cofounder of the Massachusetts Underground Railroad Network, for providing information on Nathan and Polly Johnson.

					Jennifer Bergeron of the Barney Ford House Museum in Breckenridge, Colorado, for research on Barney Ford.

					Courtney Oppel, my editor at Globe Pequot Press, as well as Erin H. Turner and Allen Jones, who assisted with editing for the first edition of this book.

					The staffs at the Hege Library at Guilford College in Greensboro, North Carolina; the University Library at the University of North Carolina–Chapel Hill; and the Rare Book Manuscripts and Special Collections Library, Duke University, Durham, North Carolina, for their research assistance.

					Gaye E. Gindy, Sylvania historian, Sylvania, Ohio, for her willingness to share her wealth of information on the Lathrop and Harroun families. Her research did much to prevent the Lathrop House from being razed.

					Polly Cooper, Sylvania Area Historical Society, Sylvania, Ohio, and Catherine Martineau, Esq., for information on the Lathrop House.

					Sharon Sacksteder, FSIL, for sharing the story of Miss Edith May Haviland, her remarkable fifth-grade teacher at Lincoln Elementary School in Adrian, Michigan. The work of Miss Haviland’s abolitionist ancestor, Laura Smith Haviland, was thus brought to my attention.

					Beth R. Olsen, author and long-distance friend, who suggested that I write this book, for her encouragement and her research assistance on William and Ellen Craft, and for helping to unravel the quilt myth and its connection to the Underground Railroad. I also thank her daughters, Andrea Cramer and Julia Smoot, for the same.

					Melissa Johnson, for her friendship and continuous support and for accompanying me on visits to Underground Railroad sites.

					Lorie Helms, Beth Wilson, Anita Sanchez Fitzgerald, Nancy Mills, Kathryn Zychowicz Rahal, Pam Walker, and Joan Rush for their interest and friendship, as well as Beth White, my sister and friend.

					My husband, Mark, for his technical support and unending patience, and our children, Kelsey and Mitch. Thank you for being such a loving family.

			

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			Far from being truly underground, or even a railroad, the Underground Railroad was in fact a loosely organized network of individuals who assisted slaves as they escaped bondage in pre–Civil War America. Between the 1820s and 1860s, an untold number of enslaved African Americans fled over multiple land and water routes to freedom. Slaves from the border states stretching along the Ohio River had an increased chance of success due to their closeness to free soil in the North. Many continued on to Canada. Slaves from Texas crossed the Rio Grande into Mexico. Slaves from Georgia, South Carolina, and Alabama escaped to live with the Seminole Indians in Florida or the Caribbean. Some groups of fugitives set up self-sufficient “maroon societies,” living out their lives in remote areas such as the Great Dismal Swamp along the Virginia–North Carolina border.

			As rail transportation became increasingly popular in the 1830s, metaphors emerged to describe the clandestine movement of slaves on the run. “Passengers” escaped along “lines,” transported by “conductors” and aided by “agents” who had made the arrangements. The “stations” were safe houses where the fugitives hid and were offered food, clothing, and temporary shelter.

			There are several claims as to the origin of the term “Underground Railroad.” One involves a slave named Tice Davids, who ran away from Kentucky to Ripley, Ohio, in 1831. When Davids’s owner could find no trace of him, he said that his slave had “gone off on an underground road.” By the 1840s the Underground Railroad evolved into a secret network of individuals, families, and small groups taking in slaves who came to them from the previous station and making sure they made it to the next.

			It was never a large-scale operation with membership or national regulation. Most “conductors” knew only a handful of people involved with the railroad, and very few were familiar with an entire route. Any form of participation was recognized as an act of civil disobedience. Given the constant threat of fines, imprisonment, or even death, it was work that had to be done in the utmost secrecy. While accurate statistics are unavailable (to protect the participants, most of the paperwork was either nonexistent or destroyed), it is estimated that less than 2 percent of America’s four million enslaved people escaped to freedom. The “father of the Underground Railroad,” William Still, in the course of his work for the Pennsylvania Anti-slavery Society, did manage to preserve an accurate record. Much of what we know today about the Railroad is due to his diligence.

