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    P R E F A C E
  

   

  There was a time in the history of this country when one race enslaved almost all the members of another race. This time period was prior to the American Civil War, when African-Americans were enslaved by the whites. Even though this enslavement was organized, legalized, and quite thorough, some members among the enslaved group refused to stay yoked under this burden and sought to free themselves from it. These men, women, and children became self-emancipators and fled from their bondage to distant lands to attain their freedom. Some went south to the everglades of Florida, others went southwest to Mexican Territory, but the majority of them went north to Canada. Some among this group managed their flight to freedom without any help from outside agents. Most, however, profited from the assistance given to them by people of good conscience, both black and white, who risked fines and imprisonment to help these freedom seekers achieve their goal. The escape system that developed in the years before the Civil War that helped facilitate this quest for freedom became known as the Underground Railroad.

  Most of the enslaved people living in the Southern states attempted to reach Canada in order to gain their freedom. Those living along the eastern seaboard and the Mid-Atlantic region traveled through Delaware, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, New York, and New England to achieve this goal. Although some of the freedom seekers chose to stay and blend into existing black communities in these states, most used them as a conduit to reach Canada. This book is a study of the systems of escape these individuals used as they traversed New Jersey and New York.

  There are many works dealing with the subject of the Underground Railroad. Some are comprehensive in nature; others deal with only small segments or the stories of individuals who managed to successfully flee their bondage. The earliest of the more comprehensive works is William Still’s The Underground Railroad: A Record of Facts, Authentic Narratives, Letters, & c., published in 1872. This book is still one of the most important for researchers and students of the Underground Railroad. It contains the detailed records that Still kept while he assisted fugitive slaves passing through Philadelphia on their way north. William Still managed the offices of the Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery Society in Philadelphia, and as result of this, he helped thousands in their quest for a free life. But though his work contains references to sites in New Jersey and New York, it does not offer any real description of the system of escape paths over which the freedom seekers fled.

  In 1898, Wilbur Siebert attempted to offer the most comprehensive overview of the Underground Railroad in America when he published The Underground Railroad: From Slavery to Freedom, the first work to give an overall picture of the routes and individuals who helped operate this escape system. The book even contains a map detailing the routes as slaves passed from the South through the other states to Canada. He based his study on information he obtained from individuals who had either escaped by this system or helped operate it. Some of the routes he depicted on his map were incomplete, however, and more recent scholarship has since greatly expanded the understanding of the operations of the Underground Railroad.

  A more modern study appeared in 1987. The Underground Railroad, by Charles Blockson, contains brief chapters on individual states and regions through which the freedom seekers passed. A major feature of each chapter is the inclusion of several firsthand accounts of escapes. Blockson added a new dimension to the study of this system by highlighting the role that free blacks played in the entire process. Other books dealing with specific regions have appeared since Blockson’s, but no comprehensive modern works cover the Underground Railroad networks in their entirety in the states of New Jersey and New York.

  The purpose of this book is to expand and enhance the treatment of the Underground Railroad in New Jersey and New York in several different ways. This book offers a comprehensive view of the system’s networks as they functioned in these two states as a whole. Detailed, up-to-date maps reflect the most recent scholarship on the topic, and information is provided on modern highways that have been built on these old routes, so that students of this subject can retrace them. The work also gives a more in-depth overview of the effects of geography, transportation systems, free blacks, and the role of religious organizations. Data from the federal census, taken from 1790 to 1860, provide insights into demographic features in these two states that contributed to the success of the operation of this escape system.

  The bulk of the research for this work was done at the Gumberg Library at Duquesne University; at the Hillman Library at the University of Pittsburgh; and through the Internet services of historical societies in New Jersey and New York, the University of Buffalo, and the University of Rochester. In addition, I acquired copies of many works written by participants in the Underground Railroad and by writers who have produced the most recent books on area studies on this topic. Finally, I managed to visit a number of the sites mentioned in the annals of the railroad in New Jersey, New York, and Canada.

