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For Concetta

Love, best friend, editor, mom, nonna

For Charlie, Mason, Lena, Evie, and Marius

May your paths in life be full of adventures






A Note on Language

The reader will note some particular word choices in this book, and here I’ve been much influenced by Paul Stewart and the Underground Railroad Education Center in Albany, New York.1 It might seem curious that the word “slave” doesn’t appear except in direct quotations or contemporary usage (e.g., “slave ships”). Regarding the subjects of this book, “slaves” are not who they were; slavery is something that was done to them. So they are referred to here as “the enslaved,” and those who asserted property rights are referred to as “enslavers.” Similarly, referring to those making a break for freedom as “fugitives” implies the legitimacy of the legal system that supported the institution of slavery; “freedom seekers” seems a better choice.

“Black” is capitalized throughout the book, while “white” is not, following the convention of the Associated Press, the New York Times, and various other media. The Times notes that “white doesn’t represent a shared culture and history in the way Black does, and also has long been capitalized by hate groups.”2






1 Benches by the Road: The Ride, the Underground Railroad, and a Search for Sacred Places


I was only looking for a place out of the wind. In May 2011, eleven hundred miles into a bicycle trip from the Atlantic to the Pacific, a cold, hard headwind left me tucked down on the handlebars all morning. The water tank on the horizon announced the next town on the road: Vandalia, Illinois. An “Open” sign beckoned on the side of an old church, whose basement housed the Fayette County Museum. I stepped in, peeling off layers of clothing as I began to warm up. The expansive room was a crowded collection of furniture, display cases, and artifacts. After I wandered through displays with musty smells of faded fabric and old paper, the curator offered to show me a few favorite objects. She handed me a heavy brass ring, so big that I needed two hands to hold it. On the side, engraved in elaborate script, I read:

Belle

J. W. Goslee

Anchorage, Jefferson County, Kentucky

“That’s a slave collar,” she said. I took in a little breath.

Correspondence with the museum curators some years later revealed questions about the authenticity of the collar. But it didn’t matter for me that day. I began to think about an invisible northbound stream of people seeking freedom, and the wheels began to turn.

I recalled an earlier journey, to the other side of the Atlantic. On a visit to England seventeen years ago, my family and I traveled to the border with Wales to find Goodrich Castle, home of one of our ancestors, according to family lore. With many of the walls destroyed in a siege long ago, it was a fixer-upper, to say the least. We stayed in nearby Bristol, a historic seaport where John Cabot embarked in 1497 as the first European to reach the mainland of North America since the Vikings. Wandering into Bristol’s British Empire and Commonwealth Museum, I came upon the story of another Bristol sea captain who sailed on the brig Sarah some three centuries later. His name was John Goodrich. In 1789, he embarked from England as a captain on the Middle Passage.

I stepped back from the exhibit for a moment. Oh. Bristol had been one vertex of the infamous Triangle Trade: manufactured goods to Africa; enslaved people on the Middle Passage to the Americas; sugar, cotton, tobacco, and wealth back to England. The people of Bristol are well aware of this legacy. During Black Lives Matter protests in 2020, a statue of Edward Colston, philanthropist and slave trader, was pulled down and rolled through the city streets into the harbor.

John Goodrich kept good records. The British National Archives holds his trade book, documenting how many kegs of gunpowder and yards of cloth would make up the price for one young boy.1 Also in existence is a 1790 letter from the ship’s agent, documenting the purchase of 256 people in West Africa and the delivery of 141 to Jamaica.2

I’m not the first nor the last to discover a monster in my family’s past. But the story at the museum pointed to how we are all tied into this institution of slavery, sometimes to a degree that inspires more than a little discomfort. The history of slavery in America is a pervasive part of the history of America, and every citizen has a connection, in some way, to this legacy. John Goodrich brought enslaved people across the ocean. Perhaps then I could discover how some of their descendants later brought themselves to freedom.

There’s a certain perilous lure to the Underground Railroad for white folks like me. I’d rather believe that my ancestors were busy heroically sheltering freedom seekers on the way north than captaining slave ships.I While there were indeed prominent white figures—on this bicycle ride I will follow the roads of several—the Underground Railroad was primarily an enterprise of Black people helping enslaved Black people in their clandestine bid for freedom. Despite how large it looms in our modern imaginations, it was proportionally limited in scope. The Underground Railroad helped an estimated twenty thousand on their way to freedom. Each person had a hard-fought victory. Yet by comparison, roughly one million Black people were carried off from the Upper South to the Deep South in the nineteenth century to provide labor for the exploding cotton industry. As Henry Louis Gates put it, the Underground Railroad was “never as large as we often imagine, but it was real.”3

The Underground Railroad had little to do with tunnels or secret compartments in old houses. It was a network, a spiderweb of routes and people and information by which freedom seekers could escape the enslavers and their agents, helped along through various safe houses. Some branches weren’t even on land; the bustling port of New York offloaded many clandestine refugees. Records were by necessity rare, as the keeping of logs was hazardous. But we do know that the Underground Railroad was primarily a phenomenon of the North and Upper South.

By riding the routes of the Underground Railroad, I couldn’t hope to understand what the freedom seekers endured, leaving families behind and being hunted over hundreds of miles. But I hoped that by riding along their paths, by being out in the weather—albeit in safety and with assured food and shelter—I might get closer to the people who walked these paths, and to their descendants, and perhaps find a way to tell some of their stories. Clint Smith, who wrote of landmarks central to the history of slavery in How the Word Is Passed, noted “The physical place, the land people come and stand upon, is an entry point to a much broader history, of which any single location is but one piece.”4 On my journeys, I found myself often in familiar places—New Orleans and New York, Buffalo and Philadelphia—but I began to see them from a dramatically different perspective, that of desperate people from many years past.