			The period of greatest activity for the Underground Railroad began with the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850. With this new law, slave owners could legally pursue their runaways into the free states of the Union, capturing them on free soil and forcibly taking them back to a slave state. Ironically, the passage of this law only strengthened the abolitionist movement and bolstered the determination of those activists involved in the Underground Railroad.

			Even aided by individuals associated with the Underground Railroad, slaves on the run often had to rely on their own resources. Most conductors could take them only as far as the next station (anywhere from one to thirty miles). To outwit the bounty hunters and their bloodhounds, they sometimes camouflaged their scent by running through a river or a creek, or a snake-infested swamp. Sometimes they doubled back to throw off the hunt. Often runaways were not dressed appropriately and suffered from hunger and other privations. Very few had money, and most were unable to read.

			Typically traveling at night, fugitives might get a head start if they left on a Sunday or a holiday, when their absence might not immediately be noticed. Young men statistically had the highest chance of success. Unencumbered by family, they could cover greater distances. They were also more often familiar with the surrounding area, especially if they had been hired out on various jobs around the community. Once they connected with a “conductor,” however, they typically put their lives in the hands of a complete stranger. Uncertain of whom they could trust, fugitive slaves were in constant fear of being caught. If they were captured, punishment was swift, and they were often whipped or sold. Being sent to the Deep South, with its reputation for cruel treatment, was a threat slaves feared as much as whipping.

			If their light skin allowed them to “pass” for white, escapees might look for a nice set of clothes and try to board a train or boat to freedom. An ingenious fugitive even had himself mailed north. Some fugitives who successfully escaped sought out black communities where they could blend in with those already free. However, the illegal slave trade was a highly profitable business, which gave way to the kidnapping of free blacks. Men, women, and children—either born free or escaped from bondage—carried their free papers with them, yet still were not always safe. The border states with large black populations were particularly vulnerable to kidnapping because of their proximity to slave states.

			Harriet Tubman, Frederick Douglass, Levi Coffin, and Sojourner Truth are a few of the famous names associated with the Underground Railroad, but there are a host of unsung heroes as well, all with inspirational stories. Individuals such as John P. Parker, Seth Concklin, Peter Still, and the Rankin family often risked their own freedom and health by assisting others in their escapes from bondage. Slaves like Solomon Northup, Harriet Jacobs, and Mary Walker had to wait years until the opportunity and assistance to escape presented itself.

			Historically there has been an overemphasis on the participation of white abolitionists in the Underground Railroad movement, and an underrepresentation of involvement by African Americans. The true stories contained in It Happened on the Underground Railroad attempt to shed light on black agency.

			The institution of slavery, from its start in 1619 to the end of the Civil War in 1865, is an unspeakable stain on America’s history. This book is a tribute to the courage of those—enslaved and free, black and white, women and men, young and old—who devoted their lives to helping others obtain their freedom.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			Selected Routes on the Underground Railroad

		

	
		
			BAKER’S SPECIAL

			Nathan and Polly Johnson, New Bedford Caterers

			1834

			The residents of New Bedford, Massachusetts, were already lining up to taste Mary “Polly” Johnson’s iced cakes and ice cream delicacies. The thirty-five-year-old widow, who had remarried a man nine years her junior, had been to culinary school in Paris, France, and had just opened a confectionary shop in town. Nathan Johnson, Polly’s husband, ran his successful catering business serving the city’s elite. The townspeople who frequented the cake, confectionary, and catering shop at 23 Seventh Street would have been shocked had they known what was really going on behind the scenes of the bakery.

			Polly and Nathan Johnson were both free blacks who had worked for Quaker employers before becoming financially independent. In time they purchased a block of residential and commercial properties on Seventh Street. Their two-story Federal-style house was well known—for several reasons.

			Polly Johnson was widely accepted in white society. She was described as a “fair mulatto, always lady-like and pleasant.” Indeed, Polly charmed customers who entered her shop, who most likely mistook her smirk for a smile. Polly’s candies, sponge and loaf cakes, cookies, and ice cream were highly sought after. Together the Johnsons catered wedding receptions for New Bedford’s wealthiest families, threw cake-and-ice-cream parties, and hosted all sorts of celebrations.