  Special thanks and appreciation are due to several people who provided invaluable information, guidance, and encouragement while I researched and wrote this book. I thank my wife, Suzanne, for her help and understanding during the production of this work. I also thank my son Kevin and his wife, Katie, for the maps they drew that appear in this work, and for their help in obtaining photographs of sites in New Jersey. Finally, I give special thanks to my editor at Stackpole Books, Kyle Weaver. It was through his encouragement that I launched the effort to write this book, and the guidance and suggestions he gave me during its production have proven to be invaluable.
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    The Story of

    John Henry Hill

  

  There are many stories of the successful escapes of blacks held in bondage in the South using the system known as the Underground Railroad. Most are truly heroic in nature, and many involve a degree of ingenuity that amazes the reader. The tales of Henry “Box” Brown, who mailed himself to freedom in a crate, and William and Ellen Craft, who employed remarkable disguises and daring to gain their freedom, have intrigued students of this era. Many of these sagas come to us through the careful record keeping of William Still. The main agent for the Underground Railroad in Philadelphia, Still had hundreds of fugitive slaves pass through his office. A number of these individuals later kept up a correspondence with him. It is through these letters that we have a more detailed understanding of the extent of the Underground Railroad, its successes, and its operation. One self-emancipated man named John Henry Hill wrote Still a series of thirteen letters detailing his escape, the route he took, and his resettlement in Canada. Hill also discussed many aspects of slavery as an institution and the reception he received in Canada. His story is quite interesting.

  John Henry Hill was twenty-five years old when, in 1853, he managed to escape from his bondage. A muscular young man, Hill was six feet tall and had a brown complexion. Like many slaves of his era, John Henry was trained in a craft so that he could provide his services as a craftsman on his master’s plantation, and so that his master could hire him out as a skilled worker, for a fee, to another plantation owner or some business concern. Many slaveowners were able to earn additional income through this practice. Hill had been trained in the art of carpentry and was quite skilled. He had a strong work ethic and was a loving father and husband. But in his heart, he had a strong desire to be free. Apparently, this deep-seated desire to gain his freedom began to manifest itself to the point where his master, John Mitchell, began to take notice of it. The Mitchell plantation, in Virginia, was not far from the border of the free state of Pennsylvania, and this caused Hill’s owner to be quite apprehensive.1
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  The year before John Henry managed to escape, Mitchell had begun hiring him out as a carpenter. With his skill and hard work, Hill earned a profit of $150 for Mitchell and proved to be a good investment. Mitchell realized, however, that his slave might attempt to flee to the North at any time, so to prevent losing his investment, he decided to sell John Henry at the great slave auction that was to take place in Richmond on January 1, 1853. Mitchell gave John Henry no indication of his plans.2

  When they arrived at the auction, Mitchell took John Henry into a building. Once inside, Mitchell and several other men attempted to handcuff him. It was at this moment that John Henry realized what was going to happen: He was about to be sold to another owner. In a flash, he decided to resist, and he attacked those trying to shackle him. Using his fists, feet, and a knife he was carrying, he surprised the four or five men trying to bind him. Stunned by the ferocity of his resistance, they fled his violent attack. Even his master, Mitchell, ran away. Taking advantage of the moment, John Henry quickly left the building, thus avoiding being sold on the auction block.3

  John Henry Hill describes what happened to him next in an undated letter he sent to William Still:

  
    Nine months I was trying to get away. I was secreted for a long time in a kitchen of a merchant near the corner of Franklin and 7th streets, Richmond, where I was well taken care of, by a lady friend of my mother. When I got tired of staying in that place, I wrote myself a pass to pass myself to Petersburg, here I stopped with a very prominent Colored person, who was a friend to Freedom stayed here until two white friends told other friends if I was in the city to tell me to go at once, and stand not upon the order of going, because they had heard a plot. I wrot a pass, started for Richmond, Reached Manchester, got off the Cars walked into Richmond, once more got back into the same old Den, Stayed here from the 16th of Aug. to 12th Sept. On the 11th of Sept. 8 o’clock P.M. a message came to me that there had been a State room taken on the steamer City of Richmond for my benefit, and I assured the party that it would be occupied if God be willing. Before 10 o’clock the next morning, on the 12th, a beautiful Sept. day, I arose early, wrote a pass for Norfolk left my old Den with many a good bye, turned out the back way to 7th St., thence to Main, down Main behind 4 night watch to old Rockett’s and after about 20 minutes of delay I succeed in Reaching the State Room.