Traveling the Underground Railroad by bicycle brings a slow tempo. In many ways, the country I’d traveled a thousand times was different: closer, experienced more nearly at the pace of the freedom seekers. A journey by bicycle also brings a certain feel for the land, different from other ways of getting around. A runner will know every hill along the route. A cyclist, in turn, comes to know watersheds and drainages, and it becomes easier to see how the land shaped the people. For example, from a bike it’s easy to see how the flatlands along the Ohio River held danger for people on the run, for this was the domain of the slave-hunting gangs. Shelter lay in the hills away from the river, in the remote Quaker villages and quiet, hidden safe houses. Further south, riding on the levees along the Mississippi up from New Orleans, one can feel the pulse of the great river and imagine the flatboat that brought a young Abraham Lincoln here.

I find that these places triggered memories, research, transformations. The places where people stood are gateways, silent opening doors.
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Underground Railroad Bicycle Routes: Freedom Road East: The Harriet Tubman Route (light dashed line, 943 miles, 2019); Freedom Road West: The River Road (dotted line, 556 miles, 2017); Blues and the Borderland (heavy dashed line, 1497 miles, 2015).



I embarked upon a series of bicycle rides across much of the eastern United States, in total just short of 3,000 miles. The ride shown in light dash above follows an eastern branch of the Underground Railroad and the road of a tiny, hardened woman prone to seizures and visions. Harriet Tubman, the most famous of the Underground Railroad conductors, was born enslaved south of Cambridge, Maryland, in 1822. She survived a head wound caused by a lead weight thrown by an enslaver and later escaped north to Philadelphia. Tubman was in her late twenties and early thirties when she repeatedly journeyed back into the land of her bondage to rescue over seventy family members and friends.

From the distance of history, we tend to think of the North as composed of the “free” states. While the institution of slavery was abolished in the North by 1846, freedom seekers and often free Black people were subject to capture by slave hunters anywhere in the country. This was especially so after the 1850 passage of the Fugitive Slave Law. The process of returning them to their enslavers was a lucrative business. While some hotbeds of abolitionist sympathy like Oberlin or Syracuse or Boston made rendition more difficult after 1850, true freedom lay only in Canada. After that year, it was no longer safe for Tubman to stay in Philadelphia or the United States generally, so she took her family through New York City and the Hudson and Mohawk Valleys of New York to cross the Niagara River into Canada. They came to rest at Salem Chapel in Ontario. In the summer of 2019, I would follow Harriet Tubman’s 940-mile route from Cambridge to that tiny chapel. This is the first section, shown here as Freedom Road East.

Two other journeys preceded the Harriet Tubman ride. These other journeys are described in detail in the second section, Freedom Road West. The ride shown as a dotted line began in what was once the epicenter for the institution of slavery: New Orleans. From the Crescent City, I rode north along the Mississippi River, headed for the Mississippi Delta on Highway 61, known as the Blues Highway. This ride ended in Clarksdale, Mississippi, heart of the Delta blues.

The first and longest of the three Underground Railroad–inspired bicycle journeys is shown above as a heavy dashed line and was first laid out by the Adventure Cycling Association. From Jackson, Mississippi, I rolled north on the Natchez Trace, the ancient road of Native American civilizations, frontier armies, and chain gangs of the enslaved. I picked up the Tennessee River through its namesake state to its junction with the Ohio in Kentucky. For much of its course, the Ohio River formed the boundary between free and slave states. My route along that river, through Kentucky, Illinois, Indiana, and Ohio, wandered through the Borderland, a kind of no-man’s-land in the years before the Civil War, where slave hunters roamed both banks of the river.

Breaking from the river east of Cincinnati, I rode diagonally across Ohio. For the Kentucky-Ohio part of the route, I discovered that I was following the escape to freedom of Josiah Henson, the model for Uncle Tom in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Henson grew up enslaved in my hometown of Rockville, Maryland. Without consciously planning it, my route north also took me through the sites of some of Ulysses Grant’s defining Civil War victories—Vicksburg, Shiloh, and Fort Donelson—as well as his hometown of Georgetown, Ohio. I called a halt in North East, Pennsylvania, on Lake Erie, where a fever brought my journey to a close. The dashed line ride was 1,497 miles, an even month on the road.

In 1989, after the publication of Beloved, Toni Morrison wrote:


There is no place you or I can go, to think about or not think about, to summon the presences of, or recollect the absences of slaves… There is no suitable memorial or plaque or wreath or wall or park or skyscraper lobby. There’s no 300-foot tower. There’s no small bench by the road. There is not even a tree scored, an initial that I can visit or you can visit in Charleston or Savannah or New York or Providence, or better still, on the banks of the Mississippi.5



Things have changed some since those words were committed to paper. The great angular building on the Mall in Washington, the National Museum of African American History and Culture, has opened. Away from Washington, there remain scattered sacred places. At these places, on a bicycle, I listened for the echoes of people of the Underground Railroad, of those before and after, and listened to the voices from today. In the out-of-the-way markers, the faded signs on buildings, the stories from descendants, it is possible to find examples of Toni Morrison’s “bench by the road,” even on the banks of the Mississippi. In Louisiana, not a thousand yards from the river, lies the house from which the greatest revolt of the enslaved in American history was launched. There are others: a great church in Philadelphia; a creaky old house backing up to the New Jersey Turnpike; a quiet little chapel in Ontario; a forest in Delaware; an industrial outbuilding in Ohio.

