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For Colin and Natalie:

Herein lies your tribe.
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Introduction

The Cultural Geography of Violence along
the Underground Railroad

One summer night in 1845 thirteen slaves escaped from a plantation in
northern Kentucky and ran for the Ohio River, led by Louis Talbert.
They had planned to cross the Ohio on a raft, but building the craft took
longer than expected, and only half of the band had made the passage
before daylight. The delay of a day to bring the others over the river
under cover of darkness cost them dearly. Their escape was now
common knowledge on both banks of the river, and the underemployed
white men of the area scoured the northern bank in hopes of a sizable
reward from their claimants. Once they were all across the river, they
were unable to travel far before daylight forced them to go to ground
again. As they had now been forty-eight hours without eating, some of
the party went to a nearby farmhouse to purchase food. Unfortunately,
this desperate act revealed their location to the various slave-catching
posses scouring the countryside. Slave catchers soon gave chase and the
party of fugitives scattered, but most were recaptured. Talbert and three
others managed to avoid capture, and slowly made their way overland
to Newport, IN, a well-known abolitionist stronghold and center of the
Underground Railroad. Quaker Underground activist Levi Coffin took
in Talbert and his companions and facilitated their travel farther north
to Canada.

Talbert returned to Indiana the following summer. He had left two
sisters behind in slavery and wished to lead them to freedom. Coffin
attempted to dissuade him, no doubt reminding him of the dangers
awaiting him on the north bank of the Ohio even if he should be able
to travel undetected through Kentucky. But Talbert insisted that the
dangers were manageable: he knew friends in the neighborhood of his

1
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sisters’ plantation who would assist him, and, having made contact with
the Underground Railroad, he now knew how to navigate the Northern
borderland as well. Once in Kentucky, Talbert persuaded several friends
to leave Kentucky and slavery behind, telling them “of the many good
friends they would find on the road who would help them on their way to
liberty.” In the end Talbert was unable to make contact with his sisters,
but brought out four or five others. When they crossed the Ohio, Talbert
led them quickly to the home of a Borderland Underground activist, who
started them up the network of safe houses leading from the river back to
Newport.

Talbert accompanied his friends to Canada, but returned a few months
later and settled in Newport. He attended Union Literary Institute for two
years and made two more journeys into the South. On the first he again
failed to retrieve his sisters but brought another group of friends back out
with him. While organizing the second he was captured in Indianapolis
and carried back into slavery. The man who had enslaved him retaliated
against his activities by selling him down to New Orleans, but Talbert
escaped from the steamboat carrying him south and traveled overland
across Missouri, Illinois, and Indiana. He eventually returned to
Newport.

Talbert was far from the only fugitive from enslavement to make the
journey. Coffin later reported having assisted more than 2,000 escapees in
his twenty-year residence in Newport, and he was only one of many
activists in the neighborhood. Dozens of African Americans who had
escaped from slavery stayed and settled in Wayne and Randolph Coun-
ties. In 1850 a group of Kentucky slaveholders, including the man who
had enslaved Talbert, decided that the time had come to deal with the
community’s defiance of the Fugitive Slave Act. A posse of fifteen rode
into Newport looking for Talbert and several other escapees who had
settled in the neighborhood. They obtained warrants and searched the
homes of several Underground activists, but word of their coming had
preceded them, and they came away empty handed. While Talbert and
some other escapees made themselves scarce, fellow fugitive Cal Thomas
and a crowd of several hundred other black and white residents gathered
under arms in the center of the town to confront the posse. Angry that
their journey was turning into a fool’s errand, the posse waded into the
crowd and threatened to burn the town if resident escapees were not
surrendered to them. When the man who claimed Thomas caught sight
of him, he spurred his horse, drew a pistol, and ordered Thomas to
surrender. Thomas in turn raised a rifle and told the man who had held
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him in slavery to turn his horse around or he would “blow him into
eternity.”

As the situation threatened to deteriorate into a violent melee, several
leaders of the Quaker community stepped between the parties and urged
calm on all sides. Eli Osbourne, one of these pacifist mediators, advised
the posse to leave town. In response, one of the posse leaders challenged
him to a duel with pistols. Osbourne politely declined, offering instead to
challenge the posse to a game of marbles, but only “if they would get
down off their horses.” This subtle mockery raised a laugh from the
crowd, and infuriated the posse, but they had little choice but to beat an
inglorious retreat.1

The story of fugitives from enslavement and of the assistance that they
received from the antislavery activists who would come to style them-
selves the Underground Railroad is a story of violence. Violence is a
current that runs through every fugitive account and every Underground
activist reminiscence. The dynamics of that violence, however, were
shaped by culture and varied across region. The details of Louis Tal-
bert’s escape and the subsequent proslavery raid on Newport, together
with dozens of other accounts left by Underground Railroad activists
and fugitives from enslavement, illustrate a geography of violence, a
shifting cultural landscape on which norms of violence shaped the
fugitive experience and the operations of the Underground Railroad.
In the South, the enslaved were by law subject to the enslaver’s will, and
violent coercion, largely unconstrained by law, reigned over African
American life in the slave states. Moreover, as Talbert’s initial experi-
ence on the north bank of the Ohio demonstrates, proslavery violence
also ran rampant in the border counties of the free states. Fugitives,
particularly those like Talbert who escaped from Upper South planta-
tions in the vicinity of the border, often found traversing this borderland

1 This narrative is based on Reminiscences of Levi Coffin (New York: Arno Press, 1968),
206–216; Daniel Huff to Wilbur Siebert, December 5, 1895, MIC 192, Wilbur H. Siebert
Collection (1840–1954), Microfilm Edition, Ohio Historical Society, Columbus, OH, Reel
3, Frames 0440–0447 (hereafter Siebert Papers 3:0440–0447); D. N. Huff, “Unnamed
Anti-Slavery Heroes of Old Newport,” Indiana Magazine of History 3 (1907): 135–136;
Reminiscence of Major M. M. Lacey, n.d., published in the Richmond, IN, Palladium-
Item and Sun Telegram, January 19 and 22, 1962; Anti-Slavery Bugle, December 7, 1850;
and Keith P. Griffler, Front Line of Freedom: African Americans and the Forging of the
Underground Railroad in the Ohio Valley (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky,
2004), 48, 59, and 111–112.
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to be more difficult and dangerous than their initial journeys through the
South to the border itself. Yet the attempt to capture Talbert and others
in Newport demonstrates that the proslavery violence that prevailed in
the Northern Borderland faced geographic limits. Slaveholders who
followed fugitives north beyond the confines of the border counties
found that the violence inherent in their claims to mastery, rather than
engendering public approbation, instead alienated entire communities.
Instead of willing assistance, slaveholders and slave catchers faced
organized opposition, public ridicule, and, sometimes, retaliation in
the form of antislavery violence.

At its core, violence is a mode of cultural expression and an important
site of cultural conflict. To be sure, the violence involved in the struggles
over the recapture of fugitives from enslavement was, in part, instrumen-
tal, a continuation, as it were, of legal claims by other means. Neverthe-
less, an additional property of violence, alongside its instrumentality, is
that it is inherently expressive. Violence is a mode of communicating
norms of power, justice, and belonging. It is also culturally mediated:
norms both shape and constrain individual violent behavior. Finally, the
legitimacy of violence is always contested, and thus both violence and the
reaction thereto convey claims to custom, morality, and collective
memory.

Every society has a culture of violence, through which it expresses
a coherent set of norms governing what values violence may be used
to uphold, to what forms and limits violence must adhere, and,
finally, who may initiate violence, who may wield it, and who may
be targeted. In this sense, even a society dedicated to pacifism pos-
sesses a culture of violence. Stories told by fugitives, Underground
activists, and news accounts of confrontations between slave catchers
and northern communities evoke the collision between distinct cul-
tures of violence: moments in which the clash of unspoken values,
norms, and styles of violence left participants on all sides shocked,
enraged, and embittered.

If cultural norms create patterns of violent behavior, that behavior is
not randomly distributed across space. Discreet cultures of violence pre-
dominate within human societies, and are thus geographically bound. The
arrangement of distinct cultures of violence within a human landscape
constitutes a geography of violence. That geography can shift as people
move, as new social and economic bonds form between different local-
ities, and as norms of violence evolve. A geography of violence is an
empirical reality that can be discerned by observing patterns of violent

4 Introduction: The Cultural Geography of Violence

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108773997.001
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 8.9.95.224, on 07 Jul 2020 at 14:56:30, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108773997.001
https://www.cambridge.org/core


behavior over dozens of individual cases and analyzing the cultural norms
that produce these patterns.2

The geography at the heart of this book was composed of four regions,
each of which exhibited a distinct culture of violence. This geography was
a fundamental cultural context in which the Underground Railroad oper-
ated and to which it had to adapt. In running to the North, fugitives
sought to make a decisive break with a Southern culture of violence which
sanctioned white brutality as a means of enforcing racial hierarchy and
black subordination and upholding masculine honor. To uphold honor
and reputation against the transgressions of other white men, Southerners
engaged in bloody and not infrequently lethal rituals included the display
of weapons, assaults, canings, brawls, and duels. To command obedience
from slaves and uphold racial subordination, white Southerners inflicted
harsh beatings and whippings and more crushingly brutal retaliation in
the form of torture, dismemberment, public lynchings, and mass
executions.3

Southern slaveholders and slave catchers who traveled to the North in
pursuit of those seeking escape brought these cultural expectations and
rituals with them, and engaged in a style of violence that combined the
brutality of the violence of enslavement and the arrogance of an exagger-
ated display of hypermasculine domination stemming from the South’s

2 These observations are informed by Stuart Carroll, ed., Cultures of Violence: Interper-
sonal Violence in Historical Perspective (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2007), 1–27;
Mathew Jennings,NewWorlds of Violence: Cultures and Conquest in the Early American
Southeast (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2011), xviii–xxix; David Riches, “The
Phenomenon of Violence,” in Riches, ed., The Anthropology of Violence (New York:
Blackwell, 1986), 1–27; Ingo W. Schröder and Bettina E. Schmidt, “Introduction: Violent
Imaginaries and Violent Practices,” in Schröder and Schmidt, eds., Anthropology of
Violence and Conflict (New York: Routledge, 2001), 5–17; Anton Blok, “The Enigma
of Senseless Violence,” in Goran Aijmer and Jon Abbink, eds., Meanings of Violence:
A Cross-Cultural Perspective (Oxford: Bloomsbury Academic, 2000), 23–38; and Neil L.
Whitehead, “Cultures, Conflicts, and the Poetics of Violent Practice,” and “On the Poetics
of Violence,” in Whitehead, ed., Violence (Santa Fe: School for Advanced Research Press,
2004), 3–24 and 55–77.

3 BertramWyatt-Brown,Honor and Violence in the Old South (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1986), 157–165 and 183–186; Kenneth S. Greenberg, Honor and Slavery
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 104–107; Eugene D. Genovese, Roll,
Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made (New York: Vintage Books, 1976), 63–70;
Dixon D. Bruce, Jr., Violence and Culture in the Antebellum South (Austin: University of
Texas Press, 1979), 114–136; and Joanne B. Freeman, The Field of Blood: Violence in
Congress and the Road to Civil War (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2018), 68–74
and 86–89.
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culture of honor. I will refer to this culture of violence as the violence of
mastery.

Those who pursued escapees into the free states found that the cultural
response to the violence of mastery was profoundly different across three
distinct regions of the North. In the last decade, several historians of the
antebellum period have conceptualized the regions of the North and
South adjacent the line dividing the slave and free states as a
“borderland,” a region of cultural contact and cultural conflict. These
historians, particularly Stanley Harrold and Matthew Salafia, differ sig-
nificantly on the geographic bounds of that borderland. For the purposes
of this analysis, I have defined the Borderland Region of the North as
extending one or two counties north of the Mason–Dixon Line and the
Ohio River and east of the Mississippi River, generally a distance of
twenty-five to forty miles. However, in the region of southern Illinois
known as Egypt, the Borderland extended as much as 100 miles north of
the Ohio River (see Map I.1). By the late 1850s the Borderland extended
across the southern border of Iowa and to the territory of Kansas.4

In this region, communities were largely receptive to proslavery vio-
lence. Many Borderland residents were of Southern origin, and under-
employed white residents often acted as occasional slave catchers. Slave
catching posses freely enacted Southern norms of racial violence, breaking
into the homes of free blacks, and on a few occasions killing and
dismembering escapees who resisted. Because most white Borderland
residents found this violence to be culturally normative, Borderland com-
munities rarely prosecuted those enacting it. In general, most Borderland
whites supported fugitive slave renditions, the legal process by which
fugitives were taken into custody and brought before an official compe-
tent to authorize their return to the South.

The Borderland also encompassed the City of New York. Though it
was not geographically contiguous with the rest of the region, the cultural

4 Stanley Harrold, Border War: Fighting over Slavery before the Civil War (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2010); and Matthew Salafia, Slavery’s Borderland:
Freedom and Bondage along the Ohio River (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 2013). My conception of the Borderland as described here adheres much more
closely to that offered by Salafia than it does to that presented by Harrold. Salafia describes
the manner in which the white populations of a borderland one county deep on either side
of the Ohio River Valley coexisted in a shared political economy in which slavery and the
tight control of free African American labor was a central feature. My own conception of
the Northern Borderland, based on patterns of violent behavior, is somewhat more expan-
sive than Salafia’s, but follows his lead in adopting the county as a unit of analysis rather
than the state-level unit of analysis offered by Harrold.

6 Introduction: The Cultural Geography of Violence

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108773997.001
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 8.9.95.224, on 07 Jul 2020 at 14:56:30, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108773997.001
https://www.cambridge.org/core


norms of the Borderland prevailed in the city. Historians have long noted
the harsh racial animosity prevailing in the city and the particular depend-
ence of the city’s mercantile economy on the cotton trade. This study does
not identify the particular combination of white supremacy, commercial
connections, and local corruption that caused the city’s receptivity to the
violence of mastery, but it does highlight that receptivity as an empirical
reality. The city’s white residents largely accepted the norms of proslavery
violence. City officials routinely involved themselves in slave catching,
and some engaged in the kidnapping of African Americans for sale to the
slave states. Those residents who resisted proslavery violence courted
severe retaliation in the form of physical abuse and harsh criminal sen-
tences. The dynamics of proslavery violence that played out in New York
City closely resembled those in other Borderland cities such as
Philadelphia, Cincinnati, and New Albany, IN.

The pervasive threat of the violence of mastery across the region
shaped the response of Borderland Underground Railroad activists, who
focused on moving fugitives by speed and stealth beyond its reach. Some
fugitives from enslavement, particularly those as lucky and as cunning as
Talbert, were able to navigate the Borderland unassisted. But as Talbert’s
subsequent journeys show, organized assistance made that journey easier,
faster, and safer. Underground activists also attempted, often unsuccess-
fully, to “rescue” fugitives by liberating them from the custody of the
slave catchers or local officials who had recaptured them on Northern soil
and taking them to safety. They undertook this resistance at considerable
risk of violent and legal retaliation.

Further north, the culture of violence shifted perceptibly. I refer to a
region that spanned the middle and upper latitudes of Illinois, Indiana,
Ohio, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey as the Contested Region. This region
also encompassed the Hudson River Valley between New York City and
Albany. The Contested Region was the site of a cultural collision between
the violence of mastery and what Edward Ayers has referred to as the
“culture of dignity.” The culture of dignity, which prevailed across the
region, emphasized law, justice, and the intrinsic value of all human
beings as values that constrained the individual assertion of violence.
The culture of dignity was the baseline normative structure of the North
as a whole, but in the Borderland it was overwhelmed by the cultural
influence of the South, and in the 1840s it would begin to lose its hold
over the Upper North as well.

The culture of dignity gave the Contested Region its own cultural
integrity, and as a consequence, the casual acceptance of the violence of
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mastery and broad embrace of slave catching that marked the Borderland
gave way to a culture of violence that tolerated the rendition of fugitives
from enslavement only conditionally: it demanded that slave catchers
proceed peacefully, adhere strictly to proper legal procedure, and observe
local norms of equity, due process, and human dignity. In addition, slave
catchers operating in this region had to refrain from acting on Southern
norms of violence. Even unconscious performances of the violence of
mastery commonplace in the Borderland might move residents of the
region to intercede on the fugitive’s behalf, and when slave catchers
engaged in more blatant cultural transgressions, entire communities in
the Contested Region exploded in rage. It was in this region that the fate
of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 would ultimately be decided.5

This shift in the culture of violence in turn shaped the operations of the
Underground Railroad. Because fugitives from enslavement were able to
travel more openly and safely in this region, Underground activity grew
progressively less organized as fugitives passed into northern Illinois,
Indiana, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey. Many activists in this
region provided only ad hoc, occasional assistance to fugitives, such as
a meal and directions to the right road north, the opportunity to work for
wages with which to ease their subsequent travels, and safe access to
railroad lines whose Borderland depots were closely watched.

Finally, a third, Free Soil Region encompassed New England, all of
New York State to the north and west of Albany, the Connecticut
Western Reserve, Michigan, the environs of Chicago, and Wisconsin.
My use of the term “free soil” should not be confused with references
to the Free Soil Party that emerged in the late 1840s or with the Repub-
lican Party’s insistence that slavery be prevented from gaining a foothold
in the Western Territories in the 1850s. Rather, I refer to this area as the
Free Soil Region because of a political and social movement that emerged
in the early 1840s in which the region’s residents demanded that their
communities should constitute “free soil,” untainted by the forces of
slavery. Over the course of the 1840s free African Americans and white
abolitionists in the region embraced a new set of cultural norms and a
distinct style of violence. Rooted in a growing African American ethos of
self-assertion and community self-defense and in the abolitionist move-
ment’s break with the culture of dignity, this new Free Soil culture of
violence celebrated the permanent settlement of fugitives in their midst as

5 Edward L. Ayers: Vengeance and Justice, Crime and Punishment in the 19th-Century
American South (New York: Oxford University Press, 1984), 23–27.
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a norm that would be defended at all costs and denounced slave catching
in all its forms as a moral transgression so offensive that it merited social
opprobrium and violent punishment. Acting in accordance with the
norms of this new culture of open defiance, residents of the Free Soil
Region consistently and successfully resisted attempts to recapture the
fugitives who had settled among them. The crowds who rescued fugitives
from slave catchers in this region were large and often racially integrated.
They acted fully within the public sphere, often convening public meetings
and passing resolutions as a prelude to the actual rescue. Successful
rescues brought public celebration and failures triggered communal
mourning.

In the Free Soil Region, fugitives from enslavement traveled in relative
safety, and Underground activists offered assistance openly, and indeed
boastfully. This openness was designed to further the radical project of
creating free soil. Abolitionists in the region often brought fugitives
passing through their communities before a public meeting or church
congregation to testify to their experience under slavery, and vigilance
committees publicly reported the number of fugitives they had assisted in
a given year. Activists criticized those who assisted fugitives covertly, and
grieved the desire of many fugitives to continue their journey to Canada.
In essence, Underground activists in the region sought to reconsecrate
their communities as safe refuges for fugitives within the borders of the
United States.

In describing regional cultures of violence, I am not arguing that the
culture or politics of these regions was homogenous. Proslavery
Democrats constituted a sizable share of the population of all three
regions. African American and abolitionist communities in the Border-
land fiercely resisted the violence of mastery that surrounded them, and
Cotton Whigs in the Free Soil Region supported the rendition of fugitive
slaves into the mid-1850s. There were fugitive slave rescues in the Bor-
derland, and successful renditions on “free soil.” But the violence of
mastery predominated in the Borderland, and those who resisted it found
themselves isolated from the larger community and subject to crushing
retaliation. Free Soil Senator Daniel Webster famously supported the
Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, but he quickly found himself persona non
grata in much of the region. The cultural norms described here were
sufficiently predominant to create patterns of behavior on the ground.

These cultures of violence and the geography that they produced have
largely been lost to history, in part due to the manner in which the history
of the Underground Railroad has been written. The first academic
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historian of the Underground Railroad was Ohio State University Profes-
sor Wilbur Siebert, who collected accounts from Underground partici-
pants and their descendants beginning in the early 1890s. Siebert
circulated questionnaires among prominent antislavery families, first in
Ohio and later across the Midwest. He conducted follow-up interviews
with those reporting significant involvement and also with former fugi-
tives from enslavement, some still resident in Canada, who had availed
themselves of Underground assistance. Siebert continued to collect mater-
ial well into the 1940s, and wrote a series of books that constituted the
first academic histories of the Railroad. While Siebert’s research was
invaluable in recording the reminiscences of dozens of participants, his
scholarship was deeply flawed. It is not surprising that those doing the
reminiscing placed themselves or their families at the center of their tales,
and that in many cases their accounts took on a heroic tone. One conse-
quence was that white participation in the Underground came to the
foreground, and black contributions receded. Furthermore, many of these
reminiscences, recorded at a time of resurgent white supremacy, por-
trayed the fugitives themselves as passive and dependent.

Siebert might have filtered out some of these biases with a more critical
approach to the material that he had collected, but instead in his own
scholarship he gave equal weight to every account that reached his ears.
The result was an undifferentiated account of white Northern heroism,
the articulation of a collective memory that served the needs of the white
postbellum generation. The Underground Railroad, in Siebert’s telling,
operated everywhere, from the Ohio River Valley to the interior of New
England, with equal organization and at equal risk. Archaeologists con-
tributed to this vision in the early twentieth century, after the Railroad
had passed out of living memory, interpreting every house with any
connection to the antislavery movement as an Underground Railroad
station and every root cellar or old well about the premises as evidence
of a “tunnel to the river.”6

6 Wilbur Henry Siebert, The Underground Railroad from Slavery to Freedom (New York:
Arno Press, 1968); Siebert, The Underground Railroad in Massachusetts (Worcester:
American Antiquarian Society, 1936); and Siebert, The Mysteries of Ohio’s Underground
Railroads (Columbus, OH: Long’s College Book Company, 1951). For a description of
Siebert’s research methods, see Slavery to Freedom, 11–16; and Wilbur Siebert to George
W. Rightmire, March 26, 1941, Siebert Papers 1:0375–0378. The transition to archaeo-
logical analysis is evident in Siebert’s collection of articles on the Underground Railroad
written in the first half of the twentieth century. For a critique of these trends in Siebert’s
work, see David W. Blight, “Why the Underground Railroad, and Why Now? A Long
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We should not, however, dismiss Siebert’s contributions entirely.
Treated critically, the material collected by Siebert offers valuable insights
into the violence prevailing in the borderland and into methods Under-
ground activists adopted to cope with it. These reminiscences also provide
a road map to examples of proslavery and antislavery violence that local
newspapers either ignored or commented on only obliquely. Siebert’s
papers thus serve as an essential source for fleshing out the geography
of violence produced by the conflict over fugitives from enslavement.

In 1961 Larry Gara offered a comprehensive critique of the “Myth” of
the Underground Railroad that had been founded on Siebert’s work.
Gara argued that much of the history of the Railroad was based on
folklore and postwar reminiscences characterized by self-aggrandizement,
exaggeration of the dangers involved, and dubious claims of assistance to
thousands of fugitives. This literature, Gara charged, amounted to a
romanticized fiction with which white abolitionists placed themselves at
the center of a tale of black heroism.7

Gara’s critique was in part an enormous contribution to our under-
standing of the history of fugitives from enslavement in the antebellum
era. In challenging historians to think about African Americans as the
agents of their own liberation and to confront the racism embedded in
white postwar accounts, Gara transformed the field. He also offered a
pioneering study in the creation of collective memory decades before
historians developed a vocabulary to describe the phenomenon.8

Nevertheless, Gara’s revisionist critique was as geographically undif-
ferentiated as Siebert’s history had been. When Gara argued that there
was little evidence of organized networks providing assistance to fugitives
from enslavement, he used statements of abolitionists in the interior of
New England that there were no organized networks in the region, and

View,” in Blight, ed., Passages to Freedom: The Underground Railroad in History and
Memory (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Books, 2004), 233–247.

7 Larry Gara, The Liberty Line: The Legend of the Underground Railroad (Lexington:
University Press of Kentucky, 1961); Gara, “The Underground Railroad in Illinois,”
Journal of the Illinois State Historical Society 56 (1963): 508–528; and Gara, “The
Underground Railroad: Legend or Reality,” Proceedings of the American Philosophical
Society 105 (1961): 334–339.

8 The earliest systematic attempts to articulate collective memory as a field of study emerged
some thirty years after Gara’s work. See especially Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective
Memory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992); and the special March 1989 issue
of Journal of American History devoted to the topic, including the editor’s introduction,
David Thelen, “Memory and American History,” Journal of American History 75 (1989):
1117–1129.
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indeed few fugitives to assist, to cast doubt on the existence of such
networks in regions much more heavily traveled by fugitives bound for
Canada. Further, he challenged the assertion that Underground work was
secretive and dangerous, pointing out that in the decades before the Civil
War, many white abolitionists boasted of their assistance to fugitives,
indicating that such assistance placed them at little risk. Here, he made
extensive use of the public reports of Underground activists in the Upper
North, without considering whether the challenges and methods of activ-
ists in counties bordering slave states might have been different.

Thus, where Siebert saw an undifferentiated geography in which a
highly organized and covert Underground Railroad operated everywhere
in an environment laden with the risk of legal and violent retaliation,
Gara saw an equally undifferentiated geography in which there was little
assistance provided by abolitionists anywhere, and little risk in providing
it. After the publication of Gara’s critique, Siebert’s work retained its hold
over the vision of the Railroad celebrated in popular culture, while
scholarship on the topic waned. Simply put, if the Underground Railroad
was a myth, as Gara argued, there was little more for scholars to say.
More importantly, academic historians neglected the material collected by
Siebert, and the violence of the conflict over fugitives receded from view.9

This historiographic inattention to the violence inherent in fugitive
renditions and rescues was exacerbated by the influence of The Slave
Catchers, an overview of the enforcement of the Fugitive Slave Act of
1850 published by Stanley Campbell in 1970. Campbell argued that
“only a few citizens in isolated communities engaged in active opposition
to enforcement of the law.” In his effort to support his thesis that the law
was generally successfully enforced across all of the North, Campbell
tended to overlook or obfuscate clear geographic patterns in his data.
For example, Campbell misidentified several kidnappings of free African
Americans in the Free Soil Region as fugitive renditions, thus suggesting
that the law was easily enforced in the region. He also neglected to
mention unsuccessful rescue attempts, thus significantly understating the
degree of antislavery resistance to the enforcement of the law, particularly
outside the Borderland. More importantly, Campbell ignored the violence

9 For an example of Siebert’s enduring influence, see William J. Switala, Underground
Railroad in Pennsylvania (Mechanicsburg, PA: Stackpole Books, 2001). For a commen-
tary on the impact of Gara’s work on subsequent historiography, see Eric Foner, Gateway
to Freedom: The Hidden History of the Underground Railroad (New York: W.
W. Norton, 2015), 14.
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inherent in rendition: the beating of African Americans into submission in
the process of taking them into custody, and the often brutal punishments
they received on their return to the South. Campbell regarded this vio-
lence as the normative enforcement of the law and celebrated the federal
marshals and judges who facilitated it as the true heroes of the story. The
Slave Catchers soon became the standard work on fugitive renditions, a
fact that significantly contributed to the historiographic inattention to
proslavery and antislavery violence in the antebellum North.10

Over the last generation, however, a small number of historians have
begun to bring violence back to the center of the story of fugitives from
enslavement and the Underground Railroad. In 1991 Thomas
P. Slaughter examined the Christiana Riot of 1851 and argued that the
issue of fugitive slaves must be put in the context of the “cultural land-
scape of interpersonal violence” that prevailed in Southeast Pennsylvania.
At the end of the decade, David Grimstead engaged in an in-depth explor-
ation of the distinct cultures of rioting that emerged in the antebellum
North and South. Both suggested that cultures of violence played a
significant role in sectional conflict.11

Most recently, several historians have published accounts of the
Underground Railroad’s operations in the Borderland that emphasize
the violence faced by Underground activists in this region. Ann Hagedorn
described Underground operations in Brown County, OH, in 2002 focus-
ing on the activities of an interracial network that extended north from
Ripley, OH. Two years later, Keith Griffler extended this analysis to the
entire Ohio River Valley, emphasizing African American leadership of a

10 Stanley W. Campbell, The Slave Catchers: Enforcement of the Fugitive Slave Law,
1850–1860 (New York: W. W. Norton, 1968), vii–viii. For a more comprehensive
critique of Campbell’s methods and conclusions, see Robert H. Churchill, “Fugitive Slave
Rescues in the North: Towards a Geography of Antislavery Violence,” Ohio Valley
History 14 (Summer 2014): 51–75. In this work I draw a clear distinction between slave
catching and kidnapping. Although both involved the use of force to capture African
Americans in the North and carry them into the South for the purpose of enslaving them,
slave catchers acted in accordance with the law, though they sometimes failed to meet its
full demands. Kidnappers were self-consciously engaged in illegal activity. For studies of
kidnapping, see Carol Wilson, Freedom at Risk: The Kidnapping of Free Blacks in
America, 1780–1865 (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1994); and Richard Bell,
“Counterfeit Kin: Kidnappers of Color, the Reverse Underground Railroad, and the
Origins of Practical Abolition,” Journal of the Early Republic 38 (2018): 199–230.

11 Thomas P. Slaughter, Bloody Dawn: The Christiana Riot and Racial Violence in the
Antebellum North (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 163; and David
Grimsted, American Mobbing, 1828–1861: Toward Civil War (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1998).
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racially integrated movement and the violence faced by fugitives and
activists alike. The following year Fergus Bordewich incorporated activ-
ists in the Borderland of Pennsylvania and Delaware and those working
farther north into the first comprehensive account of the Underground
Railroad published since Gara’s critique. Griffler and Bordewich both
bring the contributions of African American Underground activists to
the foreground of their accounts. In 2008 Owen Muelder contributed
an analysis of Underground operations in western Illinois. Finally,
Graham Hodges, Eric Foner, and Don Papson and Tom Calarco have
significantly enhanced our understanding of the Underground Railroad in
the Borderland outpost of New York City.12

Two other recent books have made major contributions to our under-
standing of the violence that surrounded the fugitive slave issue. In
2010 Stanley Harrold published Border War, an analysis of the proslav-
ery and antislavery violence in the Borderland in the 1840s and 1850s and
how that violence exacerbated sectional conflict. Harrold is one of the
leading scholars of the Underground Railroad and antislavery violence,
and my work has benefited enormously from his insights. I depart from
his approach here in offering a significantly different geographic analysis
and in incorporating material from the Siebert Collection that Harrold,
following Gara’s lead, rejects. Richard Blackett’s work on fugitive slave
rescues in Pittsburgh served as an inspiration in the early days of this
project, and his recent book, The Captive’s Quest for Freedom, published
just before the completion of this manuscript, promises to influence the

12 Ann Hagedorn, Beyond the River: The Untold Story of the Heroes of the Underground
Railroad (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2002); Griffler, Front Line of Freedom; Fergus
M. Bordewich, Bound for Canaan: The Underground Railroad and the War for the Soul
of America (New York: Amistad, 2005); Owen W. Muelder, The Underground Railroad
in Western Illinois (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 2008); Graham Russel Gao
Hodges, David Ruggles, a Black Abolitionist and the Underground Railroad in New
York City (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010); Foner, Gateway to
Freedom; and Don Papson and Tom Calarco, Secret Lives of the Underground Railroad
in New York City: Sydney Howard Gay, Louis Napoleon, and the Record of the
Fugitives (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 2015). For other recent studies of the
Underground Railroad, see Stanley Harrold, Subversives: Antislavery Community in
Washington, DC, 1828–1865 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2003);
Carol E. Mull, The Underground Railroad in Michigan (Jefferson, NC: McFarland &
Co., 2010); David G. Smith, On the Edge of Freedom: The Fugitive Slave Issue in South
Central Pennsylvania, 1820–1870 (New York: Fordham University Press, 2013); R. J. M.
Blackett, Making Freedom: The Underground Railroad and the Politics of Slavery
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2013); and Cheryl Janifer LaRoche,
Free Black Communities and the Underground Railroad: The Geography of Resistance
(Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2014).
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field for years to come. Blackett credits fugitives from enslavement and
African American activists in the North with forcing the issue to the
forefront of national politics and contributing significantly thereby to
the coming of emancipation. My work complements his in its focus on
the cultural reception of violence as a mechanism that brought sympathy
for the fugitives’ plight to a much broader audience and turned it into a
political force capable of rending the Union.13

The work that follows is an attempt to build on the insights of these
scholars. It rests on the postbellum reminiscences of activists and fugitives
from enslavement, newspaper accounts, and court records. The use of
violence as a lens through which to reexamine these accounts offers
several advantages. It allows us to place the Underground Railroad back
into the geography of violence that shaped both the experience of fugi-
tives as they traveled north and the attempts of Underground Railroad
activists, Northern abolitionists, and other free blacks to assist those
fugitives as they journeyed toward freedom. This attention to geography
not only facilitates the separation of the reality of the Underground
Railroad from the collective memory that has grown up around it; it also
illuminates the movement as a living organism responding to local stim-
uli. Furthermore, the analysis of fugitive slave cases as collisions of
regional cultures of violence fosters a more sophisticated understanding
of the dynamics and outcome of these individual cases.

Finally, the focus on violence lays bare the cultural transformations
that allowed Northern communities to overcome racial division and stand

13 Harrold, Border War; Richard J. M. Blackett, “‘. . . Freedom, or the Martyr’s Grave’:
Black Pittsburgh’s Aid to the Fugitive Slave,” Western Pennsylvania Historical Magazine
61 (1978): 117–134; and R. J. M. Blackett, The Captive’s Quest for Freedom: Fugitive
Slaves, the 1850s Fugitive Slave Law, and the Politics of Slavery (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2018). For studies of individual rescue cases, see Carol Hunter, To Set
the Captives Free: ReverendWesley Loguen and the Struggle for Freedom in Central New
York, 1835–1872 (New York: Garland Press, 1993); Gary L. Collinson, Shadrach
Minkins: From Fugitive Slave to Citizen (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1998); Albert von Frank, The Trials of Anthony Burns: Freedom and Slavery in Emer-
son’s Boston (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998); Milton C. Sernett,
North Star Country: Upstate New York and the Crusade for African American Freedom
(Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2002); H. Robert Baker, The Rescue of Joshua
Glover: A Fugitive Slave, the Constitution, and the Coming of the Civil War (Athens:
Ohio University Press, 2006); Karolyn Smardz Frost, I’ve Got a Home in Glory Land:
A Lost Tale of the Underground Railroad (New York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 2007);
Steven Lubet, Fugitive Justice: Runaways, Rescuers, and Slavery on Trial (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2010); and J. Brent Morris, Oberlin: Hotbed of Aboli-
tionism (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2014).
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against the violence of mastery. In a recent book, Joanne Freeman has
described the contribution of Southern aggression and violence in Con-
gress to the “emotional logic of disunion.” The analysis offered here
expands this insight beyond the confines of Congress, and explores the
manner in which the violence of mastery, experienced first-hand by
communities across the North, alienated many in the North and caused
them to question whether there was any hope of reconciling the funda-
mental cultural conflict that these encounters laid bare. This perspective
enhances our understanding of the contribution of the conflict over
fugitive slaves to the growth of the sectional tensions that would usher
forth secession and, ultimately, war.14

In this endeavor two words of caution are in order. The first is that
much of the history of the Underground Railroad can never be recovered,
and this is particularly true of the contributions of African American
activists. While we can reconstruct part of Louis Talbert‘s story, none of
it has reached us in his own words. His story was passed down to us by
Levi Coffin and several other white activists, and it is possible that Talbert
himself would have told a very different story. Many more white activists
preserved their accounts in writing, and so the available sources inevitably
understate black participation. There is no reason to neglect the stories
that white participants told, but in utilizing these accounts we must be
alert to the presence of African American actors in those stories and
recognize that their role was probably far greater than we can recover
with certainty.

The second caution involves language. Cheryl Janifer LaRoche has
cautioned scholars about the capacity of language to reinscribe racial
hierarchy and thus normalize racial subordination and violence, both
past and present. No human being has ever been a slave, though millions
have been enslaved, and no human being can ever truly be the master of
another. Mastery is a conceit that rationalizes the violent subordination
of others. To the extent that the commonly used terms “master,” “slave,”
and “fugitive” obscure this reality, they should be avoided. In this work
I avoid the term “slave” altogether except in reference to a specific
category of eighteenth-century law. I use the term “slaveholder” instead
of “master,” and use the term “violence of mastery” to identify a particu-
larly brutal and alienating style of violence that reinforced racial subor-
dination. The term “fugitive” is more difficult to avoid. Escapees from

14 Freeman, The Field of Blood, 10.
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slavery were fugitives in the sense that they were, in law and in practice,
actively targeted for reenslavement. A more neutral term, such as refugee,
does not quite capture this crucial aspect of an escapee’s experience. Thus
I use the term “fugitive” as a shorthand for fugitive from enslavement, a
construction that better captures the threat of violence under which they
lived, both in and out of slavery.15

The book divides the history of the Underground Railroad into three
chronological periods. Chapter 1 explores early attempts to aid fugitives
from enslavement prior to 1838. It discusses the motivations that spurred
enslaved men and women to make the journey to freedom; the experi-
ences that moved Underground activists to assist fugitives in defiance of
slave catchers, the law, and often their own communities; and the creation
of the first embryonic Underground networks. Finally, the chapter surveys
early fugitive rescues, including some that display geographically distinct
reactions to the intrusion of slave catchers into Northern communities.

Chapters 2–4 cover the period between the assassination of Elijah
Lovejoy in 1838 and the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850. Each
chapter explores one of the regions of the North in which discrete cultures
of violence emerged in this period. Chapter 2 discusses the cultural roots
of the violence of mastery and its exercise in the Borderland. The chapter
explores the impact of this violence on the lives of abolitionists, free
blacks, and Underground activists and the manner in which it shaped
Underground activity. Finally, the chapter discusses the dynamics of
fugitive rescues in the Borderland, emphasizing the rarity of interracial
cooperation in these efforts. Chapter 3 takes the discussion into the
Contested Region. The chapter opens by exploring the normative struc-
ture of the “culture of dignity,” the conditions it imposed on the toler-
ation of slave catching, and the impact of these conditions on the
Underground Railroad. The particular concern of communities in the
region for the preservation of human dignity and due process is illustrated
by fugitive slave cases in which cultural missteps by slave catchers alien-
ated communities in the region, sometimes explosively. Chapter 4 con-
cludes the discussion of the 1840s by describing the emergence of a
distinct Free Soil culture of open defiance rooted in the determination of
the region’s African American population to defend their communities
and in the abolitionist movement’s revulsion at the culture of dignity’s

15 See especially LaRoche, Free Black Communities, xiii; and LaRoche, “Seizing Intellectual
Power: The Dialogue at the New York African Burial Ground,” Historical Archaeology
31 (1997): 93–94.
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complicity in perpetuating slavery. As a consequence, Underground activ-
ists in the region pioneered new and more open modes of operation. The
chapter concludes by examining the region’s increasingly open and suc-
cessful defiance of state and federal fugitive slave laws, paying particular
attention to the communal, interracial, and public nature of the resistance
with which activists defended the region against the intrusion of slave
catchers, regardless of the latter’s behavior.

The final three chapters explore the evolution of the Underground
Railroad and shifts in these cultures of violence in the era of the Fugitive
Slave Act of 1850. Chapter 5 examines the injection of the fugitive slave
issue into national politics, the passage of the Act of 1850, and the law’s
impact on the operations of the Underground Railroad in the Borderland.
The law empowered slave catchers to retaliate legally and violently
against Underground activists, but this added pressure was at least par-
tially offset by the completion of rail transportation networks linking the
Borderland with the Upper North. Though the new fugitive slave law did
not succeed in suppressing Underground activity, it does seem to have
inhibited the vibrant resistance to fugitive renditions that had character-
ized the region in the 1840s. Chapter 6 focuses on the campaign by
residents of the Free Soil region to nullify the Fugitive Slave Act. As
slaveholders pursued fugitives into abolitionist strongholds in the Upper
North, the organization of the Underground Railroad in the region grew
more open and elaborate, and a series of spectacular public rescues
garnered national attention. These acts of outright defiance revealed the
determination of the region’s residents to defend the “free soil” of their
communities and rendered the law unenforceable in the region by the
middle of the decade. Chapter 7 explores the subsequent collapse of the
Fugitive Slave Act in the Contested Region. The acceleration of slave
catching in the region in the middle and late 1850s led to a series of
confrontations in which the behavior of slave catchers was both egre-
giously violent and fully sanctioned by US Marshals and federal judges.
The result was a discernible shift in the culture of violence as the region’s
conditional toleration of slave catching gave way to the open defiance that
had long characterized Free Soil communities. As a consequence, by the
late 1850s, the Fugitive Slave Act was largely unenforceable outside the
narrow strip of territory that comprised the Borderland.

The Epilogue explores the impact of these distinct cultures of violence
on secession and the coming of the Civil War. Lucy Bagby’s rendition
from Cleveland, OH, in 1861 marked an attempt to conciliate the South
by rebuilding a consensus within national politics on the normativity of
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proslavery violence. The popular condemnation of the Republican offi-
cials who returned Bagby to slavery, however, together with the Repub-
lican Party’s rejection on a national level of compromise measures on the
issues of fugitive slaves and the extension of slavery into the territories,
demonstrated that this consensus could no longer be restored. For many
in the North, the violence of mastery was a moral horror that they were
determined to repudiate. For white Southerners, however, the violence of
mastery was normative and indeed lay at the heart of their understandings
of community and identity. The rejection of the violence of mastery
undermined their allegiance to the national community. Moreover, the
violence of mastery shaped the manner in which Southern leaders
approached their campaign to separate from the North, resulting in an
arrogant combination of acts of aggression and demands for submission
during the secession winter of 1860–1861. The Civil War was thus in part
the product of this irreconcilable conflict in cultural norms of violence.
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1

Refugees All

The Origins of the Underground Railroad

On the night before Christmas, 1834, an enslaved African American
named Jarm Logue set out for freedom with his friend John Farney. Their
journey began just south of Nashville, TN. The two had stolen horses
from the men who had enslaved them, and for the first part of their
journey they traveled during the day on the main roads, passing as free
men. As they traveled north through Kentucky, however, their encounters
with whites became more confrontational. As the narrator of Logue’s
autobiography put it, “their way was by no means a smooth one. It lay
though a country of man-thieves, and wretches formed into banditti.. . .
Their danger increased from people of this sort, as they approached the
free States.” After several close encounters with such ad hoc slave
catchers, they reached the Ohio River and crossed with their horses on
the ice. On the north bank would-be slave catchers again swarmed, but
were deterred when Logue and Farney fired off their pistols in celebration
of reaching what they believed to be free soil. A free black resident of
Indiana quickly informed them that they were in as much danger there as
in Kentucky, and gave them directions to a sympathetic resident of
Corydon, IN, and another man in Indianapolis who would aid their
passage to Canada, where they could truly be free.

Following this advice, they reached their host in Corydon, who took
them in but could give them little information on how to reach Indian-
apolis. As a result, they spent three days wandering in the woods back of
the Ohio River. Finally, a sympathetic white family took them in, fed
them, and explained that they were headed back for the river and Louis-
ville, and that they would be retaken if they continued on. Their host
directed them instead to a local crossroads, and gave them careful
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directions as to the proper road that would lead them northwest to
Indianapolis. Yet when Logue and Farney came to the cross-roads, they
were filled with anxiety: Despite the family’s kindness, might the direc-
tions be a trap? The wrong decision would almost certainly lead to
recapture. Finally, they put their trust in those who had taken them in,
and soon found a friendly tavern keeper in Salem, IN, who directed them
to a free black settlement where they stayed for three weeks.

When they reached Indianapolis, their contact directed them to a
Quaker settlement forty miles north of the city. The Quakers advised
them to travel through the wilderness to settlements in northern Indiana
whose Yankee inhabitants would treat them as equals. During the journey
north, Logue was swindled while selling his horse in Logansport, IN.
Angered by this experience, he and Farney cut themselves off from further
white assistance. This almost proved disastrous, as the two continued to
“follow the North Star” into the wilderness of central Michigan instead of
turning east for Detroit. In winter, and with no experience of the land-
scape, this might have been the end of their story. Fortunately, they
encountered a white hunter who warned them that they were hundreds
of miles off course.

Logue and Farney reached Detroit and crossed into Canada in the
early spring of 1835. Here the two men parted, and Farney returned to
Detroit. Logue worked three years in Canada, where he took the name
Jermain Wesley Loguen. In 1837 he moved to the Burned-over District of
New York, trained as a minister, and eventually settled in Syracuse. By
the late 1840s Loguen was the leader of the Underground Railroad in
Syracuse.1

Loguen’s account of his escape offers us a glimpse of the origins of the
Underground Railroad in the period before 1838. African Americans had
been escaping their enslavement since the seventeenth century, but it is in
the late 1820s and 1830s that active, organized efforts to assist fugitives
from enslavement began in the North. This same period witnessed the
organization of abolitionist societies dedicated to bringing about the end
of slavery and to defending the rights of African Americans in the North.
Finally, in the 1820s and 1830s attempts to rescue fugitives from enslave-
ment who had been recaptured became a distinct category of collective
political violence in the North.

1 This account of Loguen’s escape is drawn from The Rev. J. W. Loguen as a Slave and as a
Freeman (Syracuse: J. G. K. Truair and Co., 1859), 281–342 and 371–386.
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Loguen’s account brings two facets of the origin of the Underground
Railroad to the foreground. First, the story begins with the enslaved
individual’s determination to escape. Without the courage, tenacity, and
psychological resiliency that fugitives displayed in breaking away from
slavery, the Underground Railroad would never have come into being.
The second aspect of the Railroad’s origin lay in the individual impulse to
render assistance. No one, north or south, was obligated to assist escapees
in any way, and indeed all citizens were legally bound under the federal
Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 and, later, under the Act of 1850, to withhold
all aid. Yet over the course of Loguen’s journey, more than a dozen
individuals of both races defied that mandate.2

Loguen was fortunate in receiving this assistance, as it is clear that his
knowledge of the road ahead ended at the Ohio River. That lack of
information dogged Loguen throughout his journey, and made him inter-
mittently dependent on others. Both white and African American resi-
dents provided assistance, but Loguen clearly had an easier time trusting
the help he received from African Americans. His reticence was merited,
but Loguen’s journey also revealed regional distinctions in his experiences
with Northern whites. He described the general hostility of the white
residents of the Borderland to his presence, and the willingness of white
residents on both sides of the border to join spontaneously in slave
catching when the opportunity presented itself. Farther north, he noted
that white residents treated him as an equal, even as they took advantage
of his ignorance of the local market to cheat him.

Finally, Loguen’s story shows us just how unorganized and haphazard
the assistance rendered to fugitives from enslavement was in most parts of
the country prior to the late 1830s. In his journey we can see the Under-
ground Railroad in its most embryonic form, composed of individuals
who offered a place of brief rest, a meal, directions, and perhaps the name
of a friend farther north. Loguen traveled through a geography in which
there were no networks of sympathizers, and indeed one in which large
regions were sparsely settled. In this early period, then, the impulse to
escape and to render assistance existed, but the lack of population density

2 For thorough discussions of the Acts of 1793 and 1850, see H. Robert Baker, Prigg
v. Pennsylvania: Slavery, the Supreme Court, and the Ambivalent Constitution (Lawrence:
University Press of Kansas, 1012), 48–81 and 152–174, and Stanley W. Campbell, The
Slave Catchers: Enforcement of the Fugitive Slave Law, 1850–1860 (New York: W.
W. Norton, 1968), 3–48.
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and of political and religious integration precluded organized assistance
in many regions of the country.