    My Conductor was very much Excited, but I felt as Composed as I do at this moment for I had started from my Den that morning for Liberty or for Death providing myself with a Brace of Pistels.


    Yours truly J. H. Hill4

  

  It is obvious from Hill’s account that not only had he initiated his self-emancipation, but he also received aid from a number of people. First, there was the merchant in whose kitchen he had hidden. The merchant must have known of his presence but, at great risk to himself, gave him aid. Next, the friend of his mother, certainly another black person, tended to his needs. Then there was the other black individual who hid him in Petersburg. This person is referred to as being a “friend to Freedom,” a coded reference to being active in some type of system in Virginia for helping slaves gain their freedom. Two white men now appear, and they seem to be other agents involved in this escape system. They, in turn, are in contact with still other agents elsewhere, and they make further arrangements for John Henry’s escape from Virginia. They procure a ticket for him aboard a steamer heading to Philadelphia. They even arrange for him to stay in a private cabin on the steamer, at a cost of $125. The captain or another key member of the staff on the steamer must have been involved in the plot. How else could John Henry have been permitted to stay in a private cabin aboard a Southern steamer? This part of the story illustrates a well-organized escape system for aiding fugitive slaves in their attempt to gain freedom.

  When Hill reached Philadelphia, he was taken under the auspices of the Vigilance Committee and placed in the care of William Still. Still tells of Hill’s concern for the wife and children he had left behind. But, as was not the case with many other fugitives who left family to gain their freedom, Hill’s wife and children were already free blacks, and his father-in-law, Jack McCraey, was a free man who would certainly look after them until the entire family could be reunited.5

  John Henry Hill writes what happened to him after he left Philadelphia, in a letter to William Still dated October 4th, 1853, sent from Toronto, Canada:

  
    I left your city on Saterday and I was on the way until Friday following. I got to New York the same day that I left Philadelphia, but I had to stay there untel Monday evening. I left that place at six o’clock. I got to Albany next morning in time to take the half past six o’clock train for Rochester, here I stay untel Wensday night. The reason I stay so long Mr. Gibbs given me a letter to Mr. Morris at Rochester. I left that place Wensday, but I only got five miles from that city that night. I got to Lewiston on Thursday afternoon, but too late for the boat to this city. I left Lewiston on Friday at one o’clock, got to this city at five.6

  

  Hill does not explain how he got from Philadelphia to New York City, but he does say that the journey took just one day. The only way he could have traveled that distance in a day was by train or boat. Trains ran regularly and packet boats made daily trips between those two cities. Whichever he took, he seems to have had no difficulty boarding, indicating the efficiency of the Underground Railroad system linking Philadelphia with New York City.

  The route that Hill followed from the city took him through Albany, Rochester, and Lewiston, until he finally reached Toronto. He writes of two Underground Railroad operatives on this journey, a Mr. Gibbs in Albany and a Mr. Morris in Rochester. A letter of introduction that he carried, written by Gibbs and addressed to Morris, acted as a safe-conduct pass between these two towns. He also openly traveled on a train from Albany to Rochester. Leaving Rochester, he seems to have continued on foot, going only five miles and traveling at night. He reached Lewiston late the next afternoon. After waiting until the following afternoon, he took a boat to Toronto, once again traveling openly.