As I rode, I found that I was accumulating stories about historical figures, some famous, some forgotten. It became less about traveling my roads and more about discovering theirs. This book and the bicycle rides on which it is based are laid out northbound, in the direction of the unseen stream: from Cambridge, Maryland, to Canada in the East and from New Orleans toward Canada in the South and Midwest. The journeys were like riding through a dark forest on a bright winter day, with the stories like sharp flashes of light coming through the trees.

To begin this great south-to-north sweep, consider the outstretched hand on a mural overlooking a parking lot in Cambridge, Maryland.


	
I. Nikole Hannah-Jones, creator of The 1619 Project, describes the issue this way: “Even in a story about school segregation or housing segregation, or think about the way we tell Hollywood stories of racial progress, there’s always good white people at the center of that story… It’s the way that we kind of divide our country in our heads between North and South, the true heart of America is the abolitionist North and the evil or backwards part were Southern slaveholders, but that’s not who America really is.” Ezra Klein Show interview, https://www.nytimes.com/2021/07/30/podcasts/transcript-ezra-klein-interviews-ta-nehisi-coates-and-nikole-hannah-jones.html









2 Freedom Road East: The Trail of Harriet Tubman


i. The Hand Reaching Out (Maryland)

I knew we were on the right road when I saw the
    mural. We were wandering through Cambridge, Maryland, near where Harriet Tubman had been enslaved. A handwritten sign, Mural →, was posted on the main street, as though local people were tired of answering the same question. She revealed herself behind the Harriet Tubman Museum and Educational Center, on the wall of a building overlooking a parking lot. She was huge, breathtaking. Harriet Tubman appeared to have broken through the bricks of the wall, beckoning the viewer to come into her world. As the mural was being completed, one of the local shop owners snapped a photo of her three-year-old Black granddaughter reaching up to touch the hand. The photo went viral.


[image: Image]
Harriet Tubman mural “Take My Hand” by Michael Rosato, Cambridge, Maryland.



Rick Sullivan, Lynn Salvo, and I were in Harriet Tubman’s company in the long shadows of that late June afternoon. We three cyclists had spent the winter and spring training for this ride. Rick introduced me to the blues in the Mississippi Delta some years before and carried a folding guitar on the back of his bike; more on him in Freedom Road West. He would have to leave the ride in New York City.

Lynn is in a different place from other cyclists I know. She holds the Guinness Record for oldest woman to ride across the United States. In 2018, she also became the oldest woman to ride across Canada. Lynn is the Queen of Fifty. Rick or I might be stronger, at times, early during any given day’s ride, but as shadows grow long and the mileage ticks over fifty, she moves into her domain. We spent a lot of time looking at a gray braid coming out of a cycling helmet. Well into her seventies, she’s not merely a cyclist but an athlete.

The name of Lynn’s brother, John West, is on the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington. An F-4 Phantom pilot, he was lost over Laos in 1970. Lynn remembers John, and his loss. Our ride north together was to be a small part of the giant peace sign she was inscribing on the continent. Between Lynn and Harriet, I was destined to follow two small, strong women north to Ontario that summer. We touched the hand for luck.

My wife, Concetta, drove us around Cambridge, and she would meet us again 700 miles down the road in Central New York. Later that night, she drove us past the Dorchester County Courthouse, lit up in floodlights. Harriet Tubman’s niece Kessiah and her two children had stood on the auction block there in 1850. In a carefully choreographed plan, Kessiah’s free Black husband, John Bowley, outbid everyone just before lunch. When the official came to collect afterward, Bowley had spirited his wife and daughters away, sailing with his family in a log canoe across the Chesapeake Bay to Baltimore. He met Tubman there, and she brought them on safely to Philadelphia.

Harriet Tubman is the most famous and mythologized participant in the Underground Railroad. Her story is told so often in children’s books that we seem to forget she was real. Basketball Hall of Famer Kareem Abdul-Jabbar tells of a teacher friend who tests students during Black History Month at a grade school outside Atlanta. “Her kids,” Abdul-Jabbar writes, “know so little about Black history that they answer Harriet Tubman for everything.”1 Her face is to be on the $20 bill, and she was the subject of a 2019 movie.I

The truth is worthy of the myth. Born into slavery as Araminta Ross, she began as an enslaved domestic, then increasingly worked in the fields and woods. Among other jobs, she worked hauling logs, sometimes cutting half a cord of wood a day. Faced with the likelihood that she would be sold south like her three sisters, she made her break for freedom in 1849, reaching Philadelphia. Incredibly, she would return to the land of her enslavement, the Eastern Shore of Maryland, at least thirteen times, bringing at a minimum seventy people to freedom. During the Civil War, she was a scout and spy for the Union Army and led commando raids into Georgia and South Carolina.
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Harriet “Minty” Tubman’s original runaway advertisement, offering a reward for her capture.



An event during her adolescence marked her entire life. At a local store, as another enslaved man was trying to avoid a beating, his overseer picked up a two-pound weight and threw it at him. He missed and hit Tubman in the head, fracturing her skull. She was near death for several days, and she took weeks to recover. For the rest of her life, she would frequently fade out of consciousness, often in midsentence. Modern speculation is that these were symptoms of temporal lobe epilepsy caused by the trauma. Yet her handicap was also her power. The injury marked the start of a lifetime of potent dreams and visions that she claimed would portend the future.2 It also deepened an already strong faith. Her friends and family said “the whites can’t catch her because you see she’s born with the charm. The Lord has given Moses the power.”3

Certainly Tubman believed that the Lord protected her, but she took great care to cover her tracks in any case. She could not read or write, and written records would have been a liability regardless. That made finding her route a challenge for me, in part because we know she took different paths depending on the intensity of patrols, availability of safe houses, and presence of guards on bridges, trains, and boats.