For fugitives from enslavement, the journey began with the decision to
leave the institution of slavery behind. This decision was difficult, fraught
with risk, and sometimes heart breaking. In most cases it meant leaving
behind family, friends, and the only world that those escaping had ever
known. Loguen remembered the heartache of sneaking into his family’s
cabin to kiss his mother goodbye in her sleep, knowing that if he woke her
she would rather betray him to their enslaver than part from him. The
decision to run also courted devastating retaliation upon recapture,
including severe beatings, the possibility of being killed by slave catchers,
and sale to the Deep South. Frederick Douglass was threatened with
lynching after his first plot to escape was discovered. James Pennington,
who escaped from a plantation in Washington County, MD, knew that if
he was recaptured he could expect a vicious flogging, and remembered
that his enslaver had once sold the child of a recaptured fugitive as an
added measure of punishment.3

For some, the decision to run was the result of a lifelong yearning for
freedom. Frederick Douglass remembered that he had formed the reso-
lution to free himself from slavery before he reached the age of ten. The
Rev. Alexander Hemsley, who ran away from Maryland in the 1830s,
remembered that his escape “was not owing to any sudden impulse of fear
of present punishment, but from a natural wish to be free.” Loguen’s
companion John Farney simply concluded that life was “worth nothing”
under slavery.4

Given the risks involved, however, many escapees cited specific provo-
cations that precipitated their flight. Loguen was angered by his return to
a brutal slaveholder. David Barrett, and a fugitive named Hopkins, ran
away in 1818 and 1819, respectively, to avoid promised beatings. James
Pennington resolved to escape in 1822 after watching the beating of his
father. For many others, it was the sale of family members, or the threat of
an imminent sale, that drove them to break with the institution and
launch their journeys. Josiah Henson ran in 1830 after realizing that he

3 Loguen, The Rev. J. W. Loguen, 276–279; Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of
Frederick Douglass, an American Slave (Boston: Published at the Anti-Slavery Office,
1845), 84; and James C. Pennington, The Fugitive Blacksmith (London: Charles Giplin,
1849), 10–13.

4 Douglass,Narrative, 33–34; Account of Rev. Alexander Hemsley, in Benjamin Drew, The
Refugee, or the Narratives of Fugitive Slaves in Canada (Boston: John P. Jewett and Co.,
1856), 33; and Loguen, The Rev. J. W. Loguen, 232.
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could never be sure of holding his family together under slavery. William
Wells Brown escaped in 1834 after seeing his sister and then his mother
sold to New Orleans.5

Fugitives from enslavement who resolved to break with slavery
launched themselves into the unknown. Loguen’s journey was not unique
in this respect. Many fugitive narratives from the 1820s and 1830s
describe travel beyond the bounds of the author’s knowledge. David
Barrett escaped from Fayette County, KY. After crossing the Ohio River,
he received directions to Decatur, OH, but feared that “Decatur would
find me still in a maze of doubt and ignorance as to my course, for I had
never heard of the place before.” In 1830, Josiah Henson escaped with his
family and reached friends in Cincinnati. His friends smuggled the family
out of the city and left him thirty miles north with directions to the
southern terminus of General Hull’s military trace, a road leading to the
shore of Lake Erie. What Henson did not know was that this road lay
through a wilderness inhabited only by Native Americans. Without pro-
visions, he and his family almost starved on the journey. James Adams,
who left a plantation near the mouth of the Big Kanawha River in western
Virginia in 1824, fled to the home of a friend a few miles north of the
Ohio River, but knew nothing about where his journey would lead
beyond that point.6

As these fugitives from enslavement crossed into free territory, they
quickly learned that they could expect hostility and treachery from most
of the Borderland’s white inhabitants. Daniel Fisher and a friend ran from
South Carolina in 1828. Stopping by slave quarters to beg for food, they
successfully navigated their way some 300 miles through the slave states,
across the Susquehanna River, and into Pennsylvania. Once across the
Mason–Dixon Line, however, they found that they could not even kindle

5 Loguen, The Rev. J. W. Loguen, 222; Account of David Barrett, 1837, in John W.
Blassingame, ed., Slave Testimony: Two Centuries of Letters, Speeches, Interviews, and
Autobiographies (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1977), 189–198; “A
Great Intrigue. History of the Escape of Hopkins from the State of North Carolina,” in
William B. Troy, ed., Hair-Breadth Escapes from Slavery to Freedom (Manchester: W.
Bremner, 1861), 33–34, accessed August 21, 2015, Documenting the American South,
University Library, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1998. http://docsouth.unc
.edu/neh/troy/troy.html; Pennington, Fugitive Blacksmith, 7; Josiah Henson, Life of Josiah
Henson (Boston: Arthur D. Phelps, 1849), 48–49; and William Wells Brown, Narrative of
William W. Brown, a Fugitive Slave (Boston: Published at the Anti-Slavery Office, 1847),
66–79.

6 Account of David Barrett, in Blassingame, Slave Testimony, 191–192; Henson, Life of,
64–71; and Account of James Adams, in Drew, The Refugee, 19–28.
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a fire without attracting slave catchers. In western Pennsylvania, the
fugitive Hopkins stopped in the Borderland to work on a farm, but when
it came time for his employer to pay him for his month’s labor, the white
farmer instead joined with eight neighbors and attempted to capture
Hopkins for the reward. David Barrett and James Adams were repeatedly
chased by slave catchers in the Borderland region of Ohio.7

Under these circumstances, many fugitives from enslavement remem-
bered how difficult it was to trust any whites that they encountered in the
North. The day after he crossed the Ohio, David Barrett armed himself
before approaching a white farmer, who offered to take him home for
breakfast. Barrett accepted the offer, but found it exceedingly difficult to
enter the house and sit at the table with the family as he “had never been
accustomed to such treatment and knew not what it meant.” The white
farmer loaded him with provisions and gave him directions to friends
farther north. Barrett called upon these contacts for meals, but preferred
to sleep in the woods rather than in the confines of a white home. William
Wells Brown walked north from the Ohio River for six days until his
provisions gave out. He eventually approached Wells Brown, the Quaker
farmer from whom he took his name, for help. He was invited to the
Quaker’s home, but “it was some time before I could be induced to
enter.”8

As William Wells Brown’s journey indicates, fugitives could and did
successfully travel long distances without assistance. But fugitive narra-
tives from this early period also reveal that the assistance they received,
though episodic, was critical to the success of the journey. Josiah Henson
was taken in by friends in Cincinnati, and then carried out of the Border-
land by wagon. J. C. Pennington was taken in by Quaker activist William
Wright in York Springs, PA, and received assistance from additional
Quakers on his way to Philadelphia. David Barrett received meals and
directions from a series of white farmers in the Ohio Borderland and from
a free black woman in Ross County, OH. Farther north, a white tavern
keeper hid him while he was pursued in the vicinity of the Scioto River.
James Adams was guided out of the Borderland by a series of white
sympathizers, and farther north a minister and a ship captain helped

7 Account of Daniel Fisher, in Charles L. Blockson, ed., The Underground Railroad (New
York: Prentice Hall, 1987), 67–69; “A Great Intrigue,” in Troy, Hair-Breadth Escapes,
35–37; Barrett, in Blassingame, Slave Testimony, 192–194; and Adams, in Drew, The
Refugee, 19–24.

8 Barrett, in Blassigame, Slave Testimony, 192–193; and Brown, Narrative, 95–103.
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him navigate the cities of Cleveland and Buffalo. Edward Moxley left
Kentucky with twelve other members of his family in 1837. His father
was a free black resident of Cincinnati, and the family availed themselves
of the assistance of African American communities in Dayton, Xenia, and
Urbana, OH9

The impulse to provide assistance drew on many sources. For some,
the impulse was grounded in the Christian precept of charity. In 1826,
Philadelphia antislavery activist Isaac Hopper was asked in open court
what he would do if a fugitive from enslavement called upon him for
assistance. He testified that he “would do for a fugitive slave whatever
I should like done for myself under similar circumstances. If he asked my
protection I would extend it to him to the utmost of my power. If he was
hungry, I would feed him. If he was naked, I would clothe him. If he
needed advice, I would give such as I thought would be most beneficial to
him.” Radical antislavery crusader John Brown would claim in his final
address to the court that condemned him for the raid on Harpers Ferry,
VA, to have acted on the same precept: “the Bible . . . teaches me, further,
‘to remember them that are in bonds, as bound with them.’ I endeavored
to act up to that instruction.”10

A second source of the impulse to assist fugitives was grounded in both
Christianity and the Enlightenment: the belief in the equality of all men
before God. This principle had been broadly embraced by Anglo-
American religious dissenters, and had been articulated by religious fig-
ures as diverse as Quaker Thomas Woolman and Presbyterian John Knox
by the middle of the eighteenth century. David Barrett encountered a
simple expression of the principle in the figure of an old woman who
expressed her sorrow that he “should be tied up in that way and dragged
off as a slave when you have as much right to your freedom as they have.
Though you are black you have a soul to be saved as well as they.”
Ripley, OH, Underground activist John Rankin elaborated on the same
principle in a series of letters to his slaveholding brother, which he

9 Henson, Life of, 66; Pennington, Fugitive Blacksmith, 40–50; Barrett, in Blassingame,
Slave Testimony, 192–198; Adams, in Drew, The Refugee, 19–28; and Wilbur Siebert,
interview of Edward Moxley, July 31, 1895, MIC 192, Wilbur H. Siebert Collection
(1840–1954), Microfilm Edition, Ohio Historical Society, Columbus, OH, Reel 10,
Frames 0207–0212 (Hereafter Siebert Papers, 10:0207–0212).

10 Lydia Marie Francis Child, Isaac T. Hopper, a True Life (Boston: John P. Jewett, 1854),
187; and John Brown, Last Address to the Virginia Court, November 2, 1859, in
Jonathan Earle, John Brown’s Raid on Harpers Ferry: A Brief History with Documents
(New York: Bedford St. Martins, 2008), 87.
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published in 1826. Speaking of the commonality of the human race,
Rankin declared that “every man desires to be free, and this desire the
creator himself has implanted in the bosoms of all our race, and is
certainly conclusive proof that all are designed for freedom.”11

In 1833 the American Anti-Slavery Society was founded in Phila-
delphia. The AAS marked a decisive break with earlier forms of antislav-
ery activity that had emphasized gradual emancipation and the expulsion
or “colonization” of African Americans from the United States. In
crafting its foundational declaration of principles and its first constitution,
the AAS combined charitable and egalitarian principles with an appeal to
the memory of the American Revolution:

Whereas the Most High God “made of one blood all nations of men to dwell on
all the face of the earth,” and hath commanded them to love their neighbors as
themselves; and whereas our national existence is based upon this principle, as
recognized in the Declaration of Independence, “that all mankind are created
equal, and that they are endowed by their creator with certain inalienable rights,
among which are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”

On this basis the society dedicated itself “to do all that is lawfully in our
power to bring about the extinction of slavery.”12

11 Fergus M. Bordewich, Bound for Canaan: The Underground Railroad and the War for
the Soul of America (New York: Amistad, 2005), 51–56; Barrett, in Blassingame, Slave
Testimony, 190; and John Rankin, Letters on American Slavery (Newburyport: Charles
Whipple, 1836), 18.

12 The Constitution of the American Anti-Slavery Society (New York: American Anti-
Slavery Society, 1838), 3. On the antislavery movement, see Manisha Sinha, The Slave’s
Cause: A History of Abolition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016); John Stauffer,
The Black Hearts of Men: Radical Abolitionists and the Transformation of Race (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001); Andrew Delbanco, The Abolitionist
Imagination (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012); Richard S. Newman,
The Transformation of American Abolitionism: Fighting Slavery in the Early Republic
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002); Seymour Drescher, Abolition:
A History of Slavery and Antislavery (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009);
Alison S. Kraditor, Means and Ends in American Abolitionism: Garrison and His Critics
on Strategy and Tactics, 1834–1850 (New York: Ivan R. Dee, 1989); Julie Roy Jeffrey,
The Great Silent Army of Abolitionism: Ordinary Women in the Antislavery Movement
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998); Stanley Harrold, The Abolition-
ists and the South, 1831–1861 (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1995); John R.
McKivigan, The War against Proslavery Religion: Abolitionism and Northern Churches,
1830–1865 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1984); James Brewer Stewart, Holy
Warriors: The Abolitionists and American Slavery (New York: Hill and Wang, 1976);
Ronald G. Walters, The Antislavery Appeal: American Abolitionism after 1830 (Balti-
more: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976); Christopher Leslie Brown, Moral Capital:
Foundations of British Abolitionism (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
2006); Bruce Laurie, Beyond Garrison: Antislavery and Social Reform (New York:
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Yet the impulse that moved thousands of Americans to provide assist-
ance to fugitives from enslavement was grounded in more than moral and
intellectual principle. In 2000, historian Stanley Harrold described the
experience that transformed the life of Underground Railroad activist
Charles T. Torrey. In 1842 Torrey was imprisoned for attending a
proslavery convention in Annapolis, MD. During his confinement Torrey
shared a cell with an African American family awaiting the court’s deci-
sion on their freedom. If their suit was lost, they expected to be sold south,
a process that would almost certainly result in the separation of the
parents from each other and from their children. And so for a week
Torrey shared in the family’s despair and sipped from the cup of their
bitterness at their impending doom. From that moment forward Torrey
dedicated himself to “the work of freeing the slaves, until no slaves shall
be found in our land.” Torrey would go on to create a network to
smuggle fugitives from Washington, DC, into the North.13

Harrold’s insight into the importance of this moment of witness bears
on the lives of other Underground activists as well. Many of those who
would go on to dedicate themselves to assisting fugitives from enslave-
ment had a similar story to tell of a moment in which the moral horror of
slavery came into their lives in a manner that was intimate and emotion-
ally transformative. Wilmington, DE, activist Thomas Garrett remem-
bered coming home one day in 1813 to find the household in an uproar
because the family’s African American servant had been kidnapped by
criminals hoping to carry her south and sell her. Garrett pursued the gang
and succeeded in freeing the woman. He would later observe “a man’s
duty is shown to him and I believe in doing it.” Grace Anna Lewis, an
Underground activist in Southeast Pennsylvania, remembered a child-
hood episode in which an African American laborer named Henry was
seized from her home as a fugitive. Grace Anna’s father had died a few
years before and the children had become quite attached to Henry.
Cornered in the house by slave catchers, Henry seized an axe and asked
Grace Anna’s uncle if he should defend himself, but her uncle’s pacifist

Cambridge University Press, 2005); and Jonathan H. Earle, Jacksonian Antislavery and
the Politics of Free Soil, 1824–1854 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
2004).

13 J. C. Lovejoy, Memoir of Rev. Charles T. Torrey (Boston: John P. Jewett, 1847), 91–95;
Stanley Harrold, “On the Borders of Race and Slavery: Charles T. Torrey and the
Underground Railroad,” Journal of the Early Republic 20 (Summer 2000): 273–292;
and Harrold, Subversives: Antislavery Community in Washington, D.C., 1828–1865
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2003).
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principles would not sanction violent resistance. For the rest of her life,
Grace Anna remembered the countenance of despair that overtook her
friend as the manacles of slavery were placed back upon him. J. Miller
McKim, one of the first Underground activists in Philadelphia, described
his anguish at witnessing the wave of kidnappings and renditions that
followed the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850: “these things you
must see and hear for yourself before you can have any adequate idea of
the bitterness of this cup which the unhappy children of oppression along
this southern border are called upon to drink.”14

Underground activists in the Midwest recounted similar experiences.
Levi Coffin remembered an incident from his adolescence in North Car-
olina. An enslaved family had been separated by sale, and the father had
turned fugitive to follow his wife and children. After he was recaptured,
Coffin watched while the man who held the fugitive in bondage crushed
his hand with a blacksmith’s hammer, and then chained him by the neck
to the axle of a carriage so that he was forced to run behind or be dragged
by the neck. Edward Sebring agreed with the Democratic Party’s support
of slavery until he saw the scars on the backs of fugitives passing through
Worthington, OH. Thereafter he joined in with local Underground activ-
ists. Adam Lowry Rankin, whose father John Rankin catalogued the
moral horrors of slavery in his Letters on Slavery, remembered a similarly
searing experience that took place in 1834, when he was eighteen. He
came upon a group of enslaved men and women on board a river steamer
docked at Ripley, OH. One of the company headed for sale in New
Orleans was a beautiful young woman. As he watched, the trader offered
her for sale as a concubine to a wealthy white man. As part of the
bargaining, the trader ordered the young woman to strip to the waist,
encouraged the young gentleman to grope her, and then “sweetened the
deal” by offering to have her stay in the young man’s cabin for the

14 James A. McGowan, Station Master on the Underground Railroad: The Life and Letters
of Thomas Garrett (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 2005), 32 and 83–85; R. C.
Smedley, History of the Underground Railroad in Chester and the Neighboring Counties
of Pennsylvania (Mechanicsburg, PA: Stackpole Books, 2005), 173; William Still, The
Underground Railroad (New York: Arno Press, 1968), 748–749; and James Miller
McKim to George Thompson, 1851, in ibid., 580–583. See also Milton C. Sernett,North
Star Country: Upstate New York and the Crusade for African American Freedom
(Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2002), 182.
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duration of the voyage. From that moment the younger Rankin con-
sidered himself at war with slavery.15

Few African American Underground activists spoke about what motiv-
ated them to offer assistance to fugitives from enslavement. For those
born free, the stories of their forebears’ lives under slavery, the experience
of pervasive discrimination at the hands of Northern whites, and the
omnipresent threat of being kidnapped and sold into slavery could only
have heightened the impulse toward charity and racial solidarity. William
Still, who led Philadelphia’s vigilance committee in the 1850s, was the
child of a fugitive mother. For those who had endured slavery themselves,
the catalogue of horrors they had witnessed redoubled the impulse to
come to the aid of other escapees. Frederick Douglass described the
pleasure he derived from assisting fugitives: “the thought that there was
one less slave, and one more freeman – having myself been a slave, and a
fugitive slave – brought to my heart unspeakable joy.” William Parker,
who also escaped from a plantation in Maryland, remembered how he
“thought of my fellow-servants left behind, bound in the chains of
slavery, – and I was free! I thought, that, if I had the power, they should
soon be as free as I was; and I formed a resolution that I would assist in
liberating every one within my reach at the risk of my life.”16

That said, the Underground Railroad was not only the work of indi-
viduals, but also of communities. Those communities began to coalesce in
the 1820s and 1830s as the result of two interconnected waves of migra-
tion from the South, one composed of African Americans, and the second
of white refugees from slavery. The first wave consisted of African Ameri-
cans moving from slave states into free territory, particularly into the
borderland of Pennsylvania and the old Northwest. Some of these African
Americans were brought north by slaveholders who emancipated them
and purchased land on which to settle them. In 1818, more than three

15 Levi Coffin, Reminiscences of Levi Coffin (New York: Arno Press, 1968), 18–20; Wilbur
Siebert, interview with Edward L. Sebring, n.d., Siebert Papers, 9:1588–1589; and Ann
Hagedorn, Beyond the River: The Untold Story of the Heroes of the Underground
Railroad (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2002), 77–80. See also Jane T. Nicholson to
Wilbur Siebert, January 7, 1893, Siebert Papers, 11:1125–1133.

16 Still, Underground, i–vi; Douglass, Life and Times of Frederick Douglass (London:
Christian Age Office, 1882), 281; and William Parker, “The Freedman’s Story,” Atlantic
Monthly, February 1866, 160. On kidnapping, see Carol Wilson, Freedom at Risk: The
Kidnapping of Free Blacks in America, 1780–1865 (Lexington: University of Kentucky
Press, 1994); and Richard Bell, “Counterfeit Kin: Kidnappers of Color, the Reverse
Underground Railroad, and the Origins of Practical Abolition,” Journal of the Early
Republic 38 (2018): 199–230.
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hundred African Americans manumitted under the will of Samuel Gist
settled in Ohio on 2,200 acres purchased on their behalf in Brown,
Highland, and Adams Counties. The Gist Settlement would become an
important part of the Underground network in the region. In 1814, more
than one hundred African Americans were manumitted by the Mitchum
family and settled in and around Corydon, IN. Members of this commu-
nity probably assisted Jarmain Loguen in his journey through the Indiana
Borderland. The African American community of Columbia, PA, received
a large boost around 1820 when two Virginia slaveholders settled more
than 150 former slaves in a neighborhood of town called Tow Hill.
Columbia would become a crucial gateway to Philadelphia for escapees
leaving plantations on the west side of the Susquehanna River, as the
town was the site of the first bridge across the river in free territory.17

Other free black communities emerged more organically, as individ-
uals and families migrated from the South and sought safe refuges in the
North. Important early free black communities emerged in Rocky Fork,
IL, located northeast of Alton, IL; Brooklyn, IL, located directly across the
river from St. Louis; New Philadelphia, IL, south of Quincy, IL; and
Salem and Beck’s Mill, located in Washington County, IN. In the Scioto
River Valley of Ohio, a cluster of free black settlements grew up among
the iron furnaces located between the river communities of Ironton and
Portsmouth and Ohio’s first capital at Chillicothe, including the commu-
nities of Poke Patch, Black Fork, Berlin Crossroads, and Stillguest. In the
late 1830s, the African American settlement of Weeksville coalesced on
the outskirts of Brooklyn, NY.18

17 Isaac Beck to Wilbur Siebert, December 26, 1892, Siebert Papers, 9:0538–0552; Emma
Lou Thornbrough, The Negro in Indiana: The Study of a Minority (Indianapolis: Indiana
Historical Bureau, 1957), 20; Xenia E. Cord, “Black Rural Settlements in Indiana before
1860,” in William L. Gibbs, ed., Indiana’s African-American Heritage: Essays for Black
History, News and Notes (Indianapolis: Indiana Historical Society, 1993): 99–110; Willis
L. Shirk, Jr., “Testing the Limits of Tolerance: Blacks and the Social Order in Columbia,
Pennsylvania, 1800–1851,” Pennsylvania History 60 (1993): 35–50; and David G.
Smith, On the Edge of Freedom: The Fugitive Slave Issue in South Central Pennsylvania,
1820–1870 (New York: Fordham University Press, 2013), 16–18.

18 Sundiata Keita Cha-Jua, America’s First Black Town: Brooklyn, Illinois, 1830-1915
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2000), 31–49; Cord, “Black Rural Settlements,”
101–103; Keith P. Griffler, Front Line of Freedom: African Americans and the Forging of
the Underground Railroad in the Ohio Valley (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky,
2004), 33–35; Gabe Johnson to Wilbur Siebert, October 13, 1894, Siebert Papers,
10:0068–0074; Cheryl Janifer LaRoche, Free Black Communities and the Underground
Railroad: The Geography of Resistance (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2014),
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Not all of those African Americans migrating to the region settled in
independent rural communities. During the 1820s and 1830s the free
black populations of Ohio River towns grew rapidly. The African Ameri-
can population of Cincinnati grew to more than two thousand in 1829.
Madison, IN, had several hundred free black residents by 1840. Other
river towns like Ripley, Ironton, and Gallipolis, OH, supported smaller
free black populations.19

Some other free black communities emerged in conjunction with a
second wave of migration, that of white refugees from slavery. Over the
first few decades of the nineteenth century, thousands of Quakers
migrated from Virginia, the Carolinas, and Georgia to free themselves
from moral entanglement with slavery. Large numbers settled in the
valley of the Great and Little Miami Rivers and on both sides of the
border of Indiana and Ohio. Many of these Quakers had been on friendly
terms with free blacks in their Southern communities and others had
emancipated their slaves before making the move, and so large numbers
of African Americans migrated with them. A number of free black com-
munities were established alongside Quaker settlements, including the
Lick Creek settlement in Orange County, IN, and the Cabin Creek and
Greenville Settlements in Randolph County, IN, which lay just north of
Levi Coffin’s home in Newport, IN.20

Quakers were not the only white refugees from slavery, however.
Large numbers of evangelical Protestants migrated into the northern
Borderland in the 1820s and 1830s, driven in part by the increasingly
proslavery stance taken by Southern evangelical churches. Though the
Presbyterian, Methodist, and Baptist Churches had all incorporated
strong antislavery principles in the late eighteenth century, by the 1820s
evangelical governing bodies in the Southern states had either moderated
or reversed their stance on the sinfulness of slavery. Many of those
members who held fast to the early evangelical criticism of the institution
migrated north of the Ohio River. In Ripley, OH, for example, three
Presbyterian ministers, John Rankin, John B. Mahan, and James Gilliand,

71–84; and Judith Wellman, Brooklyn’s Promised Land: The Free Black Community of
Weeksville, New York (New York: New York University Press, 2014), 13–48.

19 Griffler, Front Line, 27 and 46; and LaRoche, Free Black Communities, 75–79 and 132.
20 James Norton Harris, “Quakers West of the Alleghenies and in Ohio to 1861” (PhD

dissertation, Western Reserve University, 1965), especially chapter 2; Coffin, Reminis-
cences, 12–106; Cord, “Black Rural Settlements,” 103–106; Bordewich, Bound, 64–80;
LaRoche, Free Black Communities, 57–70; and Carol E. Mull, The Underground Rail-
road in Michigan (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 2010), 21–22.
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joined with the African American residents of the Gist Settlement to form
the core of one of the earliest and most active Underground Railroad
networks in Ohio. Members of Gilliand’s congregation would later
spread his influence into the Borderland of Illinois.21

One final group of migrants played a significant role in the emergence
of antislavery resistance in the Midwest. Large groups of migrants from
New England settled in Marietta, OH, and in the Connecticut Western
Reserve of Ohio in the 1790s. By the 1840s Marietta would develop into
one of the Underground Railroad’s outposts on the Ohio River, while the
Western Reserve would become a bastion of antislavery activity and a
refuge for hundreds of fugitives from enslavement.22

By the mid-1830s, the first organized networks for providing assistance
were emerging in Ohio and Pennsylvania. The son of one Underground
operative noted that these networks grew “from the exigencies of the
time, rather than from organization. Slaves from the South, principally
from Kentucky, appeared among the abolitionists without previous con-
cert or arrangement, were taken care of and forwarded to others farther
north. The next time, the same process was followed, until a regular line
was established reaching Lake Erie.” This process of organically linking
together like-minded individuals was facilitated in the mid-1830s by
concerted efforts to organize antislavery societies at the local and state
level. Abolitionists organized state antislavery societies in Ohio and New
York in 1835, Illinois in 1837, and Pennsylvania and Indiana in 1838.
Beginning in 1835 Timothy Dwight Weld organized dozens of traveling
agents, likened to the biblical “Seventy,” who gave lectures and helped to
organize hundreds of local abolitionist societies across New York, Penn-
sylvania, and the Midwest. These local and state societies allowed indi-
vidual antislavery activists willing to assist fugitives to make the
connections necessary to provide organized assistance and transportation
over long distances. This web of connections was reinforced by Protestant
revival meetings stemming from the Second Great Awakening and by
Quaker annual meetings which brought together Friends from far-flung
congregations.23

21 Hagedorn, Beyond, 10–11; Isaac Beck to Wilbur Siebert, December 26, 1892, Siebert
Papers, 9:0538–0552; and H. B. Leeper to Wilbur Siebert, n.d., ibid., 2:0031–0034.

22 Malcolm Rohrbough, The Trans-Appalachian Frontier: People, Societies, and Institu-
tions (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), 66 and 140–142.

23 M. M. Brown, “Sketch of the Life of Nathan Brown, Jr., Siebert Papers, 11:0637–0638;
Owen W. Muelder, Timothy Dwight Weld and the American Anti-Slavery Society
(Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 2011); and Mull, Underground 21–22.
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The first collection of activists who could be described as an organized
network emerged in Southeast Pennsylvania. Isaac T. Hopper, a Quaker
tailor and officer of the Pennsylvania Abolition Society, began calling
upon friends and family for help in smuggling fugitives out of
Philadelphia in the early years of the nineteenth century. By the 1820s,
the first stable networks emerged outside the city. In the 1820s, William
Wright, located in York Springs, PA, began sending fugitives to his
brother-in-law Daniel Gibbons, who lived just east of Lancaster, PA, via
the African American community in Columbia. Gibbons forwarded the
fugitives east into the Quaker communities of Chester County. Some
settled in Philadelphia, where they might find work, while others con-
tinued to New York by steamboat or traveled overland through New
Jersey or north toward Wilkes-Barre, PA, and upstate New York.24

The 1830s saw the beginnings of a second dense network of Under-
ground activists running along the Great and Little Miami River Valleys
and along both sides of the border between Ohio and Indiana. According
to Levi Coffin, this network received fugitives from enslavement who
crossed the Ohio River between Madison, IN, and Ripley, OH, and
funneled them to Newport, IN, and the surrounding communities. From
Newport, IN, fugitives either settled in Wayne and Randolph Counties or
traveled north toward Detroit or northeast toward Sandusky. In Madi-
son, African American activists smuggled escapees north out of the Bor-
derland to Quaker communities in the counties farther north. In
Cincinnati, the African American community passed fugitives to Quakers
bringing crops to market in the city, who then carried them by wagon to
communities in the upper reaches of the Miami River Valley. Some of
these fugitives then traveled northwest overland into Indiana and New-
port, while others continued northeast toward the Western Reserve.
Finally, in Ripley, OH, the largely Presbyterian followers of John Rankin
and James Gilliand formed a network that smuggled fugitives from Ran-
kin’s home overlooking the town up through Brown and Highland
Counties and then west into the upper Miami Valley.25

24 On the origins of the network in Southeast Pennsylvania, see Bordewich, Bound, 46–63
and 133–134; Smedley, History, 36–38, 53–58, and 143–163; Still, Underground,
642–647 and 691–695; and Smith, On the Edge, 27–38.

25 On the network feeding Newport, see Coffin, Reminiscences, 107–264; interview with
George Debaptiste, Detroit Post, May 16, 1870; Charles W. Osborne to Wilbur Siebert,
February 11, 1896, Siebert Papers, 3:0643–0646; and John H. Bond to Charles
Osbourne, January 30, 1896, ibid., 3:0453. On early Underground activities in Cincin-
nati and the Miami River Valley, see interview with Thomas Cowgill, August 10, 1894,
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In urban areas, the beginnings of organized assistance took on a more
civic form. In 1835, an African American grocer named David Ruggles
organized the New York Committee of Vigilance. Two years later, Robert
Purvis, an African American abolitionist co-founded the Vigilant Associ-
ation of Philadelphia. These vigilance committees dedicated themselves to
protecting New York’s and Philadelphia’s African American communities
from kidnapping and to providing legal assistance to those accused of
being fugitives from enslavement. In both cities, however, the committees
quickly began to provide assistance to arriving escapees, interviewing
them and providing funds for steamship and rail transportation farther
north. By 1839, the Philadelphia committee reported that it was assisting
fugitives at a rate of about one hundred per year.26

As fugitives from enslavement escaped into the North, either on their
own or by taking advantage of newly organized networks of assistance,
slave catchers followed in their wake. We will probably never know the
number of escapees recaptured on northern soil and “remanded,” or
returned, to the South. Before 1850, seizures of fugitives in the Northern
Borderland often elicited little public notice. Nevertheless, as greater
numbers of Northern residents, both white and black, committed and
organized themselves to resist slavery by providing assistance to fugitives,
they also began to confront slave catchers and to attempt to rescue
fugitives from their custody. By the end of 1837, residents of the North
had attempted to rescue fugitives on at least thirty-five occasions. In at
least two-thirds of these incidents they were successful in preserving the
freedom of the fugitives.27 In this early period, three sources of antislavery

ibid., 9:0610–0613; Excerpt of a Biography of Abraham Allen, ibid., 9:0897–0902; Joel
P. Davis to Wilbur Siebert, September 2, 1892, ibid., 9:0929–0939; and typescript of
Aaron Benedict, “The Underground Railroad,” a series of articles published in the Mount
Gilead, OH, Sentinel, July 13–August 17, 1893, ibid., 11:0408–0434. On Ripley, see
Hagedorn, Beyond, 75–89; and Isaac Beck to Wilbur Siebert, December 26, 1892, Siebert
Papers, 9:0538–0552.

26 On Ruggles, see Bordewich, Bound, 166–186; and Graham Russel Gao Hodges, David
Ruggles, a Black Abolitionist and the Underground Railroad in New York City (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 63–153. On Purvis, see Smedley,
History, 353–362; Bordewich, Bound, 176–178; and Joseph A. Barome, “The Vigilant
Committee of Philadelphia,” Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 92
(1968): 320–351.

27 These and all subsequent statistics on fugitive rescues are based on an analysis of a
database of fugitive rescues between 1703 and 1861. For a preliminary version of the
database and a statistical analysis of fugitive cases and rescues across time and region, see
Robert H. Churchill, “Fugitive Slave Rescues in the North: Towards a Geography of
Antislavery Violence,” Ohio Valley History 14 (Summer 2014): 51–75. The database
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violence began to emerge: an African American ethos of collective self-
defense, outrage generated by the behavior of slave catchers, and the
influence of regional identity.

Fugitive rescues fell into several distinct types. Fourteen of these res-
cues took place in built-up urban communities. These urban rescues were
distinguished by the fact that in the 1820s and 1830s, the crowds that
confronted slave catchers and city authorities were almost always exclu-
sively African American. Only two urban crowds in this early period
featured significant white participation. One of these interracial crowds
rescued a man named Ezekiel who had been seized on the street in
Philadelphia in 1824. The man claiming Ezekiel as his slave tried to take
him to a magistrate’s office, but a crowd gathered and stripped Ezekiel
out of his claimant’s clutches. White Philadelphians may have been
willing to join in the rescue precisely because the city authorities had
not yet taken custody of the fugitive.28

On the other hand, the African Americans who assembled in these
crowds seem to have had little compunction about acting directly against
local magistrates and urban police forces. Prompted by the desire to
defend friends, families, and communities that had no recourse to legal
protection, and alienated by violence at the hands of white crowds and
discrimination by officials, African Americans living in Northern cities
saw violence as a means of self-preservation. Many agreed with David
Ruggles when he declared, “Whatever necessity requires, let that remedy
be applied.”29

In Harrisburg, Philadelphia, New York, Boston, Albany, Utica, Buf-
falo, and Detroit, African American crowds numbering in the hundreds,

currently identifies more than 200 separate rescues and rescue attempts drawn from
secondary literature, abolitionist reminiscences, county histories, court records, and
contemporary newspapers. The database sorts cases into confirmed, high confidence,
medium confidence, and low confidence. Confirmed cases are those mentioned in con-
temporary newspapers or court records. An example of a case of high confidence would
be a case from a generally reliable postwar reminiscence such as those of Levi Coffin and
William Parker for which I cannot find contemporary newspaper mention. Cases of
medium confidence are detailed first-hand accounts of rescues found in postwar reminis-
cences such as those collected by Wilbur Siebert or Robert Smedley, for which I can find
no contemporary confirmation. Cases denoted as low confidence are probably apoc-
ryphal, but I cannot rule out their occurrence. All statistical analyses are based on
confirmed and high confidence cases, which currently total 166.

28 National Gazette, December 1, 1824.
29 Hodges, David Ruggles, 93; James Oliver Horton, Free People of Color: Inside the

African American Community (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1993);
and Parker, “The Freedman’s Story: Part I.”
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and sometimes in the thousands, engaged in pitched battles with police
and court officers attempting to hold fugitives from enslavement in cus-
tody. Three years after Ezekiel was rescued in Philadelphia, another
crowd of 150 armed African Americans attempted to rescue a fugitive
from police officers escorting him to jail. As a riot ensued, officers of the
court in which the fugitive’s case had just been heard intervened and
succeeded in retaining him in custody. In 1837, a crowd of 2,000 African
Americans overwhelmed the officers escorting Dixon, a man claimed as a
fugitive, through City Hall Park in New York. Dixon broke free from the
officers, but the crowd was unable to take him to safety, and he was soon
recaptured.30

As the story of Dixon indicates, rescue attempts in Borderland cities
were rarely successful in this early period. Of six attempted rescues in the
region’s cities before 1838, Ezekiel was the only fugitive freed. Further-
more, the African Americans who led these crowds bore the full brunt of
the state’s legal retaliation. Twelve members of a crowd that failed to
rescue a fugitive in Harrisburg in 1825 were convicted and sentenced to
between six and twelve months in prison. One of the men who attempted
to rescue Dixon was later sentenced to sixteen months in prison.31

In the cities of the Upper North, a region that would later publicly
dedicate itself to preserving its territory as free soil, crowds had a much
greater degree of success, rescuing fugitives from enslavement in at least
six of eight attempts. In Albany, NY, in 1834, a crowd of more than one
hundred armed African Americans stripped a fugitive away from officers
escorting him out of court, placed him in a waiting carriage, and drove
him out of the city. Two years later a black crowd in Utica, NY, sur-
rounded a judge’s office in which two fugitives were held for trial. When
the judge retired for tea before a hearing scheduled for that evening, the
crowd stormed the stairs, broke into the office, beat the guards into
submission, and carried the fugitives to safety. The white abolitionist
community, which had been preparing to defend the fugitives at trial,

30 Niles Register, September 11, 1824; and Richmond Enquirer, April 18, 1837. See also
Pennsylvania Intelligencer, April 22, 1825; New York Evening Post, January 3, 1830,
and November 14, 1832; New York American, April 24, 1834; Buffalo Daily Advertiser,
July 13, 1835; Albany Argus, July 25, 1835;New York Spectator, August 8, 1836; Friend
of Man, January 5, 1837; Paul Gilje, The Road to Mobocracy: Popular Disorder in New
York City, 1763–1834 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1987), 151, and
Karolyn Smardz Frost, I’ve Got a Home in Gloryland: A Lost Tale of the Underground
Railroad (New York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 2007), 166–182.

31 Pennsylvania Intelligencer, April 22, 1825; and Richmond Enquirer, April 18, 1837.
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opposed the use of violence to secure their freedom, but many in the city
found themselves unable to condemn the actions of the crowd.32

The greater success enjoyed by urban antislavery crowds in the Upper
North may have been due in part to the reluctance of officials to fully
engage in the fight. Several of these cases offer suggestions that the
officials were at least sympathetic with those held as fugitives from
enslavement. In a case in New Bedford, MA, officials observed the letter
of the law in a manner that assured that an accused fugitive would remain
free. In 1822 slave catcher Camillus Griffith attempted to take John
Randolph into custody as a fugitive slave. He seized Randolph from his
home in New Bedford, and attempted to take him to Taunton, MA, for
trial. However, sympathetic neighbors arrived with warrants to take
Randolph into custody for debt. Frustrated in his attempt to remove
Randolph from the city, but believing that Randolph was secure in jail,
Griffith departed for Boston to secure a certificate to bring Randolph back
south. No sooner had he departed for Boston, however, than the plaintiffs
in the debt cases released their claims, and the judge found he had no
cause to hold Randolph any longer. Randolph quickly joined the crew of
a departing ship, while Griffith was arrested and indicted for assault upon
his return.33

The other twenty-one fugitive rescues before 1838 took place in rural
areas, and in these cases the crowds were generally either racially inte-
grated or entirely white. Only two of the rural crowds that attempted
rescues in this period were entirely African American, one in Palmyra,
NY, in 1834 and the other in Swedesboro, NJ, in 1836. Neither suc-
ceeded. Yet rural crowds were generally more successful than urban
crowds: in sixteen of these twenty-one attempted rescues the crowds
preserved the liberty of the fugitives at risk. The lack of professional
police in rural areas and the flimsy construction of rural jails both contrib-
uted to this success rate. But these cases also demonstrate that the behav-
ior of slaveholders and slave catchers often alienated the inhabitants of
the Northern communities in which they hunted for fugitives. In 1821, for
example, a Kentucky slaveholder, fearful that a court hearing would
result in the release of the man he claimed as a slave, brought several
dozen “associates” over the Ohio River to attend court in New Albany,
IN, then a small town. A local judge, realizing that the claimant intended

32 New York American, April 24, 1834; and Friend of Man, January 5, 1837.
33 Kathryn Grover, The Fugitive’s Gibraltar: Escaping Slaves and Abolitionism in New

Bedford, Massachusetts (Amherst: University of Massachusetts, 2001), 95–97.
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to defy an adverse verdict by seizing the man in question and dragging
him back to Kentucky by force, summoned twenty militiamen. When the
defendant was released, the Kentuckians dragged him into the street,
where a riot ensued, but the militiamen waded into the crowd and
ensured the liberty of the defendant.34

The slave catchers in New Albany acted with particularly blatant
disrespect, but often the perceived affront was a good deal more subtle.
In Worthington, OH, a crowd was provoked to rescue a fugitive from
enslavement in 1821 when a slave catcher rode into town on his way
south with the man tied behind his horse. A rescue in Lewistown, PA, the
previous year involved both a finely gauged sensitivity and a clever bit of
interracial cooperation. Toby Moore was carried by slave catchers before
a local judge and ordered to be remanded to slavery. The slave catchers
loaded Moore into a wagon the next morning, but on their way out of
town they were ambushed by half a dozen African Americans who freed
Moore. As the rescuers carried Moore to safety, the slave catchers drew
pistols, but white “bystanders” advised them that it would be “danger-
ous” to fire their guns in town.35

In some incidents, the behavior of slave catchers brought entire com-
munities to a slow boil. In Hatboro, PA, in 1822 a crowd forced slave
catchers to bring John, an African American laborer accused as a fugitive,
before a local justice, and stoned them when they refused. At trial a
decade later, the attorney for those accused of interfering with John’s
rendition expressed the community’s accumulating fury at the behavior of
the slave catcher: “that setting aside all respect for society and the laws of
the land, he had selected for his purpose the Sabbath day, to come with
arms and fetters, and by falsehood intruded themselves into the house of
Mrs. Kenderdine’s, where they seized an inmate of the family, and carried
him off, threatening to blow out the brains of those who might
interfere.”36

34 New York Spectator, December 15, 1836; Wayne Sentinel, August 15, 1834; and
Cincinnati Gazette, March 10, 1821.

35 Ellen Eslinger, “The Evolution of Racial Politics in Early Ohio,” in Andrew R. L. Cayton
and Stuart D. Hobbs, eds., The Center of a Great Empire: The Ohio Country in the Early
American Republic (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2005), 81–104; and letter of D. W.
Woods, December 12, 1895, Siebert Papers, 13:0265–0266. See also M. J. Benedict to
Wilbur Siebert, July 3, 1891, ibid., 9:1327–1335.

36 Hiram Corson, “The Abolitionists of Montgomery County,” in Historical Sketches:
A Collection of Papers Prepared for the Historical Society of Montgomery County,
Pennsylvania (Norristown, PA: Historical Society of Montgomery County, 1900), 59.
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A courtroom riot in Salem, NJ, illustrated what could happen when a
community’s outrage boiled over. In early 1834, an enslaved woman
named Bet escaped from the plantation of Thomas Culbreth in Caroline
County, MD, and, with her infant child, crossed the Delaware River in a
bid for freedom. At the end of December 1835, Culbreth led a posse into
southern New Jersey to search for Bet. The posse raided a cabin a few
miles outside Salem in the middle of the night, and forced nine African
Americans, including five children, into wagons in the midst of a snow-
storm wearing only their bedclothes. When the posse passed through
Salem, residents roused the community by ringing the fire bell. The crowd
expressed concern for the well-being of the prisoners, but seemed content
to allow Culbreth to prove his claim before a local judge. At ten in the
morning Judge George Bush heard the case, and found that Culbreth’s
warrant was defective. Fearing that the judge was about to free the
woman and child he claimed as slaves, Culbreth directed Philadelphia
constable Michael Donnahower to draw his weapons and take possession
of Bet, declaring, “I will show you what holds her, and whoever touches
her does so at his peril. She is my property, and I will protect her at the
risk of my life.” To this point, the large number of spectators attending
the trial had remained calm, willing to abide the outcome of the legal
proceedings. But when Culbreth and Donnahower brandished weapons
in open court, chaos ensued. The county sheriff and a constable grappled
with Donnahower, telling him to put up his weapons and finally
disarming him. During this chaos, spectators helped Bet and her child
out of one of the courtroom windows and took her to a place of refuge.37

In a few of these rescues, particularly those from the Upper North, one
can also discern the early influence of regional identity on a community’s
encounter with slave catchers. In the late 1820s, two Maryland slave-
holders brought a pair of recaptured escapees through Lawrenceville, PA,
a small community that straddles the border with New York. A large,

37 Liberator, January 10, 1835; Thomas Brother, The United States of North America as
They Are; Not as They Are Generally Described: Being a Cure for Radicalism (London:
Longman, 1840), 376–378; and Emancipator and Republican, May 10, 1838, and
September 5, 1839. Initial accounts pointed to Donnahower as the perpetrator of this
assault on the court, but the account published in Brother makes it clear that Culbreth
was present, that Donnahower acted on his direction, and that both men addressed the
crowd. Though the statement “I will show you what holds her . . . she is my property” is
attributed to Donnahower, it seems far more probable that these words came from the
slaveholder, Culbreth, than that they came from the constable while standing next to
Bet’s owner.
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hard-drinking crowd had assembled for court day and, confronted with
slave catching in their midst, expressed the belief that a fugitive from
enslavement who had reached their community “ought to be free.” Per-
haps anticipating some good entertainment, the crowd announced that
the men “ought to at least have fair play, that their shackles ought to be
taken off, and – the Sheriff being the umpire – there should be a fair run or
a fair fight.” In all likelihood, the entertainment of a fair fight is what the
crowd had in mind. Unwilling to fight the men they claimed as property
without overseers, white neighbors, and the threat of legal murder by a
Southern court to back them up, the owners refused the invitation, upon
which the crowd relieved them of the fugitives.38

Other communities in the Upper North expressed a similar revulsion
that slave catching might be practiced within their bounds. In 1822, a few
weeks before his arrest in New Bedford, Camillus Griffith pursued two
fugitives from enslavement to the island of Nantucket, and seized them
with the help of a deputy US Marshal. A crowd quickly surrounded the
house where the men were held, however, and local magistrates called
upon Griffith to show the authority under which he held them. Griffith
went to the front of the house to show his papers, but a local resident
doubted their authenticity, and warned Griffith that “we are not in
Virginia now, but in a Yankee town.” A local magistrate explained that
Massachusetts law did not recognize persons as slaves and warned that he
would arrest Griffith and his party if they persisted. While this discussion
engaged the attention of Griffith and the marshal, local Quakers helped
the accused men out a back window and to safety. After the rescue in
Utica, NY, the editor of the local newspaper, the Friend of Man, com-
plained that the slave catchers had insulted the community after the rescue
by offering a reward: “As though a man . . . could be bribed by the paltry
fee of a few hundred dollars, to assist in the act in Utica, within the sound
of the church going bell.” He also noted with pride the slave catcher’s
claim that he had “transacted business of this kind in almost every part of
Pennsylvania” where he “was always treated like a gentleman.”39

38 History of Tioga County, Pennsylvania (Harrisburg: R. C. Brown and Co., 1897), 87–90.
It is possible that this incident is apocryphal. The county history describes litigation
stemming from the rescue before the US Circuit Court in Williamsport in significant
detail. Unfortunately, the records for the Court’s sessions in Williamsport are no longer
extant.