  Hill’s letter to Still also gives his impression of Toronto and what he experienced on arriving in that city:

  
    Sir I found this to be a very handsome city. I like it better than any city I ever saw. It are not as large as the city that you live in, but it is very large place much more so than I expect to find it. I seen a gentleman that you given me letter to. I think him much of a gentleman. I got into work on Monday. The man whom I am working for is name Myers; but I expect to go to work for another man name of Tinsly, who is a master workman in this city. He says that he will give me work next week and everybody advises me to work for Mr. Tinsly as there more surety in him.7

  

  Hill gives an insight into the workings of the Canadian Underground Railroad system in this excerpt from his letter. First, there were agents to whom the fugitives went. Hill bore a letter of identification from Still, as he did for Mr. Morris in Rochester. These letters were to assure the Underground Railroad agents that the bearers were truly fugitives and not impostors looking to disrupt the escape network. The Underground Railroad system in Canada provided fugitive slaves with work on their arrival, so that they could support themselves. John Henry had arrived on a Friday, and by the following Monday he had already found a job.

  In addition to telling William Still about all the good things that have happened to him since his arrival in Canada, he also takes time to voice his concern for those still living in bondage back in the United States. In an undated letter to Still written between October 30 and November 12, 1853, Hill sums up his feelings on this matter:

  
    I wants you to let the whole United States know we are satisfied here because I have seen more Pleasure since I came here than I saw in the U.S. the 24 years that I served my master. Come Poor distress men women and come to Canada where colored men are free. Oh how sweet the word do sound to me yeas when I contemplate of these things, my very flesh creaps my heart thrub when I think of my beloved friends whom I left in that cursed hole. Oh my God what can I do for them or shall I do for them. Lord help them. Suffer them to be no longer depressed beneath the the Bruat Creation but may they be looked upon as men made of the Bone and Blood as the Anglo-Americans. May God in his mercy Give Liberty to all this world.8

  

  These words contain the mix of joy and sorrow reflected in many of the narratives of escaped slaves: the exhilaration of gaining freedom, along with a sense of regret, or even in some cases a feeling of guilt, that others were left behind. For years, Southern apologists for slavery painted a picture of the black person as a brute devoid of humanity of this kind. For them, the black slave was something a little above the realm of dumb animals, but not fully human. Sentiments like those expressed in Hill’s letters demolish this foolish notion and show the nobility of the black man and woman.

  Hill also longs for his wife, whom he had to leave behind in Virginia. In his letter dated October 30, 1853, he gives William Still this message:

  
    My friend I must call upon you once more to do more kindness for me that is to write to my wife as soon as you get this, and tell her when she gets ready to come she will pack and consign her things to you. You will give her some instruction, but not to your expenses, but her own.9

  

  A couple weeks later, on November 12, another letter to Still shows that Hill’s longing to be reunited with his wife is growing:

  
    You said that you had written to my wife ten thousand thanks for what you have done and what you are willing to do. My friend whenever you hear from wife please write to me. Whenever she come to your city please give instruction how to travel. I wants her to come the faster way. I wish she was here now. I wish she could get a ticket through to this place.10

  

  Hill finally realized his heart’s desire in December, when his wife and children reached him in Canada. He effusively informs his friend William Still of the event in a letter written from Toronto on December 29:

  
    My Dear Friend:—It affords me a good deel of Pleasure to say that my wife and the Children have arrived safe to this City.11

  

  The letters that John Henry Hill wrote to William Still are filled with concern for other people, most of it directed toward those in the South who had not yet gained their freedom. Hill expresses most of his feelings in a religious tone, but in a few instances he reveals a sharper side. In his second-to-last letter to Still, dated January 5, 1857, he makes a reference to the increasing number of episodes where fugitive slaves offered armed resistance to attempts by former masters and slave catchers to recapture them, voicing these words, which are almost prophetic in nature:

  
    I hard some good Prayers put up for the suffers on last Sunday evening in the Baptist Church. Now friend still I beleve that Prayers affects great good, but I beleve that the fire and sword would affect more good in this case. Perhaps this is not your thoughts, but I must acknowledge this to be my Polacy. The world are being turned upside down, and I think we might as well take an active part in it as not. We must have something to do as other people, and I hope this moment among the Slaves are beginning. I want to see something go on while I live.12

  