			Nathan and Polly Johnson enjoyed a fine reputation, but they were well-known among abolitionists for their clandestine operation as well. No slave-holding families suspected that the Johnsons were harboring fugitives and forwarding them on to the next station on the Underground Railroad. For over thirty years, none of the aristocratic members of New Bedford white society ever realized that the money they spent at the bakery was being used to aid fugitive slaves, nor that runaways were actually hiding inside the bakery itself.

			Having a function catered by the Johnsons was a huge draw. In 1844 when Wendell Phillips, president of the American Anti-slavery Society, was asked to come speak in New Bedford, he was enticed by being told that “Polly Johnson will freeze her best ice and ice her best cakes.” Countless fancy partygoers in New Bedford who hired the Johnsons unknowingly provided funds for the town’s Underground Railroad network.

			New Bedford, Massachusetts, was a small, bustling port city and an attractive location for blacks, both free and fugitive. Nathan had begun working for Charles Morgan, an investor in the whaling industry. Polly began as a domestic servant in Morgan’s home. As free blacks, they were proud of the fact that their city had contained no slaves since 1785.

			In the mid-1800s New Bedford’s major industries, the maritime and whaling trades, provided job opportunities to blacks. Sea captains sympathetic to runaway slaves often transported them north from southern ports. These escapees usually found ready employment in town. The owners of the Seventh Street properties, Polly and Nathan Johnson, as agents on the Underground Railroad, often assisted New Bedford’s fugitives—upwards of seven hundred between 1840 and 1860.

			In 1834 Nathan and Polly took in five black boarders who had formerly belonged to a Georgia plantation owner. They began educating them, and upon their master’s death three years later, the Johnsons took legal action to see that the former slaves were not remanded to slavery by claimants to the man’s will.

			In September 1838 a twenty-year-old man named Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey dressed as a sailor and escaped on a train with borrowed free papers. He then took the steamer John W. Richmond to New York. His fiancée, Anna Murray, a free black woman from Baltimore, arrived and they were married on September 15. Two days later Frederick and his new bride, Anna, arrived safely at the Johnsons’ doorstep, courtesy of New York’s Underground Railroad.

			Nathan Johnson lent the penniless newlyweds $2 to retrieve their luggage, which was being held by the stage driver until they paid for their passage. The destitute couple were welcomed into the Johnsons’ home, where they lived for one year. Frederick had taken the surname Johnson in New York, but Nathan advised he take a new name. “Johnson” had become a surname often taken by fugitives and might suggest they were not free blacks. Nathan suggested the name Douglas from a character in Sir Walter Scott’s poem “The Lady of the Lake,” which he was currently reading. This Frederick did, adding an s, and thus Frederick Douglass was born.

			Douglass found employment refitting ships in New Bedford, and went on to become one of the most significant figures in American history. A famous orator, abolitionist leader, and advisor to President Abraham Lincoln, Frederick Douglass was perhaps the nineteenth century’s most effective American voice for equal rights.

			In the late 1840s the Johnsons suffered a reversal of fortunes, and Nathan moved to California in 1849, searching for gold. During his twenty-year absence, Polly successfully managed their heavily mortgaged properties and businesses.

			Polly Johnson lived in the house at 21 Seventh Street until her death in 1871 at age eighty-seven. Nathan died in the home at the age of eighty-three. Their granddaughter, Mary J. Buchanan, lived in the house until 1891. Upon her death in 1918, she designated that the income from the Seventh Street Johnson properties be used for the general uplift of the black race in New Bedford. The monies from the sale of the properties were donated to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology for the purpose of educating “deserving and ambitious young men of color, of respectable northern parentage, in whatever department of physics they may elect, as being best adapted to their capabilities.”

			Today this same location houses the New Bedford Historical Society, an organization dedicated to preserving the rich history of African Americans.

		

	
		
			SEVEN YEARS IN HIDING

			Harriet Ann Jacobs’s Confinement

			1835

			Harriet lay silently entombed in her dark, tiny hiding space, wondering how her life had taken such a turn for the worse. The small sloping garret above her grandmother’s storeroom measured roughly nine feet long, seven feet wide, and just three feet high at the tallest point. Little did Harriet know when she crawled into that stuffy, cramped enclosure as a fugitive slave in the summer of 1835 that she would spend the next seven years there.