39 Charles Burr Todd, In Olde Massachusetts (New York: Grafton Press, 1907), 108–111;
and Friend of Man, January 5, 1837.
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By the mid-1830s, then, the outlines of an emerging humanitarian
movement to assist fugitives from enslavement were discernible. That
movement was grounded in the tenacity of those escaping slavery, in
religious principle, and in moments of moral witness. The contours of
proslavery and antislavery violence were also slowly coming into view.
Both the Underground Railroad and the violence that framed its struggles
would come into far sharper relief after 1835 as a wave of proslavery
violence swept the North and residents of the Borderland came into close
and persistent contact with a particular manifestation of Southern culture,
the violence of mastery. That encounter would intensify and shape the
organization of the Underground Railroad, deepen feelings of antislavery
alienation, and enhance the development of regional identity.
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2

Under Siege

Borderland Activists Confront
the Violence of Mastery

A few weeks after the beginning of 1844, three African Americans set out
for freedom from a Virginia plantation that fronted on the Ohio River.
A thirteen-year-old girl rowed her mother and five-year-old sister over the
river in a skiff owned by the man who had enslaved them. Her mother
was deaf, almost blind, and bore the physical burden of decades of hard
work in the fields. Thirty-six years old, she had the appearance of an
elderly woman. A friend met them on the northern bank and guided them
north, trying to teach them to follow the North Star before leaving them
thirty miles north of the river. The lesson did not take, however, and they
wandered lost in the winter landscape of the Borderland. Finally, word of
their plight reached Underground Railroad activists, who took them in
and began to move them north in night-time stages. The pursuit was
vigorous, however, and a posse of nine slave catchers chased them
through the Borderland and far into the North. At one point this posse
took vengeance upon one of the Underground activists by shooting him
through the hand, probably maiming him for life. Other activists tried to
throw off the pursuit by diverting the trio west into Indiana and up into
western Michigan, a journey of 300 miles that took nine weeks. A pair of
slave catchers continued the pursuit into Michigan, but finally relented
when told that the women had reached the railhead at Jackson, and
would be at the Detroit–Windsor ferry before they could board a train
in pursuit.1

1 Signal of Liberty, March 4, 1844.
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Eight years later, David Holmes recounted the details of a very differ-
ent journey to abolitionists in England. Holmes ran from a plantation in
Mecklenburg County, VA, and made his way to the Potomac River in the
vicinity of Cumberland, MD, over the course of thirteen days. An African
American spotted him walking through a town with a bridge over the river,
and offered to ferry him across. While in the boat, his pilot told him of a
house six miles up the road, and across the Mason–Dixon Line, where he
might find shelter. The home proved to be a frontline outpost of the
Underground Railroad, whose agents rapidly conducted Holmes north
from house to house over the course of four nights. On the fifth night he
was shown the best route north, and told to walk until dawn, at which
point he might travel safely by day. The next day Holmes fell in with
another escapee, and together they walked across western New York to
Buffalo over the course of three days. They arrived in Buffalo in the fall of
1851, close on the heels of several fugitive arrests, and members of the
African American community advised them not to stay. They took passage
on a steamboat bound for Montreal, and eventually sailed for England.2

These two journeys serve as bookends to the period in which the
Underground Railroad in the Borderland region came to assume the form
that has long since been celebrated in folklore. Over the course of a
decade, local bands of activists multiplied and expanded their connections
with like-minded colleagues across counties and states. As the three
women discovered in 1844, by the mid-1840s, these networks could, in
the extremity of a vigorous pursuit, span hundreds of miles. The activists
who guided the three women through southeastern Ohio probably had no
contact with or knowledge of those who rendered assistance in Indiana or
Michigan. Yet this journey demonstrates that, much like woolen fibers
spun into thread, multiple local networks could, when pressed, link
themselves together over vast distances.

David Holmes’s journey was simpler, and also much faster, demon-
strating that by the end of the decade Underground networks had grown
much more efficient. His initial contact also reveals that in some locations,
the Underground had begun to extend its connections into the Southern
Borderland.

Both journeys demonstrate that the central focus of the Underground’s
activities was the transport of fugitives from enslavement out of the

2 Account of David Holmes, 1852, in John W. Blassingame, ed., Slave Testimony: Two
Centuries of Letters, Speeches, Interviews, and Autobiographies (Baton Rouge: Louisiana
State University Press, 1977), 295–302.
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Borderland as rapidly as possible. While fugitives were not truly safe
anywhere on American soil, pursuit was closest and posed the greatest
threat in the Borderland. And as the wounding of the activist who assisted
the three women illustrates, it was in the Borderland that a particularly
Southern culture of violence, the violence of mastery, found its freest and
most brutal expression.

In 1961, Larry Gara dismissed accounts of tightly organized Under-
ground networks operating by stealth as “mythical.”3 By the early 1840s,
however, such networks traversed the Borderland in more than a dozen
locations between Davenport, IL, and Wilmington, DE. These networks
showed a persistence and effectiveness that transcended the ad hoc assist-
ance that characterized the 1830s. Some of these networks rendered
assistance to dozens of fugitives from enslavement over the two decades
between 1840 and 1860. Others transported more than a hundred fugi-
tives per year, and their tally by 1861 numbered in the thousands. While
the public memory of the Underground Railroad exaggerates the reach of
these networks, and resounds with tales of derring-do, the reality of their
work was plenty heroic enough. Before exploring the culture of violence
that made organization and stealth crucial, a geographic overview of
Underground operations in the Borderland is in order.

Underground Railroad organization in Illinois began in earnest after the
assassination of Elijah Lovejoy in 1837. Lovejoy was an abolitionist editor
who had set up a newspaper, The Observer, in St. Louis. After his press
was destroyed twice by mobs in that city, he moved The Observer across
the river to Alton, IL. There his press was destroyed for a third time. When
a new press arrived in November 1837, a crowd attacked the warehouse in
which it was stored. A group of Lovejoy’s supporters traded gunfire with
the crowd, and killed one of its members. When Lovejoy left the building to
prevent the crowd from setting the roof on fire, he was shot dead.4

Lovejoy’s murder spurred the antislavery community in Illinois to
more radical forms of action, and over the next few years Underground
Railroad organization proceeded in earnest. Documentation of the Rail-
road’s activities in Illinois is comparatively sparse. That said, the docu-
mentation for three Borderland networks is sufficient to write about them
with some confidence. All three originated in the counties facing the

3 Larry Gara, The Liberty Line: The Legend of the Underground Railroad (Lexington:
University Press of Kentucky, 1961).

4 Joseph C. Lovejoy and Owen Lovejoy, Memoir of Rev. Elijah P. Lovejoy (New York:
John S. Taylor, 1838), 261–292.
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Mississippi River and the state of Missouri (see Map 2.1). The first
originated at Quincy, IL, a Yankee settlement on the Mississippi River
some 100 miles north of St. Louis. The network extended northwest to
Galesburg, IL, through the counties west of the Illinois River. Frontline
activists on the river included William Van Dorn, Dr. Richard Eels, and
the students of the Mission Institute, a small college located southeast of
Quincy. This network worked under continual threat of legal and violent
retaliation. Dr. Eels was convicted of harboring a fugitive in 1842, and on
another occasion in the mid-1840s an activist conducting fugitives in a
buggy drawn by Eels’s horse was fired on, and the horse was killed.
Reverend John Cross of Knoxville, IL, another leading activist, was
prosecuted for his Underground activities in 1843.5

A second, smaller network extended from the Mississippi forty miles
above St. Louis and west of Alton, IL. Fugitives from enslavement making
their way across the river found their way to a free black community at
Rocky Fork, and to Otterville, IL. They were then guided north through
Jerseyville and Jacksonville, finally crossing the Illinois River at Havana.
The African American communities in Alton and Brooklyn, IL, just
downriver, also assisted fugitives crossing from St. Louis. However, there
seems to have been little coordination between African American Under-
ground activists in these river towns and residents of the surrounding
rural communities, which were almost exclusively white. As a conse-
quence, African American guides from Alton and St. Louis conducted
escapees by wagon across the rural prairies and out of the Borderland,
sometimes as far as Chicago.6

5 S. O. Stillman to Wilbur Siebert, March 6, 1896, MIC 192, Wilbur H. Siebert Collection
(1840–1954), Microfilm Edition, Ohio Historical Society, Columbus, OH, Reel 1, Frames
1241–1244 (hereafter Siebert Papers, 1:1241–1244); H. D. Platt, “Some Interesting Facts
about the Underground Railroad in Illinois,” ibid., 1:1274–1286; William H. Collins to
Wilbur Siebert, January 13, 1896, ibid., 1:1254–1258; D. N. Blazer, “The History of the
Underground Railroad throughMcDonough County, Illinois,” Journal of the Illinois State
Historical Society 15: 3–4 (October 1922–January 1923): 579–591; and E. H. Young,
A History of Round Prairie and Plymouth (Chicago: George J. Titus, 1876), 248–302. See
also Owen W. Muelder, The Underground Railroad in Western Illinois (Jefferson, NC:
McFarland, 2012).

6 Cheryl Janifer LaRoche, Free Black Communities and the Underground Railroad: The
Geography of Resistance (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2014), 21–37; William
Chauncey Carter to Wilbur Siebert, March 9, 1896, Siebert Papers, 2:1103–1107; inter-
view of Maria Ford and Dennis Brown by Daniel Murphy, February 11 and 15, 1896,
ibid., 2:0248–0253; and Reminiscence of Julia W. Carter, Jacksonville Daily Journal,
February 4, 1906, ibid., 2:1083–1094.
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Finally, the communities of Sparta, Eden, and Coulterville, IL consti-
tuted an antislavery bastion in the very hostile environment of southern
Illinois. Settled by covenant Presbyterians, these communities served as
the destination of fugitives from enslavement crossing the Mississippi
from southern Missouri. Located twenty miles beyond the river, they
served as the initial outpost of the Underground Railroad, and their
residents resolved to use “stones and guns and clubs” to protect fugitives
from “armed cursing bands of desperate men.” In the late 1830s and early
1840s, activists carried fugitives north through open prairie in stages as
long as seventy-five miles, through Reno, Waverly, and across the Illinois
River to Farmington. By 1843, as the region’s population began to grow,
activists organized a tighter network. From Sparta, they took fugitives
west to Nashville, and then north and out of the Borderland on a “regular
line” with shorter stages.7

Southeastern Illinois and southwestern Indiana were largely settled by
Southerners, and were strongly proslavery and white supremacist in their
orientation. There is little reliable evidence of significant, organized
Underground activity in this area. In 1851, Seth Conklin, an antislavery
activist, attempted to guide the family of Peter Still, brother of Phila-
delphia African American Underground activist William Still, out of
Alabama and through western Indiana. Conklin noted that the only
activists that he could look to for assistance lived more than thirty miles
from the Ohio River. When he tried to bring the family along this route,
he found the network to be poorly organized, and he and the Still family
were captured.8

The Underground Railroad was significantly more active in south-
central and southeastern Indiana. Interestingly, as is the case for St. Louis
and Alton, we lack evidence of networks organized to bring fugitives from
Louisville directly across the Ohio River to New Albany and
Jeffersonville, prominent river towns on the Indiana bank. Most extant
evidence on those fleeing enslavement in Louisville suggests they were

7 Thomas Wafer to Wilbur Siebert, February 21, 1896, Siebert Papers, 2:1179–1173; N. W.
McLain to Wilbur Siebert, January 25, 1895, ibid., 2:1184–1188; J. S. T. Milligan to
Wilbur Siebert, December 5, 1895, and n.d., ibid., 12:1042–1046 and 2:1190; and T. A.
Jones to William Hayes, February 27, 1843, William Hayes Papers, Knox College,
Galesburgh, IL. See also Carol Pirtle, Escape betwixt Two Suns: A True Tale of the
Underground Railroad in Illinois (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 2000).

8 Seth Conklin to William Still, February 18, 1851, and Levi Coffin to William Still, April
10, 1851, printed in William Still, The Underground Railroad (New York: Arno Press,
1968), 28–33.
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smuggled on steamboats bound for Cincinnati, and most of the accounts
of escapees crossing into New Albany end in their arrest by the city’s
vigilant police force.9

We do, however, have evidence of two networks of activists operating
in the Indiana Borderland (see Map 2.2). Just west of New Albany,
escapees crossed over into Harrison County and fled to the free black
communities in Corydon, Beck’s Mill, and Lick Creek. Some of these
fugitives from enslavement followed J. W. Loguen’s footsteps north
through Indianapolis, while others were smuggled northeast toward
Newport by a network of white activists. James L. Thompson’s home in
Canton, IN, served as the starting point of this white network. Fugitives
were directed to Thompson by African Americans living closer to the
river, and some may have come from the African Americans communities
of New Albany and Jeffersonville. Thompson guided them through the
woods to an obscure ferry over the Muscatatuck River, and then on to
Richard Cox at Farmington. On one occasion Thompson was badly
beaten for providing this assistance. Cox brought them to John Thomas
in Azalia, IN, and he in turn carried them farther northeast toward
Wayne County or, later, to the train depot at Franklin, IN.10

A much larger and better documented interracial network extended
from Madison, IN. Led by African American activists George Debaptiste
and Elijah Anderson, this network smuggled hundreds of fugitives to Levi
Coffin and other Quaker activists in Wayne County, IN. The network had
numerous contacts among the free and enslaved African Americans living
on the south bank of the Ohio, and was fed by a large African American
community living in and around Madison. From Madison, white and
African American conductors brought fugitives through a series of refuges
across Jefferson, Ripley, and Decatur Counties. This network was one of
the few that seems to have passed along parties of a dozen or more, often
splitting them up to make their passage less noticeable. In these

9 On the use of steamboats to Cincinnati, see Levi Coffin, Reminiscences of Levi Coffin
(New York: Arno Press, 1968), 398–400. On Underground Railroad activity in and
around New Albany, see Pamela R. Peters, The Underground Railroad in Floyd County,
Indiana (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2001).

10 E. H. Trueblood to Wilbur Siebert, December 5, 1893, Siebert Papers, 3: 0519–0536;
E. H. Trueblood, “Underground in Washington County, Indiana,” ibid., 2:0264–0632;
E. H. Trueblood, “Reminiscences of the Underground Railroad,” Salem Republican
Leader, March 16 and 23 and April 6, 1894, ibid., 3:1263–1276; and John Thomas to
Wilbur Siebert, April 5, 1896, ibid., 3:0556–0558.
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endeavors, activists fought a running battle with local slave catchers led
by Wright Ray, a former county sheriff.11

The densest network of Underground Railroad activists in the Midwest
extended north from Cincinnati. Here, too, as in Madison, close inter-
racial cooperation allowed activists to move large numbers of fugitives
from enslavement safely out of the Borderland. A coalition of African
American activists led by Tom Dorum and white businessmen and activ-
ists led by Cornelius Burnett and later Levi Coffin passed escapees up two
main routes. The first ran through Hamilton, West Elkton, and New
Paris, OH, and across the border into Indiana and Newport. The second
ran north up the valley of the Great and Little Miami Rivers as far as
Springfield and Urbana, OH. The valley hosted a dense network of
activist households, Quaker settlements, and free black communities in
Warren, Clinton, Greene, and Clark Counties. Those escaping across the
Ohio River were often hidden in the city until the danger of pursuit had
passed, and then carried out of the Borderland. Interestingly, the density
of this network seems to have discouraged pursuit. Early activist John
Van Zandt was prosecuted in 1842 for harboring fugitives when an early
rising neighbor caught him arriving from Cincinnati at dawn with nine
escapees in his wagon. Nevertheless, the reminiscences of activists in the
Little Miami River Valley rarely mention close pursuit, suggesting that the
existence of dozens of possible refuges discouraged slave catchers from
pursuing fugitives into the valley. Some slaveholders instead set watch on
the crossings of the Scioto River farther north, or waited for the fugitives
to reach Sandusky and other lake ports.12

11 On the Madison line, see Fergus M. Bordewich, Bound for Canaan: The Underground
Railroad and the War for the Soul of America (New York: Amistad, 2005), 1–3 and
202–206; Keith P. Griffler, Front Line of Freedom: African Americans and the Forging of
the Underground Railroad in the Ohio Valley (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky,
2004), 46–48 and 84–87; Coffin, Reminiscences, 140–143, 160–170, and 178–186;
F. M. Merrel to Wilbur Siebert, March 10, 1895, Siebert Papers, 2:0892–0895; John
H. Tibbets, “Reminiscences of Slavery Times,” Box 2, Folder 2, Theodore L. Steele
Papers, Indiana Historical Society, Indianapolis, IN; and John H. Yzenboard, “The
Crosswhite Case,” Michigan History 53 (1969): 132.

12 Coffin, Reminiscences, 304–312 and 335–337; Carol E. Mull, The Underground Rail-
road in Michigan (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2010), 110 and 116–117; interview of
Henry H. Young, August 3, 1895, Siebert Papers, 15:0954–0956; Account of Joseph
Sanford, in Benjamin Drew, The Refugee, or the Narratives of Fugitive Slaves in Canada
(Boston: John P. Jewett and Co., 1856), 252–255; Joel P. Davis to Wilbur Siebert,
September 10, 1892, Siebert Papers, 9:0929–0939; J. H. Mendenhall, “Sketch of the
Origin, Use, and Method of Operating the Old Underground Railroad,” ibid.,
2:0926–0935; N. L. Van Zandt to Wilbur Siebert, March 12, 1893, ibid.,
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Sitting just to the east of Cincinnati, a second network of activists
carried slaves north from Ripley, OH, and other river towns in Brown
and Adams Counties. In Ripley, Presbyterian minister John Rankin and
African American conductor John Hudson presided over an interracial
network that smuggled fugitives from enslavement north into the Gist
Settlement, Sardinia, and Hillsboro in Highland County. From Highland
County, the network branched. Some escapees went northeast toward
Washington Court House and Columbus, while others were sent north-
west to activists in the Little Miami River Valley. Activists in these
counties fought a decade-long series of battles with slave catchers and
kidnappers that left casualties on both sides. They also faced ongoing
legal harassment after the identities of network activists were exposed in
legal proceedings in the late 1830s. Unfortunately for Kentucky slave-
holders, these proceedings also publicized the existence of the network to
the enslaved population of northern Kentucky and may have only accel-
erated the flow of escapees seeking assistance in Ripley. As a consequence,
this network may have assisted almost as many fugitives as activists
operating in and around Cincinnati.13

Those escaping from the western reaches of Virginia crossed the Ohio
River at a dozen points between Gallipolis and Marietta. Some used the
Big Kanawha River as an escape route from the interior of Virginia and
Kentucky. African American activists on the south bank of the river fed
fugitives from enslavement into an interracial network that spanned
Gallia, Meigs, Athens, and Washington Counties. African American con-
ductors guided fugitives crossing at Gallipolis, Point Pleasant, and Meigs
County north toward Albany, Athens, and Chesterhill. White activists
gathered fugitives crossing between Belpre and Marietta and guided them

10:0273–0277; Mrs. Norman Dakin to Wilbur Siebert, October 12, 1898, ibid.,
9:0912–0915; Excerpt from a Biography of Abraham Allen, n.d., ibid., 9:0897–0902;
Mark Haynes to Wilbur Siebert, September 12, 1892, ibid., 9:0921–0923; Henry
T. Butterworth to Wilbur Siebert, June 9, 1892, ibid., 11:1100–1108; Seth Linton to
Wilbur Siebert, September 4, 1892, ibid., 9:0903–0905; and Elizabeth Nicholson to
Wilbur Siebert, June 9, 1892, ibid., 11:1076–1078.

13 On the Ripley Line, see especially Ann Hagedorn, Beyond the River: The Untold Story of
the Heroes of the Underground Railroad (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2002);
Narratives of the Sufferings of Lewis and Milton Clarke (Boston: Bela Marsh, 1846),
58; Coffin, Reminiscences, 262–264; Account of Isaac Skillman, in Cyrus Little to Daniel
Orcutt, August 11, 1894, Siebert Papers, 1:0275–0282; interview of R. C. Rankin, April
8, 1892, ibid., 9:0399–0414; Isaac Beck to Wilbur Siebert, December 26, 1892, ibid.,
9:0538–0552; P. N. Wickerham, August 9, 1894, ibid., 9:0052–0055; interview of Oliver
Traber, n.d., ibid., 9:0057–0058; and Henry Huggins to Wilbur Siebert, October 30,
1895, ibid., 9:0560–0567.
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west to Chesterhill. From Chesterhill a dense network of activists carried
fugitives out of the Borderland and north to Putnam and Zanesville,
which were connected by canal and later railroad with Ohio’s Western
Reserve. These networks were heavily reliant on African American con-
ductors who operated on both sides of the river. They were also assisted
by the practice, common among slaveholders in the region, of sending
enslaved laborers to conduct marketing in Ohio River towns, which
allowed them to make contact with Underground activists. The contest
between slave catchers and activists along this network was marked by
continual violence. On one occasion a conductor named Giles was kid-
napped by slave catchers and carried over to Kentucky for trial. His
colleagues crossed the river on an ensuing night and broke him out of
jail. On several occasions Howell and Martha James, African American
activists in Porter, OH, defended their home by force against intruding
slave catchers.14

A final Ohio network assisted escapees fromWheeling and the Virginia
Panhandle across the Ohio River to Martin’s Ferry, and then through a
belt of Quaker communities running through Jefferson and Columbiana
Counties just west of the river. Generally fugitives were guided northwest
to Cadiz and then north toward Salem, OH, an abolitionist stronghold at
the edge of the Western Reserve. As in other parts of the Ohio River
Valley, interracial cooperation between African American activists in the
river towns and white activists providing refuge five to ten miles back
from the river was crucial to the network’s operation.15

14 Phoebe Ann Lindsley to J. S. Lindsley, May 1, 1848, Siebert Papers, 9:0232–0234;
“Record of David Putnam, Jr., of Arriving and Departing Fugitives,” August 13–28,
1847, ibid., 11:1160 and 1163–1164; N. B. Sisson to Wilbur Siebert, September 16,
1894, and Sisson to Siebert, n.d., ibid., 10:0049–0055 and 10:0058–0066; interview of
Hudson Champlin Ward, September 10, 1895, ibid., 11:0562–0563; Martha Millions to
Wilbur Siebert, March 9, 1892, ibid., 11:0155–0161; E. T. Holcomb to Wilbur Siebert,
September 1892, ibid., 10:0039–0040; interview of Maj. T. A. Beaton, March 9, 1892,
ibid., 9:0236–0239; interview of Eliakim Moore, March 1892, ibid., 9:0256–0257;
“Escaping Slaves,” Gallia County News, December 16, 1904, ibid., 10:0035–38; inter-
view of Gen. R. R. Dawes, n.d., ibid., 11:1153–1155; interview of George William
Harrison, August 21, 1892, ibid., 11:1240–1241; interview of S. S. Porter and Martha
Putnam, August 22, 1892, ibid., 11:1233–1237; interview of Daniel Strawter, n.d., ibid.,
11:1152; interview of Judge L. W. Chamberlain, August 21, 1892, ibid., 11:1252–1253;
and E. M. Stanberry to Wilbur Siebert, November 1, 1892, ibid., 11:0320–0321.

15 Joel Wood to Wilbur Siebert, August 19, 1892, Siebert Papers, 9:0284; P. H. White to
Wilbur Siebert, n.d., ibid., 1:0317–0320; and Joseph B. Doyle, 20th Century History of
Steubenville and Jefferson County, Ohio (Chicago: Richmond-Arnold Publishing Co.,
1910), 318–321.
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In western Pennsylvania, interracial networks of activists worked on
both sides of the Monongahela River (see Map 2.3). West of the river,
conductors carried fugitives from enslavement who crossed the border at
Blacksville and Mount Morris north through Rogersville and Waynes-
burg to Washington. From there, escapees either proceeded north across
the Ohio River or east into Pittsburgh, whose African American commu-
nity vigorously defended fugitives throughout the 1840s. East of the
Monongahela River, fugitives headed for Uniontown, whose large Afri-
can American community also had a well-deserved reputation for provid-
ing safe refuge. Activists in Uniontown guided fugitives across the river to
Washington or due north and out of the Borderland to Pittsburgh.
Charles Garlick left a detailed account of his encounter with this network
during his escape in 1843. Still further east, smaller numbers of escapees
filtered across the Potomac River between Cumberland and Hancock,
MD. Like David Holmes, many found friends just north of the Mason–
Dixon Line to assist them through Somerset and Bedford Counties
toward Johnstown, Bedford, and Hollidaysburg. These fugitives then
continued either due north into New York or northwest toward Lake
Erie.16

Comparatively less is known about the activists in South Central
Pennsylvania who assisted fugitives from enslavement crossing from
Maryland between Mercersburg and Gettysburg. Free black communities
near Mercersburg and Caledonia Furnace almost certainly took a hand in
the work, and Charles Peyton Lucas, who crossed the line in 1841,
reported that he was advised to seek refuge among “the Dutch,” as the
German farmers of the valley were often called. He did so, and a German
farmwife fed him and advised him to avoid Shippensburg. Following her

16 Boyd Crumrine, History of Washington County, Pennsylvania (Philadelphia: H.
L. Everts, 1882), 262; Excerpt from Joseph Fulton McFarland, 20th Century History of
the City of Washington and Washington County, Pennsylvania (1910), Siebert Papers,
15:0351–0357; Charles L. Blockson, The Underground Railroad in Pennsylvania (Jack-
sonville, NC: Flame International, 1981), 159–161; William J. Switala, The Underground
Railroad in Pennsylvania (Mechanicsburg, PA: Stackpole Books, 2001), 69–79; Richard
J. M. Blackett, “‘. . . Freedom, or the Martyr’s Grave’: Black Pittsburgh’s Aid to the
Fugitive Slave,” Western Pennsylvania Historical Magazine 61 (1978): 117–134; Life,
Including His Escape and Struggle for Liberty, of Charles A. Garlick (Jefferson, OH: J. A.
Howells and Co., 1902), 5–7; interview of Charles Garlick, August 9, 1892, Siebert
Papers, 13:0046–0049; Amos Jolliffe to Wilbur Siebert, November 17, 1895, ibid.,
13:0085–0089; Account of David Holmes, in Blassingame, Slave Testimony, 295–302;
Account of Daniel Josiah Lockhart, in Drew, The Refugee, 30–34; interview of Dr.
William Edwards, August 3, 1895, Siebert Papers, 13:0050–0055; and Wyatt Perry to
Wilbur Siebert, December 23, 1895, ibid., 13:0717–0718.
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advice, he reported that he “struck the track of the Underground Rail-
road.” Sam Davis ran from Virginia and escaped from ad hoc slave
catchers in Orangetown, PA, near Chambersburg. He was taken in by
an African American household in the mountains, and given directions,
upon which he “succeeded in finding the Underground Railroad.” Fugi-
tives who crossed the line west of Gettysburg generally continued north-
east to Harrisburg. A significant portion of those crossing east of
Gettysburg made contact with the much denser network of activists in
Southeast Pennsylvania, and traveled east into Lancaster County and the
environs of Philadelphia.17

The network in Southeast Pennsylvania had by the 1840s attained a
density and efficiency rivaled only by the networks in southwestern Ohio.
The network was fed by free black and white Quaker activists living along
the Mason–Dixon Line between Gettysburg and Kennet Square. One
organized line with more than a dozen activist families ran due east from
William Wright’s home in York Springs, PA, through Columbia, Lancas-
ter, and Chester Counties to Norristown. Several other networks ran
north from the Mason–Dixon Line through Lancaster and Chester Coun-
ties to join this main network. Despite the fact that Philadelphia was
connected by train with New York by the late 1830s, until the late
1840s most fugitives passed to the north of the city and continued on
into Bucks County. Some then crossed into New Jersey while others
traveled north to Wilkes-Barre and into Upstate New York. Underground
activists in the Borderland of Southeast Pennsylvania organized resistance
to fugitive renditions in as many as a dozen cases between 1838 and 1850,
and fought a running battle with kidnappers all the while.18

17 Account of Charles Peyton Lucas, in Drew, The Refugee, 73–76; Account of Sam Davis,
ibid., 116; Excerpt from Rhamanthus Menville Stocker, Centennial History of Susque-
hanna County, Pennsylvania (Philadelphia: R. T. Peck, 1887), in Judge Edward P. Little
to Wilbur Siebert, May 29, 1945, Siebert Papers, 13:0385–0390; David G. Smith,On the
Edge of Freedom: The Fugitive Slave Issue in South Central Pennsylvania, 1820–1870
(New York: Fordham University Press, 2013), 32; Switala, Underground, 103–119;
Abner C. Wright to Wilbur Siebert, June 20, 1945, Siebert Papers, 6:1125–1129; and
Mrs. John L. Finafrock to Wilbur Siebert, September 3, 1944, enclosing an article written
by Hiram Wertz in 1911, ibid., 14:0015–0023.

18 The Underground Railroad in Southeast Pennsylvania is chronicled most completely
in R. C. Smedley, History of the Underground Railroad in Chester and the Neighboring
Counties of Pennsylvania (Mechanicsburg, PA: Stackpole Books, 2005); and Still,
Underground. See also A Sketch of Henry Franklin and Family (Philadelphia: Collins
Printing House, 1887), 2, accessed August 21, 2015, Documenting the American South,
University Library, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2001. http://doc
south.unc.edu/neh/franklin/franklin.html; James Watkins, Struggles for Freedom; or The
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One unique aspect of the network in Southeast Pennsylvania was that
it connected to several stable networks of Underground activists operat-
ing in slave states. Quaker activist Thomas Garrett of Wilmington, DE,
served as the connection between the activists in Pennsylvania and an
interracial network extending down the Delmarva Peninsula as far as
Dorchester County, MD. Garrett was prosecuted for his activities in
1848. It was this network that facilitated the work of Harriet Tubman,
an African American activist who had escaped from the Eastern Shore of
Maryland and later guided dozens of the enslaved to freedom. In
1842 white activist Charles T. Torrey and his African American colleague
Thomas Smallwood organized a network in Washington, DC, that
carried fugitives from safe houses in the city through Virginia and Mary-
land into Pennsylvania. Torrey was prosecuted in 1844 and died in prison
in 1846. Philadelphia activist Robert Purvis also made contacts with
activists in Baltimore and smuggled fugitives from that city using recycled
freedom papers. This strategy may have inspired Frederick Douglass, who
escaped from Baltimore using the documents of a free African American
sailor in 1838.19

New York City represented the northernmost outpost of the Border-
land. Led by Democratic officeholders and an economic elite with strong
commercial ties to the South, the city government’s stance toward and
participation in slave catching mimicked other Borderland cities such as
Cincinnati and New Albany, IN. After the resignation of David Ruggles,
founder of the New York Committee of Vigilance, in 1839, the work
continued apace. Several vigilance committees operated in the city in the
1840s, led by African American Underground activists Charles B. Ray,
Theodore S. Wright, Jacob Gibbs, and Louis Napoleon, and white aboli-
tionists Lewis Tappan and Sidney Howard Gay. These committees pro-
vided assistance for fugitives arriving from Philadelphia, but focused on

Life of James Watkins (Bolton: Kenyon and Abbatt, 1852), 27–30, accessed August 21,
2015, Documenting the American South, University Library, the University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2004. http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/watkins/watkins.html; and
George Marris to Wilbur Siebert, April 14, 1896, Siebert Papers, 13:0992–0994.

19 James A. McGowan, Station Master on the Underground Railroad: The Life and Letters
of Thomas Garrett (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 2005); Stanley Harrold, Subver-
sives: Antislavery Community in Washington, D.C., 1828–1865 (Baton Rouge: Louisi-
ana State University Press, 2003); Smedley,History, 355; Robert Purvis to Wilbur Siebert,
December 23, 1895, Siebert Papers, 13:1191–1192; and Frederick Douglass, The Life
and Times of Frederick Douglass (London: Christian Age Office, 1882), 165–169. See
also Catherine Clinton, Harriet Tubman: The Road to Freedom (New York: Little,
Brown, 2004).
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sending these voyagers onward as quickly as possible, utilizing the abun-
dant means of transportation that the city offered. They booked passage
on steamers bound for New England ports or for Albany, NY. In the
1840s the brash defiance of Ruggles gave way to a more muted style
better adapted to operations in the Borderland.20

By the 1840s Underground Railroad activity also extended offshore as
coastal sailing ships and steamboats plied the waters between ports in the
Chesapeake Bay and the Carolinas and ports in the North. In Southern
ports passage brokers connected escapees with ship captains and crew-
men willing to stow them away for the journey north. Given the dangers
involved, both brokers and crewmen generally charged a fee for their
services, a practice extremely rare among activists in other parts of the
country. Nevertheless, they facilitated hundreds of escapes during the
1840s. The most notorious case arising from this practice was the arrest
of almost eighty fugitives attempting to escape Washington, DC, on the
schooner Pearl in 1848.21

Though the Underground Railroad operated successfully throughout
the Borderland, the region was the site of a violent struggle that pro-
foundly shaped the experiences of activists and the operations of their
Underground networks. Southern slaveholders and slave catchers who
traveled to the North in pursuit of those seeking to escape from enslave-
ment brought with them a distinct culture of violence, the violence of
mastery. Forty years ago Eugene Genovese noted that slavery rested on an
intensely personal conflict in which slaveholders and overseers sought to
exercise “mastery” by using a combination of brutal punishments and
positive inducements to coerce those in bondage to accept their status.
Genovese observed that harsh beatings and whippings were commonly

20 Graham Russel Gao Hodges, David Ruggles, a Black Abolitionist and the Underground
Railroad in New York City (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010),
86–153; Eric Foner, Gateway to Freedom: The Hidden History of the Underground
Railroad (New York: W. W. Norton, 2015), 63–118; Don Papson and Tom Calarco,
Secret Lives of the Underground Railroad in New York City: Sydney Howard Gay, Louis
Napoleon, and the Record of the Fugitives (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 2015),
31–74; Account of Daniel Fisher, in Charles L. Blockson, ed., The Underground Railroad
(New York: Prentice Hall, 1987), 67–70; and Excerpt from “Sketch of the Life of Rev.
Charles B. Ray,” Siebert Papers, 7:0672–0681.

21 David S. Cecelski, “The Maritime Underground Railroad in North Carolina,
1800–1861,” North Carolina Historical Review 71 (April 1994): 174–206; McGowan,
Station Master, 119–121; Robert Purvis to Wilbur Siebert, December 23, 1895, Siebert
Papers, 13:1191–1192; Still, Underground, 74–79, 141–142, 165–172, 211–214,
325–334, 437, and 559–565; and Personal Memoir of Daniel Drayton (Boston: Bela
Marsh, 1853), 20–32.
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used even by the most paternalistic slaveholders, and that more crushingly
brutal retaliation in the forms of torture and summary execution awaited
those who openly defied enslavement. One of the best-known examples of
this violence of enslavement was the story of Demby, recounted by
Frederick Douglass. Confronted by a brutal overseer who insisted that
he take a whipping as punishment for some perceived defiance, Demby
ran to a nearby stream and plunged in. The overseer calmly retrieved a
gun, warned Demby three times to come out of the water and take his
lashings, and when Demby refused, shot him dead.22

More recently, Bertram Wyatt-Brown has described the manner in
which the violent subordination of African Americans was reinforced by
a culture of honor that was fundamental to Southern understandings of
gender, political culture, public behavior, and family life. This culture of
honor dictated that white men vindicate their honor with public displays
of violence. A core part of the identity of a Southern man of honor lay in
his capacity to command deference from his dependents and social infer-
iors and respect from his peers. White men whose honor was slighted
reacted with extraordinary violence, in a style that featured exaggerated
performances of masculine domination. The rules and rituals of this
culture of violence permeated Southern society and crossed class lines.
Acted out in duels, canings, and brawls with other white men, this
violence was bloody and not infrequently lethal. Acted out upon the
bodies of those held in bondage, this violence was all the more devastat-
ing, both physically and emotionally.

Both law and custom sanctioned whatever violence slaveholders found
necessary to enforce social expectations of white domination and black
subordination, and a slaveholder whose pretentions to “mastery” were
openly flouted risked a catastrophic loss of status within the white com-
munity. Where individual slaveholders failed, Southern communities col-
lectively restored norms of racial subordination and “mastery” with
elaborate “ceremonies of degradation,” which included dismemberments,
mass executions, and lynchings. After the Southampton, VA, slave revolt
of 1831, for example, local militia companies lynched and decapitated
more than a dozen African Americans suspected of insurrection, and local

22 Eugene D. Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made (New York: Vintage
Books, 1976), 63–70; and John W. Blassingame et al., eds., Narrative of the Life of
Frederick Douglass (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), 25. See also Dixon D.
Bruce, Jr., Violence and Culture in the Antebellum South (Austin: University of Texas
Press, 1979), 114–136.
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white families displayed trophies made from parts of Nat Turner’s corpse
for decades after.23

Southerners who embarked on slave-catching forays into the North,
regardless of their class status, brought with them a cultural style of
violence that combined the brutality of the violence that enforced enslave-
ment with the arrogance of the exaggerated display of hypermasculine
domination with which Southerners defended their honor and their
claims to “mastery.” Joanne Freeman has noted the impact of this culture
of violence on the behavior of Southern congressmen, who brandished
weapons, threatened duels, and used other forms of violent aggression to
intimidate, browbeat, and silence Northern colleagues.24

Southerners insisted that this violence of mastery was entitled to legal
sanction in the North under the right of recaption. The legal right of
recaption permitted slaveholders to follow fugitives from enslavement,
take them into custody, and return them to the plantation. Southerners
claimed that the fugitive slave clause of the Constitution recognized this
right and protected its exercise on Northern soil free from interference of
any kind, even by state and local officials. In the 1842 case Prigg
v. Pennsylvania, the Supreme Court of the United States upheld the right
of recaption and ruled that neither private citizens nor state authorities
had the right to interfere with the rendition of fugitives.25 In the view of
many in the South, this ruling permitted them to perform the violence of
mastery on Northern soil, and required that Northern states restrain any
of their citizens who sought to question or interfere with this violence.
Southerners thus demanded that Northern communities endorse or at
least acquiesce in a culture of violence that was peculiarly Southern.

23 Bertram Wyatt-Brown, Honor and Violence in the Old South (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1986), 157–165 and 183–186; and Kenneth S. Greenberg, Honor and
Slavery (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 104–107. See also Wyatt-Brown,
Yankee Saints and Southern Sinners (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press,
1985), 183–213; Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982), 94–101; Edward L. Ayers, Ven-
geance and Justice: Crime and Punishment in the 19th-Century American South (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1984), 9–27; and Ariela J. Gross, Double Character:
Slavery and Mastery in the Antebellum Southern Courtroom (Princeton: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 2000), 47–71.

24 Joanne B. Freeman, The Field of Blood: Violence in Congress and the Road to the Civil
War (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2018), 68–74 and 86–89.

25 H. Robert Baker, Prigg v. Pennsylvania: Slavery, the Supreme Court, and the Ambivalent
Constitution (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2012).
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Farther north, the violence of mastery alienated residents of both races
and triggered antislavery violence in response. In the Borderland, how-
ever, white residents were far more receptive. The border counties of the
“Old Northwest” have been described by Nicole Etcheson as a “southern
cultural area,” settled largely by migrants from the Upland South. Many
white residents in these counties shared in the culture of honor embraced
by their Southern neighbors. The Northern Borderland was also bound
by tight commercial connections with Southern states, and proved indul-
gent of Southern cultural sensitivities as a consequence. Even in portions
of the Borderland that had witnessed little Southern migration, the pro-
spect of an influx of African American refugees and the consequent
economic competition rendered white residents receptive to the doctrines
of white supremacy and supportive of violence to prevent African Ameri-
can migration. As a consequence, most white residents of the Borderland
regarded the violence of mastery as culturally normative or, at least,
unobjectionable.26

Contemporaries remembered this climate of persistent violence and the
exaggerated style of its perpetrators. William Parker, an African Ameri-
can Underground activist who was a principal figure in an 1851 fugitive
rescue in Christiana, PA, remembered “the insolent and overbearing
conduct of the Southerners, when on such errands to Pennsylvania . . .

They did not hesitate to break open doors, and to enter, without cere-
mony, the houses of colored men; and when refused admission, or when a
manly and determined spirit was shown, they would present pistols, and
strike and knock down men and women indiscriminately.”27

These Southerners garnered ample assistance from the Northern resi-
dents of the Borderland. John Parker, an African American Underground
Railroad activist in Ripley, OH, noted that when “word came from

26 Nicole Etcheson, “Manliness and the Political Culture of the Old Northwest,
1790–1860,” Journal of the Early Republic 15 (Spring 1995): 59–77, at 60. On the
South’s cultural impact on the Borderland and the hostile racial climate therein, see
Nicole Etcheson, The Emerging Midwest: Upland Southerners and the Political Culture
of the Old Northwest, 1787–1861 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996);
Matthew Salafia, Slavery’s Borderland: Freedom and Bondage along the Ohio River
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013), 151–84; Smith, On the Edge,
16–23 and 49–54; and Thomas P. Slaughter, Bloody Dawn: The Christiana Riot and
Racial Violence in the Antebellum North (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991),
20–42 and 169–181.

27 William Parker, “The Freedman’s Story, Part I,” Atlantic Monthly, February 1866, 162.
See also J. S. T. Milligan to Wilbur Siebert, n.d., Siebert Papers, 2:1190; and Carver
Tomlinson to Wilbur Siebert, December 15, 1892, ibid., 2:0129–0132.
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farther south that runaways were on the way, the whole countryside
turned out, not only to stop the fugitives, but to claim the reward for
their capture.” Seth Conklin reported that in the Illinois Borderland, “It is
customary, when a strange negro is seen, for any white man to seize the
negro and convey such negro through and out of the state of Illinois to
Paducah, KY . . . and there claim such reward as may be offered by the
master.”28

Given this public receptivity to their activities, proslavery posses ram-
paged through entire Borderland communities, trampling the rights of
black and white residents alike. In the fall of 1838, slave catchers enlisted
dozens of men from Ohio and Kentucky and roamed Highland County,
OH, at will. They broke into homes in the middle of the night and
threatened all who resisted with pistols. Failing to find the fugitives they
sought, they threatened to return with two hundred men and burn the
town of Sardinia to the ground. In 1848, a posse of one hundred armed
Missourians took control of Salem, IA. They searched every house
in the community, threatened residents with guns, trained a cannon on
the home of one resident, and locked a dozen prominent members of
the community into jail. In more urban Borderland settings, proslavery
violence evolved into large-scale rioting on several occasions. The mobs
that targeted Cincinnati’s African American community in 1841 included
large numbers of Southerners who crossed the river to punish the com-
munity for assisting fugitives. Five years later African American Under-
ground activists in Madison, IN, were targeted by a proslavery mob
recruited from both sides of the river.29

28 Stuart Seely Sprague, His Promised Land: The Autobiography of John P. Parker (New
York: W. W. Norton, 1998), 71–72; and Seth Conklin to William Still, February 3, 1851,
printed in Still,Underground, 27. For other contemporary descriptions of the Borderland,
see The Rev. J. W. Loguen as a Slave and as a Freeman (New York: Negro Universities
Press, 1968), 297; Coffin, Reminiscences, 208; and Emancipator and Republican, June
10, 1846.

29 Philanthropist, December 18, 1838; Burlington Hawkeye, June 15, 1848; Griffler, Front
Line, 51–57 and 86–87; and Bordewich, Bound, 202–206. On raids in Ripley and Adams
Counties, OH, see Hagedorn, Beyond, 184–190; letter of P. N. Wickerham, August 9,
1894, Siebert Papers, 9:0052–0055; and Georgetown Democratic Standard, December
31, 1844. For other rural rampages, see Samuel Joseph May, The Fugitive Slave Law and
Its Victims (New York: American Anti-Slavery Society, 1861), 110–111; John Todd,
Early Settlement and Growth of Western Iowa (Des Moines: Historical Department of
Iowa, 1906), 138–143; N. B. Sisson to Wilbur Siebert, September 16, 1894, Siebert
Papers, 10:0049–0055; Carver Tomlinson to Wilbur Siebert, December 15, 1892, ibid.,
2:0129–0132; and Nelson W. Evans and Emmons B. Stivers, A History of Adams
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In this climate, the persons and property of abolitionists, Underground
Railroad activists, and free black families lay under continual threat. In
1838 a posse of Kentuckians led by William Greathouse invaded the
home of white Underground Railroad activist Lewis Pettijohn in the
middle of the night, beat Pettijohn, went into the room where his wife
lay in bed, and stripped the bedclothes off of her to ensure that she did not
have a fugitive in bed with her. To avoid a promised whipping, and a
possible assault on his wife, Pettijohn sent the posse to a neighbor’s house
which he knew to be empty, and then he and his wife fled their home to
avoid the posse’s angry return. Amanda Smith, whose parents were
African American Underground Railroad activists in Lancaster County,
PA, recounted a similar incident a decade later. One evening a passing
fugitive asked her parents if he could purchase a meal. Shortly thereafter
half a dozen slave catchers arrived, beat her father in retaliation for his
Underground activities, and slashed at her mother with a knife. Smith’s
parents were saved only when their visitor bolted and the slave catchers
left to give chase.30

Slave catchers also targeted the property of those suspected of assisting
fugitives. The Mission Institute, a bastion of antislavery activism in the
Illinois Borderland, was burned by arsonists from Missouri in 1843.
Activists across the Borderland suffered barn burnings and the destruc-
tion of livestock. S. O. Stillman, who conducted fugitives from Mendon,
IL, to Round Prairie, remembered that slave catching posses often
searched the neighborhood, threatening activists with arson, and the boys
of the community were tasked with keeping a continual eye on barns and
haystacks. Chester County, PA, Underground activists Samuel Whitson
and Lindley Coates lost barns to arson after threatening to prosecute slave
catcher William Baer for kidnapping. Assailants attempted to burn John
Rankin’s barn in the middle of the night in 1841, though this may have
been an attempt to draw Rankin out of his house where he could be
assassinated under cover of darkness. The fear of this form of retaliation
lived long after the Civil War. Writing to Wilbur Siebert in 1896, the son
of Jefferson County, IN, activist John Carr explained that Carr and his
family refused to cooperate with Siebert’s inquiries because Carr feared

County, Ohio from Its Earliest Settlement to the Present Time (West Union, OH: E.
B. Stivers, 1900), 408.

30 Hagedorn, Beyond, 148–149; Philanthropist, December 18, 1838; and Amanda Smith,
An Autobiography (Chicago: Meyer & Brother, 1893), 32–33. For other assaults, see
Smedley, History, 67–70; and “Reminiscences of the UGRR,” Salem, IN, Republican
Leader, December 1, 1893.
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that his property was still vulnerable to the claimants of fugitives he had
assisted before the war. Forty years later, Carr still feared that “it would
endanger both his life and property for him to make a public acknow-
ledgement of what he did.”31

Carr also reported that Southerners had put a bounty of $1,500 on his
head before the war. Many prominent Underground activists experienced
the same threat, including John Rankin, Thomas Garrett, and John Par-
ker. The threat communicated by these bounties was heightened by a
series of incidents in which Borderland activists were captured by South-
ern posses and taken into Southern states for trial. Underground Railroad
activist John Mahan was extradited from Sardinia, OH, to Kentucky in
1838. Missourians used a man posing as a fugitive to lure Mission
Institute students George Thompson, Alanson Work, and James Burr
over the river to Missouri, where they were captured in 1841. Slave
catchers used a similar ploy to seize Crayton Lorrain, Pater Garner, and
Mordecai Thomas from the north bank of the Ohio River outside Mar-
ietta, OH, in 1845.32

Proslavery violence in the Borderland also claimed lives, of both fugi-
tives and those who sought to assist them. In the 1830s, slave catchers
murdered African American Underground activist William Carper in his
home in the free black community of Brooklyn, IL. In 1839, a series of
battles between a gang of kidnappers and part-time slave-catchers resi-
dent in Brown County, OH, and African Americans from the Gist
Settlement led to the murder of Sally Hudson, a longtime Underground
activist. Hudson had participated in a melee that resulted when slave
catchers entered a church to seize Moses Cumberland. When the posse
returned to the Gist Settlement two weeks later, one member recognized

31 Muelder, Underground, 36; S. O. Stillman to Wilbur Siebert, March 6, 1896, Siebert
Papers, 1:1241–1244; Smedley, History; Hagedorn, Beyond, 212; and J. R. Carr to
Wilbur Siebert, January 19, 1896, Siebert Papers, 2:0896–0897. For other examples of
the targeting of property, see Hagedorn, Beyond, 193–196 and 219–222; Todd, Early,
142–143; S. O. Stillman to Wilbur Siebert, March 6, 1896, Siebert Papers, 1:1241–1244;
and W. S. Battles to Wilbur Siebert, September 19, 1894, ibid., 11:1307–1314.