  These sentiments appear to be quite similar to those being expressed by many ardent abolitionists throughout the Northern states at that time. They also seem to be a premonition of the Civil War, which began just a few years after this letter.
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    The Setting

  

  The setting for a discussion of the Underground Railroad in New Jersey and New York begins during the earliest years of the history of our country. Africans were forcibly brought to the shores of America shortly after the founding of the English colony of Jamestown. In 1619, twenty captured Africans were sold as slaves to the Jamestown settlers.1 This initiated a practice that continued into the early years of the nineteenth century. During this period, slave labor became indispensable to the agricultural economy of the country. In many cases, slavery evolved into an institution rife with cruelty and inhumanity. It also spawned a countermovement of reform that ultimately led to the bloodiest conflict in our nation’s history.

  Slavery influenced the moral, political, and economic characteristics of every region of the country. It resulted in the emergence of individuals who were willing to risk all to aid slaves who were trying to escape their bondage and find freedom in the North. Before any discussion of who these individuals were or how slaves managed to make their way to freedom, it is necessary to consider several key factors: the demographics of these states; the legislative efforts to end slavery; the group that tried to bring an end to slavery, called the abolitionists; and the general structure of the system, known as the Underground Railroad, that helped slaves in their effort to flee their masters in the South.
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    DEMOGRAPHICS
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    The enslaved Africans who reached this country rapidly increased in numbers. The combination of regular shipments of Africans, coupled with their high rate of birth once they got here, resulted in their numbers growing steadily. One need only compare the census data from 1790 and 1860 to see this rapid growth. The census of 1790 shows that the white population of the United States was 3,953,760, and the black population was 757,208—697,681 slaves and 59,527 free individuals. The 1860 census shows an increase to 26,923,000 whites and 3,953,760 enslaved and 488,370 free blacks. This indicates that black slaves made up almost 13 percent of the population, and 3,838,765 of them lived in the South. The vast majority of the free blacks resided in the North.2 These data show the increasing black population, but more the data also highlights the number of free blacks in the country. These free blacks played a significant role in the success of the Underground Railroad effort, in both the North and the South. Without the great number of free blacks available for aiding fugitive slaves, the escape efforts would not have been as effective as they were.
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  The two states examined in this study underwent important changes in population between 1790 and 1860. New Jersey had a total population of 184,139 people, according to the census of 1790. Included in this figure were 169,954 whites and 14,185 blacks, 11,423 of which were slaves. By 1850, the total population for the state reached 489,555, of which 465,509 were whites and 24,046 were blacks. The number of slaves decreased dramatically to only 236, however. All but 28 of these remaining slaves were clustered in the counties of Bergen, Middlesex, Monmouth, Morris, and Somerset, with Monmouth having the largest number, 75. By the time of the census of 1860, there were no slaves recorded in New Jersey, and the number of blacks had risen slightly, to 25,318 out of a total population of 646,699.3

  New York also underwent a shift in the numbers of blacks and slaves living within its borders similar to the one that occurred in New Jersey. In 1790, there were 340,241 people living in New York. Of these, 314,366 were white and 25,875 were black, of which 21,193 were slaves. The census of 1850 lists the total population of the state as 3,097,394. The number of blacks living in the state at this time had grown to 49,069, none of whom were recorded as slaves. New York City had the largest number of blacks, 13,815. Between 1850 and 1860, the black population in the state declined slightly, to 49,005, while the number of whites rose to 3,831,590.4 (Reasons for this disparity between the number of whites and blacks are discussed later in this book.)
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    LEGISLATIVE EFFORTS
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    Efforts to eliminate or regulate the institution of slavery fell into two categories: laws passed by state or federal legislative bodies and regulations passed by organizations on this issue. Each of these helped create a climate and an opportunity in which slaves found a means for gaining their freedom.