Tubman was by necessity a wraith. In the 1850s, she moved through a veiled domain of safe houses, swamps, graveyards, and night travel, a secret world parallel to that of white people. In the movie Harriet, she is often portrayed as running. Harriet would never run. She would not want to attract attention. Anonymity was her shield. She wanted to melt into the landscape, to appear frail, even to pose as an old woman. The enslavers of the Eastern Shore knew that something was going on; they were losing too much of what they considered to be their property. They were sure that it had to be the work of Northern white abolitionists. It never occurred to them that a small Black woman could cause them so much trouble.

I wanted to get closer to the myth by following her route north to freedom. But how to find the tracks of a phantom? In Maryland and Delaware, it was quite easy. Tubman’s route through these two states is superbly mapped and described on the Harriet Tubman Underground Railroad Byway site, run by the states of Maryland and Delaware. The online map extends from Cambridge to Philadelphia, exploring existing Underground Railroad sites and stopping places along the way. Tubman’s passage to Philadelphia usually ended at the residence of William Still, a free African American and leader of the Anti-Slavery Office there.

But in 1850, with the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law, Tubman realized that Philadelphia, and indeed the entire United States, was not safe for formerly enslaved people seeking to remain free. There would be no sanctuary cities. The arc of the moral universe was not bending toward justice. Moses must lead her people to a new Promised Land, 850 miles away: St. Catharines, Ontario.

While her route through Maryland and Delaware is well documented, my task before embarking on the trip was to find her route from Philadelphia to St. Catharines. It wasn’t as easy as it might seem. For someone as well known as Harriet Tubman, the Web, that font of all knowledge, had surprisingly little. So I was forced to make a pilgrimage to one of my favorite places: the Reading Room of the Library of Congress. It’s one of the most magnificent spaces in Washington, yet few people see it. I sat at an old wooden desk waiting for books with a few other researchers, looking up at a resplendent golden rotunda, surrounded by statues of scientists and musicians, philosophers and explorers. The musty, comforting smell of the stacks wafts through. Surely one could learn anything here.

It was only late in the day that I began to come across what I needed. A twenty-five-year-old guide to the Underground Railroad by historian Charles Blockson had, as an appendix, a driving tour following Tubman’s route.4 Blockson would later donate a collection of Tubman artifacts, including her hymnal, to the National Museum of African American History and Culture. I also found Kate Clifford Larson’s seminal Tubman biography, Bound for the Promised Land, detailed and well researched.

The references showed many routes, varying according to availability of safe houses (“stations”) and activity of slave hunters. The most direct way to Canada from Philadelphia lay across central Pennsylvania to the Finger Lakes of New York. A relatively small number of freedom seekers traveled this way, but they faced a journey through a remote, rugged region. The area is known as the Endless Mountains. I’ve ridden through it by bike, and I can affirm that it comes by the name honestly.
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Route of the Harriet Tubman Ride, 2019. Cambridge, Maryland to St. Catharines, Ontario (dashed).



So the path of our ride would be an amalgam. It would begin in the land of Tubman’s enslavement, the Eastern Shore of Maryland, then through Delaware to Philadelphia. From there, the route makes a great bend north to New York City, up the Hudson Valley to Albany, then west across the Mohawk Valley and Erie Canal to Buffalo. Freedom seekers would finally cross the Niagara River to reach Salem Chapel in St. Catharines, Ontario, where the Tubman family came to live and give thanks. This route, while less direct than the path through central Pennsylvania, had the advantage of providing multiple options for the journey, including by water. Many traveled at least in part by ship on the Chesapeake Bay, Delaware River, Atlantic Ocean, or Hudson River. The eastern route also offered shelter in the well-established abolitionist communities of Philadelphia, New York, Albany, and Syracuse.

We rolled our bikes out of the Cambridge motel lobby. We would follow this quietest of our national heroes as she wound her way on a path that tracks through the middle of today’s megalopolis. We would slip through the underside of great cities, close to the land and out in the weather as Tubman and her charges had been. For us, the path would include concrete tunnels below thundering interstates, forest trails into metropolises, and a ferry ride past the Statue of Liberty, built during her lifetime. We turned out onto the open road, following the mural’s outstretched hand.

ii. Flight of the Brothers (Maryland)

We left the motel on a blustery, clear day and rode out into the flatlands of Maryland’s Eastern Shore. My two sturdy friends joined me for the ride north. Before his retirement, Rick had commuted by bike through the winter. He’d ridden with me across Louisiana, Mississippi, and Tennessee, sharing the experiences that make up many of the later chapters of this book. For Lynn, this ride was just a small section of the 6,500 miles that she would log toward her transcontinental peace sign that year. She and I had joined in a well-choreographed ride across the Canadian prairie starting in Moose Jaw, Saskatchewan, the year before. The Harriet Tubman ride would be the first time that Lynn, Rick, and I would ride together. At 12 miles per hour, the three of us flew across the land compared to the cautious foot travelers of the Underground Railroad.
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From right: Lynn Salvo, Rick Sullivan, and the author, northbound.



The area was filled with stories. For the Maryland section of the ride, the Harriet Tubman Underground Railroad Byway app provided a narrative at each of the sites we’d visit. We seemed to be flashing between the pleasures and trials of a long bike tour and harrowing tales of nineteenth-century slavery.

Our first day was a 50-mile circuit starting in Cambridge, a day trip south before turning north to Canada. This loop was both a shakedown ride and a visit to Tubman’s home. We wanted Concetta to follow us in the car that day, for if something were to go wrong, we’d probably know it early. After Cambridge, we three riders would be on our own for the next 300 miles.

We rode straight into the teeth of a headwind coming off the Chesapeake Bay. As we were passing the last convenience store we’d see that day, the cardboard carton of a twelve-pack, hurled by the wind, bounced across the road. Lynn narrowly missed hitting it.