32 On bounties, see Hagedorn, Beyond, 142–143; Smedley, History, 241; Sprague, His
Promised, 147; and H. D. Platt to Wilbur Siebert, March 20, 1896, Siebert Papers
1:1271–1273. For activists seized and taken to the South, see Hagedorn, Beyond,
153–165; Muelder, Underground, 38–46; Marietta Tri-Weekly Register, August 30,
1892; and May, Fugitive Slave Law, 92–93. For other examples of activists carried into
the South, see Hagedorn, Beyond, 254; N. B. Sisson to Wilbur Siebert, September 18,
1894, Siebert Papers, 10:0058–0066; and Carol Wilson, Freedom at Risk: The Kidnap-
ping of Free Blacks in America, 1780–1865 (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press,
1994), 56.
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Hudson as one of the congregation who had fought back, and began to
beat her. When she bit his arm, another posse member shot her in the
back and killed her. In 1846, Thomas Woodson, Jr., was assassinated in
Berlin Crossroads, OH, apparently for refusing to inform on fugitives.33

Finally, the Borderland was the region in which slave catchers acted
out those “ceremonies of degradation” with which mastery and white
supremacy had traditionally been upheld in the South. In 1842, the crew
and passengers of the steamboat Corsair, traveling up the Ohio River
between Illinois and Kentucky, captured a free African American who
had been sailing to the Kentucky shore and whom they suspected of
assisting fugitives. When the man broke free from his captors on the deck
of the Corsair, a member of the crew struck him in the head with an axe,
killing him. The passengers and crew, outraged at his resistance, then
hung up the corpse, skinned it, and quartered it. In 1844, Kentucky
slaveholder Edward Towers led a large posse into Redoak, OH, looking
for half a dozen fugitives. As they approached the home of Robert Miller,
Miller attempted to lead two of the men they sought to safety out the
back. When caught, he resisted and was stabbed to death. The posse
continued on to the home of Absalom King, where a gun battle ensued.
Towers’s son was shot and killed, and King was wounded, before the
sheriff arrived to restore order. Later in the day members of the posse
returned, burned the houses of Miller and King, severely beat Under-
ground activist Alexander Gilliand, and then publicly lynched one of the
fugitives who had defended King’s home.34

Stanley Harrold has discussed these incidents as examples of the
“defensiveness” with which Southerners protected “their way of life”
and of the “endemic borderlands violence between proslavery and anti-
slavery forces.” These ceremonies of degradation, however, illustrated the
extremity of the violence of mastery, and cannot be considered defensive
in any sense. In their lethal brutality, they had no Northern antislavery
analogue.35

33 Sundiata Keita Cha-Jua, America’s First Black Town: Brooklyn, Illinois, 1830–1915
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2000), 44; Hagedorn, Beyond, 184–187; and
Griffler, Front Line, 35. For other murders of Underground activists, see Still, Under-
ground, 551–555; and Griffler, Front Line, 117.

34 Stanley Harrold, Border War: Fighting over Slavery before the Civil War (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 3; Hagedorn, Beyond, 226–227; and George-
town Democratic Standard, December 31, 1844.

35 Harrold, Border War, 35–36, 52, and 94–95.
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The Borderland Region’s acceptance of the violence of mastery is
demonstrated not only by locals’ readiness to participate, either for wages
or on a lark, in such acts, but also by the refusal of Borderland commu-
nities to prosecute those responsible. Neither the lynching of the fugitive
in Redoak, nor even the murder of Sally Hudson, a local resident, resulted
in a criminal indictment.36 In the Borderland, slave catchers acted as they
saw fit and most white residents sanctioned their behavior.

This climate of violence played a profound role in shaping the modus
operandi adopted by Underground activists in the Borderland. First and
foremost, this violence imposed the need for stealth, even as proximity to
slave territory meant that activists wishing to stay ahead of pursuing slave
catchers had to move fugitives quickly. Thus, Underground activists had
to find places for fugitives to go to ground, sometimes for weeks at a time.
Then, when the time came to break cover, they had to cover as much
distance as possible as quickly as possible.

Given the need for stealth, it is not surprising that most accounts of
Borderland Underground activity stress that movement took place at
night. Longwood, PA, activists John and Hannah Cox lived a few miles
from where the borders of Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Delaware met.
They dared not keep fugitives any longer than necessary, but always
waited until nightfall before sending them further north into Chester
County. David Putnam, Jr., harbored fugitives in Marietta, OH.
A fragment of a record that he kept has survived, and indicates that he
received fugitives generally around one or two in the morning, and sent
them north at eight the next evening. John Tibbetts noted that movement
along the Madison, IN, Underground network always took place at night
and had to be completed before daylight. On one occasion he decided to
stop at a homestead whose reliability was uncertain rather than arrive at
his planned destination after dawn. The conductor anxiously contem-
plating the arrival of dawn while still en route to a new place of refuge
is a stock feature of the reminiscences of Underground activists.37

The need for rapid and stealthy travel at night brought with it the
necessity for a higher degree of organization in the Borderland. Individual
activists had to traverse ten to twenty miles and still return unnoticed

36 There is no contemporary mention of a prosecution in the Corsair and lynching cases.
The grand jury refused to bring an indictment for the murder of Sally Hudson. See
Hagedorn, Beyond, 188.

37 Smedley, History, 273–278; David Putnam, Jr., “Record of Arriving and Departing
Slaves, August 13–28, 1847,” Siebert Papers, 11:1163–1164; and John H. Tibbets,
“Reminiscences of Slavery Times.”
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before dawn. Sometimes Borderland activists could double this distance
by arranging for one guide to hand off to another between two more
distant refuges. In places where this was not possible, they might arrange
for a single conductor to travel over long distances by day and night.
Nathan Coggeshall noted that when resorting to this tactic, it was essen-
tial to “drive as far as we could before day, and thus get where we were
not known before it was light enough to see.”38

Bad luck or a breakdown in organization could mean exposure and
retaliation. In Southeast Pennsylvania, Eusebius R. Barnard, a student of
Fairville Seminary, vividly recalled one miscarried trip even decades later.
Called by his parents to start at two in the morning of a day that he had
hoped to spend preparing for a commencement lecture he was slated to
give in a few days, he attempted to cut his journey short by taking two
elderly women and their four children to a nearby side-station so as to
return early enough to get some sleep before a long day of studying.
Unfortunately, neither of the two families with whom he tried to leave
the women could accept them. Rather than relent and proceed to his
appointed destination, he tried to leave them with a third family that
turned out to have no connection to the Underground. Refused again, he
finally turned north. It was now full daylight. He had endangered those
placed in his care, exposed his family’s involvement in the Underground
to strangers, and traveled far off his proper route. He did not arrive at his
destination until nightfall. He was an adolescent boy who had spent
eighteen hours on muddy roads without rest or food, but when he finally
reached a safe refuge he was so distraught he could not eat.39

Even well-organized night travel carried risks. A pattern of nocturnal
departures could easily expose an activist household to its neighbors.
Furthermore, encounters with slave catchers on the road at night could
lead to violence to which there were no witnesses. John Rankin, Jr.,
recalled meeting a slave-catching patrol on his way home through the
valley of Redoak Creek after guiding the fugitive Eliza, who would later
be made famous by Harriett Beecher Stowe. The encounter, in the
shadows of the nighttime woods, was tense, but the slave catchers were
local and known to his family. It could have been far worse. In 1842, two
Kentucky slave catchers ambushed James L. Thompson while he was
smuggling two fugitives out of Salem, IN, in the middle of the night. They

38 Nathan Coggeshall, “Reminiscences of the Underground R.R.,” Siebert Papers, 2:
0752–0759.

39 Smedley, History, 292–296.
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clubbed Thompson off his horse and, as he lay bruised and bleeding, put a
pistol to his head and threatened to “blow his brains out” if he moved.40

Nocturnal movement meant that fugitives had to be concealed during
the day, and this often proved hazardous as well. The other stock feature
of Underground reminiscences is the activist homestead besieged by slave
catchers and neighbors eager to share in the reward for capturing an
escapee. Under the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793, the harboring of a fugitive
from enslavement brought a penalty of $500 and civil liability for the
value of an unrecovered fugitive, plus court costs. The abolitionist lean-
ings of many activists were well known, and their homes were often
targeted for search. White residents could in theory insist upon a warrant
before allowing a search of their property, and on occasion, activists were
able to use the right to resist a warrantless search to good effect. Fugitives
were cornered at the homes of David Putnam, Jr., in 1847 and Owen
Lovejoy of Princeton, IL, in 1849. Putnam and Lovejoy both insisted on a
warrant and used the resulting delay and commotion to smuggle the
fugitives to safety.41

Resistance to a warrantless search worked particularly well when
activists could count on neighbors to defend their rights by force. In
1842, a posse in Morgan County, OH, demanded that Isaac Clendenon
permit the search of his house. Clendenon refused to allow a search unless
the slave catchers presented a warrant, and his demand was backed by a
group of armed neighbors who had been alerted by the commotion. The
posse was forced to guard the house and wait until a warrant could be
secured at the county seat, delaying the search until the next morning.
Clendenon had never in fact harbored the fugitives in question, but his
legal maneuvering held up the posse for the best part of two days,
allowing local Underground activists to carry them out of the neighbor-
hood. That same year, a posse of Kentuckians arrived at the home of John
Rankin and demanded to search for a fugitive. Rankin was not at home,
but his wife thought it best to give permission to search. Her son Samuel,
however, took up a rifle and blocked the door. Three armed slave catchers
surrounded him and warned him that they would search with or without
his permission. This standoff continued until a group of armed neighbors

40 Hagedorn, Beyond, 138–139; and “Reminiscences of the UGRR,” Salem, IN, Republican
Leader, December 1, 1893.

41
“An Act Concerning Fugitives from Justice, and Persons Escaping from the Service of
Their Masters,” February 12, 1793, 1 Stat. 302, ch. 7; Marietta Intelligencer, February
11, 1847; and Western Citizen, July 7, 1849.
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arrived. The neighbors then escorted each of the slave catchers to the
fence and “invited” them to climb back over, thus ritually warning them
not to violate the bounds of the homestead again.42

Nevertheless, in the Borderland the capacity of even white antislavery
activists to enforce their rights was limited. In 1842 slave catchers
searched the home of white underground activist Jireh Platt in Mendon,
IL. When challenged for their authority, they simply pointed to their guns.
Furthermore, these standoffs illustrate the danger that harboring a fugi-
tive from enslavement posed to the entire family. Platt’s sons vividly
remembered forty years later the slave catchers who surrounded their
homestead and “whet their knives on our front fence, and called out to
us to be up and saying our prayers for we had but three minutes to live.”
Carver Tomlinson, who engaged in Underground activity in both Ohio
and Illinois, remembered that “it was not an unfrequent thing” for
activists’ families to be surrounded by “ruffians with drawn revolvers”
while their homes were searched.43

African Americans in the Borderland did not have the luxury of
standing on their rights. They lived under constant fear of being kid-
napped and sold into slavery. No African American family could expect
to successfully demand a warrant before their home was invaded. In
Jacksonville, IL, free black Underground activist Ben Henderson could
only watch as a white slave catcher without a warrant walked right into
his house and up the stairs. Levi Coffin noted that fugitives taking refuge
among Cincinnati’s free black population were at great peril if pursued, as
black homes in the city were subject to search at any time. Even Thomas
Dorum, one of the most prominent members of the city’s African Ameri-
can community, sent fugitives to Coffin when a search was feared.44

Moreover, no African American suspected of assisting fugitives could
expect to get off as lightly as Lewis Pettijohn. When Southern mobs
attacked Underground Railroad activists in Madison, IN, in 1846,

42 Martha Millions to Wilbur Siebert, March 9, 1892, Siebert Papers, 11:0155–0161;
interview with Thomas Williams, May 7, 1895, ibid., 11:0179–0185; and Hagedorn,
Beyond, 193–196. For other examples of white activists using their Fourth Amendment
rights to buy time for nearby fugitives, see Still, Underground, 691–695; and D. B. Hoge
to Wilbur Siebert, October 9, 1894, Siebert Papers, 9:0304–0306.

43 H. D. Platt to Wilbur Siebert, March 20, 1896, Siebert Papers, 1:1271–1273; H. D. Platt,
“Some Facts about the Underground Railroad in Illinois,” ibid., 1:1274–1286; J. E. Platt
to Wilbur Siebert, March 28, 1896, ibid., 1: 1261–1265; and Carver Tomlinson to
Wilbur Siebert, December 15, 1892, ibid., 2:0129–0132.

44 Reminiscence of Julia W. Carter, Jacksonville Daily Journal, February 4, 1906; and
Coffin, Reminiscences, 335 and 456–461. See also Sprague, His Promised, 91–96.
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African American Underground activist Giffin Booth was taken by a mob
and tortured by ducking him in the river in an effort to force him to give
up the whereabouts of a group of fugitives. The mob also threatened to
lynch George Evans, one of the African American leaders of the Under-
ground in Madison. In each case, white intercessors forced the assailants
to contemplate the far greater likelihood, even in the Borderland, that an
assault on a white citizen might merit prosecution.45

Given the particular racial disparity in the threats faced by activists,
some seem to have developed a racial division of labor in response. In
some of the accounts of the Underground’s operations, it appears that
white activists specialized in harboring escapees in their homes and pro-
viding the means of transportation, while African American activists
specialized in guiding them between refuges. It is important not to over-
state the prevalence of this division of labor. Most of the evidence comes
from accounts written by white activists. It is clear that many African
Americans also harbored fugitives, particularly in the most hazardous
areas of the Borderland. It is also clear that many white activists guided
those they harbored on to the next station. Nevertheless, such a division
of labor would represent a shrewd response to the racial dynamics of
Borderland violence. White activists had homes that had at least some
protection from search. African Americans were no safer if confronted at
home than if they were caught on the road, and serving as guides allowed
them to face the dangers involved in Underground work without placing
their families at risk.46

One can see the delegation of the task of guiding fugitives to adolescent
children as a similar adaptation to the dangers of Underground work in
the Borderland. Certainly, the time of adolescents was less valuable than
that of their parents, who had farms and businesses to manage. The
practice may have afforded the parents a means to disavow the activities

45 Griffler, Front Line, 86–87.
46 For evidence of this division of labor, see William C. Kashatus, Just over the Line: Chester

County and the Underground Railroad (West Chester: Chester County Historical Soci-
ety, 2002), 57–59; Smedley, History, 138 and 274; Bordewich, Bound, 233; Coffin,
Reminiscences, 300; Isaac Beck to Wilbur Siebert, December 26, 1892, Siebert Papers,
9:0538–0552; W. S. Fishback to Wilbur Siebert, ibid., 9:0850–0851; interview with
Daniel Strawter, n.d., ibid., 11:1152; H. C. Burnham to Wilbur Siebert, February 3,
1896, ibid., 2:1022–1025; H. L. Hossack to Wilbur Siebert, February 20, 1896, ibid.,
2:0382–0383; Joel Wood to Wilbur Siebert, August 19, 1892, ibid., 9:0284; interview
with Hudson Champlin Ward, September 10, 1895, ibid., 11:0562–0563; and Reminis-
cence of Julia W. Carter, Jacksonville Daily Journal, February 4, 1906, ibid.,
2:1083–1094.
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of their children and thus shield themselves from legal retaliation. But the
use of children also seems to have been a response to proslavery violence.
Though a number of adult activists like James Thompson were beaten by
slave catchers when caught guiding fugitives, and many of these adoles-
cent guides remembered tense confrontations with slave catchers when far
from home, their age seems to have shielded them from physical assault:
we do not have a single account of an adolescent conductor suffering
actual violence. Interestingly, we also lack accounts of African American
adolescents playing the role of guide, again suggesting that their parents
were concerned above all to shield them from the violence of Under-
ground work, violence that for black families was no respecter of age or
gender and might result in kidnapping and enslavement.47

Regardless of the extent of this racial division of labor, interracial
cooperation was clearly essential to the success of the Underground in
the Borderland. P. N. Wickerham, an activist in Highland County, OH,
noted that “in many cases the fugitive was closely pursued; or being
without direction to friends, distrusted all overtures from white people.
The abolitionists usually availed themselves of free men of color to win
the confidence and secure the control of the escaped slave.” F. W. Powell,
who worked in western Ohio, observed that once fugitives from enslave-
ment crossed the river, “they concealed themselves and watched for one
of their own color who was always a friend and assisted to get them on
the U.G.R.R.”48

Despite their dependence on African American assistance, one can see
in white reminiscences written decades later a racial condescension that
must have strained these relationships. Though conducting fugitives
through the woods and back roads at night was unquestionably the more

47 On the experiences of adolescent conductors, see Hagedorn, Beyond, 138–139; S. O.
Stillman to Wilbur Siebert, March 6, 1896, Siebert Papers, 1:1241–1244; J. E. Platt to
Wilbur Siebert, March 28, 1896, ibid., 1: 1261–1265; “Interview upon the Alum Creek
Quaker Settlement,” n.d., ibid., 11:0363–0366; and Smedley, History, 290–296.

48 P. N. Wickerham to Wilbur Siebert, August 9, 1894, Siebert Papers, 9:0052–0055; and
F. W. Powell to Wilbur Siebert, September 10, 1894, ibid., 11:0586–0590. See also
Charles H. Hull to Wilbur Siebert, March 24, 1902, ibid., 7:0545–0551; interview with
Col. John Stone, n.d., ibid., 11:1151; E. H. Trueblood, “Reminiscences of the Under-
ground Railroad,” Salem Republican Leader, December 1, 1893, and April 4, 1894,
ibid., 3:0314–0319 and 3:1272–1276; Reminiscence of Major M. M. Lacey, n.d., pub-
lished in the Richmond, IN, Palladium-Item and Sun Telegram, January 17, 1962; and
Watkins, Struggles for Freedom. Keith Griffler and Fergus Bordewich have stressed the
importance and difficulties of interracial cooperation in their analyses of the Under-
ground Railroad.
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dangerous portion of the work, white accounts show a marked tendency
to privilege the position of “station keeper” over that of “conductor.”
Writing about the work of James L. Thompson in Canton, IN, E. H.
Trueblood repeatedly referred to Thompson’s home as “Station #1,” even
though his accounts make it clear that fugitives came to Thompson after
taking initial refuge in black settlements closer to the Ohio River. Simi-
larly, F. M. Merrel celebrated John Carr as the keeper of “Station No. 1”
of the Madison network, though it is clear that African American homes
in Madison served as the true first refuges for escapees crossing the river.
John Vickers, who harbored fugitives from enslavement in the 1840s, sent
them to stay with his African American tenants after the passage of the
Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 significantly increased the legal penalties. He
thus claimed status within the antislavery community as a station keeper
while displacing the risks onto others less able to bear them. When
celebrating their role as station keepers, white activists suggested that
they occupied a special place of danger, when in fact their activity
reflected their enjoyment of a partial immunity from violence granted by
their race.49

Given the climate of hostility that they faced, and their preference for
avoiding confrontation when possible, the degree to which African
American communities, antislavery activists, and Underground operatives
in the Borderland used violence to resist slave catching is remarkable. As
the early rescues described in Chapter 1 illustrate, communities could
mobilize to rescue a fugitive even in the absence of prior Underground
organization. Nevertheless, as Borderland Underground networks
became more organized in the late 1830s and early 1840s, the pace of
rescues accelerated. In the thirteen years prior to 1838, there were only
four rescues in the Borderland. Over the next thirteen years, prior to the
passage of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, the Borderland witnessed
twenty-nine rescues. Of those twenty-nine, seventeen were fully success-
ful. In another seven cases, the crowd succeeded in freeing some of those
held, or encouraged their subsequent purchase and emancipation. In four
cases the crowd failed to free anyone. In a final case, the outcome is
unknown.50

At least one third of these rescues were performed by African American
crowds enacting a culture of collective self-defense that emerged in the

49 F. M. Merrel to Wilbur Siebert, March 10, 1895, Siebert Papers, 2:0892–0895; and
Smedley, History, 157.

50 See the Appendix for a list of fugitive slave rescues.
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1830s in response to a wave of kidnappings and other forms of racial
violence and discrimination in the Borderland. African Americans in the
Borderland had precious little recourse to legal protection against kidnap-
pers, slave catchers, or white mobs rampaging through their communities,
often under color of law. Increasingly over the course of the late 1830s
and 1840s African American communities took matters into their own
hands. For example, African American residents of Posey County, IN,
took up arms and gave chase in response to the kidnapping of an entire
family in 1836. In the mid-1840s, William Parker led half a dozen armed
neighbors in pursuit of kidnappers in Chester County, PA, and eventually
freed the victim from a local tavern after a protracted gun battle.51

These communities also collectively punished members who, motiv-
ated by profit or personal grievance, communicated the whereabouts of
escapees to Southern slaveholders. African American crowds dealt with
such informers harshly in the 1830s and 1840s. In 1835 a woman accused
of informing on a resident of Philadelphia was mobbed in that city, and
again a week later in Wilmington, DE, to which she had fled for refuge.
Frederick Douglass described another incident in New Bedford, MA, in
which a community resident had informed on another out of spite. The
informer was invited to attend a community meeting at which a commu-
nity elder rose and pointed to him, declaring, “Friends, we have got him
here, and I would recommend you, young men, just take him outside the
door, and kill him.” The informer bolted from the meeting and was not
seen in New Bedford again.52

Finally, this ethos of collective self-defense is illustrated by the response
to white mobs who threatened the black communities of Cincinnati and
Harrisburg in the 1840s. On the first day of the Cincinnati race riot of
1841, the black community organized under arms and defended their
neighborhoods from white mobs with gunfire. In 1849, an incident in
Harrisburg, PA, demonstrated the degree to which African American
communities in the Borderland might find themselves laid under siege,
and the tenacity with which they fought back. In the fall, half a dozen
fugitives from enslavement arrived in Harrisburg, and one was seized by
slave catchers on Front Street. Several African American bystanders came

51 Philanthropist, October 21, 1836; and Parker, “The Freedman’s Story, Part I,” 164. See
also Wilson, Freedom, 14–15; Blockson, Underground, 59; and Richard Bell, “Counter-
feit Kin: Kidnappers of Color, the Reverse Underground Railroad, and the Origins of
Practical Abolition,” Journal of the Early Republic 38 (2018): 199–230.

52 Saturday Morning Transcript, June 27, 1835; Alexandria Gazette, July 8, 1835; and
Blassingame et al., Narrative, 79.
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to his aid, however, and freed him from the slave catchers. The fugitives
were taken to a house in the black community, and an armed guard of
several dozen men was raised to protect them. When a constable ordered
this force to disperse, they refused, and when a sheriff’s posse arrived to
force the issue, they drove the posse off. The sheriff then called out a
militia company, which marauded through the black community, harass-
ing residents and vandalizing random homes, but keeping its distance
from the refuge and its armed guard. The fugitives were smuggled out of
the community once the commotion had subsided.53

As illustrated by the incident in Harrisburg, the determination to
protect the community led to a series of fugitive rescues in the late
1830s and 1840s. A few of these rescues took place in smaller rural
communities, whose residents proved both tenacious and successful. For
example, in 1841, when an African American woman named Elizabeth
was captured by three slave catchers in Chester County, PA, half a dozen
African American residents went in pursuit and freed her. Six years later,
several slave catchers seized an African American man from a field near
Columbia, PA. The residents of Tow Hill, the town’s African American
neighborhood, soon set out in pursuit of the slave catchers, armed with
“guns, pistols, knives, clubs, handspikes, tongs, broomsticks, and such
other warlike implements as were at hand.” The crowd caught up with
the slave catchers at Mt. Pleasant, quickly overawed them, and took the
prisoner into hiding.54

The large African American communities of major Borderland cities
such as Philadelphia, New York, and Cincinnati also resisted fugitive
renditions, continuing the pattern set in the 1820s of turning out by the
hundreds and sometimes the thousands to confront slave catchers. As in
earlier decades, however, the presence of large police forces meant that
these urban crowds were rarely successful. In 1838, a crowd of several
hundred African Americans attempted to rescue Nicolas Reynolds as he
was led out of a Philadelphia court, but the police held them back and
made several arrests. In Cincinnati in 1845, a much smaller crowd rioted
in the courtroom after an African American man named Watson was
ordered remanded, but they were quickly subdued. The following year,
George Kirk, who had stowed away on the brigMobile, was brought into
court in New York on a writ of habeas corpus. As he was transported

53 Griffler, Front Line, 48–57; and North Star, October 12, 1849.
54 Pennsylvania Freeman, June 30, 1841; Parker, “The Freedman’s Story, Part I,” 162–163;

and Albany Evening Journal, October 27, 1847.
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between the jail and the court, a crowd of several hundred tried to free
him, but was unsuccessful. Kirk was eventually freed after several trials.55

Confronting large police forces and sometimes crowds of hostile white
Democrats, black crowds largely abstained from ritual: they mobbed
those who held fugitives in custody, stripped the fugitives away, and
ran. Nevertheless, there were expressive aspects to African American
violence in the Borderland. The size of black crowds in the region,
sometimes numbering in the thousands, and the prominent role played
by women in these riots, sent the message that the black community stood
united in the defense of its members. As one female participant in an
1847 riot in Carlisle, PA, put it, she was willing to wade “up to my knees
in blood for my color.”56

When slave catchers lashed out violently at members of African Ameri-
can crowds, those assembled responded with lethal violence, expressing a
determination that in the North, black bodies could not be abused with
impunity. In 1841, when the rescuers of Elizabeth caught up with the
carriage of the slave catchers who had taken her, they forced it against a
fence. The slave catchers then brandished pistols and fired several shots.
The rescuers quickly disarmed them, however, and then beat them almost
to death. In 1847, the African American community of Carlisle, PA,
managed to rescue two of three members of a family that had been
remanded back to slavery. As the Southern claimants and court officers
escorted the family to a waiting carriage, several African American
women began to crowd in on the fugitives. When James Kennedy, claim-
ant of two of the escapees, began to beat these women, the assembled
African American community responded with rage. Kennedy later died of
wounds sustained in the subsequent riot.57

Though the law in the Borderland turned a blind eye to extra-legal
violence in defense of slavery, it fell in full force upon African Americans
who used violence to resist the institution. One of the men who attempted
to rescue the fugitive Dixon in New York City in 1837 was later sen-
tenced to sixteen months in prison. In the Carlisle riot, the sole white
defendant was acquitted, but eleven African American rioters were sen-
tenced to three years in prison.58

55 New York Spectator, February 15, 1838; Cincinnati Gazette, February 19, 1845; and
Liberator, November 6, 1846.

56 Pennsylvania Freeman, June 10, 1847; and Baltimore Sun, September 1, 1847.
57 Pennsylvania Freeman, June 30, 1841, and June 10, 1847; and Parker, “The Freedman’s

Story: Part I,” 161–166.
58 New York Spectator, May 18, 1837; and Carlisle Herald, September 8, 1847.
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The other two-thirds of the rescues in the Borderland were accom-
plished by crowds that were either white or interracial in composition.
Some of these rescues arose spontaneously from the encounter between
enslaved African Americans and sympathetic communities. For example,
in 1839, Bennett Rains brought four enslaved African Americans with
him as he traveled through Ohio on his way from Virginia to his new
home in Missouri. Rains passed through Lebanon, OH, and that evening
he and his family made camp in the valley of the Little Miami River.
Antislavery residents of the valley noted the presence of African Ameri-
cans in the party, and activist Abraham Brooke led a large crowd of local
residents to Rains’s camp. The crowd informed Rains that those he
claimed as slaves had become free the moment they crossed into Ohio.
The crowd then led the African Americans to a place of safety. In August
1850, a similar incident took place when slave catchers from Pennsylva-
nia brought seven bound fugitives through Strasburg, PA, a Mennonite
community south of Lancaster. The posse intended to catch the train for
Baltimore, but a crowd led by the local postmaster gathered as they
passed through town and succeeded in freeing two of the captives.59

In other cases, rescuers appear to have been attempting to preserve and
protect Underground Railroad networks. In 1841, Cornelius Burnett was
caught while harboring a fugitive from enslavement in his home in
Cincinnati. Burnett, his sons, and several others fought fiercely with John
McCalla, who came to reclaim the man, and a city constable. Their efforts
were vain, however, and the incident was one of several that triggered a
backlash that grew into the race riot that engulfed the city the following
month. David Putnam, Jr., was more successful when two fugitives from
enslavement were traced to his home in Marietta, OH, one Sunday
evening in February 1847. A crowd of slave catchers surrounded the
house and began to threaten to take the men by force. Had they been
captured in Putnam’s home, the resulting legal proceedings might have
exposed the entire network at Marietta, much as the Ripley network had
been exposed in 1839. To prevent this, Putnam met them at his gate and
refused to allow them onto the property. Word of the commotion spread
and his neighbors rallied to his defense. Dozens of antislavery residents
faced off against the slave catchers and sympathetic locals, and many

59 Philanthropist, December 17, 1839; Baltimore Sun, August 10, 1850; and Gettysburg
Republican Compiler, August 19, 1850. For other spontaneous rescues, see Cleveland
Observer, August 23, 1838; Philanthropist, August 9, 1843; Wilson, Freedom, 53; and
Ray v. Donnell, 4 McLean 504.
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other residents drawn by the spectacle milled about the property. In the
confusion, the two fugitives were dressed in cloaks and led through the
crowd to safety.60

Some of these rural rescues rallied entire Borderland communities and
featured rituals with which rural whites had long greeted officials they
deemed overly intrusive. In 1844, a slaveholder named Marshall led a
posse of Kentuckians to the home of William and Martha McIntyre in
Adams County, OH. Some escapees had been in the neighborhood, and
Marshall’s arrival roused the neighbors, who gathered to deter an arbi-
trary search. McIntyre assured Marshall that the fugitives were not on his
premises, but Marshall persisted in asking for permission to search. At
this point Martha McIntyre lost her patience with the intruders and
pointed out her daughters washing clothes nearby. She then told the
gentlemen to leave her home or she would scald them with the washing
water. Marshall’s men retreated and sent for a warrant. Accounts differ as
to whether any fugitives had actually been present, but when the warrant
arrived there were none to be found. Five fugitives taking refuge at the
home of Hiram Davis in Gallia County, OH, were saved by a similar
resort to intimidation. Four slave catchers from Virginia arrived to search
the house, backed up by half a dozen men “picked up in Ohio.” Davis hid
the fugitives in a root cellar accessed through a trap door. He had just
covered the door with a rug and positioned a heavy loom over it when the
slave catchers arrived. He then took up an axe, stood in the window, and
told the slave catchers that “God had given him the strength and Ohio
had given him the right” to kill the first man who “touched his door.”
A crowd of neighbors soon gathered and friends brought three guns as the
women of the house boiled water. Finally a constable arrived with a
warrant to search the premises, but Davis refused to accept it, and
repeated his threat to the constable. The constable refused to push the
matter and the slave catchers recognized that it would be folly to storm
the house. Seeing that he had successfully intimidated both slave catchers
and local authorities, Davis agreed to let two neighbors of his own
choosing enter the house. The two men performed a perfunctory search

60 New York Spectator, July 3, 1841; Paris, KY, Western Citizen, July 9, 1841; Marietta
Intelligencer, February 11, 1847; “A Lawsuit in Slavery Times,” n.d., Marietta Public
Library; and William B. Summers, “Insuperable Barriers: A Case Study of the Henderson
v. Putnam Fugitive Slave Case,” The E. C. Barksdale Memorial Essays in History 13
(1993–1994): 113–146. See alsoGeorgetown Democratic Standard, December 31, 1844;
Western Citizen, June 20, 1848; and Donnell v. State of Indiana, 3 Indiana 480 (1852).

Borderland Activists Confront the Violence of Mastery 85

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108773997.003
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 8.9.95.224, on 07 Jul 2020 at 14:56:30, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108773997.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


and announced that there was no sign of the fugitives. The slave catchers
left the neighborhood in defeat.61

The largely white crowds that protected rural Underground networks
enjoyed considerably more success than did African American crowds in
major cities. Yet their success was not due to greater tenacity, but rather
to the absence of any organized law enforcement presence in rural areas.
Black communities in urban areas routinely assembled in the hundreds
and even in the thousands to prevent the reenslavement of African Ameri-
cans, but only a few dozen of those assembled could actually physically
attempt to break a prisoner free, and urban police forces could easily
muster that many officers to hold that prisoner in custody. Slave-catching
posses, on the other hand, rarely numbered more than a dozen men,
while, given enough warning, rural neighborhoods could easily muster
three or four dozen armed men in response, numbers that allowed them to
overawe the slave catchers and face them down. Thus the white and
interracial crowds in the Borderland enjoyed greater success not because
they were braver or better organized, but because they were rural.

In areas where white and African American Underground activists
operated in close cooperation, interracial crowds demonstrated some of
the most creative responses to slave catching. As we have already seen,
when slave catchers searched Newport, IN, in the fall of 1850, they were
sent packing by a coordinated response in which armed African Ameri-
cans faced off against the posse, and white Quakers offering to “mediate”
convinced the posse that their only safety lay in retreat. An incident in
Coatesville, PA, in 1844, featured a similar “good cop/bad cop” routine
in which an interracial crowd cleverly manipulated racial stereotypes to
their own advantage. Half a dozen slave catchers attempted to seize
resident Tom Hall at dawn. Hall and his wife resisted, and their cries,
accompanied by a gunshot, summoned a growing crowd of neighbors
“both white and black, armed with guns, knives, pitchforks, and hoes.”
The African Americans in the crowd were particularly menacing, and
several cut the prisoner free despite the posse’s threats to shoot anyone
who interfered. At this point a constable and other white bystanders
warned the slave catchers “to beware how they talked and goaded an
outraged community, for a whistle would . . . summon a force that would
treat them as roughly as they had treated Tom.” The African Americans

61 Evans and Stivers, History, 407–408; James W. Torrence to Wilbur Siebert, September
22, 1894, Siebert Papers, 9:0059–0062; and N. B. Sisson to Wilbur Siebert, September
16, 1894, ibid., 10:0049–0055.
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in the crowd took this as their cue to intensify their performance of
menace: “the colored people were still more furious, and the results might
have been disastrous . . . had not persons been there to hold in check their
phrensied indignation.” At this point several of the slave catchers, who
had signed on for wages, discovered that the job didn’t pay nearly well
enough. After these hired men withdrew, the remaining slave catchers
released Tom, but were too frightened to retreat, and meekly awaited
arrest rather than leave the company of the white residents whom they
saw as their only protectors.62

Despite the tenacity of this resistance, in the Borderland, the violence of
mastery prevailed, both in law and on the ground. Southern slave catchers
continually roamed the region and routinely received assistance from
local white residents. Residents sympathetic to the plight of fugitives from
enslavement could resist only a small fraction of these incursions. Those
who did come to the assistance of fugitives found themselves targeted for
violent retaliation, regardless of their race. White activists were spared the
most lethal forms of the violence of mastery, but their persons and
property suffered at the hands of the slaveholders and slave catchers
roaming the region. African Americans had little recourse to law to
protect themselves and labored under the continual threat of kidnapping
and even assassination. The Underground Railroad adapted to this cul-
ture of proslavery violence, operating by stealth and evolving strategies
that allowed activists of both races to manage the risks of violence to the
extent possible. Remarkably, these activists resisted the violence of mas-
tery on dozens of occasions, utilizing intimidation and collective self-
defense to rescue some of men and women recaptured in the Borderland,
often at great cost to themselves.

62 Pennsylvania Freeman, April 11, 1844. See also Daniel Huff to Wilbur Siebert, December
5, 1895, Siebert Papers, 3:0440–0447; D. N. Huff, “Unnamed Anti-Slavery Heroes of
Old Newport,” Indiana Magazine of History 3 (1907): 135–136; Reminiscence of Major
M. M. Lacey, n.d., published in the Richmond, IN, Palladium-Item and Sun Telegram,
January 19 and 22, 1962; Anti-Slavery Bugle, December 7, 1850; Hagedorn, Beyond,
184–188; and Ohio v. Mahan and Pettijohn, Brown County Court of Common Pleas,
September Term, 1839, Common Pleas Record Book, 465–496, Brown County Archives,
Georgetown, OH.
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3

Bondage and Dignity

Accommodation and Collision in
the Contested Region

John Brown, who published his memoir Slave Life in Georgia in 1855,
left slavery behind in the 1840s. He ran from a plantation on the Missis-
sippi River and worked his way up river and across the bayous to St.
Louis. From St. Louis he struck east across Illinois, receiving help from
several free black households along the way. He was challenged by a
white farmer in the borderland of Illinois, but pretended to be drunk and
thus evaded capture. As he passed through Vandalia and Terre Haute, he
believed that he had escaped pursuit, only to find himself advertised as a
fugitive in Western Indiana. Finally, he received instructions to make
contact with the Underground Railroad at a homestead on the Big Blue
River in the vicinity of Carthage, IN. He reached this refuge the next
morning and was taken in by a Quaker couple who were just sitting down
to breakfast. They took Brown to a bedroom to bathe and laid out a new
set of clothes for him. When he came down to breakfast, he, like many
other fugitives, hesitated to eat in “such grand company.” His hostess
kindly urged him on, “Come, friend John Brown, thee must eat.” Brown’s
journey had lasted ten months, and he had not had the opportunity eat his
fill in that time. Once he began to eat, he found it difficult to stop. Finally,
his hostess insisted he stop before he made himself ill.

Brown awoke that night and was at first fearful of his unfamiliar
surroundings. He then felt a rush of happiness: “at last I became alive
to the truth; that I was in a friend’s house, and that I really was free and
safe.” Brown stayed with his hosts for a week, but it became clear to the
family that it was not safe for him to remain. Their sons guided him
overnight to another refuge farther north, and there he met with a
conductor who piloted him north of the Wabash River, a journey that
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took that night and all of the next day. Once north of the Wabash, Brown
worked splitting rails for four days, and then embarked on his own with
directions to Marshall, MI. Arriving in Marshall, he found a vibrant
African American community populated by many fellow escapees who
told him that he “need not fear anything, as [he] was now quite out of
danger.” During his residence in Marshall, a slaveholder came to recap-
ture two of his friends, Noel Johnson and Thomas Smith. The community
rose up “as one man, to defend them, and prevent them from being
carried off.” The reaction was so violent that the slaveholder was forced
to appeal to Johnson for protection. Brown eventually moved on to
Canada, and then sailed for England.1

John Brown’s journey began several hundred miles from free territory.
His route took him across the Borderland, with all of its attendant
dangers. Nevertheless, at some point in the journey, he crossed a line
and found himself in a landscape that was less treacherous, a landscape in
which friends outnumbered enemies and in which he experienced a meas-
ure of security and hope absent in the Borderland. In this new landscape,
he and other fugitives from enslavement found an opportunity to stop and
rest, take work, change clothes, and receive medical attention, or, as
Brown so eloquently described, simply to breathe freely for the first time.
Yet this region could not grant them permanent refuge. As much as
Brown wanted to, he could not remain on the Big Blue River. Though
they found a limited asylum from the publicly sanctioned proslavery
violence that prevailed in the Borderland, fugitives could not count on
the willingness of the residents of the region to rise and defend them, a
disposition that Brown would later experience in Michigan.

The region in which Brown found temporary refuge, which spanned
the middle and upper latitudes of Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, Pennsylvania, all
of New Jersey, and the portion of the Hudson River Valley of New York
lying between New York City and Albany, was a cultural battleground.
Slave catchers could and did operate in the region, but as they did so they
confronted a distinct culture of violence, one that challenged many of the
most basic precepts of the violence of mastery.

A number of scholars examining the culture of honor prevailing in
the South have contrasted it with a predominant “culture of dignity”
in the North. According to Edward Ayers, this culture of dignity cele-
brated the intrinsic value of each individual. It stressed self-discipline,

1 John Brown, Slave Life in Georgia (London: British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society,
1855), 136–170.
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moderation, and restraint as the essential qualities of masculinity. It empha-
sized the role of institutions in bringing order to the community, and the
resort to law as a means of resolving disputes. The culture of dignity lent
itself to the needs of the diverse and rapidly modernizing capitalist society
of the North. It contributed to the emergence of a distinct, bourgeois
masculinity, celebrating masculine restraint and branding violence as
unmanly, that embedded itself in the political culture of the Whig Party.2

The culture of dignity had a clear impact on how residents of the
Contested Region perceived slavery and the behavior of slaveholders
and slave catchers in their midst. The tendency of Southerners to disre-
gard the humanity of recaptured fugitives grated on the belief in the
fundamental dignity of all human beings held by many residents of the
region, even those who did not subscribe to abolitionism. William
Benedict of Alum Creek, OH, gave voice to this belief in 1835. Slave
catchers came to his home and demanded he surrender an African Ameri-
can woman and her children who were staying with him. Benedict refused
to let the slaveholder who claimed them take them away, and soon a
crowd of his neighbors gathered. After a local justice of the peace read
Ohio’s anti-kidnapping statute, the posse of hired slave catchers suddenly
found the job less interesting, and departed. When the slaveholder per-
sisted in demanding the woman and her children, Benedict responded by
dressing him down in memorable fashion: “Thee knows better than that.
A man born and brought up in Connecticut knows better than to call
them property. The boy thee has hold of is thy own son.”3

The culture of dignity’s emphasis on reason and self-restraint also
caused residents to disdain the exaggerated performances of masculine
aggression so characteristic of the violence of mastery. The story of Eli

2 Edward L. Ayers: Vengeance and Justice, Crime and Punishment in the 19th-Century
American South (New York: Oxford University Press, 1984), 23–27; Bertram Wyatt-
Brown, Yankee Saints and Southern Sinners (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University
Press, 1985), 188–192; Amy S. Greenberg,Manifest Manhood and the Antebellum Ameri-
can Empire (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 6–17 and 135–158; E.
Anthony Rotundo, American Manhood: Transformations in Masculinity from the Revo-
lution to the Modern Era (New York: Basic Books, 1994), 20–30 and 67–74; and David
Walker Howe, The Political Culture of the American Whigs (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1979), 69–95 and 123–138.

3 M. J. Benedict to Wilbur Siebert, July 3, 1894, MIC 192, Wilbur H. Siebert Collection
(1840–1954), Microfilm Edition, Ohio Historical Society, Columbus, OH, Reel 9, Frames
1327–1335 (hereafter Siebert Papers 9:1327–1335); Aaron Benedict to Wilbur Siebert, n.
d., ibid., 11:0322–0327; and Aaron Benedict, “The Underground Railroad,” Mt. Gilead
Sentinel, July 13, 1893, ibid., 11:0408–0434.
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Osbourne’s confrontation with the Kentuckian slave catchers who
threatened to burn Newport, IN, and challenged him to a duel is a telling
example of this. When Osbourne challenged the Kentuckians to a game of
marbles instead of a duel, his choice of game revealed that he was
mocking their lack of manhood. Their lack of restraint, in his eyes and
those of his neighbors, marked them as little boys, so instead of single
combat he offered them a boyhood entertainment.4

Finally, the culture of dignity’s emphasis on law, due process, and
justice placed significant constraints on how slave catchers operated in
the Contested Region. While slave catchers frequently seized African
Americans in the Borderland without ever showing cause, the inhabitants
of the Contested Region insisted that fugitive renditions proceed
according to prescribed legal procedures. For example, when a Kentucky
slave catcher attempted to seize an eighteen-year-old African American
boy in the street in Pittsburgh, bystanders gathered and demanded that he
explain himself. When he insisted that the boy was a fugitive, John Sibbet,
an exchange broker, released the boy from his grasp and told the slave
catcher that “he must come before the mayor to make good his claim.”
Sibbet then led the boy toward the mayor’s office.5

Together, these norms shaped a distinct culture of violence, conditional
toleration, on the basis of which residents accepted the legality of fugitive
renditions while contesting the behavior of slave catchers. This regional
culture of violence sought to accommodate slave catching, but only
insofar as it complied with the norms of the culture of dignity. Thus,
some slave catchers found that if they proceeded strictly according to legal
procedures, with all of their paperwork in order, and if they refrained
from enacting the violence of mastery before local communities, they
might successfully recover the fugitives they sought. Others, however,
proved unable or unwilling to part with the cultural assumptions so
widely held in the South and at least condoned in the Borderland. Accus-
tomed to aggressively asserting a right of recaption that none dared
question, and to treating enslaved African Americans like livestock, they
engaged in behaviors that offended local residents and provoked entire

4 Daniel Huff to Wilbur Siebert, December 5, 1895, Siebert Papers, 3:0440–0447; D. N.
Huff, “Unnamed Anti-Slavery Heroes of Old Newport,” Indiana Magazine of History 3
(1907): 135–136; and Reminiscence of Major M. M. Lacey, n.d., published in the
Richmond, IN, Palladium-Item and Sun Telegram, January 19 and 22, 1962.

5 Pennsylvania Freeman, June 19, 1845.
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communities in the Contested Region to resistance. At its most stark, this
collision of cultures proved both spectacular and profoundly alienating.