  

  Serious legislation was not enacted on this issue until the time of the American Revolution. Sentiments against slavery had been building in the colonies of the Northeast and some of the Mid-Atlantic areas, however. In the late 1700s and early 1800s, laws emerged in these states that either banned slavery outright or designed a process by which it would be eliminated in a gradual manner. These actions took the form of constitutional precepts, legislative statutes, or judicial rulings. The first of these steps was taken in Vermont in 1777 (at that time, Vermont was a republic and did not become a state until 1791). Following Vermont’s lead were Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, Connecticut, New York, Rhode Island, and finally, in 1804, New Jersey.5 At the national Constitutional Convention of 1787, the topic of slavery and its abolition was also raised. In August 1787, a fierce debate took place between representatives such as Gouverneur Morris, Oliver Ellsworth, and even George Mason from Virginia who argued passionately against slavery; and numerous speakers representing Southern states, especially from Georgia and South Carolina. In the end, a compromise was reached in which the importation of slaves was to be permitted until the year 1808.6

  The month before this debate took place, a new law was passed on July 13, 1787, called the Northwest Ordinance. Article 6 of the ordinance stated, “There shall be neither slavery nor involuntary servitude in the said territory.”7 This effectively eliminated the possibility of slavery in the territory that was to become the states of Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Ohio, and Wisconsin. The final piece of legislation in this early period of America’s history affecting slavery was known as the Act to Prohibit the Importation of Slaves. In fulfilling the design of the constitutional compromise reached on slavery in 1787, Congress passed this law in 1807. It contained the proscription “that from and after the first day of January One thousand eight hundred and eight, it shall not be lawful to import or bring into the United States or the territories thereof from any foreign kingdom, place, or country, any negro, mulatto, or person of colour, as a slave, or to be held to service or labour.”8

  Not all attempts to pass laws in the states affecting or abolishing slavery were successful, however. Laws were proposed in Delaware in both 1767 and 1775 to prohibit the importation of slavery, but they were not enacted. Likewise, neither of the bills introduced in the state legislature in 1786 and 1803, urging the abolition of slavery in Delaware, was passed.9 In 1785, the Methodist Church in Virginia petitioned the state legislature to abolish slavery on the grounds that it violated the teachings of Christianity and the tenets of the Virginia Declaration of Rights. The members of the legislature totally rejected the petition.10
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    THE ABOLITIONIST MOVEMENT
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    The abolitionist movement was based on the premise that slavery was an evil and those subjected to it deserved their freedom as soon as possible. Many in the North and some in the South held this sentiment. Several religious denominations even made abolitionism a basic issue in their belief system.

  

  The earliest expression of this abolitionist view appears in the “Germantown Protest,” composed in 1688 by the Quakers Garret Hendrick, Daniel D. Pastorius, and the brothers Derick and Abram op de Graeff. In it, they condemn slavery as an anti-Christian institution and include a series of arguments, based on religious principles, for the abolishment of slavery in America.11

  A few years later, George Keith, a Quaker, printed another one in 1695 in which he also argues against the institution of slavery12 It was followed by three other pamphlets authored by fellow Quakers. A Brief Examination of the Practice of the Times, written by Ralph Sanford and published in 1729 in Pennsylvania by the press owned by Benjamin Franklin, argued strongly against the concept of slavery. In 1737, Benjamin Lay wrote an antislavery work entitled All Slave-Keepers That Keep the Innocent in Bondage, Apostates, arguing that slaveowners violated the basic teachings of Christianity. John Woolman published a short work called Some Considerations on the Keeping of Negroes in 1754.13 This desire to abolish slavery grew within the ranks of the Quakers, and at their yearly meeting in 1754, they officially condemned the practice of slavery and urged all of their members who might own slaves to free them at once.14 This was a critical decision, because by 1760, more than 30,000 Quakers lived in the colonies, most of them in the southeastern and southern regions of Pennsylvania and New Jersey, as well as the northern areas of Delaware and Maryland.15

  Quakers approached the issue of abolition in various ways. Some felt that prayer was the answer. Others wanted to take a more proactive role. The great Quaker leader Elias Hicks of Long Island issued a pamphlet in 1811 entitled Observations on the Slavery of the Africans and Their Descendents. In it, he argued for a boycott of all goods produced through slave labor. Some were willing to aid slaves in their attempts to flee their masters16