			“I was born a slave; but I never knew till six years of happy childhood had passed away,” recalled Harriet Ann Jacobs. She and her younger brother had lived in a modest home with both parents even though they were owned by different families. Her mother, Delilah, belonged to Margaret Horniblow. Her father, Elijah Jacobs, was the slave of Andrew Knox, whose plantation was several miles away. It was her father’s earnings from his carpentry skills that allowed them the privilege of living together, but it was not to last.

			Edenton was a colonial seaport on the shallow inlet waters of the Albemarle Sound in northeastern North Carolina. Harriet had lived there for all of her twenty-two years. Edenton lay 70 miles south of Norfolk, Virginia; 140 miles east of Raleigh, North Carolina; and 300 miles to freedom.

			After her mother’s death, six-year-old Harriet and her four-year-old brother, John, went to live with her mother’s mistress, Margaret Horniblow. Just as Harriet was adjusting to her new life, her father died the following year. Over the next six years, Mistress Horniblow taught Harriet to read, write, and sew—seemingly she was a favored slave.

			Harriet was convinced she would be given her freedom when Mistress Horniblow died. Instead, at the reading of the will, twelve-year-old Harriet dejectedly discovered she was just a piece of property like the rest of the slaves. Harriet had been willed to her mistress’s three-year-old niece, Mary Matilda Norcom—along with Mistress Horniblow’s bureau and work table. A stunned Harriet must have wondered what could possibly be worse than being given away and owned by a three-year-old. She soon found out—Dr. James Norcom, young Mary Matilda’s father. It was he who had caused Harriet to be on the run.

			Dr. Norcom took Harriet into his care until Mary Matilda came of age. Dr. and Mrs. Norcom were harsh masters to their twenty slaves, who were often ill-fed, ill-clothed, and mistreated. Fortunately, Harriet’s dear grandmother, Molly Horniblow, lived nearby. She was a proud, free black woman who had long operated an after-hours bakery to save money to buy her family’s freedom. Whenever Harriet and her brother John passed their grandmother’s house, she snuck them baked sweets.

			Harriet did her best to please Mrs. Norcom—and not displease Dr. Norcom—but as Harriet matured that became increasingly difficult. Dr. Norcom, in his fifties, was a respected physician in Edenton. What was not so respectable were his intentions toward fifteen-year-old Harriet.

			Dr. Norcom, a full forty years older than Harriet, had already fathered eleven slave children. Harriet was not about to let that happen to her. Yet, Dr. Norcom was relentless with his advances. Harriet refused to submit despite the favored treatment Dr. Norcom offered her. Nor did she bend under his threats of violence. Mrs. Norcom’s jealousy, suspicion, and anger made Harriet’s life miserable.

			When Harriet was sixteen, Dr. Norcom refused to give her permission to marry a free black man. He was a carpenter in town who had offered to buy Harriet, but Dr. Norcom would not sell her at any price. In time Harriet found the sympathy of a family friend, a white lawyer named Samuel Tredwell Sawyer, who lived near her grandmother. Harriet responded to his affections, trusting he genuinely cared for her. Through him she devised a plan to thwart Dr. Norcom’s unrelenting harassment.

			Harriet’s romantic involvement with Mr. Sawyer resulted in the birth of a child. Harriet figured Dr. Norcom would become so irate that he would sell her and then Mr. Sawyer could buy her freedom. Her plan failed. Harriet and her son, Joseph, lived with her grandmother, who disapproved of her granddaughter’s actions. Dr. Norcom continued to pursue Harriet with letters and visits.

			In 1833, when Harriet was eighteen, she had another child with Mr. Sawyer, a girl named Louisa Matilda. Harriet cried at the birth of her daughter, claiming, “Slavery is terrible for men, but it is far more terrible for women.” In retaliation for having another child with Mr. Sawyer, Dr. Norcom sent Harriet six miles away to his son’s cotton plantation to work as a house servant. To further punish Harriet, Dr. Norcom threatened to send her children to work as field slaves far from her and her free grandmother’s protection.