One result of the prevalence of these cultural values was a landscape in
which fugitives and African Americans generally could travel much more
safely. This is reflected in the reminiscences of Underground operatives,
many of whom noted a frontier past in which fugitives could travel on
their own safely, even by day. In Illinois, one activist noted that daytime
travel was safe once fugitives reached Farmington, IL. In Kendall County,
100 miles farther toward Chicago, Lucius Whitney noted that after 1845,
fugitives were harbored openly. In Indiana, Jesse Macy, an activist on the
Big Blue River a dozen miles north of Carthage, IN, noted that in the early
1840s fugitives were conducted by night, but by the end of the decade
they were sent on by day with directions. In Ohio, John Ashley and
Thomas L. Gray placed the frontier in the vicinity of the national road,
at least unless activists had reason to believe that a particular fugitive was
pursued. In Southeast Pennsylvania, fugitives were considered safe once
they passed over Blue Mountain on the way to Wilkes-Barre, Montrose,
and New York State.6

The Contested Region was also safe enough that activists could offer
fugitives sustained medical attention and an extended period of rest. Levi
Coffin remembered several instances in which African Americans reached
Newport in very rough shape. One woman had traversed the Borderland
with her two young daughters without assistance. They arrived exhausted
and malnourished, having subsisted on fruit and green corn, much of
which the mother had given to her daughters. The daughters recovered
relatively quickly, but their mother required careful tending by a phys-
ician for several weeks. Esther Lewis, who lived at the edge of the
Borderland in Chester County, PA, provided the same service. Lewis
was a natural healer, and her home offered the first opportunity that
fugitives reaching Southeast Pennsylvania had to receive medical
attention. She and her daughters provided assistance to hundreds of
fugitives over several decades. Her daughter Grace Anna Lewis remem-
bered that their home was also the first place in which fugitives might stop

6
“The Underground Railroad,” La Harper, April 3, 1896, Siebert Papers, 2:0222–0227;
Lucius Whitney to Wilbur Siebert, April 27, 1896, ibid., 2:0278–0284; Jesse Macy to
Wilbur Siebert, August 10, 1894, ibid., 2:0803–0809; interview with John M. Ashley, July
1894, ibid., 11:0705–0706; Thomas L. Gray, “Underground Railroad, Chapter II,” New
Lexington Tribune, November 12, 1885, ibid., 11:0249–0300; and Dr. Edward
H. Magill, “The Underground Railroad,” Friends Intelligencer, February 26, 1898, ibid.,
13:0845–0853.
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long enough to change clothing, and the family kept a stock of Northern,
machine-made clothes on hand to allow fugitives to discard the shoddy
garments that were an obvious marker of their enslaved status.7

As in the Borderland, the distinct culture of violence prevailing in the
Contested Region shaped the organization and operations of the Under-
ground Railroad. North of Newport, IN, for example, the network of
activists providing assistance grew significantly sparser. Those fugitives
who left Newport for Michigan found that the stations at which they
might call for assistance now lay forty to fifty miles apart. In northwestern
Ohio, the countryside was sparsely settled as late as the 1840s, and there
was little assistance available between Urbana and Toledo. On the east
side of the state, the dense network that carried fugitives from the river to
Zanesville seems to have petered out farther north. In western Pennsylva-
nia, some networks of activists extended from Pittsburgh north toward
Erie and northeast toward Clearfield and Elmira, NY. Here, too, the
evidence suggests that network density declined as travel became safer:
while fugitives received assistance in a few isolated locations such as the
free black settlement at Sandy Lake, we have little evidence that organized
networks extended north of present-day Interstate 80.8

Generally, in the northern reaches of the Contested Region, activists
were more likely to send fugitives onward with directions rather than
actively guide them to the next destination. In eastern Pennsylvania,
fugitives reaching Harrisburg generally continued up the Susquehanna
River Valley to Williamsport and Elmira, NY (see Map 3.1). There is little
evidence of organized networks in this area. Fugitives brought by the
networks of Southeast Pennsylvania to Bucks County continued through
the Pocono Mountains on their own. They might look for assistance in

7 Levi Coffin, Reminiscences of Levi Coffin (New York: Arno Press, 1968), 113–115; and
Dr. Edward H. Magill, “When Men Were Sold,” Bucks County Intelligencer, March 31,
1898, Siebert Papers, 12:1395–1403.

8 Luke W. Thomas, “The Thomas Family,” Indiana Magazine of History (December 1923),
351–353; Charles Osborn to Wilbur Siebert, February 11, 1896, Siebert Papers,
3:0643–0646; John Ratliff to Wilbur Siebert, March 22, 1896, ibid., 3:0189–0191; John
H. Bond to Charles Osborn, January 30, 1896, ibid., 3:0453; interview with Col. David
Putnam, August 13, 1894, ibid., 9:1318–1319; interview with David Adams, August 23,
1894, ibid., 10:0700–0702; interview with Hudson Champlin Ward, September 10, 1895,
ibid., 11:0562–0563; “Excerpt from Biography of Dr. Robert and Jane C. Mitchell,”
1916, ibid., 13:0102–0110; unsigned letter to Wilbur Siebert, November 25, 1895, ibid.,
12:1287–1288; “Personal History of the Underground Railroad as Related by George
Rank,” n.d., ibid., 13:0124–0127; and Joseph S. White to Wilbur Siebert, March 1, 1897,
ibid., 13:0245–0246.
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Wilkes-Barre and Montrose, two stopovers in their 120-mile journey to
the New York border. Activists in New York City sent fugitives directly to
the Free Soil Region by public conveyance. They booked passage for
fugitives on steamships bound for New Haven, Fall River, and other
New England ports, and also on steamers and barges bound up the
Hudson River Valley to Albany, which featured its own vigilance
committee led by black abolitionist Stephen Myers.9

There were, however, a small number of highly organized networks
that traversed the Contested Region, most often made necessary by
particular geographic circumstances. In Illinois, for example, the net-
works assisting fugitives from southern Missouri and the vicinity of St.
Louis reached the Illinois River between Havana and Ottawa and joined
the network that extended from Quincy (see Map 3.2). The heavy traffic
through this corridor, defined by the Illinois and Rock River Valleys, and
a finite number of crossings over the Illinois River, multiplied the dangers
of traversing this section of Illinois. As a consequence, an organized
network followed the north bank of the Illinois River, from Farmington
through Princeton and northeast toward Mendota. Thus fugitives travel-
ing this route received regular, organized assistance until within a one- or
two-day walk of Chicago. Owen Lovejoy, Elijah Lovejoy’s brother, later
boasted of his involvement in this network in a speech before Congress.
Lovejoy was involved in two fugitive rescues in the 1840s, and he and
several other activists, including Luther Birge, the Rev. John Cross, and
the Rev. S. G. Wright, were prosecuted for harboring fugitives.10

In 1844, perhaps in celebration of the dismissal of the charges against
him, Rev. Cross published an advertisement in theWestern Citizen. Titled
“Liberty Line – New Arrangement, Night and Day,” the advertisement

9 William J. Switala, The Underground Railroad in Pennsylvania (Mechanicsburg, PA:
Stackpole Books, 2001); 115–119; Abner C. Wright to Wilbur Siebert, June 20, 1945,
Siebert Papers, 6:1125–1129; Edward MaGill, “The Underground Railroad,” Friends
Intelligencer, February 26, 1898, ibid., 13:0845–0853; Rhamanthus Stocker, Centennial
History of Susquehanna County, Pennsylvania (Philadelphia: R. T. Peck and Co., 1887),
319–320; Excerpt from “Sketch of the Life of Rev. Charles B. Ray,” Siebert Papers,
7:0672–0681; and Account of Daniel Fisher, in Charles L. Blockson, ed., The Under-
ground Railroad (New York: Prentice Hall, 1987), 67–69.

10 Harriett Hall Blair to Wilbur Siebert, January 26, 1896, Siebert Papers, 2:1216–1219;
George Churchill to Wilbur Siebert, ibid., 2:0286–0292; N. C. Buswell to Wilbur Siebert,
March 13, 1896, ibid., 2:0072–0073; William H. Collins to Wilbur Siebert, January 13,
1896, ibid., 1:1254–1258; and H. N. Field to Wilbert Siebert, April 21, 1896, ibid.,
2:0202–0209. See also OwenW.Muelder, The Underground Railroad inWestern Illinois
(Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2012), 77–90 and 104–148.
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invited “Gentlemen and Ladies, who may wish to improve their health or
circumstances, by a Northern tour,” to apply “at any of the trap doors, or
to the conductor of the train, J. Cross, Proprietor.” Cross also promised
to forward any “proslavery police officers” as “dead freight” to the
“Valley of the Rascals.” Cross’s boastfulness reflected the growing secur-
ity felt by the activists of this network, who began to operate during the
day toward the end of the 1840s.11

One striking figure who operated along this network was an African
American conductor known only as Charley. Charley had escaped from a
plantation in Missouri early in the 1840s, and had made his way along
the Underground network from Quincy to Chicago. He returned several
times to retrieve his wife and children from slavery. His first few attempts
were unsuccessful, but on each return journey he brought a handful of
friends and relatives to safety. Finally, on one trip he succeeded in reach-
ing his wife and children, but was forced to abandon them when cornered
by slave catchers. On his next trip, he found that his family had been sold
farther south. It is unclear if they were ever reunited.12

In Ohio, the Scioto River north of Columbus posed another difficult
obstacle for escapees. There were relatively few crossings over the Scioto
in the 1840s, and slave catchers in search of fugitives frequently watched
the bridges. Several fugitives were recaptured while crossing bridges in the
vicinity of Marysville. As a consequence, the network that extended from
Cincinnati and Ripley up to Springfield and Urbana remained highly
organized as it turned east to bring fugitives safely north of Columbus
to the Quaker settlement at Alum Creek (see Map 3.3). Along this stretch,
activist households remained tightly spaced to facilitate stealthy nighttime
travel. Activists used a variety of crossings over the Scioto, and several
conductors, including William Cratty, Joe Mayo, and Udney Hyde, spe-
cialized in guiding fugitives safely across the river. Cratty, whose home
was the last refuge before the river, knew every footpath in the area, and
Hyde had a reputation as a “pretty rough fellow” of whom would-be

11 Western Citizen, July 13, 1844, reproduced in Herman R. Muelder, Fighters for Freedom:
The History of Antislavery Activities of Men and Women Associated with Knox College
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1959), 217–218.

12 James Buswell to Wilbur Siebert, n.d., Siebert Papers, 2:0078–0086; D. N. Blazer,
“History of the Underground Railroad in McDonough County, Illinois,” Journal of the
Illinois State Historical Society 15:3–4 (October 1922–April 1923), in ibid.,
2:1028–1049; S. J. Clarke, History of McDonough County, Illinois (Springfield: D.
W. Lusk, 1878), 268–272; Hartford Charter Oak, February 5, 1846; and Boston Eman-
cipator, April 12, 1848.
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slave catchers had reason to be wary. Hyde would later be involved in one
of the most important fugitive rescues of the 1850s.13

This network is also one of the few for which we have concrete
evidence of the number of fugitives receiving assistance. A leaf from a
record book kept by Alum Creek activist Charles Osborn has survived,
and was published by Wilbur Siebert in 1896. It shows that Osborn aided
forty-seven fugitives between April 14 and September 10, 1844, a rate of
about 120 per year. Siebert erred significantly in extrapolating from this
evidence. Since he had identified twelve major Underground routes in
Ohio, he multiplied 120 by twelve, and then extrapolated the total over
the entire period between 1830 and 1860. He thus concluded that over
40,000 fugitives had crossed Ohio over the three decades. In fact, all of
the Underground networks in the eastern half of Ohio joined at Alum
Creek, and thus the traffic there amounted to at least half of that in the
state as whole, not the one-twelfth that Siebert estimated. If we were to
make the highly speculative assumption that the rate of traffic recorded by
Osborn was typical of the whole thirty-year period, the resulting extrapo-
lation would suggest that fewer than 7,000 fugitives made the trip across
the state.14

A third organized network extended from Pittsburgh along the
Pennsylvania–Ohio border, crossing the border at New Bedford, PA,
and continuing up the Ohio side to Ashtabula Harbor. Charles Garlick,
who ran from a Virginia plantation in 1843 and published his memoir in
1902, was assisted by this network in his journey to the Western Reserve.

13 M. J. Benedict to Wilbur Siebert, July 3, 1894, Siebert Papers 9:1327–1335; Aaron
Benedict to Wilbur Siebert, n.d., ibid., 11:0322–0327; Aaron Benedict, “The Under-
ground Railroad,” Mt. Gilead Sentinel, July 13, 1893, ibid., 11:0408–0434; interview
with Griffith G. Benedict, December 2, 1893, ibid., 11:0332–0334; Gideon Mosher to
Wilbur Siebert, January 11, 1893, ibid., 11:0439–0440; interview with Wilson Gardner,
July 21, 1892, ibid., 9:1597–1598; interview with John Rees, July 18, 1895, ibid.,
9:1604–1606; Hannah Blackburn to Wilbur Siebert, April 5, 1893, ibid.,
10:1114–1122; “A Brief History of the U.G.R.R. and Its Operations in Logan County,
Ohio,” September 22, 1894, ibid., 10:1094–1100; interview with Samuel Cherry,
November 10, 1894, ibid., 11:1044–1046; Richard Wood to Wilbur Siebert, April 18,
1893, ibid., 11:0190–0191; “Old Uncle Joe Mayo,” Marysville Tribune, April 27, 1881,
ibid., 11:1037–1040; interview with Joseph Brand, August 14, 1894, ibid., 9:0691–0693;
“William Cratty Talks of ‘Underground Railroad’ Days,” Chicago Evening Post, July 18,
1893, ibid., 9:1342–1344; and interview with Asbury Parker, September 30, 1894, ibid.,
10:0997–1000.

14 Wilbur H. Siebert, “Light on the Underground Railroad,” American Historical Review 1
(April 1896): 462–463; and Siebert, The Underground Railroad from Slavery to Freedom
(New York: Arno Press, 1968), 344–346.
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Here, too, the proximity of the Virginia Panhandle made organization
and stealth essential all the way up into the Western Reserve. One
conductor on this route remembered that “we kept the slaves hid away
through the day & seldom had them on the road earlier than ten p.m., nor
later than three a.m., as these were the hours of greatest quiet and safety,
for we had an abiding sense of the dangers & risks of the business.” These
dangers were illustrated by a slave-catching posse that terrorized several
households at the southern end of the network in 1847. Stealth was also
necessary at the northern terminus, as slaveholders frequently kept a
watch over the lake ports of the Western Reserve.15

Nevertheless, such precautions were rare in the Contested Region. The
culture of dignity created an environment through which fugitives could
travel more easily. The presence of African Americans did not excite as
much notice, and so fugitives might stop at the homes of sympathetic
families to rest, earn wages, or heal wounds accumulated on their jour-
ney. Most of the region was too distant from slave territory for pursuit to
be routine, and opportunistic slave catching by local residents seems to
have been far less common than in the Borderland. As a result, fugitives
traveled without guides, by night and even by day, much more easily.
Absent the pressures that shaped Underground Railroad operations in the
Borderland, the tight organization among Underground activists gave
way to sparser networks and ad hoc assistance.

The culture of dignity that eased the pressures on Underground oper-
ations also posed significant challenges for slave catchers attempting to
remand fugitives from the Contested Region. To be sure, attitudes toward
slave catchers, on the one hand, and abolitionists, on the other, were far
from uniform across the region, which featured communities with histor-
ies of anti-abolitionist violence, like Wilkes-Barre and Zanesville, OH,
and also antislavery strongholds like Pittsburgh and Newport, IN. Some-
times communities with divergent views on race and slavery lay in close

15 W. W. Walker to Wilbur Siebert, March 14, 1896, Siebert Papers, 13:0217–0222; Mrs.
P. B. Miner to Wilbur Siebert, March 15, 1893, ibid., 11:1008–1012; interview with
Joseph Wright, March 15, 1897, ibid., 11:0930–0931; Joseph S. White to Wilbur Siebert,
March 1, 1897, ibid., 13:0245–0246; interview with J. D. Hulbert, August 7, 1892, ibid.,
9:0201–0204; interview with Dr. Henry Harris, August 8, 1892, ibid., 9:0190–0192;
interview of Charles Garlick, August 9, 1892, ibid., 13:0046–0049; Charles A. Garlick,
Life, Including His Escape and Struggle for Liberty (Jefferson, OH: J. A. Howells, 1902),
accessed August 21, 2015, Documenting the American South, University Library, the
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2001. http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/garlick/
garlick.html; and Anti-Slavery Bugle, October 22, 1847.
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proximity. The Quaker settlement at Alum Creek, OH, a major center of
Underground activity, lay between Marysville and Mt. Gilead, both of
which had histories of anti-abolitionist rioting.16

Nevertheless, patterns in the details of dozens of incidents in which the
region’s residents confronted slave catchers demonstrate the emergence of
a distinct culture of violence that governed their response to slave catch-
ing. Across the region, that response can best be characterized as condi-
tional toleration. Slaveholders and slave catchers who scrupulously
followed legal procedures, honored local demands for due process, and
behaved in a manner that was respectful both of the community and of
the humanity of the fugitive were able to successfully recover fugitives
from the region. Those who refused to observe these conditions, however,
quickly found themselves in difficulties.

The legal strictures with which residents of the region attempted to
constrain fugitive renditions were codified by a series of personal liberty
and anti-kidnapping statutes passed by Northern states in the 1820s and
1830s. The Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 had done little to spell out the
procedures which renditions should follow. The act required only that
slave catchers take fugitives before a local, state, or federal magistrate,
whom the law empowered to issue a certificate of removal giving the slave
catcher permission to take the fugitive across state lines to the South.
Many in the North feared that such minimal safeguards opened a door for
kidnappers to operate freely at the expense of the North’s free black
population. Northern state legislatures responded with statutes that pro-
vided additional procedural safeguards. For example, Pennsylvania’s
1826 statute required slave catchers to go before a state magistrate for a
warrant before taking a fugitive into custody, and then to bring the
fugitive before a judge of a court of record for a hearing. Only after the
claimant offered convincing evidence of both the identity and the legal

16 On the “mottled” geography of the Contested Region, see, for example, RichardWood to
Wilbur Siebert, April 5, 1893, Siebert Papers, 9:0683–0684; History of Clark County
(Chicago: W. H. Beers, 1881), 679; and Coffin, Reminiscences, 452. On Newport and
Pittsburgh as antislavery strongholds, see Coffin, Reminiscences, 118–119, 171–177, and
186–194; Pennsylvania Freeman, June 19, 1845; Louisville Daily Journal, July 25, 1845;
Anti-Slavery Bugle, May 7, 1847; and Pittsburgh Daily Morning Post, March 12, 1855.
On anti-abolitionist violence in the region, see J. Hope Sutor, Past and Present of the City
of Zanesville and Muskingum County, Ohio (Chicago: S. J. Clarke, 1905), 131–133;
Aaron Benedict, “The Underground Railroad,” Mt. Gilead Sentinel, July 13, 1893,
Siebert Papers, 11:0408–0434; and Nat Brandt, The Shadow of the Civil War: Passmore
Williamson and the Rescue of Jane Johnson (Columbia: University of South Carolina
Press, 2007), 72.
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ownership of the fugitive would the judge issue a certificate of removal.
These statutes also stipulated that those who failed to follow these pro-
cedures were subject to prosecution for kidnapping. Such statutes prom-
ised to reduce the violence of arrests and to provide at least some
semblance of due process, while at the same time spelling out a procedure
by which slaveholders might distinguish themselves from kidnappers.
They also provided grounds for local magistrates to issue writs of habeas
corpus, which allowed them to intervene and test the validity of the claims
of slave catchers who failed to comply with the specified procedures.17

In 1830, the Kinderhook Journal described an example of a smooth
and successful rendition from the Hudson River Valley that complied
with state statutes and local expectations of due process. Declaring
“slavery, thou art a bitter draught,” the Journal described the rendition
of John Russell, who had escaped from Baltimore two years before. His
enslaver, Richard Dorsey, had arrived in Kinderhook and gone before a
local judge to swear out a warrant against Russell. The deputy sheriff then
arrested Russell and brought him before the judge. Dorsey presented
evidence and testimony as to Russell’s identity and enslaved status. Rus-
sell eventually confessed to his fugitive status. The judge then remanded
him to Dorsey’s custody, and Dorsey manacled him and departed the
community. The case seems to have caused little public excitement.18

A case in Marysville, OH, in 1838 excited significantly more public
interest, but resulted in the same outcome. Underground operative Mah-
lon Stanton was detected while guiding a husband and wife toward the
Scioto River, and when he arrived at the covered bridge, ad hoc slave
catchers blocked both ends of the bridge and seized the couple. Stanton
told the couple that the crowd of slave catchers “could never take them
back as slaves from the free state of Ohio unless they did so by law.” The
slave catchers promptly took the couple before a judge in Marysville, who
ordered them held for twenty-one days, giving the slave catchers time to
contact the slaveholder who claimed the couple and to procure evidence.
The subsequent hearing was attended by 3,000 people who permitted the
couple to be remanded back to Kentucky without any difficulty.19

17 Thomas D. Morris, Free Men All: The Personal Liberty Laws of the North, 1780–1861
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974), 25–29, 42–58, and 75–93.

18 Nantucket Inquirer, May 29, 1830.
19 “A Brief History of the U.G.R.R., and Its Operations in Logan County, Ohio,” Siebert

Papers, 10:1094–1100.
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Most of these statutory anti-kidnapping provisions were invalidated by
the United States Supreme Court in the 1842 decision Prigg
v. Pennsylvania, which declared that the provisions of Pennsylvania’s
statute contravened the fugitive slave clause of the Constitution. The
decision in Prigg declared that the right of recaption was a common-law
right which predated the Constitution. According to the court, the fugitive
slave clause incorporated this unlimited right into the Constitution, and
thus guaranteed it against interference by any state or local authority.
Even the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793’s stipulation that a magistrate issue a
certificate before a fugitive was taken across state lines was, according to
the court, merely advisory and not binding on slaveholders.20

Despite Prigg’s declaration that slaveholders need not observe due
process in recovering fugitives, state legislatures left their anti-kidnapping
statutes in place, and some states passed new legislation. Residents and
magistrates in the Contested Region also continued to insist that local
norms of due process be observed, and prudent slaveholders found it to
their advantage to comply. In 1847 John Roth appeared in Mt. Holly, NJ,
to claim three “respectable colored citizens,” all of them longtime resi-
dents. Roth secured a warrant for their arrest, brought them before a local
judge, and submitted his claim to a trial by jury, as provided under a
recent state law. He proved his case to the satisfaction of the jury, and,
despite evident sympathy for their longtime neighbors, the residents of
Mt. Holly made no attempt to rescue the prisoners.21

In all of these cases, the slave catchers had their papers and witness
testimony in order, refrained from violence in taking the fugitives into
custody, and immediately brought them before a local judge so that
proper legal procedures for their removal could be initiated. For these
reasons, the local community, however sympathetic they might have been
to the plight of the enslaved, refrained from actively resisting their
removal. On the other hand, where slave catchers attempted to act outside
local understandings of due process, or by force or fraud, the outcome
was usually quite different. In 1841 slave catchers seized four African
Americans at a tavern in Porterville, PA. A local doctor inquired for their
legal authority to hold the men. When he was shown only a newspaper
advertisement, the doctor and several others sent a messenger to a nearby
justice asking him to intervene. In the meantime, a growing crowd of

20 H. Robert Baker, Prigg v. Pennsylvania: Slavery, the Supreme Court, and the Ambivalent
Constitution (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2012), 117–151.

21 Morris, Free Men, 117–129; and National Era, November 18, 1847.
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residents held the posse in place. The following morning a constable
arrived, placed the slave catchers under arrest, and prepared to take them
before the justice. The crowd then debated what to do with the four men
who had been seized. They believed their detention was illegal, but “being
law abiding citizens, consented that they also, tied as they were, should go
along.” The crowd escorted the slave catchers and their captives to the
justice, who ruled the seizure illegal, whereupon, as one abolitionist editor
sardonically noted, “the horrors of immediate emancipation were pres-
ently witnessed.”22

Similar cases took place across the Contested Region. In 1847, a posse
of slave catchers seized an African American laborer in Bristol, IN. The
neighbors quickly gathered, however, and held the posse in place. After a
local justice arrived and found the posse’s warrant defective, the crowd
released the prisoner while the justice bound the posse members over for
trial. In Pittsburgh, crowds intervened against slave catchers in 1842 and
1848 over issues of legality. In 1842 the slave catchers had obtained a
general warrant to seize several fugitives. With this warrant of dubious
legality, they proceeded to search the home of George Gardiner. Gardi-
ner, however, expelled them from his home on the grounds that they had
no search warrant, and a growing crowd backed up his appeal to law. In
1848, George Neigh lured an African American resident of Allegheny
named Lee to take a carriage ride into the countryside. There two accom-
plices seized and bound Lee, and Neigh headed for the ferry over the Ohio
River, the fastest route to the slave territory of the Virginia Panhandle. At
the river a crowd intervened and demanded legal process. When Neigh
displayed only a bill of sale, the crowd set Lee free.23

Though conditional toleration constituted the general response to slave
catching, there were partial exceptions to this regional pattern. African
American crowds in the Contested Region, like their counterparts in the
Borderland, had a more dubious view of the protections of the law, and
on some occasions, black crowds acted in defiance of the law. In Toledo
in 1847, for example, a slave catcher passing through town was served
with a writ of habeas corpus ordering him to bring a recaptured escapee
before a local justice. The African American community of Toledo proved
unwilling to trust the outcome of these proceedings, however: during the

22 Spirit of Liberty, November 6, 1841.
23 Emma Lou Thornbrough, The Negro in Indiana: The Study of a Minority (Indianapolis:

Indiana Historical Bureau, 1957), 111–112; St. Joseph Valley Register, August 27, 1847;
Spirit of Liberty, October 29, 1842; and Pittsburgh Gazette, July 8, 1848.
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trial, African American residents entered the judge’s office and took the
prisoner to safety. Pittsburgh witnessed a riot in 1845, when slave
catchers attempted to seize the wife of Ezekiel Strickland. Strickland
raised the neighborhood, and the residents drove the slave catchers off.24

Nevertheless, in the Contested Region African American crowds some-
times proved amenable to appeals to the law. In 1841, a black crowd
intercepted a posse of slave catchers in Mercer County, PA. The posse had
been chasing three men who had escaped from Virginia by stealing a
carriage. When these men escaped to Canada, the slave catchers decided
to use their warrant to raid the free black community of Sandy Lake for
two fugitives reportedly living in the community. Under the false pre-
tenses that they were still hunting the three men who had made it to
Canada, they persuaded a local justice to endorse their warrant and a
local constable to accompany them. They arrived in Sandy Lake at 4 AM
and succeeded in seizing one man. When residents of the community came
to his aid, the constable, deciding that a subterfuge might be necessary to
uphold what he believed to be a legitimate process under the Fugitive
Slave Act of 1793, declared that the man was accused of stealing and was
being taken to the county seat for trial. At this the crowd relented, taken
in by this doubly deceptive appeal to law. The posse then hurried their
captive back into Virginia.25

In 1845 the African American residents of Indiana, PA, similarly
agreed to yield to the law, this time with better results. One evening, a
crowd gathered outside the Indiana House Hotel, intending to free young
Anthony Hollingsworth, who had been recaptured by his enslaver earlier
in the day. The crowd began to threaten to burn the hotel, and white
abolitionists led by James Moorhead and Robert Mitchell feared that
racial violence would spin out of control. As African Americans surged
into the hotel, Moorhead and Mitchell headed them off and pled with
them to let the law do its work. They insisted that sympathetic lawyers
had the matter in hand, and that Hollingsworth would be released the
next day. The crowd relented, and allowed the process to take its course.
Hollingsworth was released the next morning.26

24 Toledo Blade, February 10, 1847; and Louisville Daily Journal, July 25, 1845. See also
Pennsylvania Freeman, June 19, 1845.

25 Spirit of Liberty, October 9 and 16, 1841.
26

“Biography of Dr. Robert and Jane C. Mitchell,” 1916, Siebert Papers, 13:0102–0110;
and Clarence D. Stephenson, Indiana County 175th Anniversary History, 5 vols. (Indi-
ana, PA: A. G. Halldin, 1979), 3:124–128.
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There were also a few cases in which local communities made demands
on slave catchers that exceeded the strictures of law. In 1843, an African
American man named Jem was arrested in Princeton, NJ, by a Baltimore
constable. Jem had been a resident of Princeton for some years, and was
held in high regard. His arrest did not sit well with the community:
according to one newspaper account, “there is quite an excitement about
it in that place. Should he prove to be a slave on a proper examination, the
people say they will purchase his freedom, if it can be obtained at a fair
price; if not, they will TAKE it.” Phillip Wallis, Jem’s claimant, would
later complain that Jem was afforded a jury trial, an unconstitutional
imposition which dragged on until the evening and allowed a large crowd
to gather outside the courtroom. Finally, Jem was remanded, manacled,
and put in a wagon. As the wagon started off for Maryland, Jem jumped
out, and bystanders came to his assistance. A brawl ensued in which
Princeton University students from the South rallied to the defense of
the constable, and “dirks and knives were drawn.” Intimidated by the
persistence of the crowd, Wallis’s agent accepted an offer from the com-
munity to purchase Jem for $600. The crowd did not quite defy the law,
but they did stretch it quite a bit.27

The following year, a slaveholder named Vaughn arrived in Hamilton
County, IN, to recover John and Louan Rhodes, who had fled from
Missouri seven years earlier. Vaughn and a posse of slave catchers
received a warrant from a local justice of the peace, and were accompan-
ied by a local officer of the law. They arrived at the Rhodes’s cabin at
dawn, and attempted to break in by tearing down the door and the
chimney. The Rhodeses defended these entrances valiantly, and their
screams summoned several neighbors, who then spread the word of the
slave catchers’ presence. The growing crowd demanded to know
Vaughn’s intentions, and so a negotiation ensued. Vaughn assured the
crowd that he intended to take the Rhodeses before a local judge, and
eventually agreed to take them to Westfield. The crowd accompanied his
posse, however, and Vaughn began to doubt the wisdom of his agree-
ment. At a crossroads he announced that he would take the Rhodeses to
Noblesville instead, and threatened to shoot anyone who tried to drive the
wagon containing them to Westfield. Vaughn had complied with Indi-
ana’s legal procedures and with the local community’s demand for due
process. He was within his rights to take the Rhodeses before a justice of

27 Maine Cultivator and Hallowell Gazette, August 12, 1843; Boston Daily Atlas, August 8,
1843; and Portland Weekly Gazette, November 14, 1843.
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his own choosing. But in going back on his agreement and threatening
violence, Vaughn lost the crowd’s trust. As tension rose, someone in the
crowd jumped into the wagon, started the horses at a gallop, and headed
for Westfield. As the wagon outpaced Vaughn’s posse, the Rhodes family
jumped out and took refuge in a swamp.28

As the Westfield rescue indicates, in addition to the failure to follow
local norms of due process, the resort to the violence of mastery was
another way that slave catchers alienated residents of the Contested
Region and pushed them into resistance. Some of the behaviors that
triggered resistance were, for Southerners, so commonplace as to be
habitual, and yet struck local residents as shocking violations of the
human dignity of the men and women the slave catchers sought. One
such behavior was the use of bloodhounds to chase fugitives. The prac-
tice, commonplace in the South and apparently widespread in the Border-
land, was deeply resented in the Contested Region. As one distant
observer of the Underground would later put it, “while by the law of
privilege, the use of bloodhounds were permitted in free states, they were
seldom of use, as free soil did not agree with them. They did not pine
away, but seemed to die suddenly. It was said in most cases to have been
caused by a lead fit.” In Clearfield County, PA, and Henry County, IN,
residents reacted with anger when slave catchers brought bloodhounds
into their community. In Henry County, the adolescent boys of the
neighborhood boasted of their marksmanship and warned the slave
catchers to send their dogs home “if they did not wish them made into
crow bait.”29

The practice of dragging recaptured fugitives by ropes tied to the
horses of their captors, thus treating them like livestock, also alienated
residents of the Contested Region. The practice, which had provoked a
rescue in Worthington, OH, in 1821, also sparked a confrontation in
Princeton, IL, in 1849. Slave catchers arrived in Princeton in July, led by a
man who called himself Buckner, and lodged at a local tavern. The next
morning they went to a nearby farm and seized an African American
laborer named John. They led John back into town by a rope. This

28 John F. Haines, History of Hamilton County, Indiana (Indianapolis: B. F. Bowen and
Co., 1915), 494–501; and Vaughn v. Williams, 3 West. Law J. 65.

29 Elijah Huftelen, The Underground Railroad (LaRoy, NY: The Courier, 1903), Siebert
Papers, 7:0299–0341; Charles L. Blockson, The Underground Railroad in Pennsylvania
(Jackson, NC: Flame International, 1981), 104; and letter of Jason W. Macy, September
1, 1894, Siebert Papers, 2:0793–0802.
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indignity prompted Owen Lovejoy and Joseph Waldo to swear out a
warrant against the slave catchers for instigating a riot.30

The use of excessive violence in the process of searching for and seizing
fugitives also tended to trigger a backlash in the Contested Region. In
1847, two incidents infuriated the residents of western Pennsylvania. In
April, slave catchers led by Joseph Logan lured Daniel Lockhart to the
Monongahela House Hotel and attempted to seize him. The posse may
have considered their use of force reasonable, but Lockhart’s shrieks led
guests and the African American staff of the hotel to believe he had been
brutalized, and soon a large interracial crowd surrounded the building. As
the slave catchers brought Lockhart out to a waiting carriage, the crowd
rushed them and carried Lockhart to safety. Logan and his associates
were then prosecuted for “attempting to seize and carry away a fugitive
slave in a riotous, violent, tumultuous, and unreasonable manner.” A few
months later, a posse of a dozen slave catchers terrorized Butler County,
PA, searching several homes and threatening residents at gunpoint. When
the posse came to Samuel Marshall’s homestead in Cranberry Township,
Mrs. Marshall informed them that her husband was not at home. The
slave catchers then drew pistols and threatened to kill her if she did not
reveal the whereabouts of the fugitives they sought. As they ransacked the
homestead, a crowd of armed neighbors gathered together with several
fugitives who lived in the neighborhood. The crowd ordered the posse out
of the community, “as such as they were not wanted in Pennsylvania, nor
anywhere else for that matter.”31

Of all of the transgressions committed by slave catchers in the Con-
tested Region, the use of violence to defy adverse judicial rulings triggered
the most furious of reactions. In the Princeton, IL, rescue of 1849, it
quickly became clear that Buckner had seized John without any legal
process. A ruling that his detention of John was illegal would open
Buckner and his posse to prosecution for kidnapping. When it appeared
that the judge was leaning toward this outcome, the posse drew pistols
and tried to force their way out of court on the pretext of going before

30 Ellen Eslinger, “The Evolution of Racial Politics in Early Ohio,” in Andrew R. L. Cayton
and Stuart D. Hobbs, eds., The Center of a Great Empire: The Ohio Country in the Early
American Republic (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2005): 81–104; Justice H. Olds to
Sarah Lovejoy, May 17, 1874, reprinted in Muelder, Underground, 142–143; and
Western Citizen, July 7, 1849.

31 Pittsburgh Daily Gazette, April 17, 1847; Anti-Slavery Bugle, May 7, 1847; Pittsburgh
Daily Morning Post, April 20, 1847; Anti-Slavery Bugle, October 22, 1847; and Life of
Charles A. Garlick, 8–9.
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another justice. The sheriff commanded them to keep the peace, and in the
struggle, John’s rope was cut. He bolted from the courtroom, at which
point the spectators closed the door, trapping the posse inside. Eventually,
the posse succeeded in opening the door and they pursued John to Owen
Lovejoy’s farm. When the posse arrived, Lovejoy refused them permission
to search his property, and as they waited for a warrant, Lovejoy dis-
tracted the growing crowd with an antislavery speech. Finally, Waldo,
appropriately disguised, bolted from Lovejoy’s barn on a horse and drew
the posse off while Lovejoy’s family smuggled John into a wagon, covered
him in corn silage, and quietly drove him off the farm in a different
direction. After missing their man, the slave catchers were again taken
in custody and prosecuted.32

In Princeton, as in the case of Thomas Culbreth in Salem, NJ, the
violence of mastery manifested itself in a manner that denigrated the most
fundamental values of the Contested Region. The act of drawing weapons
in open court to defy the ruling of a local judge would strike an impartial
observer as one of extraordinary disrespect likely only to alienate and
infuriate a local community. Yet slave catchers repeatedly reenacted this
scene across the Contested Region, with spectacular results. In 1839, the
residents of Marion, OH, erupted when Adna Van Bibber and a posse of
Virginians drew weapons in open court in response to an adverse judicial
ruling. Van Bibber had seized a local African American resident named
Bill and brought him before a local justice to remand him back to
Virginia. There is no reason to believe that the residents of Marion would
have opposed such a rendition any more than the residents of nearby
Marysville had the previous year. Unfortunately for Van Bibber, he
lacked sufficient documentation to prove ownership, and the judge
ordered Bill released. The posse then took hold of Bill, drew their
weapons, and forced their way out of the court and across the street to
the office of another local justice. At the sight of this, as the Marion
Visitor described it, the community rose up “in defense of their trampled
and insulted laws which were thus set at defiance.” They pelted the
retreating posse with stones, and ignored the sheriff’s call to disperse.
Residents then broke into the local militia arsenal and armed themselves.

32 Justice H. Olds to Sarah Lovejoy, May 17, 1874, reprinted in Muelder, Underground,
142–143; and Western Citizen, July 7, 1849.
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Finally, they succeeded in forcing the door of the justice’s office and set
Bill free.33

A similar brawl erupted in South Bend, IN, a decade later. On the night
of September 27, 1849, about midnight, a posse of eight Kentuckians led
by John Norris broke into a cabin outside Cassopolis, MI. Norris had
come to reclaim David and Lucy Powell and their four children, whom he
had held in bondage until their escape in 1847. Norris captured Lucy and
three of her children, quickly bound them, and bundled them into a
covered wagon for the journey south. Neighbors soon learned of the raid
and pursued the captives. One neighbor, Wright Maudlin, discovered
Norris’s party on the outskirts of South Bend on the morning of the
28th, and secured a writ of habeas corpus from a local probate judge.
A crowd of forty South Bend residents, some armed, forced Norris to
bring the Powells before a local judge to test their claim. The case was
tried that afternoon at the courthouse, and the judge determined that
Norris, having neglected to obtain a certificate to remove the fugitives
from Michigan, had no valid process under which to hold them. As the
judge was pronouncing the fugitives free to go, Norris and his posse
surrounded the Powells and brandished weapons.

To this point the proceedings had been orderly and there was no
suggestion that the residents of South Bend would object to the legal
rendition of the Powells, provided that the requirements of the law had
been met. That changed when Norris and his posse pulled pistols and
Bowie knives in open court and threatened to shoot anyone who inter-
fered with their captives. Several local residents later recalled hearing a
thunderous exclamation of community outrage emanating from the
courthouse, part collective gasp of shock, part roar of indignation. Resi-
dents in the courtroom declared that they were “a law abiding people,”
and demanded that the posse “put up their weapons.” The riot in the
courtroom prompted the sheriff to deposit the fugitives in the local jail.

Despite their anger at the behavior of Norris and his posse, the resi-
dents of South Bend did not rescue the Powells. Instead, they left that task
to their Free Soil neighbors. On Saturday, the day after the melee in the
courthouse, Norris and his posse were charged with riot and assault. That
same day armed African Americans from the Free Soil stronghold of Cass
County, MI, began streaming into town. By Sunday this armed body had
grown to more than one hundred, and Norris recognized that he had no

33 Marion Visitor reprinted in Albany Evening Journal, September 17, 1839; and Ohio
Statesman, November 13, 1849.
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chance of preventing a rescue should he try to remove the Powells from
the jail. As a consequence, he refused to appear during legal proceedings
to decide the legality of the Powells’ continued detention, opting instead
to bring suit for their value against those who had prevented him from
traveling through town and interfered at the courthouse. With no party
present to object, the Powells were released from jail. The armed body
from Cass County then paraded out of town in good order and escorted
them home.34

North of the Borderland, then, lay a distinct cultural landscape. This
Contested Region proved more amenable to the presence of migrating
African Americans, and more willing to turn a blind eye to the operations
of the Underground Railroad. Some fugitives from enslavement paused
their journeys in this region, to rest, to work, or just to experience an end
to flight. Underground activists found it possible to operate without the
extensive organization and attention to stealth necessary in the Border-
land. In many cases, Underground activity consisted of providing a meal
and a bed to fugitives appearing on their doorsteps, and then sending
them on with directions to friends farther north. But residents of the
region were unwilling to make the political and cultural commitment
necessary to provide a permanent refuge for those fleeing from bondage.
Though they valued human dignity, they also valued law, and the law
dictated that fugitives were subject to recapture anywhere in the region.
The residents of the Contested Region honored their legal obligation to
respect the right of recaption, even as they attempted to constrain that
right in a manner consistent with their own cultural values. They
demanded that slave catchers observe local standards of due process,
and refrain from even subtle performances of the violence of mastery.
They saw these requirements as the eminently reasonable expectations of
a law-abiding people. As slave catchers repeatedly failed to meet these
expectations, and sometimes failed quite spectacularly, residents of the
region would gradually come to the question: Why were their values so
difficult for Southerners to honor? Just what kind of people were these
Southerners who found dignity and self-restraint so hard to grasp?

34 The South Bend Fugitive Slave Case (New York, 1851); and Depositions of Abraham
R. Harper and Joseph Andre, John Norris v. Newton, et al., United States Circuit Court,
Indianapolis, Mixed Case files, 1833–1912, RG 21, Records of the U.S. Circuit and
District Courts, Southern District of Indiana, Indianapolis Division, National Archives
Great Lakes Region, Chicago, IL.
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4

Free Soil

Prigg, Latimer, and Open Resistance in
the Upper North

In 1847 four Kentucky slave catchers arrived at dawn at the residence of
Adam Crosswhite in Marshall, MI. The slave catchers were led by David
Giltner, son of the man who had enslaved Crosswhite. The slave catchers
tore the door to Crosswhite’s home off its hinges, and demanded that
Crosswhite, his wife Sarah, and his five children accompany them to a
magistrate who could issue a certificate for the family’s removal back to
Kentucky. Crosswhite and his wife refused to go with them, however, and
also refused Giltner’s offer to leave them alone if they would give up their
children. As this grotesque bargaining was taking place, an interracial
crowd of neighbors gathered outside the home, having been summoned
by a horseman who rode through the village ringing a bell and calling for
the community to rally. As the size of the crowd grew into the hundreds,
white resident Charles Gorham stepped forward and invoked the public
sphere by offering a resolution: “I move, as the sense of this meeting, that
Crosswhite is a citizen of a free state, and must not be molested without
our consent.” After the crowd shouted their assent, Giltner stepped
forward and offered a counter-resolution that “the law of the land . . .

be allowed to go into operation, without obstruction or confusion,” but
this sentiment was shouted down. Another elderly resident stepped for-
ward to speak: “I move that, however the law may run, these gentlemen
be made to understand that we shall not allow one of our members to be
carried away.” Finally, a white resident named Hurd stepped forward to
resolve that “these Kentuckians leave town in two hours or they shall be
arrested for Kidnapping,” whereupon an unidentified resident shouted
out an amendment: “that they shall be tarred and feathered and ridden on
a rail.” As one witness later explained it, “The sympathy for the
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Crosswhites was universal, running through Whigs and Democrats,
Yankees and Irish.” He further observed that the crowd acted in explicit
defiance of the law: “Clergymen, lawyers, doctors, men of substance and
men without a dollar, seemed to accord in opinion, that the law of nature
was of more binding efficacy than the statute of the Union.” During this
confrontation with the crowd, a warrant against the members of the posse
for assault had been procured, and the posse gave up their attempts to
secure the Crosswhite family and repaired to a local justice to face
charges. Crosswhite took advantage of their absence to remove his family
from the neighborhood, and they eventually reached safety in Canada.1

The confrontation in Marshall illustrates the impact of a distinct
culture of antislavery violence and open defiance that emerged in the
Upper North in the 1840s. Residents of a region encompassing New
England, upstate New York, the Connecticut Western Reserve of Ohio,
Michigan, the environs of Chicago, and Wisconsin committed themselves
to re-consecrating their communities as “free soil,” a refuge for fugitives
from enslavement within the borders of the United States. In this Free Soil
Region, residents assisted fugitives openly. They brought fugitives before
their communities to testify to their experience under slavery, transported
them proudly farther north, and published accounts of their involvement
with the Underground Railroad. In many cases they encouraged fugitives
to remain among them rather than continue on to Canada, promising to
protect them from slave catchers. When slave catchers did venture into the
region, they found that even strict adherence to legal procedures for the
rendition of fugitives was of little avail. They often found state and local
officials to be noncooperative, and their very presence triggered resist-
ance, usually from a broad and interracial cross-section of the commu-
nity. The crowds that gathered to confront them acted out that resistance
fully within the public sphere. Slave catchers who persisted, or performed
the violence of mastery within the Free Soil communities, soon found
cause to regret it. Antislavery crowds enacted their own antislavery
versions of the ceremonies of degradation with which white supremacy
was enforced in the South, and when aroused they were capable of acting

1 On the rescue of the Crosswhite family, see an eyewitness account published in the Signal
of Liberty, April 10, 1847; the transcript of the first civil suit resulting from the rescue,
Michigan Liberty Press, July 14, 21, 28, and August 11, 1848; the edited transcript of the
Deposition of Adam Crosswhite, October 18, 1848, www.michigan.gov/dnr/0,1607,7-
153-54463_18670_44390-160755–,00.html, accessed August 12, 2013; and the edited
transcript of the deposition of Sarah Crosswhite, October 18, 1848, https://michigan.gov/
dnr/0,1607,7-153-54463_18670_44390-160649–,00.html, accessed August 12, 2013.
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with sufficient violence to cause even the most hardened slave catcher to
submit.