  Other religious groups also shared the abolitionist sentiment of the Quakers. In 1787, the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in America condemned the practice of slavery and began to promote abolitionism. This pronouncement was reaffirmed by the General Assembly of 1793.17 Likewise, the Methodist Church, at its 1780 National Conference in Baltimore, stated that slavery was in contradiction to the laws of God, man, and nature.18 Eventually the abolitionist attitude expressed by the conference led to a schism between the northern and southern branches of the Church. The northern branch remained firm in its antislavery sentiment, while the southern branch tolerated the practice.19 The Baptist Church also had an abolitionist faction among its members. In 1789, the General Committee of Virginia Baptists passed a resolution condemning slavery. The committee also said that all legal means should be pursued to bring an end to the institution. At the same time, the Philadelphia Baptist Association endorsed abolitionism and recommended that all Baptist churches form their own abolitionist societies.20 The members of these three denominations, along with the Quakers, were very active in the system to aid runaway slaves in the 1800s. Finally, one must not forget the role of the African Methodist Episcopal Church in the abolitionist movement. Founded in 1816 through the efforts of the Rev. Richard Allen, a black Methodist minister from Philadelphia, the A.M.E. Church universally opposed slavery and played a major role in the Underground Railroad’s activities.21

  Organized religions were not the only force fighting against slavery in America. As early as the late 1700s and the beginning of the 1800s, associations began to spring up whose purpose was to bring an end to slavery. Since their goal was to abolish the institution, they were collectively called abolitionist societies, and their members were called abolitionists. Most of these groups were located in the North. Avery Craven, in his essay “The Northern Attack on Slavery,” sees the early stages of the abolitionist movement as being part of the “temperance crusade, the struggles for women’s rights, prison and Sabbath reform, and the improvement of education” stirring in America. He also sees the movement as a facet of a drive to “unseat aristocrats and re-establish American democracy according to the Declaration of Independence.” Craven feels that abolitionism, in its early stages, was just one of many reform movements sweeping the country, particularly the North and West. By the early 1800s, however, it became more important than all of the other movements.22

  As slavery became the dominant issue for the reformers, it took on the mantle of being the greatest evil of the day. Craven states that the abolitionist movement had two centers of influence. The first of these appeared in the industrial areas of New England. William Lloyd Garrison, the founder and editor of an abolitionist paper there called the Liberator, led this faction of the movement. At first Garrison viewed slavery as a moral evil, but he later concluded that it was also a crime. He felt that the Bible and the Declaration of Independence clearly said that slavery was both immoral and a violation of basic human rights. According to Craven, Garrison viewed slavery as having “no legal status in a Christian democracy.”23

  Craven has the second center of abolitionist fervor located in upper New York and the Northwest Territories. Individuals like Benjamin Lundy and Theodore Weld spearheaded this wing of the movement. Within this faction, there were two viewpoints on how the issue of slavery should be approached. One view was grounded in the religious conviction that slavery was morally wrong, and Weld promoted this attitude in religiouslike revival meetings. Unlike Garrison, however, who also agreed that slavery was morally wrong, Weld did not urge for the immediate abolition of slavery, but opted for gradual emancipation of slaves. The other opinion on slavery, held largely in the Northwest, was grounded more in legalities than in religious fervor. The members of this group thought of slavery more in terms of a criminal act, much like Garrison’s later position. They pressed the members of Congress to enact laws against the practice. By forcing Southern slaveholders to oppose this legislation, these abolitionists caused them to demonstrate how antidemocratic they really were. They also viewed their attack on the slaveholders as an antiaristocratic effort.24

  The earliest abolitionist society in America was founded in 1775 in Philadelphia. It eventually became known as the Pennsylvania Abolition Society. In 1830, some of its key members, including James and Lucretia Mott, helped to form a new group called the Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery Society.25 The members of this organization played a critical role in the successful operation of the Underground Railroad along Pennsylvania’s border with Delaware and Maryland, and in the conducting of fugitive slaves northward through New Jersey and New York.