This was the land of Harriet Tubman’s family and of her youth, and much of her story is rooted in this place. Despite the horrors of her enslavement, the Eastern Shore was where her family lived, and where she would return again and again. In 2021, archaeologists discovered the site of the cabin where she and her family lived.5 Now as then, it’s rural, a land of farms and forests and marshes along the Chesapeake Bay, not built up or paved like the great cities we would be visiting later. Arguably, the region was even more developed back in the 1840s, with bustling ports a contrast to the small marinas on the water in the present day. Today the biggest threat is the water itself. Climate change has arrived here, like everywhere. The land is low and the water is rising.

In the early 1800s, this area south of Cambridge was a training ground for Harriet Tubman, building the strength and knowledge for a future she could not yet imagine. We rode through the forests where Tubman had been hired out to work on her father’s lumber crew. Though barely five feet tall, she was prodigiously strong. She hauled logs, and reportedly her master often exhibited her feats of strength to his friends.6 Lumber camp required being comfortable in the woods, a skill that would come in handy later. Baltimore shipbuilders prized the timber she cut. The trees that Tubman felled provided ribs for wooden ships that sailed the world, among them the famed Baltimore clippers.
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Start of the ride: Harriet Tubman country and bike route, Maryland Eastern Shore. The first day’s ride started and ended in Cambridge.



We approached Madison, a town sitting on an arm of the Chesapeake. We paused to drink and to look out on the water. The marina was filled with watermen’s boats known as deadrises, workboats with a small cabin forward and a large work area aft for handling crab pots. Out on the bay, white sailboats took advantage of the stiff breeze. I’d been out there on a research ship thirty-six years before, another white ship on the horizon. Back then we dodged those sailboats and put out instruments to measure the currents. I know this water well.

Harriet Tubman was born near Madison and later loaded timber onto ships in this port, which was then much larger and known as Tobacco Stick. Free Black sailors would pass through from up and down the East Coast, providing an informal and vital news network that extended far beyond the Eastern Shore. They gave Tubman a window on the world. On the next peninsula north, not 12 miles away as the crow flies, the enslaved Frederick Douglass looked out on the same Chesapeake in 1834. He recalled that time in his autobiography, written a decade later:


Those beautiful vessels, robed in purest white, so delightful to the eye of freemen, were to me so many shrouded ghosts, to terrify and torment me with thoughts of my wretched condition. I have often, in the deep stillness of a summer’s Sabbath, stood all alone upon the lofty banks of that noble bay, and traced with saddened heart and tearful eye, the countless number of sails moving off to the mighty ocean… You are loosed from your moorings and are free; I am fast in my chains, and am a slave… Alas betwixt me and you, the turbid waters roll.7



Douglass would shadow us on this journey, for he traveled along many of the same roads as Tubman. Douglass was a natural writer and a soaring orator, while Tubman, though illiterate, possessed a boundless physical and emotional strength. We would cross Douglass’s path again in Manhattan, and once more in Central New York, where he and Tubman are buried a day’s bike ride apart.

Not far from Madison is where a free Black man named Jacob Jackson once lived, a place that was the origin of one of Harriet Tubman’s most famous escapes. The year was 1854, long after her own escape. Tubman had been in Ontario for some time, her legend beginning to grow. By word of mouth and overheard conversations, Jackson found out that Harriet’s three brothers—Ben, Robert, and Henry—were to be sold, and he wrote Harriet. She had already lost her three sisters to slave traders. Dictating a letter to a friend, she wrote Jackson back, “Tell my brothers to be always watching unto prayer, and when the good old ship of Zion comes along, be ready to step aboard.” The letter was intercepted by postal inspectors, and Jackson was questioned. They showed him the letter, and he professed ignorance. But the message he passed on to her brothers was clear: Be prepared to run.

We passed in sight of a place called Buttons Creek. Jane Kane, fiancée to Harriet’s brother Ben, was enslaved there by a particularly brutal man. In a later interview, she describes having been beaten “until the blood ran from my nose and my mouth” and being locked in a cupboard until she nearly suffocated. Her enslaver would not allow her to marry Ben, so one night Ben hid a set of men’s clothing in the garden. On Christmas Eve 1854, in a plot twist worthy of Shakespeare, Jane slipped out disguised as a man.8 She headed north, bound for Ben and freedom.

We rode past the site of Brodess Farm, where Tubman and her family were enslaved. In 1849, at age twenty-seven, on hearing rumors that she might be sold, she slipped away from the Brodesses and reached the relative safety of Philadelphia. Five years later, Ben, Robert, and Henry waited there, knowing that they would be auctioned off the day after Christmas. But they had a legal reason to be on the road. The enslaved were often allowed to visit family over the holiday. Their parents, Ben Sr. and Rit, lived north of Cambridge at a place called Poplar Neck. The good ship of Zion would leave from there. The brothers were on the move. Jane Kane was making the 40-mile trip as well.

On Christmas Day 1854, Tubman waited in a corn crib not far from her parents’ cabin with Ben, Henry, Jane, and two others, waiting for their chance to run that night. Robert wasn’t there and, according to her rules, Tubman “never waited for no one.” Robert had a good reason for being late. His wife Mary was in labor, and she would give birth to their third child that night. Robert had an impossible choice. If he stayed, he would be on the auction block in two days. If he left, he might never see his family again.

One family was reunited that night: Ben and Jane would make it all the way to Ontario together. Another was broken: Robert would hurry to catch up to his brothers, leaving his family behind, including the newborn baby girl, Harriet. Mary, who could not escape, would remarry, and she would be freed in 1862. Robert would later come back to Cambridge, after the Civil War, for his two sons.