The extent of this culture of open defiance rendered an organized,
covert Underground Railroad unnecessary, and indeed counterproduc-
tive, in the Free Soil Region. As Thomas Wentworth Higginson would
later explain with reference to New England, “there was no organization
in Mass. answering properly to the usual description of the U.G.R.R.”
Rather, fugitives found legions of activists, and indeed entire communities
that greeted them openly and provided generous assistance. Larry Gara
would later mock Free Soil activists as boastful and self-aggrandizing for
trumpeting activities undertaken from a position of complete safety. But
here Gara entirely missed the point. Underground activists in the Free Soil
Region were embarked upon the most radical political project of the
antebellum era, the creation of free soil within the bounds of the United
States. The open assistance, the publicity, and the rituals of antislavery
crowds were all designed to cultivate a culture of violence in which the
permanent settlement of fugitives in their midst was a norm that would be
defended, and in which slave catching was a moral transgression so
egregious that it required the community to respond with social oppro-
brium and violent punishment.2

This new culture of open defiance found its origins in the resistance of
free black communities to slave catchers and kidnappers in the 1820s and
1830s and in the response of the region’s inhabitants to the Prigg decision
of 1842. Driven by a growing ethos of self-assertion and the exigencies of
community self-defense, African American crowds had staged violent
rescues in Boston, Detroit, and the major cities of New York State
throughout the 1830s, thus providing a model for their white colleagues.
Local black communities also organized to defend themselves from kid-
nappers. By 1837, the struggle against kidnapping and slavecatching in
New York City had convinced David Ruggles, the founder of the New
York Committee of Vigilance, that those threatened with reenslavement
might legitimately “resist even unto death,” but his fellow committee
members rejected such radical sentiments. This disagreement fore-
shadowed the bitter division that would lead to Ruggles’s resignation

2 Thomas Wentworth Higginson to Wilbur Siebert, July 24, 1896, MIC 192, Wilbur
H. Siebert Collection (1840–1954), Microfilm Edition, Ohio Historical Society, Colum-
bus, OH, Reel 6, Frames 0275–0276 (hereafter Siebert Papers, 6:0275–0276); and Larry
Gara, The Liberty Line: The Legend of the Underground Railroad (Lexington: University
Press of Kentucky, 1961), 93–108 and 140–142.
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two years later. Thus it was in May 1842, in response to the Prigg
decision, that a meeting of the “colored citizens” of Boston became the
first body to publicly defend the use of force to shield the community from
the violence of mastery, resolving that “in obedience to a higher power,
and in conformity to the principles of liberty inherent in the breast of
every member of the human family, we will not permit ourselves nor [our]
brethren to be transferred to the southern prisonhouse.” This sentiment
was broadly disseminated by the National Convention of Colored
Citizens held in Buffalo in the summer of 1843, which featured an open
and vigorous debate of the legitimacy of forceful resistance to slavery. The
Reverend Samuel Davis’s opening address celebrated the example of the
revolutionary generation and of revolutionary movements in Europe and
declared that it was time “to act on their principles in resisting tyranny.”3

The ideal of free soil was also rooted in the abolitionist movement’s
break with the culture of dignity in the early 1840s. In the 1830s, the
movement for immediate emancipation, steeped in the North’s bourgeois
culture of restrained masculinity and adherence to law, had insisted on
Christian nonresistance and moral persuasion as the appropriate means
of abolitionist activity. But many white abolitionists, through literature,
fugitive testimonies, and first-hand encounters, witnessed the violence of
slavery over the course of that decade. Some also suffered violent retali-
ation at the hands of anti-abolitionist mobs. This experience, both per-
sonal and vicarious, of the violence of mastery, coupled with the failure of
the immediate emancipation campaigns of the 1830s, led many in the

3 Graham Russel Gao Hodges, David Ruggles, a Black Abolitionist and the Underground
Railroad in New York City (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010),
93–112; Eric Foner, Gateway to Freedom: The Hidden History of the Underground
Railroad (New York: W. W. Norton, 2015), 73–76; Stephen Kantrowitz, More than
Freedom: Fighting for Black Citizenship in a White Republic (New York: Penguin Books,
2012), 69; and Minutes of the National Convention of Colored Citizens, Held at Buffalo
(New York: Piercy and Reed, 1843), 4–7. On the rescues of the 1830s, see Karolyn Smardz
Frost, I’ve Got a Home in Gloryland: A Lost Tale of the Underground Railroad (New
York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 2007), 166–182; New York Evening Post, January 3,
1820; New York American, April 24, 1834; Wayne Sentinel, August 15, 1834; Buffalo
Daily Advertiser, July 13, 1835; Albany Argus, July 25, 1835; New York Spectator,
August 8, 1936; and Friend of Man, January 5, 1837. On the process by which African
Americans came to embrace violence as a method of practical abolitionism, see Kantro-
witz, More than Freedom, 65–74; Carol Wilson, “Active Vigilance Is the Price of Liberty:
Black Self Defense against Fugitive Slave Recapture and Kidnapping of Free Blacks,” in
John R. McKivigan and Stanley Harrold, eds., Antislavery Violence: Sectional, Racial, and
Cultural Conflict in Antebellum America (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1999),
108–127; and Merton L. Dillon, Slavery Attacked: Southern Slaves and Their Allies,
1619–1865 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1990), 206–216.
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movement to question both the efficacy of nonresistance and the culture
of dignity’s complicity with the perpetuation of slavery.4

The abolitionist break with the culture of dignity was multifaceted. It
was manifested in the movement’s embrace of feminism and transcenden-
talism, in the religious perfectionism represented by “comeouterism,” in
abolitionism’s gradual alienation from the Whig Party, and in its rejection
of a union with slaveholders. Another facet was the movement’s contem-
plation of the legitimacy of violent resistance by the enslaved. Finally, an
increasing number of white abolitionists began to question the moral
validity of the culture of dignity’s devotion to institutional and legal
authority and the authenticity of bourgeois masculinity. Obviously, not
all residents of the region subscribed to abolitionism, but abolitionist
sentiment was sufficiently ubiquitous to create a critical mass for the
emergence of a new culture of violence in the free soil region.5

The early 1840s proved to be a critical turning point for white aboli-
tionists. As the prospect of success in their campaign to persuade the
South and the nation of the immorality of slavery waned, white abolition-
ists began after 1840 to focus on separating themselves from the moral
contamination of slavery. They began to speak of protecting the “free
soil” of the North from slavery’s malignant influence. But just as the

4 On the divergent stances of black and white abolitionists on the issue of violent resistance,
see the editors’ introduction in McKivigan and Harrold, Antislavery Violence, 1–37;
Dillon, Slavery, 201–223; Jane H. Pease and William H. Pease, They Who Would Be
Free: Blacks’ Search for Freedom, 1830–1861 (New York: Atheneum, 1974), 206–232;
Stephen Kantrowitz, “Fighting Like Men: Civil War Dilemmas of Abolitionist Manhood,”
in Catherine Clinton and Nina Silber, eds., Battle Scars: Gender and Sexuality in the
American Civil War (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 19–40; and James Oliver
Horton and Lois E. Horton, “Violence, Protest, and Identity: Black Manhood in Ante-
bellum America,” in James Oliver Horton, ed., Free People of Color: Inside the African
American Community (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1993), 80–96.

5 On different aspects of the abolitionist break with the culture of dignity, see Manisha
Sinha, The Slave’s Cause: A History of Abolition (New Haven: Yale University Press,
2016), 339–499; John Stauffer, The Black Hearts of Men: Radical Abolitionists and the
Transformation of Race (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001); Stanley
Harrold, Subversives: Antislavery Community in Washington, DC, 1828–1865 (Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2002), 64–93; Harrold, “Romanticizing Slave
Revolt: Madison Washington, the Creole Mutiny, and Abolitionist Celebration of Violent
Means,” in Harrold and McKivigan, Antislavery Violence, 89–102; Dillon, Slavery
Attacked, 201–210 and 224–227; Dean Grodzins, “‘Slave Law’ v. ‘Lynch Law’ in Boston:
Benjamin Robbins Curtis, Theodore Parker, and the Fugitive Slave Crisis, 1850–1855,”
Massachusetts Historical Review 12 (2001): 1–33; and Eric Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor,
Free Men: The Ideology of the Republican Party before the Civil War (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1995), 103–115.
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movement was shifting its goals, the Supreme Court of the United States
issued its decision in Prigg v. Pennsylvania, which declared that slave-
holders possessed an unlimited right of recaption under the Constitution.
In essence, the court declared that slaveholders might enact the violence of
mastery anywhere in the country by seizing suspected fugitives by force
and carrying them back to the South without any legal proceedings
whatsoever.

As we have seen, the Contested Region responded to the decision
largely by ignoring it, and continuing to demand that slave catchers
respect local norms of due process and the dignity of their captives. The
Free Soil Region, however, crafted a distinct response. In September
1842, Milton Clarke, a fugitive from enslavement who spent much of
the 1840s as an abolitionist lecturer, was rescued from the custody of
slave catchers by residents of Ohio’s Western Reserve. That same month,
a slave-catching posse was warned out of Troy, NY. Finally, in October,
the arrest of George Latimer in Boston forced New England’s abolitionists
to confront Prigg head on.6

Word of Latimer’s arrest spread quickly through the city, and large
crowds of African Americans surrounded the courthouse and threatened
a rescue. Meanwhile, white abolitionists secured a writ of habeas corpus,
published a newspaper dedicated to the case, and held public meetings to
bring pressure on the city officers to cease cooperation with claimant
James Gray. While the decision in Prigg had authorized the recourse to
private violence to recapture fugitives, it had also noted that state officials
had no obligation to assist in this process. Activists made it clear to
Boston’s sheriff that under Prigg, he was not required to hold Latimer
in jail, and threatened political retaliation should he continue to volun-
tarily cooperate with Gray. The sheriff then instructed the jailer to release
Latimer into Gray’s custody. Gray, who had no facility in which he could
hold Latimer to prevent the crowds roaming the streets from rescuing
him, was thereby coerced into manumitting Latimer for half of the price
that he had originally sought.7

In the aftermath of Latimer’s release as a free man, abolitionists across
New England lobbied for the passage of new personal liberty laws which

6 Thomas D. Morris, Free Men All: The Personal Liberty Laws of the North, 1780–1861
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974), 117–129; Painesville Telegraph, Sep-
tember 7, 1842; and Emancipator and Republican, September 22, 1842.

7 Boston Daily Atlas, October 21 and 22, 1842; Boston Courier, October 24, 1842; and
Emancipator and Republican, November 3 and 17, December 8 and 22, 1842.
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would prohibit state officers from cooperating with fugitive renditions
and ban the use of state jails to hold fugitives. When a petition to this end
was presented to the Massachusetts legislature, it bore more than 62,000
signatures. Massachusetts’ “Latimer law” became the model for subse-
quent legislation passed in New Hampshire, Vermont, Rhode Island, and
Connecticut. Thereafter, slave catchers seeking assistance in New Eng-
land might apply for assistance to federal judges and marshals, but such
officials were available only in a few large cities. Otherwise, slaveholders
were left to their own resources.8

The public meetings held across Massachusetts in late 1842 and early
1843 in support of the Latimer law petition campaign allowed abolition-
ists to project into the public sphere, transcending the limited audiences of
antislavery meetings and newspapers, a set of norms upon which a new
culture of violence would rest. The first of these norms was the principle
of free soil, the idea that their communities must be defended from any
moral contamination by the forces of slavery. At these meetings the
residents of the region first articulated this objective. Thus, the residents
of Braintree declared at the end of 1842 that “while the people of the free
states have no right to interfere with slavery within the limits of the
slaveholding states, respectively, that their own soil is, and ought to be,
in the truest sense, to all their citizens, to all who tread thereon, or breathe
the air, the land of freedom.” Similarly, the residents of Boston, assembled
in Faneuil Hall, declared that “Massachusetts is, and of right ought to be,
a free and independent state, that she cannot allow her soil to be polluted
by the footprint of slavery . . . that she is solemnly bound to give succor
and protection to all who may escape from the prison-house of bondage,
and flee to her for safety.”9

A second component of this new normative structure was the doctrine
of “higher law.” The concept of a “higher law” based on natural rights
and biblical morality was a fundamental precept of many of the moral

8 Joseph Nogee, “The Prigg Case and Fugitive Slavery, 1842–1850,” Journal of Negro
History 39 (July 1954): 199–202; Morris, Free Men, 107–129; and Richmond Whig,
March 3, 1843.

9 Resolutions of the Citizens of Braintree, MA, December 20, 1842, Emancipator and
Republican, December 29, 1842; and Resolutions of the Citizens of Boston, MA,
October 30, 1842, Emancipator and Republican, November 3, 1842. See also Reso-
lutions of the Citizens of Nantucket, MA, Liberator, December 30, 1842; Resolutions of
a Public Meeting in Lynn, MA, November 4, 1842, Liberator, November 11, 1842; and
Resolutions of the Inhabitants of Fall River, December 27 and 28, 1842, Liberator,
January 20, 1843.
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reform movements in the 1830s and 1840s. It was first applied to the issue
of fugitives from enslavement by Ohio theologian and abolitionist
Charles Finney in response to Ohio’s 1839 black laws. Finney argued
that laws mandating the rendition of fugitives violated the law of God and
consequently lacked binding force. Endorsed by the Ohio Anti-Slavery
Society in 1839, this doctrine achieved a wide resonance, and helped
many in the region transcend the culture of dignity’s emphasis on law
and due process as the means of resolving disputes. Higher law convic-
tions permeated the public resolutions produced by the Latimer petition
campaign. Thus S. E. Sewall, speaking before a public meeting in Faneuil
Hall called to protest Latimer’s detention, declared that “no human
constitution, no human law, can be binding upon us to deliver up the
fugitive slave! There is a higher law within us, which binds us to assist the
oppressed.” The meeting then resolved that “no charter of man’s writing
can sanctify injustice, or repeal God’s eternal law.” A meeting in Lynn
similarly asserted that “the rights of God are paramount to all consti-
tutions, compacts, and alliances.”10

While the new Liberty Laws did not openly countenance violent resist-
ance, they reflected the assumption that without official cooperation, such
resistance would easily defeat slave catching in the region. That assump-
tion was articulated by the Portland Weekly Advertiser, which taunted
the South in the aftermath of the Latimer case that Prigg might authorize
slaveholders to seize a fugitive, but “that being done, the next question is,
have you the power to hold him?”11 Though the principle of free soil and
the doctrine of higher law identified a new set of objectives for which the
use of violence might henceforth be considered normative, the use of
violence raised difficult issues of identity for white activists. Thus, an
additional set of cultural ideals outlined the normative boundaries of
righteous antislavery violence. In order to reconcile the use of violence
with their ethical principles and their sense of manliness, white abolition-
ist men joined their African American brethren crafting a cultural model
of antislavery resistance that was at once heroic and restrained. Some
found inspiration in the enslaved insurgents of the slave ships Amistad
and Creole who had seized control of these vessels while sparing the lives

10 J. Brent Morris, Oberlin: Hotbed of Abolitionism (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 2014), 97–98; Report of the Fourth Anniversary of the Ohio Anti-Slavery
Society (Cincinnati: Ohio Anti-Slavery Society, 1839); Emancipator and Republican,
November 3, 1842; and Liberator, November 11, 1842. See also Liberator, January
6 and 20, and March 10, 1843; and Emancipator and Republican, June 8, 1843.

11 Portland Weekly Advertiser, December 6, 1842.
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of the passengers and crew who did not resist their efforts to free them-
selves. Abolitionists in Syracuse, NY, extolled Madison Washington,
leader of the insurgents on the Creole, for his “coolness, courage, bravery,
prudence, and moderation,” and their colleagues across the Free Soil
Region compared Washington’s struggle against slavery to that of the
founding fathers.12

Others found normative inspiration in the memory of the Revolution-
ary generation. Since the 1790s the Revolutionary generation had been
celebrated for embodying the qualities of restrained violence and “manly
firmness.” As a consequence, the Latimer petition meetings invoked the
memory of the Revolution at every turn. At the Faneuil Hall meeting,
Edward Quincy noted that George Latimer had acted to free himself from
the same slavery “that our own revolutionary fathers had talked about,
and to be delivered from the very shadow of which they plunged into a
seven years’ war.” The inhabitants of Lynn declared that to submit to
slave catching would “place the land of Lexington, of Bunker Hill and
Faneuil Hall in the condition of a conquered province.”13

Though they rested on ideas articulated at different moments in differ-
ent parts of the Free Soil Region, these principles cohered into a new
culture of violence during the New England Latimer petition campaign of
1842–1843 and then spread across the region over the course of the
1840s. In the fall of 1842, Underground activist Charles T. Torrey cele-
brated a failed slave-catching foray in Albany by boasting that the cre-
ative noncooperation of a local judge had rendered the slave catchers’
efforts fruitless:

our dear Southern brethren will begin to see how little the late decision of the
Supreme Court is likely to aid them in the recovery of the fugitive slave. And they
will perceive that their “hunters” run no small risk, in their unscrupulous career.
Two or three who came to Troy for a fugitive, some days ago, were warned out of
town, and in such terms that they perceived it was for the safety of their bodies, if
not the good of their souls, to comply.

As has been observed by Stanley Harrold, Torrey’s public celebration
of threats of violence illustrated the waning influence of bourgeois

12 Harrold, “Romanticizing Slave Revolt,” 89–107.
13

“Remarks of Edmund Quincy” and “Great Meeting at Lyceum Hall, in Lynn,” Liber-
ator, November 11, 1842. On Democratic–Republican celebrations of the “manly firm-
ness” of the revolutionary generation as a counter to the culture of honor emerging within
the Federalist Party in the late 1790s, see Robert H. Churchill, “Popular Nullification,
Fries’ Rebellion, and the Waning of Radical Republicanism, 1798–1801,” Pennsylvania
History 67 (Winter 2000): 105–140.
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masculinity on the region’s white antislavery activists. The following
spring, a correspondent from Utica observed that “nothing is more
wrong, not to say absurd, than for us abolitionists to send fugitive slaves
from central New York, to Canada. The slave is as safe in relation to his
master, in central New York as in Canada. His master could not take him
lawfully or unlawfully.” Another correspondent noted that in western
New York, hundreds would come to the rescue of a fugitive, most of
whom had previously denounced abolitionism, but “would now go to
great extremes to rescue a slave from his pretended master.”14

In Ohio’s Western Reserve, the failure of the attempt to remand Milton
Clarke prompted a local activist to note that “it resulted as I have often
said it would. A fugitive cannot be taken from this country to slavery.” By
the end of the decade, in a speech before Congress, Western Reserve
Representative Joshua Giddings explained the difference between the
cultural norms of his constituents and those held by the constituents of
congressmen in the Borderland and Contested Region of Pennsylvania,
Ohio, and Indiana:

I understand the gentlemen . . . to say that in their districts the master who pursues
his slaves is treated with hospitality and respect. They further said their people
aided the master in tracking out the trembling object of his pursuit. It is due to
candor that I should assure southern gentlemen that no such beings reside in my
district.. . .We rejoice when we see our fellow-men, who have been subjected to all
that is wrong, and barbarous, and cruel, breathing the air of freedom and wending
their way to a land of safety.15

Finally, during the 1840s these sentiments found a foothold in Mich-
igan and Wisconsin. In 1843, the residents of Livonia declared at a public
meeting that “we boldly avow our determination to assist the pilgrim on
his way to worship at the shrine of Monarchy,” and that the provision of
assistance to the fugitive was “the highest duty they owe to God and
man.” That same year, Liberty Party members in Wisconsin publicly
resolved that “the soil of Wisconsin is, and of right ought to be, a sacred
asylum for the oppressed of every clime and nation, and we will resist its
invasion by every means that God and nature have put in our hands, not

14 Emancipator and Republican, September 22, 1842, and June 1 and 15, 1843. See also
North Star, September 28, 1849. On Charles Torrey’s rejection of bourgeois manliness,
see Stanley Harrold, “On the Borders of Race and Slavery: Charles T. Torrey and the
Underground Railroad,” Journal of the Early Republic 20 (Summer 2000): 273–292.

15 Emancipator and Republican, September 22, 1842; and Liberator, June 22, 1849. See
also Liberator, January 8, 1847.
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expressly forbidden by the law of God; and that no person ought, or can,
or shall be taken from our free soil and reduced to slavery in our own or
any other land.”16

It would be easy to dismiss such statements as empty and isolated
rhetoric. But the creation of free soil did not rest on rhetoric alone.
Activists recognized that their deeds must match their words, and that
their deeds must be public. The operations of the Underground Railroad
in the region were thus shaped by activists’ desire to demarcate their
communities as free soil, and their belief that they could purify the region
act by act, refugee by refugee.

Given the greater ease of travel in the Free Soil Region, there were
fewer defined and stable networks of Underground activists in the region.
Much of the region’s Underground activity took place on an ad hoc basis,
or in the form of monetary transactions by urban vigilance committees to
pay for the transport of fugitives by steamboat and railway. Since Chicago
was the destination of most fugitives escaping Missouri, few fugitives
reached Wisconsin, and thus there was little Underground work to be
done. For the most part, Underground Railroad activity in the lakeshore
cities of Racine and Milwaukee, as well as in Chicago, consisted of putting
fugitives on steamers which made the journey aroundMichigan and landed
at Sarnia, the gateway to Ontario. However, one well-known incident
resulted in a far more adventurous journey. In 1842, activists inWaukesha,
WI, raised money and provisions to help Lyman Goodnow transport
Caroline Quarles, who had escaped from Missouri, to Detroit. Goodnow
and Quarles traveled by carriage across northeastern Illinois, northern
Indiana, and southern Michigan, stopping at Quaker settlements along
the way. They traveled by day, and in one settlement near Lockport, IL,
Caroline was introduced to a church congregation. In Michigan they
encountered a group of thirty-two fugitives being openly conducted across
the state. Finally, after a journey of three weeks, they reached Detroit,
where Goodnow escorted Quarles across the ferry to Windsor.17

The activists who assisted Goodnow and Quarles on their journey may
have been part of one of the few organized networks in the region, and the
only long-distance network built by design. This network stretched from

16 Emancipator and Republican, June 8 and October 26, 1843.
17 A. P. Dutton to Wilbur Siebert, April 1 and 7, 1896, Siebert Papers, 15:1346–1347 and

1342–1344; W. B. Williams to Wilbur Siebert, March 25, 1896, ibid., 5:0876–0879; and
History of Waukesha County, Wisconsin (Chicago: Western Historical Company, 1880),
457–465.
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northeastern Illinois, across northern Indiana, to a collection of African
American settlements in Cass County, MI, and then extended across that
state to Detroit (see Map 4.1). It was organized by the Rev. John Cross,
who, since his arrest for assisting a fugitive in Knoxville, IL, had moved to
Princeton, IL. Cross, who would later advertise his own involvement in
the Underground Railroad, traveled extensively as an abolitionist lec-
turer, and was in a position to identify abolitionists and other sympathetic
families at key points across the route. Having assembled a collection of
suitable candidates, he wrote to them and told each who would be
bringing fugitives to their home, and where the next refuge to the east
lay. Pamela Thomas of Schoolcraft, MI, and Erastus Hussey of Battle
Creek left detailed accounts of their involvement with this network. Other
Michigan activists assisted fugitives traveling north from Newport, IN, to
Coldwater and Adrian, MI.18

Princeton   
Lockport   

Milwaukee   

Racine   

Chicago 

Newport   Columbus

Alum Creek

Perrysburg

Adrian

Cambridge

WISCONSIN
L

a
k

e
M

i
c

h
i

g
a

n

L a k e

H
u

r o
n

I L L I N O I S

I N D I A N A
O H I O

C A

N
A

D
A

Cassopolis Young’s Prairie

Schoolcraft

Battle
Creek Marshall Livonia

Detroit

Windsor

Sarnia

Sandusky
Oberlin

Cleveland

Akron
Randolph

Limaville

Unionville

Ashtabula
 Harbor

M

I

C

H

I

G

A
N

L a k e
E r i e

Georgian
Bay

Free soil

Contested
region

 . Organized Underground routes in the Free Soil Region of the Midwest

18 W. B. Williams to Wilbur Siebert, March 25, 1896, Siebert Papers 5:0876–0879; Nathan
M. Thomas to A. S. Dyckman, April 10, 1882, Box 1, Arthur Kooker Papers, Bentley
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Hundreds, and perhaps thousands, of fugitives settled in the Western
Reserve, whose white residents committed themselves to protecting them.
Activists also assisted those who wished to continue on to Canada to the
Reserve’s lake ports, especially Sandusky, Cleveland, and Ashtabula.
A steady flow of escapees filtered up into the Reserve from Alum Creek,
Zanesville, and along the Pennsylvania border. Activists in the Reserve
seem to have acted quite openly. One observer noted in 1845 that “it is
now some four years since a slave has passed through this part of Ohio in
the night, although the number of those who pass my door will often for
months average more than one per day.”19

Activists in the actual lake ports seem to have proceeded with more
caution, however. Slaveholders who had failed to capture fugitives in the
Borderland often came north to watch the lake ports, so stealth remained
important in these towns. Edward Moxley, who escaped from Kentucky,
remembered being warned by a black resident of Sandusky to hide in the
woods outside town. He was then sent for once his passage on board a
steamboat had been arranged. Activist Horace Ford noted that in Cleve-
land he kept fugitives hidden until John Bell, an African American barber,
sent a messenger to escort them to a waiting vessel.20

For fugitives sent up the Hudson River Valley by activists in New York
City, Albany served as the gateway to the Free Soil Region of upstate New
York, a place of relative safety. Albany’s status as the boundary of the
state’s Free Soil Region was illustrated by a fugitive slave case that rocked
the city in 1835. A fugitive was arrested in the city and ordered remanded

Historical Library, Ann Arbor, MI; Alexis A. Praus, ed., “The Underground Railroad at
Schoolcraft,” Michigan History 37 (1953): 177–182; Pamela S. Thomas to Wilbur
Siebert, March 25, 1896, ibid., 5:0846–0847; “Stories of Slave Days,” Chicago Daily
Tribune, January 20, 1889, p. 27; Yvonne Tuchalski, “Erastus Hussy, Battle Creek
Antislavery Activist,” Michigan History 56 (1972): 5–8; Blanch Coggan, “The Under-
ground Railroad in Michigan,” Negro History Bulletin 27 (1964): 122–126; Larry B.
Massie, “The Husseys of Battle Creek,” Chronicle 30 (2008): 12–14; interview with
Solon Goodell, July 28, 1895, Siebert Papers, 5:0944–0946; M. B. Butler to Wilbur
Siebert, February 7, 1896, ibid., 3:0385–0389; Laura S. Haviland, A Woman’s Life-
Work (Cincinnati: Walden & Stowe, 1882); and Carol E. Mull, The Underground
Railroad in Michigan (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 2010).

19 Emancipator and Republican, August 20, 1845; Belle Rose Wilson to Wilbur Siebert,
August 14, 1895, Siebert Papers, 11:1321–1326; Mrs. A. M. Buchanan to Wilbur Siebert,
September 7, 1894, ibid., 9:0088–0091; and Capt. Alexis Cope to Wilbur Siebert, March
28, 1892, ibid., 1:0006–0008.

20 Interview with Edward Moxley, July 31, 1895, Siebert Papers, 10:0207–0212; and
interview with Horace Ford, July 15, 1894, ibid., 12:0815–0817. See also interview with
Dr. Henry Harris, August 8, 1892, ibid., 9:0190–0192; and interview with J. D. Hulbert,
August 7, 1892, ibid., 9:0201–0204.
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after a hearing. The next morning a company of militia and the entirety of
the city’s police force escorted the claimant and his prisoner to a steam-
boat, but the crowd that followed was enormous and intent on a rescue.
When it became clear that the full force of law that Albany’s authorities
could muster was insufficient to remand the fugitive from the city, he was
returned to jail. That night, city authorities smuggled the slaveholder and
the fugitive out of the city by stealth, taking them downriver into the
Contested Region whose law-abiding residents would allow them to
board a steamer unmolested.21

From Albany, activists provided assistance as fugitives traveled west
along the Erie Canal to the antislavery strongholds of Utica, Syracuse, and
Rochester (see Map 4.2). Others gave assistance to fugitives who filtered
up from Pennsylvania through Owego, Elmira, Olean, and Jamestown.
These activists helped those who wished to settle find work and also
pursue education. Those who wished to continue to Canada headed for
Oswego and Rochester, where they could take passage by steamship, or
Buffalo and Niagara. By the end of the decade, vigilance committees in
Albany, Troy, Syracuse, and Rochester were publishing regular accounts
of their activities.22

In New England, Underground activity was relatively infrequent. Small
numbers of fugitives took steamboats from New York to New Haven and
then made their way north through the Connecticut River Valley to
Vermont. Activist John Gould described a chance encounter with one of
these fugitives “wending his way to Canada” in southern New Hamp-
shire. He took the man, identified as L. Williams, home with him, and two
days later introduced him to the community at a meeting held in the
Baptist church. The following day he took Williams to Saxton’s River,
VT, and left him with activist John Campbell. Campbell and his wife
taught Williams to read over the next two weeks, and then Campbell
transported him on his way to Canada. Before he left for Canada,

21 Albany Argus, July 25 and August 4, 1835; and Albany Journal, July 24, 1835.
22 Excerpt from G. V. Hoosen to Charles Hicks, November 24, 1840, Siebert Papers,

7:0059–0060; interview with George Johnson in Elbert Cook Nixon, “The Underground
Railroad of the Lake Country of Western New York” (senior thesis, Cornell University,
1903), 52–53, ibid., 8:0557–0619; Albert S. Price to Wilbur Siebert, n.d., discussing
1902 articles in Jamestown Journal, ibid., 5:0291–0298; S. T. Morris to Wilbur Siebert,
n.d., ibid., 8:0446–0447; Milton C. Sernett, North Star Country: Upstate New York and
the Crusade for African American Freedom (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press,
2002), 165–179; and Helene C. Phelan, And Why Not Every Man?: An Account of
Slavery, the Underground Railroad, and the Road to Freedom in New York’s Southern
Tier (Interlaken, NY: Heart of Lakes Publishing., 1987).
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Williams wrote to thank Gould, the first letter he had ever written in his
life. A smaller number of fugitives diverted east out of the Hudson River
Valley. In 1840 G. V. Van Hoosen of Hoosick, NY, wrote his friend and
fellow activist Charles Hicks that a steady stream of fugitives had passed
through Albany that summer, but with the closure of the Erie Canal for
the winter, he would start sending fugitives to Hicks in Burlington, VT.
These routes diminished in importance over the course of the 1840s as rail
connections in the region multiplied.23

A more persistent flow of fugitives arrived as stowaways on vessels
arriving from Southern ports. Activists reported aiding fugitives arriving
in this manner in New Bedford, Boston, Marblehead, and Portland, ME.
Often these escapees had to be smuggled quickly out of port towns and
taken to safer destinations inland. For example, fugitives arriving at New
Bedford who were in danger of pursuit were taken to Valley Falls, RI,
where they could take the train to Worcester, MA, and from there to
either Albany, NY, or Burlington, VT. That said, many fugitives tried to
settle in New England, and some of the work of the Underground Rail-
road consisted of facilitating the next stage of the journey of these immi-
grants whose enslavers had traced them to their new homes.24

In all of these endeavors, activists took pains to act openly and to
publicize their work. In 1847, after an unsuccessful slave-catching raid on
Young’s Prairie, MI, armed white activists escorted a band of more than
forty African Americans openly across Michigan. As Erastus Hussey later
described their arrival in Battle Creek, “everybody had heard of their
coming, and every man, woman, and child in the city was upon the street
and it looked as if the circus was coming to town.” In the Western
Reserve, one activist noted that fugitives “pass like other travelers in the
day time. They call upon the friends of humanity, are fed and lodged, and
sent on their way in the morning without molestation or fear of

23 Emancipator and Republican, June 23, 1842; G. V. Van Hoosen to Charles Hicks,
November 24, 1840, Siebert Papers, 7:0059–0060; Rowland E. Robinson to Wilbur
Siebert, August 19, 1896, ibid., 15:0583–0587; Frances Perkins to Wilbur Siebert,
February 7, 1896, ibid., 1:0885–0887; Arthur G. Hill to Wilbur Siebert, July 18, 1896,
ibid., 5:0835–0837; James S. Rogers to Wilbur Siebert, April 19, 1897, ibid.,
15:0667–0669; T. W. Higginson to Wilbur Siebert, February 5, 1893, ibid.,
6:0277–0279; and Boston Recorder, February 15, 1844, and May 22, 1845.

24 New York Emancipator, September 2, 1841; T. W. Higginson, February 5, 1893, Siebert
Papers, 6:0227–0229; J. Milton Hall to Wilbur Siebert, April 30, 1897, ibid.,
5:0276–0282; Simeon Dodge to Wilbur Siebert, March 1893, ibid., 5:0750–0752; E. B.
Chace to Wilbur Siebert, April 9, 1893, ibid., 15:0648; and S. C. Wighington to Mr.
Pierce, March 30, 1893, ibid., 6:0016.
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interruption. No slave can be taken from this region.” In 1843 five
fugitives were brought before an antislavery meeting in Utica. When a
minister in attendance declared it a disgrace that they must seek refuge in
Canada, a voice from the audience declared, “They are not going to
Canada – they are safe here.” When the minister asked how this could
be true, the answer was “for the same reason that Latimer was safe
among the Quakers of Lynn.” A few months later the ladies of Utica
advertised the creation of a wardrobe committee, noting that they urged
fugitives “to remain here in the free states. But whether here or in Canada,
they need an outfit with which to commence.”25

Even when fugitives passed through the region more quietly, activists
made a point of publicizing their passage after the fact. One of the first
published uses of the phrase “Underground Railroad” came from an
Albany correspondent to the New York Spectator, who boasted in
1842 that “we passed twenty six prime slaves to the land of freedom last
week, and several more this week thus far . . . All went by the ‘under-
ground railroad.’” The correspondent went on to publish messages from
several of the fugitives to their enslavers. John Gould published the details
of his encounter with L. Williams after Williams had safely reached
Canada, as did numerous other New England activists.26

Perhaps the best illustration of the workings of the Underground
Railroad in the Free Soil Region is the debate over a case in which activists
acted, of necessity, by stealth. In the summer of 1845, a group of nine
fugitives from enslavement passed through central New York, and their
journey was traced in significant detail by local newspapers. When slave
catchers arrived in Elmira, NY, where the fugitives had briefly settled,
local abolitionists took them into hiding and hired two African Americans
to guide them to Canada. Sympathizers gathered on July 10 at midnight
in the woods to furnish them with money and provisions. Those assem-
bled gathered for a communal prayer before the party set off. The corres-
pondent describing this scene expressed shame that the fugitives could not
be protected in Elmira, but noted that the belligerence and rage of the
slave catchers had rendered them “the most effectual anti-slavery lecturers

25
“Stories of Slave Days,” Chicago Daily Tribune, January 20, 1889, p. 27; Emancipator
and Republican, June 15 and November 23, 1843, and August 20, 1845. See also
Pennsylvania Freeman, November 8, 1838; and North Star, September 21, 1849.

26 New York Spectator, September 28, 1842; and Emancipator and Republican, June 23,
1842. See also Maine Cultivator and Hallowell Gazette, February 25, 1843; Boston
Recorder, February 15, 1844, and May 22, 1845; Barre Patriot, June 13, 1845; Albany
Evening Journal, August 24, 1847; and Barre Gazette, November 26, 1847.
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that we have ever had.” Traveling by night, the fugitives reached Fulton,
NY on the 15th. A correspondent explained that he hoped to bring the
fugitives before a public meeting that night before they passed on to
Oswego. Another correspondent from Oswego wrote on August 3 that
the band had “safely landed” in Canada.

The correspondent from Oswego noted that they had been kept hidden
in that town because of the presence of Southerners taking their vacations
on the lake. Like the earlier chroniclers of the journey, he took a some-
what defensive tone when discussing the resort to stealth: “But for the
fears of the slaves and their desire to avoid an excitement, we should
never resort to the least secrecy in what we do for them among us.” But
even though these Underground correspondents defended the prudence of
their actions, and took pains to publicize the journey from beginning to
end, they suffered a public rebuke from their fellow activists.
A correspondent from the Western Reserve, while complimenting the
slyness of his colleagues in New York, criticized them for hiding their
work and urged them to “say no more about helping them along in the
night time. It is too late in the day to talk about fugitives slaves passing
through the free states in the night.”27

Despite the openness of Free Soil Underground activity, the ultimate
test of the ideal would come down to whether the freedom of that soil
would be defended. Seeking to craft a restrained but forceful response to
the Southern culture of honor, and to further emphasize the legitimacy of
their confrontations with slave catchers, abolitionists and other residents
of the Free Soil Region mimicked the rituals with which eighteenth-
century crowds had sought to vindicate extra-legal resistance. As exempli-
fied by the confrontation in Marshall, MI, in 1847, Free Soil crowds
represented an interracial cross-section of the community and expressed
a communal determination to resist from which few dissented. These
crowds acted in conscious and explicit defiance of law and justified their
actions by appealing to moral principle and community solidarity. They
acted out their resistance within the public sphere, invoking those rituals
with which they were accustomed to express political sentiments. Finally,
while the crowd used the minimum of force necessary to accomplish their
aims, they warned slave catchers that if they persisted, they might find
themselves on the receiving end of those “ceremonies of degradation”

27 Emancipator and Republican, July 30, and August 13 and 20, 1845; and Boston
Recorder, July 31, 1845.
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with which Northern communities had traditionally punished those who
defied community norms.28

Beginning in the 1840s, almost all Free Soil rescues were carried out by
large, racially integrated crowds. When slave catchers seized a fugitive
couple in Oberlin, OH, in 1841, a crowd of several hundred residents
confronted them two miles outside town and forced them to take shelter
in a local farmhouse. According to one Democratic account, the crowd
was composed of “the ‘Perfectionists’ of Oberlin, the students of the
college, and their associates, the negroes, armed with guns, clubs, and
stones.” Eventually, the crowd escorted the posse to a justice in neighbor-
ing Elyria, who bound them over for trial. The fugitives were subse-
quently broken out of jail. In 1846 slave catchers in Chicago were
confronted by an interracial crowd described by one witness as
numbering as many as 3,000, “many of them our most prominent citi-
zens, of all parties and pursuits.” In 1847, large interracial crowds in
Detroit and Buffalo forced slave catchers to release the men they had
seized.29

Free Soil crowds also often acted in tandem with local officials to
frustrate the operations of slave catchers, much as eighteenth-century
crowds acted to enforce the edicts of colonial officials against the policies
and officers of the British Empire. The 1842 rescue of Milton Clarke in
Ohio’s Western Reserve serves as an example. When Clarke was seized as
a fugitive slave in Centreville, the sheriff of Lake County procured a
warrant to arrest the slave catchers for assault. The warrant ordered the
sheriff to bring the posse, with Clarke still in their custody, to the
residence of a local justice. The road to the justice’s residence ran through
Unionville, a village on the border of Lake and Ashtabula Counties.
When the posse arrived in Unionville, they found that the village’s resi-
dents, apprised of the situation, had blocked up the road with their
wagons, forcing the posse’s carriage over the line into Ashtabula County.
Immediately upon their carriage’s wheels crossing the line, Ashtabula’s

28 On the restraint of the eighteenth-century crowd, see Pauline Maier, “Popular Uprisings
and Civil Authority in Eighteenth-Century America,” William and Mary Quarterly,
Third Series, 27 (1970): 3–35; William Pencak et al., eds., Riot and Revelry in Early
America (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2002); and Wayne E. Lee,
Crowds and Soldiers in Revolutionary North Carolina: The Culture of Violence in Riot
and War (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2001).

29 Philanthropist, March 24, 1841; Ohio Statesman, March 12, 1841; Western Citizen,
November 3, 1846; Signal of Liberty, April 24, 1847; and Buffalo Commercial Adver-
tiser, October 1847.

130 1838–1850

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108773997.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 8.9.95.224, on 07 Jul 2020 at 14:56:31, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108773997.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


sheriff served a writ of habeas corpus, commanding him to take custody
of Clarke and bring him before a justice in Austinburg, thus legally
separating the posse and their captive. The posse issued threats and
brandished weapons, but the growing crowd warned the leader of the
posse to obey the sheriff’s process or “he would never shoot again.” The
sheriff gave the posse five minutes to release Clarke into his custody,
noting that it would take the crowd far less time than that to demolish
the carriage and, presumably, its occupants. Finally, Clarke was handed
over to the sheriff, from whose custody he mysteriously “disappeared”
shortly thereafter.30

In many of these rescues, the crowd acted with considerable restraint,
all the while subtly demonstrating grave consequences should their
patience run out. In 1847, a married couple named Roberts escaped from
the Kanawha River Valley of Virginia and reached the town of Randolph
on the southern border of the Western Reserve. Here they stopped to
work for a time. Two weeks later two slave catchers arrived in the
neighborhood and proceeded to the house where the Robertses were
staying. A rider from the village had brought warning a few minutes
before the slave catchers arrived. The house was quickly barricaded and
the owner met the slave catchers at the gate, inquiring as to their business.
A crowd of at least 100 neighbors soon gathered and “quizzed them most
unmercifully.” The slave catchers offered to leave the couple if they
refused to return after an interview, which was agreed to, provided that
two friends of the couple attended the meeting, presumably to witness any
attempt to coerce the Robertses with threats of retaliation against loved
ones still held in bondage. The slave catchers objected to this, at which
point “decided manifestations of displeasure” emanated from the crowd,
some of whom “had been so indiscreet as to bring with them old rifles and
muskets from which an occasional pop would be heard in the distance.”
As dusk approached, the slave catchers relented and returned to the
village. They were invited to stay for church services the next morning,
but declined, whereupon a crowd of 200 residents “formed a
procession . . . and then most gently escorted them out of town.”
A similar restraint was shown by the African Americans from Cass
County, MI, who gathered in South Bend, IN, to rescue Lucy Powell
and her children in 1849. After the Powells were released, the assembly
took them to a wagon and paraded out of town in good order. According

30 Painesville Telegraph, September 7, 1842; and Narratives of the Sufferings of Lewis and
Milton Clarke (Boston: Bela Marsh, 1846), 88–98.
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to one observer, “on the bridge adjacent the town, they halted, and made
the welkin ring with their cheers for liberty.”31

When slave catchers performed the violence of mastery within Free Soil
communities, however, crowds quickly grew more menacing. In 1847,
Christopher Webb was seized by two slave catchers in the Buffalo Hotel
where he worked as a waiter. One of the slave catchers drew a pistol and
threatened to shoot anyone who interfered, and together they dragged
Webb down the stairs, into the street, and into a nearby law office. Here a
large interracial crowd grew sufficiently menacing that the slave catchers
allowed Webb to go free. The slave catchers then left the law office by a
back window as a warrant for their arrest on charges of assault and false
imprisonment was being prepared. They were last seen fleeing the town,
“hotly pursued by the Deputy Sheriff and people of various hues.”
A similar incident took place in Detroit that same year. A local constable
and a slave catcher from Missouri lured Robert Cromwell to the US
courthouse on the pretense of requiring his testimony. They took him to
a side room and attempted to seize him. Cromwell was too strong for
them to subdue, however, and he succeeded in dragging them to the
window, where his cries for help were heard by passersby. A large inter-
racial crowd soon gathered and stormed the courthouse. They released
Cromwell on the spot, and then followed the slave catchers, who retreated
to a nearby store. There they waited until the police arrived to arrest the
Missourian, upon which the crowd escorted him to jail.32

The public deliberations surrounding the coerced release of George
Latimer provided a model that other activists used to celebrate the defense
of free soil fully in the public sphere. In 1846, four African American men
arrived in Chicago via the Underground Railroad. They believed them-
selves safe in the city and so indulged their curiosity with some sight-
seeing. Unfortunately, slave catchers had preceded them to the city, and
had obtained the cooperation of a deputy sheriff and a local judge. Three
of the four men were arrested and brought to the judge’s office. Their
companion succeeded in raising the alarm, however, and the city’s inter-
racial antislavery community swung into action. The Western Citizen, an
abolitionist newspaper, printed up handbills informing the city’s

31 Anti-Slavery Bugle, May 7, 1847; Excerpt from Eber D. Howe, Autobiography and
Recollections of a Pioneer Printer (Painesville, OH, 1878), Siebert Papers,
10:0972–0976; and The South Bend Fugitive Slave Case (New York, 1851), 8.

32 Buffalo Morning Express, October 1, 1847; Buffalo Commercial Advertiser, October 1,
1847; and Signal of Liberty, April 24, 1847.
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inhabitants that a kidnapping was in progress. Within an hour an inter-
racial crowd of hundreds had gathered, and by early afternoon the crowd
numbered in the thousands. Abolitionists provided the men with legal
counsel at a hearing that afternoon. They succeeded in establishing that
the men had been seized without any legal process and then forced a
postponement by demanding that the claimant’s attorney present evi-
dence of the existence of slavery in the state of Missouri. During this brief
recess, the claimant opened the door of the judge’s office in response to a
knock. The prisoners then rushed the door, pushed past him, and ran
down the stairs to the street. The claimant looked to the assembled court
officers for assistance, but realized too late that they were under no
obligation to come to his aid. The crowd immediately carried the fugitives
off, paraded them around the streets in a carriage, and then took them to
the law office of abolitionist W. H. Collins, who had acted as their
attorney. There they gave speeches thanking the crowd and the attorneys
for their freedom.33

The mayor and the city’s partisan press denounced the crowd as
“mobocrats,” and called a public meeting a week later. To their surprise,
the assembled multitude proved fully sympathetic with the plight of the
fugitives. W. H. Collins took the floor of the meeting and argued that
under the Prigg decision, no state or local officer had the authority to aid
in slave catching, and those who did so could expect neither the respect
nor the protection to which their offices entitled them. Essentially, Collins
declared that the principles outlined in the personal liberty laws of the
New England states reigned over Chicago as well. The meeting responded
with resolutions denouncing slavery and declaring that they would never
sanction the “perversion” of law and public office “to aid in kidnapping
the oppressed.”34

Two years later, the inhabitants of Detroit rallied to protect Adam
Crosswhite, called as a witness in a lawsuit against his rescuers. Cross-
white voluntarily left Canada to help defend those who had come to his
aid, and presented himself in US District Court in Detroit. A crowd
crammed the courtroom to demonstrate that any attempt to take Cross-
white into custody would be futile. When he finished his testimony, the
crowd escorted him to the ferry to Windsor, Ontario. Henry Bibb, an

33 Western Citizen, November 3, 1846; and Emancipator and Republican, November
11, 1846.

34 Western Citizen, November 10, 1846; Emancipator and Republican, November 18,
1846; and Boston Recorder, November 26, 1846.
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African American activist who organized the reception of fugitives in
Canada, reported that the slaveholders who had come to attend the trial
“looked on in astonishment.”35

Free soil communities also engaged in elaborate rituals of humiliation
targeting those who engaged in slave catching. Such rituals mimicked
those employed against Tories during the 1760s and early 1770s. Anti-
slavery activists took pains to publicly identify those cooperating with
slavery so that they might receive the social opprobrium appropriate to
their offense. In 1849, a public meeting in Collins Center, a small town
south of Buffalo, responded to the intrusion of slave catchers with a
resolution promising to brand any who gave aid and comfort to slave
catchers with “such a stigma as nothing but repentance and amendment
of life can remove.” Boston activists made good on this sort of threat
when Captain Hannum of the brig Ottoman forcefully recaptured a
stowaway fugitive who had reached the shore in one of the ship’s boats.
Hannum, fearing prosecution in a Southern court for carrying off a
fugitive, pursued the fugitive to the waterfront of Boston, seized him,
and told a growing crowd that he was accused of theft. He then took
the man back to the ship and set sail for a Southern port. For his actions
Hannum was harshly denounced at a public meeting at Faneuil Hall.36

Other ritual humiliations were more elaborate. When slave catchers
arrived at the Whitesboro Institute, a seminary outside Utica, NY, to
search for Charles Nelson, they antagonized the students by obtaining
warrants to search each individual room in the dormitory. The students
responded by surrounding the slave catchers after their fruitless search,
and then forcing them to listen to an antislavery sermon by African
American minister Henry Hugh Garnet, then a student at Whitesboro.
At the conclusion of this exercise, the “captives were allowed to take
themselves off under a salute of three cheers for Nelson and liberty, and as
many groans for slavery.”37

In 1847 a large posse of slave catchers in Young’s Prairie, a noted
refuge for fugitive slaves in western Michigan, were met with a particu-
larly galling ceremony of degradation. The posse raided three cabins in
the middle of the night and seized several families. In one cabin, a young
father fought tenaciously, allowing his wife time to escape. His former

35 North Star, December 15, 1848.
36 North Star, September 28, 1849; Emancipator and Republican, September 25, 1846;

Liberator, October 2, 1846; and Auburn Journal, October 7, 1846.
37 Emancipator and Republican, April 16, 1845.
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enslaver, a Baptist minister, then seized him and his infant son, who had
been born on free soil. His wife had, however, raised the alarm, and an
armed interracial crowd of several hundred confronted the posse at their
rendezvous point. The crowd escorted the posse to Cassopolis to face
charges of kidnapping. Angered by the severe beating the father had
received while defending his family, the crowd ordered the minister off
his horse. They forced the minister to carry the infant he had seized while
the man he claimed as his property rode beside him, and at every house on
the road they introduced the minister as a “child stealer.” When they
arrived at Cassopolis, this ritual continued as the slaveholder was paraded
up and down the streets until tears of humiliation streamed down his
face.38

The claimants in the Cass County case sued the rescuers successfully in
federal court, as had the claimant of Adam and Sarah Crosswhite. The
defendants were assessed thousands of dollars in penalties and court
costs. In each case, the awards were paid by community subscription,
and one can see in this outcome a potential compromise. The fugitives
remained free and activists celebrated the preservation of their commu-
nities as free soil while the slaveholders received compensation.39

By the end of the 1840s, however, the South was in no mood to accept
this compromise. The Free Soil culture of open defiance represented a
fundamental challenge not only to the violence of mastery but to the
legitimacy of fugitive renditions and to the institution of slavery itself.
After the emergence of this new culture of violence, the vast majority of
rendition attempts from the region in the 1840s ended in failure. A few
ship captains arriving in New England waters managed to pass fugitive
stowaways to southbound vessels before anyone on land learned of their
presence, but, as one commenter said of Albany in 1842 after a failed
rendition attempt, to take a fugitive from the Free Soil Region was
“indeed, a Herculean task.”40

Moreover, across all three regions, traffic on the Underground Rail-
road was accelerating in the second half of the 1840s, and so too were
rescues of fugitives from enslavement. Thirty-one rescue attempts took
place between 1845 and 1849, compared with twenty in the first half of
the decade and twenty-one in the entire decade of the 1830s. Of the thirty-

38 Reminiscences of Levi Coffin (New York: Arno Press, 1968), 366–373; Signal of Liberty,
August 28, 1847; and History of Cass County, Michigan (Waterman, Watkins, and Co.,
1882), 111–115.