  Two other major abolitionist societies began operating the following year, in 1831. These were the New York Committee for a National Anti-Slavery Society, organized by Arthur and Lewis Tappan, and the New England Anti-Slavery Society, headed by William Lloyd Garrison.26 Two years later, in 1833, largely at the urging of the Motts and Robert Purvis, the black abolitionist from Philadelphia, the groups merged to form the American Anti-Slavery Society.27 By 1837, Massachusetts had 145 antislavery societies, New York had 274, and Ohio had 213.28

  White people were not the only ones who operated abolitionist societies. Free blacks in the North also opposed slavery and had urged its abolition for a long time. To help accomplish this goal, they formed abolitionist societies, integrated already existing major societies, published their own newspapers, and gave lectures on the topic all over the North and West. The earliest of these black abolitionist groups was formed in 1787 by Rev. Absalom Jones and Rev. Richard Allen in Philadelphia. Called the Independent Free African Society, its primary goal was to aid those who had recently gained their freedom, either through manumission or having escaped from their masters.29

  The first of the newspapers published by the black abolitionists was the Freedom’s Journal. It was the creation in 1827 of John B. Russwurm and Samuel Cornish. In 1828, they started another paper called The Rights of All. Both of these papers advocated the abolition of slavery and the granting of equal rights to all blacks in the United States. The leading abolitionists of the day regularly published articles in both papers.30 Another black newspaper, The Mystery, was first published in Pittsburgh in 1847. It was the creation of the famous physician, publisher, and abolitionist Martin Delany.31 Also joining this list of publications was the quarterly journal The Mirror of Liberty. It was produced by David Ruggles, a former slave, who had become a staunch advocate for the rights of blacks in the country and the elimination of slavery as an institution.32

  Many black abolitionists also toured the United States and Europe speaking out against slavery. Powerful orators like Frederick A. Douglass, Henry Highland Garnet, and James W. C. Pennington spoke at every opportunity on the horrors of slavery.33 Being escaped slaves, they were able to describe life as a slave with great effectiveness.
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  The term Underground Railroad refers to the historic phenomenon of slaves escaping from bondage in the South by fleeing to the North before the American Civil War. It embodies a whole range of activities, from escape methods to the people who helped the runaways. The tale of the Underground Railroad has traditionally involved the stories of the slaves who set out on this perilous journey and the many terrible hardships they endured to achieve this goal. It is also the tale of the heroic individuals, both white and black, who aided them in this effort.

  Some modern writers have been highly skeptical about this description of the system, however. Larry Gara, in his 1967 work, The Liberty Line: The Legend of the Underground Railroad, epitomizes this contemporary viewpoint. “Although the Underground Railroad was a reality,” he says, “much of the material relating to it belongs in the realm of folklore rather than history.” 1 He contends that the traditional literature on the subject has the fugitive slave playing a rather passive role in any escape attempt, and only through the heroic efforts of the white Underground Railroad agent did the runaway reach his or her final destination. Without this aid, few fugitives, if any, could ever reach freedom. Gara says that this view is pure melodrama and not history.2 He is especially critical of Wilbur Siebert’s 1898 work, The Underground Railroad: From Slavery to Freedom, as being based on faulty recollections of former agents, or the children of agents, on the railroad. He accuses Siebert of embellishing the facts, due to suspect research methods. He is also critical of the work of Robert Smedley, History of the Underground Railroad in Chester and the Neighboring Counties of Pennsylvania, complaining that Smedley left the reader with the impression that only white Quakers helped slaves escape.3

OEBPS/Images/p-2a.jpg
Underground
Railroad

in New Jersey and
New York

7loxzs






OEBPS/Images/p-19a.jpg





OEBPS/Images/line2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/line.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
[UNDERGROUND
RAILROAD

in New York and New Jersey

b,gm

William J. Switala





OEBPS/Images/p-11a.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p-4a.jpg
Underground
Railroad

in New Jersey and

New York

WILLIAM J. SWITALA

STACKPOLE
BOOKS





OEBPS/Images/p-13a.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p-21a.jpg