On that Christmas Day, no one told Harriet’s mother, Rit, that her children were nearby. Tubman later passed on to her biographer that Rit might “cause such an uproar in her efforts to retain them that the whole plantation would have been alarmed.”9 Rit’s daughter and sons watched her cook dinner through the slats of the corn crib. She waited for her family that night, yet they never arrived. But ultimately Harriet Tubman would return for both of her parents.

Harriet and her party slipped away on Christmas night into a cold world filled with slave patrols. Ben Sr., Harriet’s father, would follow his children blindfolded through the woods as they started on their flight, turning back before too long. He could later tell the slave hunters honestly that he hadn’t seen them. Avoiding main roads, Harriet guided her family through the woods in the darkness, through brambles, swamps, and stream crossings. She had come to prefer the long winter nights for her escapes, as the longer-lasting darkness provided cover for greater distances. They would hide at safe houses by day, often with free Black people (like her parents, who often hid freedom seekers) or Quakers. It’s some measure of their trial that Harriet and one of the men needed new shoes by the time they reached Wilmington. When they arrived at the office of Philadelphia conductor William Still, the brothers celebrated their freedom by taking new names.

On bicycles, our route from the port of Madison passed through the forest and out onto a marsh. We paused on a bridge over a little stream. Something was odd about the stream. It was perfectly straight, not meandering at all. We were passing over Stewarts Canal, a water passage that connected the bay with the productive forests and fields of the interior. It was dug over twenty years, in the early 1800s, primarily by enslaved Black people in the heat of the mosquito-infested swamps.

This part of the world is thin on lunch establishments. In fact, it boasts only one: Palm Beach Willie’s, a floating dock bar and grill at Taylors Island. Heavy fried seafood might not sit well for the afternoon’s ride, but no matter: Lynn had arranged for her family to meet us there, so, with Concetta, we had our own little midday party.

When our leaden legs slowly got to turning again after lunch, we were, fortunately, on the downwind reach. We were tucked into the wind, at the point where the tailwind matched our speed. In our calm shell, pedaling was effortless, while to either side the grass blew in the wind. While we rode encased in a wind cocoon, the cry of ospreys provided the background music.

Across the Blackwater Bridge lay the Visitor Center to the Harriet Tubman Underground Railroad National Historical Park, dedicated and officially opened in 2017. It’s laid out with care and attention to detail. Tubman’s bust is at exactly her height. The building is oriented to the north. In the exhibits is a schematic map of Tubman’s route that I’d seen on a first visit the year before. I remember looking at that map and thinking, I can ride this. The seed was planted. On the entrance video, we saw interviews with people who run historical sites, people whom we would meet up the road. We learned that there is a modern Underground Railroad history network that extends clear to Canada.

After the Visitor Center, the road curved toward the Blackwater National Wildlife Refuge. Concetta is a birder, and for her it’s a quiet wonderland, with 295 species of birds and one of the largest populations of bald eagles on the East Coast. Red-tailed hawks perch on dead limbs. Egrets and herons pace the marshes. Back in the woods, nuthatches and indigo buntings flit between the trees. Just offshore was where I glimpsed my first image of the Chesapeake, back in seafaring days. We were on a small boat lost in the fog. Emerging from the mist was a waterman on the stern of a deadrise, pulling up a set of long scissor-like oyster tongs.

The Blackwater is beautiful but eerie, with the footprints of climate change much in evidence. Amid the sounds of ospreys overhead, we passed panoramas of dead trees. Since it’s so flat, the land is quite susceptible to sea level rise. Ghost forests, where trees have been killed by saltwater intrusion, litter the Refuge. Between 1938 and 2006, 3,000 acres of forest and agricultural land have become marsh. And more than 5,000 acres of marsh became open water.10 Today the Blackwater is drowning. It isn’t the only place in Tubman country threatened by the advancing sea. Malone’s Methodist Episcopal Church, the first African American church established on the Eastern Shore after the Civil War and a stop on the Tubman Byway, frequently finds water underfoot even on sunny days.11

For the child Harriet Tubman, this was a harsh place. Late fall to early winter was the time for trapping muskrats, when their fur was at its fullest. At six years old, the Brodesses hired her out to wade through the frozen marshes, checking on traps. Consider stepping into the Blackwater in December, wind whipping through the marsh grass, a skin of ice along the shoreline. After her wades, she frequently fell ill and was sent back to the farm. Early on, she learned brutal lessons in endurance, survival, and invisibility, lessons she would put to good use.

We finished the easy ride back to Cambridge with all our gear in working order. Our one-day, 50-mile shakedown ride was over, and we would have no car trailing us until we passed New York City. Turning north, we would be on our own, embarking on the same 900-mile journey as Tubman’s family, except that we would be traveling by daylight, without dogs in pursuit, and with the benefit of Gore-Tex, shiny gears, and freedom.

The next day, about 14 miles up the road, we took a lunch break at a place called Choptank Landing. It was a crisp, perfect day, the wind blowing whitecaps across the wide Choptank River. The cool water felt perfect on our feet as we waded out into the water. A few hundred yards up the river lay Poplar Neck, where Ben and Rit’s corncrib once sat.

Tubman and her brothers were northbound. In very different circumstances, 155 years later, we were, too.

iii. Thunder on the Hill (Delaware)

I couldn’t get in touch. The recording said, “Have a blessed day,” and messages left on the voicemail and on the Facebook page brought no reply. But we had one more shot. It happened that we would be riding through on a Sunday morning. Maybe we would just stop in for services. We had to try. After all, this was the Star of the East.