39 North Star, April 6, 1849. 40 Albany Evening Journal, September 8, 1843.
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one, twenty-eight were successful, in the twenty-ninth the fugitive, George
Kirk, was subsequently released, and the thirtieth may have contributed
to the subsequent purchase of the escapee.41 As these rescues multiplied in
the late 1840s, it appeared to the South that not just the Free Soil Region,
but the entirety of the North had decided on defiance of the Fugitive Slave
Act of 1793.

In 1849, South Carolina Senator John Calhoun gave a speech to a
convention of the Southern members of Congress in which he complained
bitterly about the refusal of Northern states to honor the fugitive slave
clause of the Constitution. He charged that: “The citizens of the South, in
their attempt to recover their slaves, now meet, instead of aid and cooper-
ation, resistance in every form; resistance from hostile acts of
legislation . . . resistance from judges and magistrates – and finally, when
all of these fail, from mobs, composed of whites and blacks, which, by
threats or force, rescue the fugitive slave from the possession of its rightful
owner.”42 Calhoun’s address initiated a political and legislative campaign
that resulted in the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850. The new law
would lead to a more lethal struggle in the Borderland, greater public
defiance in the Free Soil Region, and a shift in the culture of violence in the
Contested Region that made the ideal of free soil resonate across
the North.

41 See the Appendix for a list of fugitive slave rescues.
42

“Address of Southern Delegates in Congress to Their Constituents,” Baltimore Sun,
January 29, 1849.
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5

Law and Degradation

Lethal Violence and Beleaguered Resistance in
the Borderland

The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 was passed by Congress in response to
Southern anger at continuing Northern obstruction of the rendition of
fugitives from enslavement. Many of the provisions of the law sparked
controversy, and in all probability it could not have passed except as part
of the Compromise of 1850. The act gained the support of the leadership
of both the Democratic and the Whig Parties because it was included in
this larger package of legislation designed to settle sectional conflict. As a
consequence, enough Northern Democratic and Whig congressmen either
voted for the act or absented themselves from the vote to ensure passage.1

The act committed the federal government to assist in the rendition of
fugitives in new and unprecedented ways. It granted US Commissioners,
federal judicial officials with powers similar to state justices of the peace,
the authority to hear fugitive cases, and directed that the US Circuit
Courts “shall from time to time enlarge the number of such commission-
ers, with a view to afford reasonable facilities to reclaim fugitives.” It
empowered commissioners to appoint “suitable persons, from time to
time” and vest them with the authority to arrest fugitives, and also to call
upon US Marshals and their deputies to make arrests and serve process in
fugitive cases. The act also explicitly recognized the authority of slave
catchers to enact private violence “by seizing and arresting such fugitive,

1 Stanley W. Campbell, The Slave Catchers: Enforcement of the Fugitive Slave Law,
1850–1860 (New York: W. W. Norton, 1968), 15–23; Samuel Joseph May, The Fugitive
Slave Law and Its Victims (New York: American Anti-Slavery Society, 1861), 4–8; and
Michael F. Holt, The Fate of Their Country: Politicians, Slavery Extension, and the
Coming of the Civil War (New York: Hill and Wang, 2014), 50–82.
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where the same can be done without process,” so long as the fugitive was
then brought before a commissioner for a hearing.2

The act established two distinct procedural tracks by which fugitives
might be remanded back to slavery. Under the first, claimants could either
apply to a commissioner to have a fugitive arrested by a US Marshal or
seize the fugitive privately and bring the prisoner before the commis-
sioner. The law directed the commissioner to hold a “summary” hearing
at which testimony and evidence taken by Southern magistrates could be
presented as “competent proof” of the slaveholder’s claim, and at which
the testimony of the accused was inadmissible. The commissioner earned
a fee of ten dollars if he found for the claimant, but only five dollars if he
overturned the claim and released the accused. On upholding the claim,
the commissioner was required to issue a certificate of removal authoriz-
ing the slaveholder “to use such reasonable force and restraint as may be
necessary” to carry the fugitive back to the South, and prohibiting inter-
ference by any state official or state legal process. Where claimants feared
an attempt might be made to rescue the fugitive, they were authorized to
request the US Marshal to escort the fugitive to the claimant’s home state
at federal expense.3

The last section of the act, however, outlined a second procedural
track, authorizing the claimant to present evidence to any court of record
in the state from which the fugitive had escaped. That court would then
create a transcript of the record of these proceedings, and that certified
record, when presented before a commissioner, constituted “full and
conclusive evidence” of the claim. The claimant might be called upon
for additional evidence that the person sought in the North was in fact the
fugitive named in the transcript, but when that burden was met, the act
directed to commissioner to issue a certificate of removal authorizing the
claimant to seize and carry the accused fugitive back to the South without
allowing the accused to appear before any Northern tribunal.4

Finally, the act raised the penalties for interfering with the rendition of
fugitives. Anyone found guilty of harboring or rescuing a fugitive, or of
actively helping a fugitive escape pursuit, faced imprisonment for six
months and a fine of $1,000. Offenders also faced a civil penalty of

2 “An Act to amend, and supplementary to, the Act entitled ‘An Act respecting fugitives
from justice, and persons escaping from the service of their masters,’” 9 Statutes at Large
462, at 462–463.

3 Ibid., 463–465. 4 Ibid., 465.
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$1,000 for each fugitive that escaped as a consequence of their actions, to
be recovered by the slaveholder through a suit for debt.5

The act was legally and constitutionally problematic in several
respects. It denied the accused the protection of the writ of habeas corpus
and the right to a full and fair trial by jury. The different fees depending
on the verdict gave commissioners an inappropriate financial stake in the
outcome. The alternative procedure outlined in the final section created ex
parte proceedings which denied the accused the right to offer any defense
whatsoever. Moreover, viewed in cultural terms, the act was deeply
offensive to Northern sensibilities. The ex parte procedural track allowed
Southern courts to extend the violence of mastery by granting them extra-
territorial jurisdiction over every African American resident of the North,
all of whom were presumed in Southern courts to be enslaved unless
proved otherwise. The provision permitting commissioners to vest the
power to arrest in “any suitable person” permitted them to turn slave
catchers into officers of the law at the stroke of a pen. Finally, the act
authorized these ad hoc officers to “summon and call to their aid the
bystanders, or posse comitatus of the proper county” and declared that
“all good citizens are hereby commanded to aid in the prompt and
efficient execution of this law, whenever their services may be required.”
Though this declaratory statement did not explicitly mention penalties for
refusal to obey the call, it was a breathtaking act of cultural arrogance:
the act not only directed the officers of the federal government to exercise
the violence of mastery over those under their jurisdiction, it celebrated
that violence as a duty of citizenship and required the people of the North
to participate in it. Though rhetorically packaged as part of the Com-
promise of 1850, the law was an act of cultural zealotry.6

Many historians describing the political crisis of the 1850s continue to
rely on Stanley Campbell’s conclusion that the act was received with
approval or indifference in the North. Michael Holt, for example, has
argued that the sectional animosity that led to the Civil War was due
more to decisions and maneuvering of self-serving political leaders than to
any fundamental conflict in value systems between the sections. He argues
that a “majority of Americans in both sections happily accepted the
compromise as an end to sectional strife.”7

5 Ibid., 464. 6 Ibid., 463.
7 Campbell, Slave Catchers, vii–viii and 199–206; and Holt, Fate of Their Country, 93 and
124. For a sense of Campbell’s continuing influence on recent histories of the 1850s, see
Don E. Fehrenbacher, The Slaveholding Republic: An Account of the United States
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It is clear, however, that fundamental cultural values were indeed
implicated in the Fugitive Slave Act, and as a consequence the act signifi-
cantly inflamed sectional tensions. Further, as the following chapters will
discuss, the public response to the Fugitive Slave Act exhibited a distinct
regional pattern. As Richard Blackett has recently pointed out, hundreds
of indignation meetings were called in communities across the Free Soil
Region to protest the act, and in many of these meetings, residents
publicly resolved to nullify the law, by force if necessary. The act also
caused consternation in the Contested Region, though there the public
response was initially significantly more moderate.8

The Borderland’s reaction, however, conformed more closely to
Campbell’s and Holt’s description. Meetings of “colored citizens” in
New York and Philadelphia condemned the law in the strongest terms
and pledged resistance. For example, in New York City, a meeting of
colored citizens declared that should the law be enforced against them, “it
were far better that a thousand lives perish in the rescue, than that a single
human being be permitted to be dragged from our midst into hopeless
bondage.” Nevertheless, in the Borderland, the African American popu-
lation was largely isolated in its opposition and few white residents shared
in their outrage. Large “union meetings” in New York, Philadelphia, and
Cincinnati sanctioned the law’s provisions and pledged to support its
enforcement. Commissioners’ courts in Philadelphia and Cincinnati
proved to be the most active in the nation. A slaveholder chasing an
escapee into Fayette County in southwestern Pennsylvania described the
perfect cooperation he received from the inhabitants and local officials:
“There exists with the citizens of that portion of Pennsylvania, so far as
I could judge, a strict regard for the rights of owners of slaves, and a
kindness and diligence in effecting their arrest and restoration to their
masters, un-equaled in a slave-holding state.” In 1852, slave catchers who
chased a large party of fugitives into southern Ohio reported that they

Government’s Relations to Slavery (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 233–239;
Michael F. Holt, The Rise and Fall of the American Whig Party: Jacksonian Politics and
the Onset of the Civil War (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 603–605;
and Marc Engal, Clash of Extremes: Economic Origins of the Civil War (New York: Hill
and Wang, 2009), 206.

8 On the breadth of the opposition to the law, see R. J. M. Blackett, The Captive’s Quest for
Freedom: Fugitive Slaves, the 1850 Fugitive Slave Law, and the Politics of Slavery (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 14–25.

142 1850–1860

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108773997.006
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 8.9.95.224, on 07 Jul 2020 at 14:56:31, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108773997.006
https://www.cambridge.org/core


had “brought the captured slaves home without encountering the least
obstacle, or even an unkind word.”9

In the year after the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, slave
catchers and kidnappers swarmed into the Borderland with a vengeance.
The act encouraged slaveholders to pursue men and women who had
escaped years, and even decades, earlier, and the summary legal proceed-
ings established under the act gave aid and comfort to kidnappers and
multiplied the dangers that life in the Borderland posed to the free black
community. The violence of mastery still pervaded the region, and that
violence was intensifying. Southern slave catchers, kidnappers, and their
Borderland allies roamed freely throughout the region. They continued to
threaten, assault, and prosecute all who opposed them. Under this con-
tinual onslaught, the Borderland was the main theater of fugitive rendi-
tions: during the 1850s more than 200 men, women, and children were
returned to slavery from the region.

One response to the law and the violence that it inflicted upon the
African American community was flight. News accounts from the fall and
winter of 1850 described an exodus of thousands of African Americans
seeking safety in Canada. Canadian officials noted the arrival of more
than two thousand refugees in Canada West (present-day Ontario) in the
first few months of the law’s operation. Many of these migrants traveled
in caravans and openly displayed weapons as a warning to those who
might be tempted to interfere with their journey.10

Borderland Underground activists struggled to adapt to this more
treacherous environment. They adopted an even more cautious posture
than in the 1840s, and increasingly availed themselves of the rail trans-
portation links that were multiplying throughout the decade. Through it
all, the Underground Railroad continued to operate, and probably carried
more fugitives to safety in the 1850s than it had in the 1840s. From time
to time Underground activists defied the Fugitive Slave Act and rescued
fugitives from the hands of slave catchers, but, in contrast with the large-
scale urban riots in Borderland cities in the 1830s and 1840s, most of the
rescue attempts in the 1850s involved trickery and misdirection. Overall,
in comparison with the Contested and Free Soil Regions, where slave
catchers faced stiffening resistance, relatively few fugitive renditions in the

9 Ibid., 14–15; St. Lawrence Republican, October 15, 1850; Emancipator and Republican,
October 10, 1850; North Star, October 31, 1850; Campbell, Slave Catchers, 56–57;
Alexandria Gazette, February 11, 1853; and May, Fugitive Slave Law, 24.

10 Blackett, Captive’s Quest, 42–50.
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Borderland provoked a rescue attempt. In the end, the violence of mastery
prevailed over the region and forced Underground activists to avoid
confrontation.

Alongside the legal environment, the technological environment within
which the Underground Railroad operated was changing as well. The
development of the North’s railroad transportation networks accelerated
markedly in the late 1840s, and by 1850 several important rail links had
been completed (see Map 5.1). With the construction of a rail line
between New York City and Albany, rail travel was now possible
between Philadelphia and Niagara, NY, vastly accelerating a fugitive’s
journey from the Borderland of Pennsylvania to a safe haven in either the
Free Soil region of New York or Canada. By 1850 Pittsburgh’s first rail
connection with the Great Lakes was established with the completion of a
line to Cleveland. That same year, Cincinnati’s rail connection with
Sandusky was completed. This route ran through the Little Miami River
Valley, affording ample facilities for the Underground activists of the
valley to accelerate the passage of fugitives. Finally, by 1850, both Madi-
son, IN, and Jeffersonville, IN, were connected with Indianapolis. Other
important connections would come by the middle of the decade as the
North’s rail network filled out. After Chicago‘s rail connections to Detroit
were completed, Illinois’s rail network began extending west toward the
Mississippi River. The tracks reached Galesburg, IL, in 1854 and Quincy,
IL, at the beginning of 1856. That same year the Illinois Central Railroad
completed the connection between Cairo, IL, and Chicago. By mid-
decade connections had also been established between Zanesville and
Sandusky in Ohio, and between Harrisburg, PA, and Elmira, NY,
offering Underground activists in Southeast Pennsylvania an alternative
route that bypassed Philadelphia and New York. These connections
continued to multiply in the late 1850s.11

A letter from John Henry Hill to Philadelphia Underground activist
William Still illustrates the new possibilities that rail travel opened for
fugitives and Underground activists. In the letter, Hill, who escaped from
Richmond, VA, in 1853, reported on the details of his journey from
Philadelphia to Toronto. Hill boarded a train in Philadelphia bound for

11 Sherman and Smith’s Railroad, Steamboat, and Stage Route Map (New York: Sherman
and Smith, 1850); Disturnell’s New Map of the United States and Canada (New York:
J. Disturnell, 1851); Colton’s Railroad Township Map of the Western States (New York:
J. H. Colton, 1853); D. B. Cooke and Co., Railway Guide for Illinois (Chicago: D. B.
Cooke, 1855); and Ensign, Bridgman and Fanning’s Railroad Map of the Eastern States
(New York: Ensign, Bridgman and Fanning, 1856).
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New York City on Saturday, and arrived that evening. He stayed in the
city until Monday night, and then boarded a train for Albany, arriving the
following morning in time to catch the 6:30 AM train for Rochester. He
stayed in Rochester until Wednesday evening, then traveled overland to
Lewiston, NY, on the Niagara River, which he reached Thursday after-
noon. The next day, Friday, he boarded a steamer for Toronto, arriving at
five in the evening. Even with stopovers lasting for four days, the full
journey took only a week.12

The advent of telegraphic communication also shaped the environment
of the Borderland, and both sides in the struggle over fugitives used it to
their advantage. The telegraph gave Underground activists the capacity to
alert colleagues to the impending arrival of fugitives by train, so that they
could be met and guided to a place of safety. Slaveholders also saw the
potential of the telegraph to broadcast descriptions of escapees and
quickly enlist the services of slave catchers farther north. Slaveholders
on the Eastern Shore of Maryland proposed establishing a telegraph line
to Wilmington, DE, for this purpose in 1849.13

As Joanne Freeman has discussed, the telegraph also served to dissem-
inate accounts of the violence of mastery before a national audience.
Freeman notes that telegraphic communication allowed newspapers to
rapidly transmit lurid tales of congressional brawling. The same was true
of descriptions of slave-catching depredations in the Borderland and
accounts of fugitive rescues, which reached a far broader audience in
the 1850s than they had in previous decades.14

Though the legal and technological environment was shifting, the
violence of mastery remained the most important context facing Under-
ground Railroad operations in the Borderland, and that violence was
unremitting. African American Underground activist John Parker
described the streets of Ripley, OH, in the 1850s as the battleground of
a silent, nocturnal war. He noted that he went about town armed, always
fearing ambush: “this was a period when men went armed with pistol and
knife and used them on the least provocation . . . These were the days of
passion and battle which turned father against son, and neighbor against
neighbor.” Gun play is a recurrent theme in accounts of the Borderland in
the 1850s. Underground activist Alexander Ross described a violent

12 William Still, The Underground Railroad (New York: Arno Press, 1968), 191–192.
13 Baltimore Sun, September 22, 1849; and Pennsylvania Freeman, October 19, 1849.
14 Joanne B. Freeman, The Field of Blood: Violence in Congress and the Road to the Civil

War (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2018), 169–171.
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encounter while bringing a female escapee from Wilmington into Chester
County, PA. As they crossed the border, Ross discovered that slave
catchers were giving chase in another carriage. When the pursuers opened
fire, Ross returned it with a pistol and eventually wounded their horse,
ending the chase.15

Most fugitives crossing the Borderland in the 1850s remembered vig-
orous pursuit. Peter Stokes and his family crossed the Ohio in 1852 and
tried to make contact with friends in Felicity, OH. They found the village
surrounded by slave catchers chasing another party of fugitives. Their
friends finally came out to meet them and took them to a barn on the
banks of the Ohio. The family had to remain in the barn for two full
weeks until the slave catchers finally left the area. John Taylor and
Monroe Evans, who escaped from Tennessee in 1855, had a similar
experience. They hired a poor white man to guide them to the Ohio River,
but when they crossed in the vicinity of Jeffersonville, IN, local slave
catchers gave chase. They successfully eluded their pursuers, but their
guide was arrested. The slave catchers, guessing correctly that Taylor and
Evans would head for Madison, IN, set an ambush at a covered bridge
over a creek, but the pair crossed upstream and avoided capture. Later
that night they approached a railway depot on the outskirts of Madison
only to find that it too was under surveillance.16

For fugitives and the activists who guided them, this landscape was
laden with treachery and potential violence. A party of nine fugitives
crossed the Ohio opposite Burlington, KY, one night in June 1854, and
spent the day hiding in the woods. The next night they started north
again, and met African American resident John Guyser, who hid them in a
stable and promised to guide them onward the next night. During the day,

15 Stuart Seely Sprague, His Promised Land: The Autobiography of John P. Parker (New
York: W. W. Norton, 1998), 71; and Account of Alexander Ross, in Charles L. Blockson,
The Underground Railroad in Pennsylvania (Jacksonville, NC: Flame International,
1981), 180–181. See also May, Fugitive Slave Law, 74, 93, and 114.

16 Interview with Peter Stokes, MIC 192, Wilbur H. Siebert Collection (1840–1954),
Microfilm Edition, Ohio Historical Society, Columbus, OH, Reel 9, Frames 0855–0896
(hereafter Siebert Papers, 9:0855–0896); and Account of John Taylor and Monroe Evans
in William B. Troy, Hair-Breadth Escapes from Slavery to Freedom (Manchester: W.
Bremner, 1861), 93–99, accessed August 21, 2015, Documenting the American South,
University Library, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1998. http://doc
south.unc.edu/neh/troy/troy.html. For other fugitive accounts of the Borderland, see
Account of the Monroe Family, ibid., 39–43; and Account of John Anderson in John
W. Blassingame, ed., Slave Testimony: Two Centuries of Letters, Speeches, Interviews,
and Autobiographies (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1977), 353–358.
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however, Guyser learned that there was a reward of $1,000 offered for
the apprehension of the party. Tempted by this hefty sum, Guyser alerted
the authorities. That night a posse of Kentucky slave catchers accompan-
ied by a deputy marshal surrounded the stable and carried the fugitives
back to slavery. Tom Redding narrowly avoided the same fate. He
escaped with his friend Jake in the early 1850s. The two crossed the Ohio
near New Amsterdam, IN, and made their way up Indian Creek. After
traveling for two nights, they succumbed to hunger and begged a local
farmer for some breakfast. The farmer made a show of hospitality, but
then left, saying he had work to attend to. Realizing that their host had
gone to summon help to capture them, Tom bolted from the house. He
made it to the woods, but was wounded in the neck and knee by
buckshot. He never saw Jake again.17

The passage of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 also gave new cover to
the gangs of kidnappers whose operations, described by historian Richard
Bell, had long plagued the Borderland. These kidnappers often struck in
the middle of the night, breaking into homes or using subterfuge to gain
entry, then beating their targets into submission and carrying them to a
Southern state under cover of darkness. A wave of such kidnappings
swept Southeast Pennsylvania in early 1851. In one incident, John
Williams was taken by a gang of twelve kidnappers from Gap’s Tavern,
a known haunt of criminals and ad hoc slave catchers. The gang broke
into the home of Marsh Chamberlain, beat Williams, tied him, carried
him to a wagon, and rode off into the darkness. Neighbors pursued
them but lost the track, and the gang crossed the line into Maryland
and handed Williams off to criminals who made a living by fencing
the victims of such kidnappings. Three years later, kidnappers broke
into a home in Byberry, PA, and beat an African American man into
submission with a mace while threatening to shoot his wife if she inter-
fered. Writing in 1851 about such cases, Philadelphia abolitionist
J. Miller McKim observed that “these things you must see and hear
for yourself before you can form any adequate idea of the bitterness

17 May, Fugitive Slave Law, 40; and E. H. Trueblood, “Reminiscences of the Underground
Railroad,” Salem Republican Leader, January 26, 1894, Siebert Papers, 2:0845–0854.
For other accounts of treachery and violence in the 1850s Borderland, see Still, Under-
ground, 48–51; May, Fugitive Slave Law, 11, 18, 39, and 66; the accounts of Joseph
Sanford and John Hatfield in Benjamin Drew, The Refugee, or the Narratives of Fugitive
Slaves in Canada (Boston: John P. Jewett and Co., 1856), 252–257; New York Tribune,
December 10, 1856; and Liberator, September 9, 1859.
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of this cup which the unhappy children of oppression along this southern
border are called upon to drink.”18

In some of these cases, it is difficult to determine whether the incident
constituted a kidnapping or a fugitive rendition. The line between the two
was blurred by the frequent legal challenges to acts of manumission
brought by the emancipator’s heirs. If successful, the heirs would then
send slave catchers to recapture the men and women freed by the dece-
dent. Thus, for example, the men who carried Thomas Hall away from
his home in Chester County, PA, in 1851 may well have been acting on
behalf of the legal claimants who had tried to remand Hall in the 1840s,
but their methods were entirely similar to those of kidnappers. They
broke into Hall’s home after attempting to enter under the pretense of
calling him to aid a sick neighbor. They then bludgeoned Hall and his
wife and carried him off to Maryland before his wife could summon
aid.19

Perhaps most alarming, the methods of the federal marshals tasked
with arresting fugitives began increasingly to mimic those of kidnappers.
A few months before the assault on Hall, Deputy Marshal Samuel Halzel
and a posse had used a similar subterfuge to gain entry to a cabin in
Coatesville, PA, in the middle of the night. Unfortunately for Halzel, the
inhabitants of the house armed and barricaded themselves in an upstairs
room, and were able to hold off the posse until neighbors arrived.20

The brutality of these assaults spilled over onto other residents of the
Borderland. Bystanders, Underground activists, and any other residents of
the Borderland who appeared sympathetic to fugitives were subject to
assault, intimidation, and abduction. Slave catchers chasing a fugitive
near Ripley, OH, in November 1850 called bystanders to their aid, and
threatened one man who refused to help with a pistol. Three fugitives
traversing the Ohio Borderland with the help of a white guide were
caught by a posse of white Kentuckians in 1853. Two of the fugitives

18 Liberator, January 31, 1851; May, Fugitive Slave Law, 42; Still, Underground, 582; and
Richard Bell, “Counterfeit Kin: Kidnappers of Color, the Reverse Underground Railroad,
and the Origins of Practical Abolition,” Journal of the Early Republic 38 (2018):
199–230.

19 May, Fugitive Slave Law, 18; and Pennsylvania Freeman, March 20, 1851. On legal
challenges to manumissions, see David G. Smith, On the Edge of Freedom: The Fugitive
Slave Issue in South Central Pennsylvania, 1820–1870 (New York: Fordham University
Press, 2013), 94.

20 Still, Underground, 581; Pennsylvania Freeman, January 2, 1851; and May, Fugitive
Slave Law, 13. See also May, Fugitive Slave Law, 135, on a similar case in Aurora, IN.
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were shot, but escaped. The third was captured. According to the Mays-
ville, KY,Weekly Express, “The white man was also caught and beaten in
a very severe manner with a club, and strong hopes are entertained that he
will die.” In 1855, slave catchers conducted a search of the property of
Underground activist Joel Wierman in Adams County, PA, and seized an
African American laboring in a field. They refused to show Wierman any
process authorizing the search, and when he persisted they drew pistols
and declared that “this is our authority, and if you interfere with us, we
will blow you through.”21

Southern slave-catching posses also continued in the 1850s to run
roughshod over entire Borderland communities, displaying the violence
of mastery at its most arrogant. In 1855, a posse of ten Kentuckians
chased a party of eight fugitives into the neighborhood of Eckmansville,
OH. In their search for the fugitives, the posse began to force their way
into the homes of black and whites residents alike. Finally, more than one
hundred men, “indignant at this outrage, assembled with arms, and
placed an injunction upon these summary proceedings.” The following
year, slave catchers from Harrison County, VA, led a posse of more than
fifty armed men on a rampage through Greene County, PA. At one point,
half a dozen members of the posse leveled their pistols at one woman who
refused to allow a warrantless search of her home.22

In 1857 slave catchers targeting the African American community of
Cairo, IL, exhibited even less restraint, but their behavior was still sanc-
tioned by the community’s white residents. A large crowd of Missourians
crossed into Cairo on a Saturday night and began to break into the homes
of free black residents, purportedly in search of fugitives. They attacked
one home near the Baptist church by breaking the doors and windows.
After a shot was fired, a gun battle broke out in which one of the inhabit-
ants of the house was wounded in the back and one of the slave catchers
had his jaw blown off. The home’s inhabitants finally fled, and the
Missourians demolished the house and its furniture. The following

21 Anti-Slavery Bugle, November 23, 1850; May, Fugitive Slave Law, 28; and Gettysburg
Star and Banner, July 13, 1855. See also Carol Wilson, Freedom at Risk: The Kidnapping
of Free Blacks in America, 1780–1865 (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1994),
56; Chicago Tribune, May 24, 1855; R. C. Smedley, History of the Underground
Railroad in Chester and the Neighboring Counties of Pennsylvania (Mechanicsburg,
PA: Stackpole Books, 2005), 70; and D. N. Blazer, “The History of the Underground
Railroad of McDonough County, Illinois,” Journal of the Illinois State Historical Society
15 (1922): 581 and 588–591.

22 May, Fugitive Slave Law, 48 and 64–65; and Carrol Free Press, November 29, 1855.
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morning the mayor summoned a white posse and placed several of the
Missourians under arrest for riot. All but one were released two days
later, however, and many of the white residents of the town began to call
for the expulsion of the African American community. Two free black
residents were arrested and fined for violation of Illinois’s “Black laws,”
and the rest of the community fled to neighboring Mound City for
safety.23

As the settlement of Iowa, Kansas, and Nebraska accelerated in the late
1850s, the Borderland extended westward, and brought unfettered exer-
cises of the violence of mastery in its wake. In 1858, a posse of Nebras-
kans led by S. F. Nuckolls chased several escapees into the village of
Percival in western Iowa. According to the Omaha News, “Houses were
entered, searched, torn down in revenge at their disappointment at not
finding the slaves, – one boy was whipped almost to death, another boy
was hanged and kept hanging till life was almost extinct, to ‘force a
confession out of them.’ Canes and pistols were freely used, the slave
catchers declaring it their right to hunt for niggers wherever they saw fit.”
Resident Reuben Williams denounced this conduct, for which he was
beaten seriously enough to cause permanent hearing loss. Nuckolls was
finally arrested, and a militia company from the abolitionist stronghold of
Tabor, IA, turned out to protect the residents of Percival from further
abuse.24

From the available evidence, it appears that the exercise of the violence
of mastery in the 1850s carried a more lethal edge than it had earlier. This
perception may be due to the politicization of the fugitive slave issue in the
1850s. One consequence of the national debate over the Fugitive Slave
Act was that Borderland violence was reported in newspapers far more
consistently than it had been in earlier decades, and abolitionists took
pains to preserve the memory of this violence. In 1861, Syracuse, NY,
abolitionist Samuel Joseph May published a collection of news excerpts
documenting proslavery violence in the North titled The Fugitive Slave
Law and Its Victims. Lethal violence is a recurring theme in these reports.
For example, when a deputy marshal and a Baltimore police officer seized
William Smith in a Columbia, PA, lumberyard in 1852, Smith resisted

23 May, Fugitive Slave Law, 76–77; Cincinnati Gazette, July 29, 1857; and Illinois State
Journal, August 4, 1857.

24 May, Fugitive Slave Law, 110–111; John Todd, Early Settlement and Growth of Western
Iowa (Des Moines: Historical Department of Iowa, 1906), 138–143; and Sturgis Wil-
liams to Wilbur Siebert, October 27, 1894, Siebert Papers, 4:0835–0838.
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and broke away. The police officer then panicked and shot Smith dead. In
1857, three fugitives were caught four miles north of the Ohio River near
Cincinnati. One was captured and a second was shot dead trying to
escape. A third was saved only when armed bystanders intervened. Afri-
can Americans were killed after being seized by white men in Selma, OH,
in 1854, and Shawneetown, IL, in 1858. It is not clear whether these cases
involved fugitive renditions or kidnappings, and the distinction was surely
trivial to the victims.25

As in the 1840s, slave catchers also inflicted lethal violence on Under-
ground activists. In 1852, slave catchers in Jackson County, OH, beat
African American Underground activist John Woodson so badly that he
never recovered. That same year Joseph Miller, a white abolitionist from
Chester County, PA, died at the hands of unknown assailants. Miller had
gone to Baltimore to retrieve Rachel Parker, an African American servant
who had been kidnapped. Miller found Parker in a slave pen in the city
and had her committed to jail for her safety until he could return with
evidence of her freedom. That evening he disappeared from the train back
to Pennsylvania, and was found hanging from a tree at the train depot.26

Finally, the Borderland continued to offer a venue for those ceremonies
of degradation with which white Southerners had long celebrated racial
supremacy. On July 3, 1857, slave catchers in the vicinity of Nashville, IL,
caught up with three fugitives and called on them to surrender. One of the
three stood his ground and opened fire on the slave catchers, while the
other two escaped. Finally he was shot and killed. An inquest was held,
and then his body was taken to burial on July 4, accompanied by a
mocking white crowd. Later that day, however, one of the slave catchers
returned, and a crowd of local residents celebrated Independence Day by
helping him dig the body up. The slave catcher then cut off the fugitive’s
head and preserved it in spirits for the journey back to Missouri.27

25 May, Fugitive Slave Law, 22, 38, and 101; and Chicago Daily Tribune, June 26, 1857.
See also Liberator, September 9, 1859.

26 Keith P. Griffler, Front Line of Freedom: African Americans and the Forging of the
Underground Railroad in the Ohio Valley (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky,
2004), 117; and Still, Underground, 551–555.

27 May, Fugitive Slave Law, 74–75. For critical analyses of the ritual dismemberment of
African Americans during mass lynchings, see Andrew Buckser, “Lynching as Ritual in
the American South,” Berkeley Journal of Sociology 37 (1992): 11–28; Trudier Harris,
Exorcising Blackness (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984); Orlando Patterson,
Rituals of Blood: The Consequences of Slavery in Two American Centuries (New York:
Basic Civitas, 1998); and Harvey Young, “The Black Body as Souvenir in American
Lynching,” Theatre Journal 57 (2005): 639–657.
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The Underground Railroad continued to emphasize stealth as the best
defense against slave catcher violence while evolving in response to
changes in the legal and technological contexts. The Fugitive Slave Act
of 1850 encouraged many Borderland activists to adopt an even more
cautious posture. Robert Purvis and Daniel Gibbons, activists in South-
east Pennsylvania, destroyed the records of passing fugitives they had
compiled for fear that these records might be used as evidence against
them. In Gibbons’s case, the record book dated back to 1824. Lionville,
PA, activist John Vickers refrained from harboring fugitives in his home
after the passage of the act, sending them instead to stay with his African
American tenant Joshua Robinson. It is not clear how Robinson felt
about this arrangement. G. S. Nelson, an activist in Reading, PA,
requested that other activists give him prior warning before routing
fugitives through the town. Even Wilmington, DE, Underground activist
Thomas Garrett, who was generally regarded as unflappable, worried in
1858 when a female escapee traveling with seven children was closely
pursued. Garrett was afraid that if captured, she might implicate African
American activists in Delaware who were among the most vulnerable of
any in the movement.28

Fortunately, the opportunities afforded by rail travel offered a solution
to the increased pressures faced by Underground activists in the Border-
land. Fugitives traveling overland between the homes of activists had to
break cover repeatedly and could rarely outrun a determined pursuit. By
the 1850s, however, a fugitive boarding a train in Philadelphia, Harris-
burg, or Cincinnati could reach the safety of the Free Soil Region within
twenty-four hours. As a consequence, of those fugitives who boarded
trains direct to the Free Soil Region and Canada, very few were recap-
tured. The extent to which activists adapted to the new pressures facing
them in the Borderland by making use of rail links is demonstrated in the
fugitive accounts of the 1850s, the vast majority of which describe travel
by rail for at least some part of the journey to freedom. In some parts of
the Borderland, the railroad largely replaced older overland networks.
This occurred to the greatest extent in eastern Pennsylvania, and to a

28 Smedley, History, 56 and 157; Robert Purvis to Wilbur Siebert, December 23, 1895,
Siebert Papers, 13:1191–1192; Still, Underground, 43–44; and Thomas Garrett to Wil-
liam Still, November 28, 1858, in James A. McGowan, Station Master on the Under-
ground Railroad: The Life and Letters of Thomas Garrett (Jefferson, NC: McFarland &
Co., 2005), 149.
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lesser extent on the route from Cincinnati through the Little Miami River
Valley.

In Southeast Pennsylvania a dense rail network linked Chambersburg,
Gettysburg, Harrisburg, York, Lancaster, Columbia, West Chester, Phila-
delphia, and Wilmington, DE. Southeast Pennsylvania was also linked by
rail to New England, Albany, and upstate New York via either New York
City or Elmira, NY. The flow of fugitives carried north on ships off the
Eastern Seaboard also accelerated in the 1850s as the captains of several
coastal trading vessels made a side business of offering covert passage for
a fee. These transportation linkages transformed the business of the
Underground Railroad in the region. Fugitives coming across the
Mason–Dixon Line or up the Delmarva Peninsula continued to find
refuge with activists in Southeast Pennsylvania, but these activists, instead
of bypassing Philadelphia as they had in the 1840s, now made arrange-
ments to send the fugitives to the Philadelphia Vigilance Committee.29

The Vigilance Committee was reorganized early in the decade under
the leadership of African American activist William Still. Still took charge
of collecting funds and organizing the rail transportation of fugitives to
places of greater safety. As a result, rural activists who harbored escapees
in communities surrounding the city waited for an opportune moment
and then sent them to Still by rail. Still interviewed escapees, keeping
meticulous records, and then provided them with rail passage and direc-
tions on how to contact activists farther north. For example, Owen
Taylor made contact with the network in 1856. Taylor had escaped by
stealing a horse and carriage and driving his family from Hagerstown,
MD, to Chambersburg, PA, where they boarded an early morning train
for Harrisburg. At Harrisburg, Underground activist Joseph Bustil trans-
ferred them to a train for Philadelphia and gave them directions to the
vigilance committee’s office, notifying Still by telegraph. Still received
them, recorded the details of their journey, and sent them on. They soon
reached Canada. That same week another party of fourteen arrived in
Philadelphia, having traveled by sea from Norfolk, VA, to Wilmington,
DE, and then by rail fromMarcus Hook, PA, to the city. J. Miller McKim,
a member of the committee, invited the editor of the Philadelphia Evening
Bulletin to meet this group. The editor was so moved by the experience
that he offered up a twenty-dollar gold coin to help speed their passage

29 On seaborne travel, see Still, Underground, 74–79, 141–142, 165, 211–214, 437, and
559–565. On the new routing through Philadelphia, see ibid., 39–44.
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north. McKim then sent the party to the Free Soil Region by train via
Harrisburg and Elmira.30

Still’s office thus served as the gateway to what Eric Foner dubbed the
“Metropolitan Corridor,” an Underground network connecting the vigi-
lance committees of Philadelphia, New York, Albany, Troy, Harrisburg,
Elmira, Syracuse, and Rochester. Depending on how closely a particular
band of fugitives was followed, Still provided them with rail passage to
New York City, Albany, Elmira, or directly to Syracuse and Rochester.
The travelers would then make contact with the vigilance committee at
the designated city for further assistance. Those wishing to travel to
Canada would be provided with additional funds to complete the jour-
ney. Others received assistance in obtaining employment in the Free Soil
Region. African American activists took leadership of this network.
Charles B. Ray of New York City, Stephen Myers of Albany, Joseph
C. Bustil of Harrisburg, John W. Jones of Elmira, the Rev. J. W. Loguen
of Syracuse, and Frederick Douglass at Rochester all played central roles.
Together this network assisted as many as 200 fugitives per year.31

The success of this network brought retaliation by federal authorities
acting under the color of law. In 1855, Philadelphia Underground activist
PassmoreWilliamson was subjected to a sham prosecution for aiding Jane
Johnson and her children. Slaveholder John Wheeler had brought John-
son to the city voluntarily, thus inadvertently freeing her under Pennsyl-
vania law. Williamson informed Johnson of her freedom over Wheeler’s
objections and then led her to safety, for which Wheeler accused him of
abduction. Williamson had committed no crime, but a federal judge kept
him in jail for three months, arguing that in refusing to produce Johnson,
who had never been in his custody, he had defied the court.32

New York City served as an important way station in this network.
The New York State Vigilance Committee, under the leadership of
Charles B. Ray, continued to take a hand in Underground work, and by
the middle of the decade their efforts were seconded by Sidney Howard
Gay, white editor of the National Anti-Slavery Standard, and African

30 Still, Underground, 320–334. See also 228–229, 268, 445, and 748–755; Smedley,
History, 273–281; and the account of Joe and Rosa, Johnson Lake Shore Home Maga-
zine, January 1888, Siebert Papers, 13:1009–1010.

31 Excerpt from “Sketch of the Life of Rev. Charles B. Ray,” Siebert Papers, 7:0672–0681;
Eric Foner, Gateway to Freedom: The Hidden History of the Underground Railroad
(New York: W. W. Norton, 2015), 151–171.

32 Still, Underground, 86–97; “The Passmore Williamson Case,” Friends Intelligencer,
August 18, 1898, Siebert Papers, 15:0066–0068; and National Era, July 26, 1855.
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American activist Louis Napoleon. In contrast with the relatively open
assistance provided by David Ruggles in the 1830s, after the passage of
the Fugitive Slave Act, the Vigilance Committee was more discreet about
its Underground activities, and Gay kept his operations sufficiently secret
that most of his contemporaries were unaware of his involvement. These
activists received fugitives from Still and assisted them with passage
onward to the Free Soil Region. Gay’s Record of Fugitives recorded the
passage of 254 fugitives through the city over a period of twenty-two
months in 1855–1856.33

In Cincinnati, the arrival of rail transport also allowed new modes of
operation. When Levi Coffin moved from Newport, IN, to take up
business at Cincinnati, he began to tap other sympathetic businessmen
in the city for funds to provide fugitives with rail passage to Sandusky or
Detroit. Coffin often found, however, that slave catchers and the Cincin-
nati police kept a close eye on the city’s railroad depots. In some cases he
avoided their attention by sending fugitives by carriage out of the city to
safer, less scrutinized depots such as Hamilton or Xenia.34

In areas where it could be safely employed on a regular basis, rail travel
created new roles for activists, and led to a new division of labor. Some
urban activists such as Coffin and Still began to take a less direct role in
harboring fugitives awaiting transport, and instead spent more of their
time organizing and fund raising. Larger numbers of sympathizers began
to contribute funds for the purchase of rail tickets on a regular basis. In
this context, some activists began to use the corporate terms “superin-
tendent” and “stockholder” to describe these new roles. For white bour-
geois sympathizers in the 1850s, taking on the role of “stockholder”
became a relatively comfortable method of advancing the cause. Nothing
in the Fugitive Slave Act criminalized monetary contributions to an anti-
slavery organization such as a local vigilance committee, and those con-
tributing could consider themselves part of the movement without
harboring fugitives in their homes or guiding them through the treacher-
ous landscape of the Borderland. The role did not involve them in forceful
resistance and thus left intact bourgeois identities that disdained violence.
White bourgeois abolitionists, with some notable exceptions, seem to

33 Foner, Gateway, 165–182; and Don Papson and Tom Calarco, Secret Lives of the
Underground Railroad in New York City: Sydney Howard Gay, Louis Napoleon, and
the Record of the Fugitives (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 2015), 104–116.

34 Account of David Johnson and His Wife, in Troy, Hair-Breadth Escapes, 24–27; Levi
Coffin, Reminiscences of Levi Coffin (New York: Arno Press, 1968), 302, 318–327, and
412–418.
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have been content to let African American members of the vigilance
committees take the lead in using these contributions to actively assist
fugitives, and run the legal risks that such activity entailed, just as white
“station keepers” in the 1840s had been content to allow their African
American colleagues to take on the greater dangers of “conducting.”35

In those parts of the Borderland where surveillance of rail depots made
train travel too hazardous, the older methods of overland travel remained
standard well into the 1850s. The networks developed in the 1840s
originating at Quincy and Sparta, IL; Salem, IN; Ripley, Gallipolis, and
Marietta, OH; and those in western Pennsylvania continued to function
largely as they had in the 1840s. Even in Cincinnati, activists continued to
send fugitives overland when the dangers of pursuit were most intense.
Many fugitives who passed through the city in the 1850s reported travel-
ing by wagon or carriage, “station to station,” until well out of the
Borderland. For example, Edward Walker ran from a plantation outside
Covington, KY, in 1858. He made contact with Underground activists,
who rowed him across the river to Cincinnati and lodged him with an
African American family in the city. A week later he and several others
were taken by carriage out of the city and up the Miami River Valley
network as far as Bellefontaine, OH, where they boarded a train for
Sandusky. When John Fairfield, a particularly daring conductor who
specialized in leading large parties of fugitives out of the South, arrived
on the outskirts of Cincinnati in the mid-1850s with a party of twenty-
eight, activists had to act quickly. Levi Coffin managed to get the party
out of the city by having them mimic a funeral procession, and then sent
them overland along the old network to Newport, IN.36

Underground organization also expanded into new parts of the Bor-
derland in the 1850s. At mid-decade African American Underground
activist Elijah Anderson moved from Madison, IN, to Lawrenceburg,
IN, a river town that sat just west of the border with Ohio. Here he

35 Still, Underground, 218–219; and Coffin, Reminiscences, 318–327.
36 N. B. Sisson to Wilbur Siebert; September 18, 1894, Siebert Papers, 10:0058–0066;

Martha Millions to Wilbur Siebert, March 9, 1892, ibid., 11:0155–0161; C. P. Rank to
Wilbur Siebert, January 4, 1897, ibid., 13:0115–0118; Account of Edward Walker in
Blassingame, Slave Testimony, 516–519; and Coffin, Reminiscences, 304–312. See also
R. G. Corwin to Wilbur Siebert, September 11, 1895, Siebert Papers, 11:1059–1062;
Trueblood, “Reminiscences,” Salem Republican Leader, March 2, 1894, Siebert Papers,
2:0859–0862; Coffin, Reminiscences, 327–334 and 471–474; Account of Allen Sydney in
Blassingame, Slave Testimony, 521–529; and interview with Horace Washington, August
2, 1895, Siebert Papers, 9:0355–0357.
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helped organize a new network with deep connections on the Kentucky
side of the river. For a brief period in the 1850s Levi Coffin and an
Underground activist in Louisville arranged a reliable method for fugi-
tives to travel from that city to Cincinnati by steamboat. Another new
network emerged in the southernmost counties of Ohio, centered on
Ironton. Here African American activists Gabriel Johnson and James
Ditcher guided fugitives away from the river and north through a series
of free black settlements at Poke Patch, Berlin Crossroads, and Pee Pee to
Chillicothe, OH.37

As white settlement spread across Iowa and into the Kansas and
Nebraska Territories, some Free Soil immigrants brought antislavery
principles with them and began to organize themselves to assist fugitives.
Activists in southeastern Iowa established networks to assist fugitives
escaping from Missouri (see Map 5.2). They conducted these escapees
across the Des Moines River and onward to Burlington and Davenport,
IA. At Burlington, fugitives could make contact with a preexisting Under-
ground network that extended to Galesburg, IL, and at Davenport they
could easily cross the Mississippi to Rock Island, IL, and board trains for
Chicago. In southwestern Iowa, the antislavery settlement at Tabor
became the center of an Underground network headed by John Todd.
Activists in Tabor and Percival guided small numbers of fugitives north-
east out of the Borderland to Lewis, IA, and then onward toward Des
Moines.38

37 Fergus M. Bordewich, Bound for Canaan: The Underground Railroad and the War for
the Soul of America (New York: Amistad, 2005), 203–205, and 231; Coffin, Reminis-
cences, 398–407; interview with Gabe Johnson, September 30, 1894, Siebert Papers,
10:0987–0991; Gabe Johnson to Wilbur Siebert, November 1894, ibid.,
10:0068–0074; interview with Hiram Campbell, September 30, 1894, ibid.,
10:0983–0985; interview with J. J. Minor, September 1894, ibid., 11:0710–0711; inter-
view with Asbury Parker, September 30, 1894, ibid., 10:0997–1000; Ironton Register,
December 13, 1860; and Cheryl Janifer LaRoche, Free Black Communities and the
Underground Railroad: The Geography of Resistance (Urbana: University of Illinois
Press, 2014), 71–84.

38 Unnamed son of George Elliott to Wilbur Siebert, November 19, 1895, Siebert Papers,
4:0770–0773; J. H. Armstrong to Wilbur Siebert, December 10, 1895, ibid.,
4:0331–0332; Erastus Nulton to Wilbur Siebert, March 16, 1896, ibid., 4:0792; Arthur
Corner to Wilbur Siebert, January 1, 1896, with enclosed letter from Joshua Davis, ibid.,
4:0793–0802; W. M. Brooks to Wilbur Siebert, October 11, 1894, ibid., 4:0882–0885;
E. S. Hill to Wilbur Siebert, October 30, 1894, ibid., 4:0839–0843; J. E. Todd to Wilbur
Siebert, n.d., ibid., 4:0844–0862; Todd, Early Settlement, 134–153; and Lowell J. Soike,
Necessary Courage: Iowa’s Underground Railroad in the Struggle against Slavery (Iowa
City: University of Iowa Press, 2013), 21–84.
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Finally, in the 1850s, Underground activists began to venture more
boldly into Southern states to guide the enslaved to freedom. Harriet
Tubman, who escaped from slavery in 1849, traveled back into Dorchester
County, MD, at least ten times and helped dozens of friends and family
members to safety. In the Ohio River Valley, abolitionist John Fairfield was
reputed to have given similar assistance to hundreds of the enslaved. Fair-
field worked for pay, hired by African Americans already resident in the
North to bring their friends and relatives out of bondage. He seems to have
specialized in bringing out large parties of a dozen or more. The arrival of
one such party in Detroit was openly celebrated in 1853.39
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39 On Tubman, see Milton C. Sernett, Harriet Tubman: Myth, Memory and History
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007); and Kate Clifford Larson, Bound for the
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Thus, the work of the Underground Railroad went on throughout the
Borderland, despite the intensifying pressures of the 1850s. Indeed, it is
probable that the flow of fugitives through the Borderland accelerated in
spite of the Fugitive Slave Act. Nevertheless, the act had a discernible
impact on the number of fugitives remanded back to slavery from the
Borderland, particularly in the first years of its operation. Borderland
activists continued to resist these renditions, but as slave catchers
redoubled their efforts and the pace of renditions accelerated, that resist-
ance grew increasingly disorganized and sporadic.