			So in June of 1835, Harriet ran away. She thought that if she were gone, Dr. Norcom would not be able to use her children against her and he would sell them. She planned to ask their father, Mr. Sawyer, to then buy their freedom.

			Harriet endured several tension-filled months as she stayed with friends, both black and white, until a permanent hiding place could be secured. In the interim, Dr. Norcom put Harriet’s two children, her brother John, and her aunt in jail in Edenton in an attempt to have them reveal where Harriet was hiding. They were eventually released without giving up any such knowledge. Meanwhile, Dr. Norcom posted a newspaper ad:

			$100 REWARD

			WILL be given for the apprehension and delivery of my Servant Girl HARRIET. She is a light mulatto, 21 years of age, about 5 feet 4 inches high, of a thick and corpulent habit, having on her head a thick covering of black hair that curls naturally, but which can be easily combed straight. She speaks easily and fluently, and has an agreeable carriage and address. Being a good seamstress, she has been accustomed to dress well, has a variety of very fine clothes, made in the prevailing fashion, and will probably appear, if abroad, tricked out in gay and fashionable finery. As this girl absconded from the plantation of my son without any known cause or provocation, it is probable she designs to transport herself to the North.

			The above reward, with all reasonable charges, will be given for apprehending her, or securing her in any prison or jail within the U. States.

			All persons are hereby forewarned against harboring or entertaining her, or being in any way instrumental in her escape, under the most rigorous penalties of the law.

			JAMES NORCOM.

			Edenton, N.C. June 30

			An obsessed Dr. Norcom left for New York in search of Harriet. He sold Harriet’s children and her brother, John, for $2,500. A slave trader bought them—on behalf of the children’s father, Samuel Tredwell Sawyer. Sawyer gave the children to their grandmother. Feeling duped, Dr. Norcom’s anger served only to intensify his search for Harriet.

			A relative and family friend helped Harriet hide out, and she alternately spent two nights aboard a docked boat and two days in a mosquito- and snake-infested swamp. Harriet then donned a sailor’s disguise, blackened her face with charcoal, and was led—of all places—back to her grandmother’s house.

			That’s when Harriet was hurried into her hiding place: the sloping garret above her grandmother’s garage. Harriet used a gimlet to bore holes in the wood to allow some air in and to provide a view to peek outside. Though stifling hot in the summer, wet in the spring, and freezing in the winter, it seemed more bearable than succumbing to Dr. Norcom’s repeated advances.

			Six-year-old Joseph and two-year-old Louisa Matilda had no idea their brokenhearted mother was watching over them from her hiding place. Harriet dared not to reveal herself to them, fearing Dr. Norcom was not above bribing her children for information on their mother’s whereabouts.

			When the coast was clear, Harriet was occasionally let out at night to exercise her legs. She passed the time reading the Bible and sewing clothes for her children. Harriet wrote letters to Dr. Norcom and her grandmother and had a friend postmark them from New York, to trick Dr. Norcom as to her whereabouts. Hidden away, Harriet watched her children from afar for seven long years, unable to hold them for fear of being discovered.

			Mr. Sawyer was elected a North Carolina congressman and eventually moved to Washington, DC. He and his wife adopted Harriet’s son, Joseph, and found a home for Louisa Matilda with a relative. Harriet’s brother, John, became Mr. Sawyer’s assistant, but when he saw his chance to run off, he did.

			In 1842 Harriet ended her years of confinement and made a water escape. Her uncle and a family friend paid an exorbitant amount to secure passage with a trustworthy captain aboard a boat bound for Philadelphia. After disembarking, Harriet traveled by railway to New York, where she was soon reunited with her daughter and her brother John, who had previously moved north. A year later, her son, Joseph, joined the family in Boston.
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This map can only suggest the general direction that runaways took from slave states to free territory. There were

almost as many routes as there were freedom-seekers. Areas near the borders between North and South, such as
the Ohio River and the Chesapeake Bay, saw greater numbers and much more Underground Railroad activity
than did the routes from Florida to the Caribbean or from Texas to Mexico.
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