The Star Hill African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church in Dover, Delaware, has a long history with the Underground Railroad. There aren’t many hills in Delaware. Star Hill was built on a little rise by a local Black congregation in 1842 so that freedom seekers might be able to see it. The local historian speculated that the congregation originally called it Star of the East because freedom seekers would actually be coming east from Maryland. As we would discover on our way to Canada, the AME churches were central stops on the road to freedom. This one still stands. We wanted to see it, at least from the outside.

The early morning sun was firing up for a hot one. We had a 60-mile day laid out, starting north on the Eastern Shore through Greensboro, Maryland, then to Sandtown, Dover, and Wilmington, Delaware. In interviews long after her Underground Railroad days, Harriet Tubman told historian Wilbur Siebert that this was her preferred route. As we rolled north into the heat, we made a first stop before crossing into Delaware.


[image: Image]
Bicycle route through Delaware.



Almost immediately after turning off the main road north of Denton, we began to regret it. The road turned to loose dirt and gravel. On the downhill stretch, I began to fishtail, almost going down several times. Up ahead, Lynn was having a hard time finding a line through the soft sand. Then the grade gradually settled out into a deep, cool forest. After dismounting from the bikes, we wandered into a quiet little wonderland by the river. The stream gently coursed over a small dam, and we dangled our feet in the water.

The spot is known as Red Bridges, and it’s the first place where the Choptank River is narrow and shallow enough to wade across. Freedom seekers would cross here, far back in the woods, to a place just a few miles from the state line. More patrols and hunters waited once they crossed into Delaware, but the travelers were almost out of Maryland. There was a feeling of sacredness to this little glen. Sunbeams filtered down through the trees, and the sound of moving water was in the background. On the opposite bank, a dad was teaching his daughter how to fish. On his phone, Rick found a version of the spiritual “Wade in the Water.” We know that Harriet Tubman used songs as signals when leading groups on the run, and this may have been one of the songs. The lines filtered out through the glen:


Who’s that young girl dressed in red?

Must be the children that Moses led.

Who’s that young girl dressed in white?

Must be the children of the Israelite.

Who’s that yonder dressed in blue?

Must be the children that made it through.

God gonna trouble the water…



The cool woods were tempting, but Sunday prayers waited. We rolled back out onto the main road. Lynn pulled us over for a quick selfie at the Delaware sign, the first state line we would cross. Through the hazy soybean fields, the only breeze was the one we generated. Two hours and twenty miles later, covered in sweat, we rode up to a little red-roofed chapel. The sound of clapping hands and a gospel hymn told of the services going on inside. A woman appeared at the door, eyeing us warily. With their history of being targeted and terrorized, I suspect that Black churches have a certain radar for strangers. We explained about the Tubman ride and asked if we might sit in. She nodded and motioned with her hand.

We eased into the back pew of the tiny blue-walled chapel, trying unsuccessfully to be discreet. The parishioners, in Sunday best, occasionally glanced back at the odd group in spandex behind them. A simple wooden cross hung over the altar. The congregation was primarily African American women, the occasional wave of a fan in evidence. During the hymns, the congregation swayed in the heat, hands reaching above white dresses. John Jordan, the minister, delivered a thunderous sermon in an emotional call-and-response style. His stories of sin and redemption went from biblical allegories to tales of the everyday. Salvation rolled down like water. In the midst of the sermon, two women in lace church hats and white gloves slipped out of the chapel. A few moments later they reappeared with our own salvation, a glass of ice water for each of us. The minister continued:


Y’all know I always like to stop for coffee in the morning at the Wawa. Now there’s usually a couple of people in line behind me. And sometimes I’ll tell the clerk to ring up all of their orders, too. Then I’ll walk out, but I can’t look at their faces. Because it’s not about me, and it’s not about them. It’s to the greater glory of the Lord.



It was Father’s Day. He recognized the fathers and, to numerous amens, “the women who became fathers.” As the service closed, the ushers passed out envelopes wrapped in gold braid with a handwritten “Happy Father’s Day” inscription. Inside was a small brownie and a sheet of prayers. Among them was Matthew 11:28-30: “Come to me, all you who are weary and heavy laden with care. I will give you rest.”

After the service, the parishioners fussed over us. The ladies in white gloves, Sondra Ross and Hattie Hogan, led us over to the adjacent hall for refreshments.

“You have to meet Lucreatia,” they said. “She’s who you want to talk to.” Lucreatia Wilson is the local historian and a longtime member of the church. She pointed to where, under the old chapel, “we sheltered the runaways.” Some years back, she sponsored a panel of Tubman’s great-nieces at Star Hill.

“Do you think that Harriet Tubman came through here?” I asked.

“She had to come this way,” Lucreatia said. “These were Quaker farms, not like [nearby] Camden. The Quakers donated the land for the church, and some of them helped the runaways. We know that she stayed with several conductors around here, like William and Nathaniel Brinkley and Abraham Gibbs. This was the route around Camden.”

“You seem to know everything about Star Hill.”

“Well, I’ve been involved with the church since 1952. Before then, we lived in San Antonio, in the Jim Crow South. I still remember the white line on the bus that we had to sit behind. Then my father was stationed at Dover Air Force Base, so we moved up here.

“When I was growing up, we knew a farmer and a minister by the name of Solomon Gibbs. Several times a week he would gather us at the vegetable garden and tell us stories of slavery and the Underground Railroad. I was just a kid, and I didn’t pay him much attention. But God had a plan. It didn’t come until later when I was driving home from taking my daughter to college. The voice came and said, ‘You will teach history. You will tell the story.’ ”

“So now I do tours around the area of the Underground Railroad sites. And I used to have kids into the church to talk about what the people went through. We’d cut muslin, potato sack material, into squares, then put jerky, raisins, peanuts on it. Then we’d tie the muslin onto a stick and take the kids on a hike down by the stream to give them an idea of what it was like.”

“It must be quite something to live just down the road from this little church,” I said.

“I love this church more than I love my home,” she said.

We left Lucreatia and the congregation and headed north toward the main stretch of Dover. Dover has a special place in the lore of the Underground Railroad. In 1857, eight of the enslaved escaped from Bucktown, where Tubman had left eight years before.12 She gave them instructions for the way north, including stopping by the home of one Black conductor, Thomas Otwell, in Delaware. But Otwell had succumbed to the temptation of the $3000 reward for the eight, an enormous amount of money at the time. He led them to the second floor of the Dover jail, where they were to be held that night, ostensibly for their protection. As the freedom seekers became suspicious, the sheriff appeared and went to his living quarters to get a gun. They followed him. One grabbed a shovel full of embers from the fireplace and threw them across the room, while the others escaped out a window. The sheriff’s gun misfired as the last one made his break. All eight would eventually make it to Canada and one, Thomas Elliott, became Tubman’s right-hand man in Ontario. In newspapers from Ontario to Delaware, they would become known as the Dover Eight.13

Though Tubman must have rejoiced at the escape, the publicity and the resulting reaction from the enslavers of the Eastern Shore made life especially hard for Underground Railroad conductors. Her father, Ben Ross, who was free, was rightly suspected to be one. He and her mother, Rit, had indeed sheltered the eight on their way north. Now the heat was coming, and they likely knew that their situation was precarious. That year, one prominent free Black conductor, Rev. Samuel Green, was arrested and sentenced to ten years for the crime of having abolitionist literature, namely Uncle Tom’s Cabin, in his possession.

It was time for Harriet to come back for her parents, now in their seventies. They must have dreaded the prospect of the 800-mile journey ahead. Harriet slipped south by her usual clandestine routes. At her parents’ house on Poplar Neck, she rigged a curious contraption. As their conductor in Delaware described it, “They started with an old horse, fitted out in primitive style with a straw collar, a pair of old chaise wheels, with a board on the axle to sit on, another board swung with ropes, fastened to the axle, to rest their feet on.”14 Ben brought his broadaxe and Rit her featherbed tick, a cotton bag filled with feathers, and they started north. They passed through Philadelphia, New York, and Rochester on their way to the Promised Land in St. Catharines.15

Our road north this day was busier and faster than it had been in the nineteenth century, with semis rumbling by and heat shimmering off the four-lane US 13, once known as the Kings Highway. The blessedly wide shoulder kept the trucks a few feet away, but we were blowing through our water bottles at an impressive pace. We turned off US 13 as soon as we could, bound for a place that Tubman knew well.

She noted in interviews after the Civil War that a place called “Blackbird” was one of her landmarks as she journeyed through Delaware. In her day there were one or more free Black settlements here, far from the major towns. Today it lends its name to a state forest where asphalt and strip malls give way first to farms, then deep woods. Blackbird was a place to hide by day, travel by night. By the roadside, Lynn found leaves of the sweet gum tree and their seedpods, covered with burrs. As Kate Clifford Larson describes in her Tubman biography, these cover the forest floor, a bed of nails for those freedom seekers on the run without shoes. She also describes how Tubman, beset with a toothache near Blackbird, dispensed with the offending tooth with a rock.16

The story of the Underground Railroad in Delaware and Pennsylvania is very much intertwined with the Quakers. Given the nature of her work, Tubman didn’t leave business cards, but she almost certainly visited the Appoquinimink Friends Meeting House in Odessa. It’s still there, behind an old brick wall, a small building with spartan wood benches, surrounded by graveyards dating to the birth of the nation. Next to one gravestone is a steel star with the initials “G.A.R,” for Grand Army of the Republic. This man fought for the Union. The Quakers made room for soldiers.

One particular Quaker was intimately tied to the Underground Railroad in Delaware. Thomas Garrett ran an iron, coal, and hardware business in Wilmington and kept meticulous notes of the freedom seekers he aided over the course of three decades.17 He claimed to have helped over 2,200 by the time of the Civil War. He would come to know Tubman well. As she passed through his home repeatedly, his respect for her only grew. He wrote that he was amazed that Tubman “does not know, or appears not to know, that she has done anything worth notice.”18 Garrett used her dramatic stories to raise money from abolitionist supporters, some as far away as England, and she called on him for help many times. He recounted in one of his letters:


On one occasion when I had not seen her for three months, she came into my store. I said, “Harriet, I am glad to see thee! I suppose thee wants a pair of new shoes.” Her reply was “I want more than that.” I, in jest, said, “I have always been liberal with thee, and wish to be; but I am not rich, and cannot afford to give much.” Her reply was: “God tells me you have money for me.” I asked her “if God never deceived her?” She said, “No!” “Well! how much does thee want?” After studying a moment, she said: “About twenty-three dollars.” I then gave her twenty-four.19



We found the place where Garrett’s activities had run him afoul of the law, well before meeting Tubman. New Castle was the first capital of Delaware, and its stately red brick courthouse still stands. Garrett was tried here in 1848, the year before Tubman’s flight, for helping a Black family of eight escape. Presiding over the trial was US Supreme Court chief justice Roger Taney. If ever there were a hanging judge for the Underground Railroad, that would be Taney. Nine years later, he would author the infamous Dred Scott decision, holding that Black people could never be US citizens and unraveling the delicate string of compromises over the institution of slavery that had held the Union together. At New Castle, Taney’s fine essentially bankrupted Garrett. After the verdict, the defendant turned to the spectators and declared, “If any of you know of any slave who needs assistance, send him to me.”
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