Before the issue was politicized in the late 1840s, most fugitive rendi-
tions in the Borderland excited little public comment. For this reason, it is
not possible to track the full number of Borderland renditions prior to
1850, or to calculate what percentage of these renditions triggered force-
ful resistance. After 1850, the politicization of the issue triggered much
more consistent news coverage of renditions. As a result, it is possible to
estimate the proportion of fugitive renditions that triggered resistance.
The first scholarly attempt to do this was undertaken by Stanley Campbell
in 1968. Campbell found that rescues were performed in only 18 (10%)
of 176 fugitive rendition cases, and concluded that resistance to the law
was minimal. Campbell’s data and conclusions were flawed in a number
of respects. He failed to count attempted rescues that did not succeed. He
included numerous kidnappings of free African Americans as fugitive
renditions. Finally, he overlooked a number of rescue cases. I have there-
fore expanded and corrected his data set by incorporating information
from the cases compiled by Samuel May in The Fugitive Slave Law and
Its Victims, from newspaper accounts which identify some of Campbell’s
purported renditions as kidnappings, and from my own more comprehen-
sive database of fugitive rescue cases. By revising Campbell’s list of cases
with this additional data, it is possible to assemble a reasonably compre-
hensive and accurate set of fugitive slave cases in the North from October
1850, when the Fugitive Slave Act went into effect, through the end of
1860.40

Promised Land: Harriet Tubman, Portrait of an American Heroine (New York: Ballan-
tine Books, 2004). On Fairfield, see Coffin, Reminiscences, 305–312 and 428–446.

40 See the Appendix for a list of fugitive slave rescues; May, Fugitive Slave Law, passim; and
Campbell, Slave Catchers, 199–203. For a thorough critique of Campbell’s methods and
conclusions, see Robert H. Churchill, “Fugitive Slave Rescues in the North: Towards a
Geography of Antislavery Violence,” Ohio Valley History 14 (Summer 2014): 51–75.
This article includes a preliminary analysis of this consolidated and corrected data set.
The disparity between the resistance rates in the Borderland with those of the regions
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In analyzing this consolidated data set, the first, most obvious conclu-
sion is that both the number of rendition cases and the frequency of
resistance to those renditions varied significantly by region. The Border-
land was the main theater for the rendition of fugitives throughout the
1850s. Of 187 fugitive cases in the corrected data set for that period, 116
(62%) took place in the Borderland. The second significant conclusion is
that the frequency of resistance was significantly lower in the Borderland
than in other regions. Residents of the Borderland resisted only 20 (17%)
of these 116 renditions, compared with 22 of 38 renditions (58%) in the
Contested Region and 25 of 33 renditions (76%) in the Free Soil Region.

Borderland communities continued to smuggle fugitives along the
Underground Railroad and to protest against fugitive renditions through-
out the 1850s, but in some regions of the Borderland, their willingness to
openly and violently challenge the law seems to have diminished.
Southeast Pennsylvania, for example, had a long history of resistance to
the rendition of fugitives dating back to the 1820s, and its residents had
rescued more than a dozen men and women from reenslavement. By
1851, however, the community lay under siege. US Commissioner Ricard
McAllister operated a slave-catching enterprise out of his office in
Harrisburg, sending city constables to proactively arrest individuals
advertised as fugitives and then contacting their claimants. In the fifteen
months after the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act, almost thirty African
Americans had been reenslaved by the commissioners’ courts operating in
Harrisburg and Philadelphia. The region’s black community fought back
tenaciously, but by the end of 1851 that resistance had been crushed.41

As they had in the 1830s and 1840s, the rural African American
communities of Southeast Pennsylvania violently resisted the incursions
of slave catchers during the act’s first year of operation. The first fugitive
rescue after the passage of the act took place in Coatesville, PA, at the end
of 1850. A deputy marshal and his posse forced their way into a home in
the community in the middle of the night, but found the stairs blocked by
armed men and women. Shots were exchanged, but the claimant advised
a retreat, and when twenty armed African Americans neighbors arrived,
the posse gave up on the enterprise altogether, expressing surprise at the
ferocity of the resistance. Several weeks later, an interracial crowd

farther north may be understated by the consolidated data set, as it is far more likely that
some Borderland renditions have escaped notice than that either Borderland rescues or
renditions in the regions farther north have.

41 Smith, On the Edge, 124–125; and Campbell, Slave Catchers, 199–203.
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gathered outside a justice’s office in Columbia, PA, in response to the
arrest of African American William Baker. Shortly thereafter the African
American community of Tow Hill streamed into town and attempted to
rescue Baker. The rescue failed when the African American community
proved unable to overcome the constables guarding Baker and the white
Democrats who stood ready to assist them. In March 1851, an African
American crowd attempted to free a pregnant woman named Ellen and
her son, who had been remanded by a Philadelphia court, but the city’s
police were able to retain custody and bring the crowd under control.42

The culmination of this early resistance came in September 1851 in the
community of Christiana, PA. As dawn broke on September 11, a slave-
catching posse approached the home of William Parker, an African
American resident of Christiana, looking for three enslaved men who
had escaped from the farm of Edward Gorsuch in Baltimore County.
Parker had rallied the African American community of Lancaster County
to resist the incursions of slave catchers throughout the 1840s, and had
organized a mutual protection association for that purpose. If anyone in
the Borderland could be said to have successfully defended the free soil of
his community, it was Parker. When the slave catchers, accompanied by
Gorsuch, his son, and Deputy US Marshal Henry Kline, arrived at
Parker’s house, the inhabitants barricaded themselves in the upper story.
The posse spent some time announcing their intent, reading the warrant
for the arrest of the escapees, and negotiating for their surrender. Gorsuch
and Kline then attempted to climb the stairs, but they were forced to
retreat as Parker, his wife, and several others brandished weapons. The
posse now grew frustrated, and threatened to burn the house. On hearing
this, Eliza Parker went to a window and began to blow a horn to alert the
neighborhood and summon help. At this point the posse and those
defending the house began to exchange gunshots.

Soon armed African Americans began to arrive from all directions, and
the commotion also brought white Quakers Castner Hanaway and Elijah
Lewis to the scene. Kline attempted to enlist their help, but they refused to
assist the posse, and advised the marshal and posse to leave before blood
was shed. As Hanaway attempted to persuade the crowd of neighbors to
disperse, Kline tried to lead the posse away from the house, explaining
that Gorsuch could recover the value of the fugitives by suing Hanaway
and Lewis, who he believed had implicated themselves by refusing

42 May, Fugitive Slave Law, 13 and 16; Pennsylvania Freeman, January 2, 1851; Lancaster
Intelligencer, January 28, 1851; and Boston Daily Atlas, March 14, 1851.
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assistance. But Gorsuch refused to retreat. His honor had been touched by
the open defiance of the men he had previously held in slavery. As
Gorsuch approached the house one last time, he was confronted by
Samuel Thompson, one of the men he had enslaved. Meeting face to face
for the first time since the escape, their anger and animosity flared. After a
tense exchange of words, Thompson clubbed Gorsuch with a pistol
several times and then shot him. In the general melee that followed, at
least two other posse members were shot, and several others beaten.
Gorsuch lay dead and his son was severely wounded.

When word of the fatal riot reached Philadelphia, the national and
local governments reacted with unprecedented force. The federal govern-
ment dispatched forty-five Marines from Philadelphia, accompanied by
dozens of Philadelphia policemen. In Lancaster County, more than fifty
white men, some with criminal records, were deputized, and they were
joined by dozens more from Baltimore County, MD, eager to extract
vengeance for Gorsuch’s death. Together these forces swept through
Lancaster and the adjoining counties, searching homes and arresting
dozens of African Americans suspected of having been involved in the
riot or of being fugitives from enslavement. Castner Hanaway and Elijah
Lewis were also arrested and accused of leading the mob. In an infamous
case of prosecutorial overreach growing out of Southern outrage at the
death of Gorsuch, the US Attorney for the eastern district of Pennsylvania
decided to prosecute Hanaway, Lewis, and several dozen African Ameri-
can defendants for treason. President Millard Fillmore also directed the
admission of lawyers representing the state of Maryland to the prosecu-
tion team. In this fashion, the administration hoped to vindicate the
Southern honor that had been sullied at Christiana.

The charge of treason, lodged against William Parker, might have been
supported by the facts and the law. But Parker, his brother-in-law Alex-
ander Pinckney, their wives, and the men whom Parker had fought to
protect had all escaped the region. Against Hanaway, the charges were
unsustainable, and the prosecution collapsed. Still the damage was done.
Among the dozens of African Americans rounded up in the days after the
riot were numerous fugitives from enslavement. Some went free after the
acquittal of Hanaway and Lewis and the collapse of the treason prosecu-
tion. The widespread arrests, however, allowed slave catchers to identify
several fugitives and initiate rendition proceedings. For example, on
September 25, four men were arrested on suspicion of involvement in
the riot. This proved to be a pretext for confining them in jail: when they
were released two days later, they were immediately rearrested under the
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Fugitive Slave Act and brought before Richard McAllister, who remanded
them to slavery.43

Many of those who had led this campaign of resistance fled for Canada
in the aftermath of the crackdown. For the rest of the decade, resistance in
Southeast Pennsylvania subsided and the only rescue attempts were inef-
fectual. In 1856, African Americans and a few white abolitionists
attempted to rescue a fugitive who had been taken to the rail depot of
Carlisle, PA, for transport south. Carlisle had been the site of a violent
rescue in 1847 that had resulted in the death of the claimant, but after the
mayor addressed the crowd, insisting that the law be upheld, the vast
majority of the white bystanders came to the marshal’s assistance. The
marshal and his posse made several arrests and the fugitives were
remanded without further disturbance. Though the residents of Southeast
Pennsylvania would continue to battle kidnappers throughout the 1850s,
the wave of repression after Christiana significantly diminished their
capacity to defend themselves from slave catching.44

A similar falloff is apparent in New York City. A dozen fugitives were
remanded from the city during the 1850s, and the city’s police force
continued to take an active part in slave catching. In the 1830s and
1840s such renditions had typically attracted large African American
crowds and triggered vigorous and violent resistance. In the 1850s, how-
ever, the cooperation of the city government facilitated expedited hearings
by the US Commissioner’s courts in the city. As a consequence, on some
occasions the African American community had little time to organize.
On other occasions, the community turned out in large crowds to protest
the law, but these crowds refrained from the violent resistance they had
employed in previous decades. It is possible that the presence of these
crowds put some pressure on commissioners to permit a more robust legal
defense of the accused, and it is certain that they kept public attention

43 This discussion of the Christiana Rescue is drawn from Thomas P. Slaughter, Bloody
Dawn: The Christiana Riot and Racial Violence in the Antebellum North (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1991), 43–111; Smedley,History, 107–130; Still, Underground,
348–368; William Parker, “The Freedman’s Story,” Atlantic Monthly, March 1866,
276–295; Gerald E. Eggert, “The Impact of the Fugitive Slave Law on Harrisburg:
A Case Study,” Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 109 (1985),
544–553; Smith, On the Edge, 124–139; and Pennsylvania Freeman, October 2, 1851.

44 May, Fugitive Slave Law, 66. The Carlisle newspapers do not mention any rescue
attempt. May’s account came from the Loudon, VA, Mirror, which is no longer extant.
The Carlisle editors may have decided to soft-pedal the incident, while the level of detail
in the Loudon Mirror account suggests that it came first hand from a member of
the posse.
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focused on these cases. Nevertheless, despite the recurrent fugitive rendi-
tions over the course of the decade, there was not a single rescue attempt
in the city in the 1850s.45

The most active commissioner’s court in the nation resided in
Cincinnati. Slave catching had long been endemic in the city, and resist-
ance to the practice had triggered a violent backlash in the 1840s. Against
the continual drumbeat of rendition cases in the 1850s, however, anti-
slavery resistance was irregular and often relied on misdirection and
trickery rather than violent confrontation. For example, in June 1851,
slave catchers seized a fugitive on the street. A crowd quickly gathered
and in the resulting confusion, the fugitive escaped. A similar incident
took place in 1853. Another rescue in 1853 was more creative and
somewhat more daring. Lewis Williams was arrested as a fugitive and
brought before Commissioner Carpenter. During the hearing, African
American spectators crowded in around Williams, and as the marshal
was distracted by the proceedings, Williams silently pushed back his
chair, and blended into the crowd. A bystander took his place in the
chair, and another put his hat on Williams’s head. Williams then walked
casually out of the courtroom and made his escape. Several weeks later he
was smuggled out of the city.46

The case of Margaret Garner offered a test of whether the city’s
antislavery community would go beyond such opportunistic forms of
resistance and risk an outright confrontation with the law. Garner and
her family escaped to Cincinnati over the ice in the winter of 1856, but
their hiding place was discovered. As police broke into their refuge,
Garner cut the throat of her daughter, and then turned the knife on her
other children. She was quickly overpowered, and the family was jailed.
Rendition proceedings took several weeks, during which the city was
“policed” by hundreds of “special deputies” employed by the US Mar-
shal, many of them Kentuckians. Garner’s plight aroused considerable

45 On renditions in New York, see May, Fugitive Slave Law, 11, 21, 24–25, 37, 130, 134,
and 158; and Foner, Gateway, 126–150. Richard Blackett suggests that African Ameri-
can crowds in Philadelphia and New York played a role in keeping commissioners
honest. See Blackett, Captive’s Quest, 338–356 and 376–390.

46 May, Fugitive Slave Law, 18 and 136; National Anti-Slavery Standard, June 19, 1851;
North Star, September 30, 1853; and Cincinnati Daily Gazette, May 29, 1860; Troy,
Hair-Breadth Escapes, 66–72; Coffin, Reminiscences, 549–554; and Liberator, October
28, 1853. Levi Coffin and William Troy both claimed to be eyewitnesses to the rescue of
Williams. Coffin claimed that he and other white activists executed the rescue, but it
seems more likely that Williams blended into an African American crowd as described
by Troy.
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public sympathy, and large crowds had gathered outside the courtroom
during the lengthy proceedings, but given the city’s history of racial
violence, neither antislavery activists nor the city’s large black community
were willing to risk the sort of open and violent confrontation that would
be necessary to rescue the family. Garner and the remaining members of
her family were eventually remanded back to slavery, and as the family
was taken to the ferry to Covington, KY, an enormous crowd of city
residents followed, not to attempt a rescue but to bear witness. The city’s
residents then watched as hundreds of waiting Kentuckians cheered as the
family reached the Kentucky shore, as though there could possibly be
anything to celebrate in such a case. These events embittered many in
Cincinnati and in the Ohio River Valley generally, but did not move them
to outright confrontation.47

Many of the rescues in the Borderland of Indiana and Illinois in the
1850s also employed tactics of distraction and misdirection. In New
Albany, a fugitive attempted to board a train in 1855, but was spotted
and arrested by a police officer. Seeing the arrest, two bystanders, one
white and one black, intervened and asked the officer to show cause for
molesting the man. In the confusion, the fugitive boarded the train. When
the officer tried to follow, a conductor refused to let him board, and a
small crowd kept the officer occupied until the train departed. In 1858,
Illinois abolitionists intervened when they discovered that slave catcher
Andrew Donelson was returning an African American man to slavery by
train. When Donelson stepped onto the platform at the Sandoval depot
for some air, they spirited the fugitive off the train, leaving Donelson to
depart in frustration.48

There were only a few places in the Borderland where activists consist-
ently offered violent resistance to the recapture of fugitives. In the vicinity
of Madison, IN, Underground activists organized more concerted efforts
to protect the fugitives that they had assisted. In 1856 a conductor leading
two fugitives north from Madison was intercepted by a posse of seven

47 May, Fugitive Slave Law, 50–62; Coffin, Reminiscences, 557–574; and New York
Tribune, March 3, 1856. On the Garner case and the prevalence of infanticide as a form
of slave resistance, see Steven Weisenburger, Modern Medea: A Family Story of Slavery
and Child Murder from the Old South (New York: Hill and Wang, 1998); Nikki M.
Taylor,Driven toward Madness: The Fugitive Slave Margaret Garner and Tragedy on the
Ohio (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2016), 110–112; and Marie Jenkins Schwartz,
Birthing a Slave: Motherhood and Medicine in the Antebellum South (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2006), 199–224.

48 Louisville Daily Courier, September 10, 1855; and Nashville Patriot, November 4, 1858.
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slave catchers. Activists rallied, however, and ambushed the slave catchers
at Dupont, IN, freeing the captives. Four years later a similar incident
unfolded in Aurora, IN. Two fugitives availing themselves of the Under-
ground Railroad were recaptured and brought back to town, but an
abolitionist crowd gathered and tried to rescue them. According to one
account, in the resulting brawl “knives, clubs, and stones were freely
used,” but this time the posse was too strong, and the fugitives were
remanded. Such outright confrontations were, nevertheless, rare in the
Ohio River Valley in the 1850s.49

The same cannot be said for the western end of the Borderland, which
encompassed western Iowa, Kansas and Nebraska. This region was
embroiled in the civil unrest between proslavery and antislavery settlers
dubbed “Bleeding Kansas” by contemporaries, and that endemic violence
had a significant impact on resistance to the rendition of fugitives from
enslavement. In September 1855, a posse of ten proslavery Kansans rode
to Lawrence, KS, in pursuit of an African American laborer they believed
to be a slave. They were met by several dozen men armed with Sharps
rifles and advised to leave peacefully. Though faced down, the slave
catchers promised to return the following week with reinforcements. This
incident provoked a spiraling confrontation that led to the sacking of
Lawrence in May 1856. Guerrilla warfare broke out in the aftermath of
that attack and continued until the end of 1858. Even after that date,
skirmishing over fugitives continued in both Kansas and eastern Iowa.
William Philips, an African American resident of Sergeants Bluff, IA, was
seized while working on the Missouri River in 1859. He was accused of
being a fugitive and carried over to Dacota City, in the Nebraska Terri-
tory, for a hearing. A well-armed party from Iowa crossed the river to
“observe the proceedings.” When the marshal brought Philips to the
commissioner’s office, the Iowans rescued him and carried him back
home. The following year, Underground agents learned that four fugitives
had been recaptured by slave catchers while being guided from Tabor to
Lewis, IA. The activists sprang into action and embarked on a moonlight
chase by sleigh across the icy winter landscape of western Iowa. Finally,
they surrounded the slave catchers and forced them back to Tabor. When
the slave catchers were offered breakfast at the local hotel, they refused to
sit at the same table as their captives. While they ate in a separate room,

49 Madison Courier, July 28, 1856; and New Albany Daily Ledger, May 10, 1860.
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their captives were whisked out of the hotel, and were soon on their way
back to Lewis.50

As the violence enacted in Kansas seeped into national politics at the
end of the 1850s, fugitive renditions in the eastern Borderland began to
trigger more violent confrontations. A serious riot, similar to those of the
1830s and 1840s, took place in Philadelphia in 1860 when an African
American crowd of several hundred attempted to rescue Moses Horner.
As Horner was taken by carriage from the courthouse back to jail, the
crowd forced the carriage to stop twice, and finally broke the carriage
pole. However, as was often the case in rescue attempts in large cities, the
police rallied and retained custody while arresting ten members of the
crowd. Horner was reenslaved the next day. The only rescue attempt in
New York City after the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act took place in
March 1861. Two deputy marshals attempted to force John Pohelmus on
board a ship for the passage back to slavery, but an interracial crowd of
dockworkers quickly gathered and challenged the marshals to produce
their process. The marshals claimed to have left their papers behind, and
one went to retrieve them. The crowd then closed in on the remaining
marshal and separated him from Pohelmus, whom they urged to run,
allowing him to make his escape.51

At the end of the 1850s, slavecatchers had even managed to wear out
their welcome in the Borderland of Indiana. A protracted conflict began in
early 1858 when a band of Kentuckians abducted African American
Underground activist Oswald Wright, white activist Charles Bell, and
Bell’s father David for their role in the escape of a fugitive the previous
year. Though the abductors acted under color of law, they had no process
to arrest the men. Nonetheless, all three were held for trial in Branden-
burg, KY, where their case was continued for months. Finally, John and
Horace Bell, who had received word of their father and brother’s predica-
ment, arrived from California and broke Charles and David out of jail.
Oswald Wright had been taken to another jail and was eventually con-
victed of slave stealing and imprisoned. In retaliation for the jailbreak, five
Kentuckians seized Horace Bell on the streets of New Albany in October
1858, again without process, and carried him back to Brandenburg. This

50 Leavenworth Weekly Herald, September 29, 1855; Albany Evening Journal, December
28, 1859; E. S. Hill to Wilbur Siebert, October 30, 1894, Siebert Papers, 4:0839–0843;
and Todd, Early Settlement, 144–149. See also Lawrence, KS, Herald of Freedom,
September 29, 1855; New York Herald Tribune, January 27, 1859; and May, Fugitive
Slave Law, 112.

51 Baltimore Sun, March 30, 1860; and Albany Evening Journal, March 4, 1861.
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blatant violation of state sovereignty and due process infuriated the
residents of New Albany. Several dozen men broke into the city arsenal
and armed themselves with muskets and a swivel gun. More than
125 armed men then commandeered a steamboat for a nighttime raid
on Brandenburg, and forced the town authorities to negotiate Bell’s
release.52

In her recent book on congressional violence, Joanne Freeman traces
growing sectional alienation to the Northern public’s growing awareness
of Southern aggression and violence in Congress. As an increasingly
independent press reported breathlessly on Southern congressmen who
bullied Northern representatives, using threats and brandishing weapons
to silence Northern criticism of slavery and the plight of free state settlers
in Kansas, “Northern audiences learned what Northern degradation felt
like.” By the 1850s, however, the inhabitants of the North did not need to
turn to congressional debates for an experience of Southern aggression.
Many had experienced the violence of mastery first hand. The residents of
the Borderland had witnessed Southern depredations for decades, and by
the 1850s these incidents commanded the attention of a national audi-
ence. Congressmen were just one of several groups of Southerners whose
behavior shocked and alienated the North.53

Despite activist resistance to this aggression, and the heroism of the
fugitive rescues that did take place, the Fugitive Slave Act, and the
violence that it embodied, prevailed in the Borderland. While the prolifer-
ation of rail connections afforded Underground activists new opportun-
ities to move fugitives quickly out of the reach of slave catchers,
Borderland Underground networks operated under enormous pressure.
Slave catchers and kidnappers plagued Borderland communities and ran
roughshod over the rights of free blacks and Underground activists alike.
The vast majority of the white residents of the Borderland tolerated and
often condoned this activity, and objected only when the rights of white
residents were flagrantly violated. The abduction of Horace Bell might
enrage them, but the plight of Margaret Garner did not move them to
rescue her, and they showed no concern for the fate of Oswald Wright.

In this hostile legal and cultural environment, Underground activists
fought back against tremendous odds to protect their networks and bring

52 May, Fugitive Slave Law, 92–93 and 109; Anti-Slavery Bugle, November 6, 1858; and
Charles H. Money, “The Fugitive Slave Law in Indiana,” Indiana Magazine of History,
17 (1921): 287–297.

53 Freeman, Field of Blood, 195–200 and 228–230.
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fugitives safely through. While Manisha Sinha has suggested that fugitive
slave rescues constituted the most important form of “revolutionary
abolitionism” in the 1850s, in the Borderland, the more mundane and
covert work of the Underground Railroad was probably more important.
Borderland activists were able to rescue only a small fraction of more than
200 fugitives remanded from the Borderland in the 1850s. On the occa-
sions where they did resist a rendition, in many areas of the Borderland
the character of that resistance changed from the organized brawls and
riots of the 1830s and 1840s to impromptu acts of trickery. Nevertheless,
these activists carried thousands of others to freedom over the course of
the same decade. Without their courage and sacrifice, far fewer fugitives
from enslavement would have reached free soil.54

54 Manisha Sinha, The Slave’s Cause: A History of Abolition (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 2016), 500–542.
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6

Above Ground

Open Defiance and the Limits of Free Soil

In the first few days of October 1850, the residents of Oberlin, OH, met to
consider the newly passed Fugitive Slave Act. Oberlin, home to the first
racially integrated college in the nation, was a hotbed of antislavery
fervor. Many fugitives had made the community their home, and hun-
dreds of town residents had participated in the rescue of a fugitive
captured on the outskirts of town in 1841. The discussion of the law took
place over the course of three nights, and at the end of their deliberations,
the community united in the sentiment that they would not submit to the
law. They denounced the act as unconstitutional and tyrannical, and
pledged to honor “the Highest Law-giver” by obeying “the law that
transcends all human enactments . . .we hereby solemnly affirm that while
our fugitive brother remains in our midst, we will stand by him to the last,
to protect him by all justifiable means.” A few days later at a county-wide
meeting, the residents of Lorrain County decided to organize “the popu-
lar force of the county and townships” and to establish “pre-concerted
signals of alarm, in case of any arrest.” They also pledged to “protect and
save from all harm and damage” all those who resisted the law.

The test of Oberlin’s resolve would not come until 1858. In the fall of
that year, a local US Marshal named Dayton began making himself
obnoxious to the residents of the region. He was warned out of Paines-
ville, OH, when residents suspected he was hunting for a fugitive, and was
told that blood would be spilled if he attempted to take anyone from that
community. A few days later he was beaten on the streets of Oberlin by an
African American man who suspected him of informing a slaveholder of
his whereabouts. As a consequence of these incidents and of the presence
of several Southerners in town on unknown business, Oberlin was on
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edge. On September 13, shortly after noon, news reached town that John
Price, an African American laborer, had been arrested on the outskirts of
town and taken to Wellington, OH, a nearby town on the rail line from
Cleveland to Cincinnati. Immediately, the cry went up: “They can’t have
him!” Residents of the town and students of the college hastily gathered
teams and wagons, and prepared to give chase. One farmer, hearing the
news, dumped a load of flour out of his wagon and took twenty armed
men to Wellington. The spectacle along the road to Wellington resembled
the opening scenes of the American Revolution: “Grey headed old men
brought their muskets to the road and urged the young ones to use them.”

At Wellington, several hundred men gathered outside the hotel in
which Price was held, and cheered as fresh bands of armed men arrived
from Oberlin. The US Marshal in charge of Price, Derek Lowe, attempted
to parley with the crowd, and read his warrant, but the crowd would have
none of it, and began to chant, “Bring him out.” As darkness approached
and word spread that Lowe had sent for reinforcements from Cleveland,
the crowd broke into the hotel, some forcing their way upstairs to the attic
room where Price was held and others climbing a ladder and breaking a
window. Finally the posse relented and allowed Price to be taken out to a
waiting carriage. As the assembled company returned to Oberlin in
triumph, “nearly every farmhouse had emptied its occupants into the
road to cheer and bless” the rescuers. The entire town turned out to greet
them, and to pledge to resist any further attempts, declaring that “a
fugitive cannot be taken from here.”

The response of the US government was equally vigorous. Thirty-seven
residents of Oberlin and Wellington were indicted for the rescue, and one
of the great show trials of the 1850s commenced in the US District Court
in Cleveland. Prosecutors secured the conviction of Simeon Bushnell, who
drove the carriage that took Price to safety. They then attempted to try the
rest of the defendants with the same jury. When the defense attorneys’
objections to this novel proceeding were overruled, the defendants with-
drew their recognizances in protest, and were committed to jail. The trial
became a spectacle, commanding national attention. The defendants
challenged the constitutionality of the Fugitive Slave Act before the Ohio
Supreme Court, and Ohio authorities indicted several members of the
posse that seized Price for kidnapping. Prosecutors, in the meantime,
managed to secure the conviction of Charles Langston, an African Ameri-
can participant, but this victory backfired when Langston gave an elo-
quent address at his sentencing in which he shamed the court. Langston
announced himself ready to repeat his offense, and challenged the judge
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to say he would do otherwise if similarly burdened by an unjust law:
“You would do so; Your manhood would require it; and no matter what
the laws might be, you would honor yourself for doing it . . . and every
good and honest man would say, you had done right!” Langston thus
articulated the conviction of many in the region that manhood required a
resistance to the evils of slavery that transcended the bourgeois ideals of
adherence to law and restraint from violence.

Recognizing that the case risked further inflaming public opinion in the
crucial state of Ohio, the federal government agreed to dismiss the charges
against the remaining defendants in exchange for the withdrawal of the
state charges against the members of the posse. On July 7, 1859, the
defendants walked out of jail to the sounds of an artillery salute of 100
guns, and were escorted to the train depot by a brass band. On arrival at
Oberlin, they received a hero’s welcome. As they left jail, the rescuers
issued their last public statement: “We will hereafter, as we have hereto-
fore, help the panting fugitive to escape those who would enslave him,
whatever may be the authority under which they may act.”1

While the Oberlin–Wellington Rescue is one of the best known of the
antebellum period, the sentiments that animated the rescuers, and the
culture of violence that they exhibited, were ubiquitous across the Free
Soil Region in the 1850s. In the fall of 1850, communities across the
region publicly announced their intent to nullify the Fugitive Slave Act. At
hundreds of public meetings, they denounced the act as unconstitutional,
a violation of the higher law, a betrayal of the principles of the American
Revolution, and therefore void and of no force. In meeting after meeting,
the inhabitants of the region vowed that they would resist the execution of
the law, by force if necessary. They backed these words with deeds,
ostracizing those accepting office under the law, retaliating against those
suspected of informing against fugitives, refusing to cooperate with claim-
ants, and organizing associations for mutual protection. The campaign to

1 The description of the Oberlin-Wellington Rescue is drawn from Cleveland Morning
Herald, September 21, 1850; Anti-slavery Bugle, October 2, 1850; Perrysburg Journal,
October 7, 1858; Jacob R. Shipherd, The Oberlin-Wellington Rescue (Boston: John
P. Jewett and Co., 1859); and Steven Lubet, Fugitive Justice: Runaways, Rescuers, and
Slavery on Trial (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010), 229–314. For the
comparison with descriptions of the Powder Alarm of 1774, see Ray Raphael, The First
American Revolution: Before Lexington and Concord (New York: New Press, 2003),
127–130. See also J. Brent Morris, Oberlin: Hotbed of Abolitionism (Chapel Hill: Univer-
sity of North Carolina Press, 2014).
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nullify the act represented the culmination of the movement begun in
1842 to preserve the region as free soil.

In this environment, Underground Railroad activists in the region
publicized their work to a greater degree than ever before. Activists
brought fugitives before public meetings to share their experiences, and
vigilance committees published regular reports testifying to the scale of
their work. The passage of fugitives through local communities became a
subject of public notice and public discussion. Through it all, Free Soil
activists drove home the message: the Underground Railroad was doing a
thriving business, one that enjoyed broad public approval.

Ironically, the new enforcement powers enacted in 1850 encouraged
slave catchers to believe that renditions from the Free Soil Region were
now more feasible than they had been in the 1840s. Those that came
north to recapture fugitives instead met with a concerted campaign of
resistance, grounded in the culture of open defiance that had emerged in
the late 1840s, but larger in scale and more elaborate in ritual. The
presence of slave catchers called forth crowds numbering in the hundreds
if not the thousands and embodying an interracial cross-section of the
community. Resistance was organized and preannounced at public meet-
ings, and thus enacted more fully within the public sphere. The success of
fugitive rescues triggered public celebrations and failure brought forth
rituals of mourning more elaborate than anything seen in the 1840s. Slave
catchers who attempted to perform the violence of mastery in the region
soon found themselves facing enraged crowds, and some experienced
antislavery ceremonies of degradation that replaced the public shaming
of the 1840s with terror and corporal chastisement. The well-publicized
renditions of Thomas Sims and Anthony Burns notwithstanding, the
region gave up very few fugitives without a fight, and rarely lost those
they fought for. Across the region, attempts to prosecute rescuers were
frustrated at every turn. In 1850, the residents of the region committed
themselves to preserving their communities as free soil. To a remarkable
degree, they succeeded.

The first public meetings to denounce the Fugitive Slave Act in the fall
of 1850 were called by the African American communities of Boston,
Syracuse, and Buffalo, NY. In Syracuse, for example, the African Ameri-
can community pledged to stand and fight, declaring that “liberty which
is not worth fighting for here is not worth enjoying elsewhere.” In
contrast with the Borderland, where such protests fell on deaf ears within
the white community, the response of the Free Soil Region constituted the
most widespread campaign of popular nullification that the nation had
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witnessed since the American Revolution. Across New England, upstate
New York, the Connecticut Western Reserve of Ohio, Michigan, and
Wisconsin, residents assembled at the local level and pronounced the law
void and of no binding force. In scores of public resolutions, they vowed
to resist the execution of the law and to defend the African American
members of their communities against arrest and reenslavement.2

This ferment began within days of the act’s publication. The law was
roundly denounced at large public meetings in the major cities of Massa-
chusetts. In Worcester, John Wyman invoked the memory of the Ameri-
can Revolution to move the inhabitants to defy the law: “Here in
Massachusetts, where are Bunker Hill and Lexington and Faneuil Hall,
we are met to see if there are power enough in our constitution and laws
to protect our own citizens on our own soil from the grasp of the slave
hunter.” The assembled populace responded by declaring that the law
was not binding upon them and resolving that, “as God is our helper, we
will not suffer any person charged with being a fugitive from labor to be
taken from among us, and to this resolve we pledge our lives, our
fortunes, and our sacred honor.”3

In Boston, a large interracial meeting in Faneuil Hall featured speeches
denouncing the law, but, perhaps because of the influence of “Cotton
Whigs,” merchants with strong commercial ties to the South, the initial
set of resolutions presented to the meeting took a much more moderate
tone, and made no pledge of resistance. This prompted abolitionist Theo-
dore Parker to rise late in the meeting, and call upon those assembled to
signify their willingness to “assist the runaway” and “disobey this Bill,”
upon which the audience raised their hands to a man. Reverend Clover
then rose to express his regret at the weakness of the resolutions, and
offered an addition: “Resolved, that law or no law, constitution or no
constitution, no man who once sets his foot on the sacred soil of Massa-
chusetts shall be carried away from her a slave.” This received unanimous
assent.4

Other meetings around New England matched the radicalism of Wor-
cester. A meeting in Springfield appointed a committee of safety to

2 Carol Hunter, To Set the Captives Free: Reverend Jarmain Wesley Loguen and the
Struggle for Freedom in Central New York, 1835–1872 (New York: Garland Press,
1993), 112. For the resolutions of other African American meetings, see Liberator,
November 1 and 15, 1850; North Star, October 24, 1850; and R. J. M. Blackett, The
Captive’s Quest for Freedom: Fugitive Slaves, the 1850 Fugitive Slave Law, and the
Politics of Slavery (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 18–20.

3 Massachusetts Spy, October 9, 1850. 4 Anti-slavery Bugle, November 2, 1850.
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organize the protection of the black community, declaring that “resist-
ance to tyrants is obedience to God.” Another in Lowell resolved to call
home three fugitives who had departed for Canada and pledged that they
would be protected. The citizens of Ashburnham, MA, denounced the law
as inhuman and unchristian, and declared that it “should be utterly set at
naught by all who fear him.” The citizens of Milford, NH, urged each
citizen to “discharge his duty” to rescue a captured fugitive “as con-
science demands,” and noted that they would neither advocate nor con-
demn deadly force. They also appointed a committee of twelve to “protect
the free soil of Milford.”5

In upstate New York, public opinion was similarly aroused. Large
public meetings in Albany, Syracuse, and Rochester denounced the law.
The inhabitants of Albany pledged to resist the law “peaceably and
legitimately if we can, forcibly if we must.” J. W. Loguen, the African
American leader of the Underground Railroad in Syracuse, addressed the
meeting in that city. He declared that he would resist any attempt to
reenslave him, and called upon the city’s residents to stand with him:
“Your example only is needed to be the type of popular action in Auburn,
and Rochester, and Utica, and Buffalo, and all the West, and eventually
the Atlantic cities.” The meeting responded by pronouncing the law
“utterly null and void.” The residents of Rochester similarly announced
that they were morally bound “not only not to obey, but positively to
disobey it.”6

The rural residents of the Burned-over District expressed a similar
determination. The citizens of Mexico, NY, declared that “the law in
question is so palpably unconstitutional . . . that we will trample it under-
foot, and pledge to each other our lives, our fortunes, and our sacred
honor, that it shall never be executed in the town of Mexico.” They also

5 Massachusetts Spy, October 9, 1850; Norfolk Democrat, 1850; Trenton State Gazette,
October 7, 1850; North Star, October 24, 1850; and Amherst, NH, Farmer’s Cabinet,
November 7, 1850. See also Boston Daily Atlas, October 14, 1850; Liberator, October18
and 25, and November 1, 8, and 15, 1850; Emancipator and Republican, October 24 and
November 14, 1850; North Star, October 24, 1850; Middletown Constitution, October
30, 1850; New Hampshire Gazette, November 19, 1850; New Hampshire Patriot and
State Gazette, November 7, 1850; and Green Mountain Freeman, November 7 and
December 19, 1850.

6 Trenton State Gazette, October 5, 1850; Albany Evening Journal, October 9, 1850; J. W.
Loguen, The Rev. J. W. Loguen as a Slave and as a Freeman (New York: Negro Univer-
sities Press, 1968), 391–396; Hunter, To Set the Captives Free, 114–115; Samuel Joseph
May, Some Recollections of Our Antislavery Conflict (Boston: Fields, Osgood and Co.,
1869), 349–351; Liberator, October 25, 1850; and North Star, October 24, 1850.
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promised “to use all the means in our power to rescue and protect all
fugitives.” The residents of Watertown, NY, found that the law was
“unconstitutional and unjust, and therefore should not be obeyed.” They
too promised that they would attempt to prevent the “capture of any
person claimed as a fugitive from our midst,” claiming that “he who sets
foot on the soil of our Empire State is free.”7

Oberlin was not the only community in Ohio’s Western Reserve to
publicly nullify the Fugitive Slave Act. The inhabitants of the Reserve
collected together in almost one hundred public meetings at the town and
county level to express their defiance of the law. A large meeting in
Cleveland declared that “Resistance to Tyrants is obedience to God,
and that we will obey God by resisting, even unto prison and death if
need be, the operation of this latest born of despotism and tyranny, the
infamous fugitive law.” When the citizens of Portage County, OH,
gathered to consider the law, the editor of the local paper described the
meeting as “a gathering of the people of all parties, to remind one another
that the fire of ’76 was not completely extinguished.” The preamble of the
resolutions passed by the meeting put an insurrectionary gloss on the
Declaration of Independence:

When in the course of human events it becomes necessary for the people, in the
protection of their rights, to resist the encroachments of tyranny and oppression,
though furtive clothed in the form of legislation . . . that when any form of
governmental abuse and legislation becomes destructive of these ends, it is the
right of the people to resist such abuse and such legislation, to such an extent as
shall to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety and happiness.

They pledged to protect fugitives from enslavement, and urged them “to
make their homes with us and fight the battles of freedom.” At a public
meeting, the inhabitants of Franklin, OH, promised that they would give
a slave catcher “timely warning of his danger, but if he does not avail
himself of a reasonable opportunity to make his escape, we will not be
responsible for any injury that may accrue to his person.”8

7 Oswego Palladium, November 1, 1850; and Watertown, NY, New York Reformer,
October 31, 1850. See also Cortland County Express, October 10 and November 7,
1850; Ithaca Journal and Advertiser, November 20, 1850; and North Star, October 24,
1850, and January 23, 1851.

8 Cleveland Plain Dealer, October 12 and 28, 1850; and Portage Sentinel, October 28 and
November 11, 1850. See also Portage Sentinel, November 18, 1850; Anti-slavery Bugle,
October 19 and 26, November 2, 9, 16, 23, and 30, and December 7, 1850; and Chris
Padgett, “Comeouterism and Antislavery Violence in Ohio’s Western Reserve,” in John R.
McKivigan and Stanley Harrold, eds., Antislavery Violence: Sectional, Racial, and
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Farther west, the reaction was less heated, but calls for defiance still
rang out. In Wisconsin, the people of Kenosha pledged to stand together
in defiance of the law. In Detroit, the arrest of Giles Rose on October
8 plunged the city into crisis. Several militia companies kept large crowds
at bay, and a huge public meeting, presided over by the mayor, featured
calls for nullification. The crisis passed when the man who claimed Rose
balked at the prospect of trying to carry him back to the South in the face
of fierce public opposition, and agreed to manumit him. In Chicago, the
City Council passed a resolution declaring that the law was cruel and
unjust, and “ought not to be respected by any intelligent community, and
that this council will not require the city police to render any assistance
for the surrender of fugitive slaves.” When Moses Johnson was arrested
as a fugitive slave a few months later, huge crowds gathered. The US
Marshal who held Johnson in custody kept these crowds placated by
allowing Johnson’s friends to stay with him during his confinement
overnight in a saloon in the same building as the courtroom, and also
kept the upper half of the saloon door open all night so that the crowd
could keep him in view. Johnson was released by the commissioner two
days later on the grounds that he did not answer the description of the
man sought.9

Opposition to the law was not universal, even in the Free Soil Region.
Large Union meetings in Boston; New Haven, CT; Manchester, NH; and
Geneva and Buffalo, NY, gathered to celebrate the Compromise of
1850 and defend the Fugitive Slave Act. The Chicago Common Council
resolutions triggered a backlash in that city. A Union meeting attended by
thousands passed resolutions vindicating the Compromise of 1850,
including the Fugitive Slave Act, and denouncing the council’s actions.
In the face of public pressure, the council revised its resolutions, softening
them slightly.10 Nevertheless, public outrage against the law was suffi-
ciently ubiquitous, both in Chicago and across the region, to make the

Cultural Conflict in Antebellum America (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1999),
193–214.

9 Boston Daily Atlas, November 1, 1850; Vroman Mason, “The Fugitive Slave Law in
Wisconsin with Reference to Nullification Sentiment,” in Paul Finkelman, ed., Fugitive
Slaves (New York: Garland Publishing, 1989), 273–300; Schenectady Cabinet, October
22, 1850;Milwaukee Sentinel, October 26, 1850; Liberator, June 13, 1851; andNational
Era, June 19, 1851.

10 Daily National Intelligencer, November 22 and 30, 1850; and Stanley W. Campbell, The
Slave Catchers: Enforcement of the Fugitive Slave Law, 1850–1860 (New York: W.
W. Norton, 1968), 54–56.
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prospect of remanding fugitives from the region highly dubious from the
outset.

The language of these public resolutions reflects the alienation of many
of the inhabitants of the region from the culture of dignity’s reverence for
law. The process of severing their attachment to that principle, begun in
1842, was complete by 1850. The inhabitants of McGrawville, NY,
mocked the Fugitive Slave Act’s call for “good citizens” to aid in its
execution, declaring that as “Christians, Patriots, and ‘good Citizens,’
we will, to the utmost of our ability, resist the execution of this Bill of
Abominations.” The residents of Randolph, OH, gave voice to a similar
estrangement from legalistic understandings of civic obligation: “law or
no law, we mutually pledge ourselves to one another and to the fugitive
slave, that no person shall be taken from Randolph and consigned to
slavery.”11

The inhabitants of the region recognized, however, that the task of
making free soil manifest would require actions as well as words. Thus
slave catchers attempting to avail themselves of the provisions of the
Fugitive Slave Act in the region often met with frustration as Free Soil
officials, even those directly charged with executing the law, refused to
cooperate. When Willis Hughes and John Knight came to Boston in
October 1850, to recapture William and Ellen Craft, they found that
the city’s US Commissioners were slow and reluctant to act. Three com-
missioners refused for several days to issue a warrant. Finally, they
insisted that the warrant be sworn out in open court, alerting the entire
city to the pair’s business. An enormous crowd immediately collected, and
the US Marshal refused to serve the warrant. The crowd surrounded the
slave catchers’ hotel for several days and harassed them at every oppor-
tunity. Meanwhile, state officials issued arrest warrants against the pair
on three separate charges, forcing them to post bail in enormous sums.
Eventually, they departed empty-handed. When Thomas Chester came to
Detroit that same fall in search of William and Jane Hamilton, he ran into
a similar wall of noncooperation. Several lawyers refused to help him
draw up the necessary papers and the commissioner refused to act. When
US District Judge Ross Wilkins finally issued an arrest warrant, the city’s
US Marshal refused to serve it. While Chester was haggling with the
marshal, Judge Wilkins telegraphed a warning to Underground activists.
When Captain J. G. Harness arrived in Buffalo, NY, in 1855 to claim

11 Cortland County Express, November 7, 1850; and Anti-slavery Bugle, November
30, 1850.
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African American prison inmate Henry King as his property, he too failed
to find a lawyer willing to prepare the necessary papers. The US Commis-
sioner refused to cooperate, and many of those he asked for assistance
advised him that “such were the feelings of the masses, that a fugitive
could not be taken from the city; that a riot would inevitably ensue on the
attempt.”12

On other occasions, Free Soil officials manipulated the law to facilitate
the rescue of recaptured fugitives. In 1856, a Boston judge issued a writ of
habeas corpus for a fugitive who had stowed away on the barque
Growler and was being held by the ship’s owner for return to the South.
A deputy sheriff served the writ and took the fugitive off the ship. When a
crowd attempted a rescue, the deputy assured them that the fugitive was
“in good hands.” The judge set the man free that afternoon, on the
grounds that no claimant had appeared in court to show cause why he
should be detained. Four years later, a fugitive woman named Eliza was
arrested in Chicago and taken to an armory, which was immediately
surrounded by a crowd numbering in the thousands. The next morning
a state judge summoned her to his court to answer the charge of breaching
the peace. A deputy sheriff duly served the writ and took custody of Eliza.
As he led her out of the armory, the crowd pounced and carried her away,
much as the judge and the deputy had almost certainly foreseen.13

Militia officers were another group of officials who balked at partici-
pating in the execution of the law in the Free Soil Region. Though the
militia did turn out to help enforce the law in a few instances, most
famously in Boston in 1854, on other occasions, official requests for
assistance fell on reluctant ears. In 1850, the militia companies of Provi-
dence, RI, advised the governor that they would not take part in enforcing
the new law, and in turn, received assurances that they would not be
called upon for that purpose. In 1851, during the attempt to remand Jerry
McHenry, the sheriff of Syracuse, NY, called upon the militia to keep

12 Samuel Joseph May, The Fugitive Slave Law and its Victims (New York: American Anti-
Slavery Society, 1861), 12; Anti-slavery Bugle, November 16, 1850; Cleveland Plain
Dealer, November 25, 1850; interview with George DeBaptiste, Detroit Post, May 16,
1870; Laura Haviland, A Woman’s Life-work (Chicago: C. V. Waite and Co, 1887),
84–88; and Jamestown Journal, September 14, 1885. See also Barre Patriot, August
24, 1855.

13 Boston Evening Transcript, July 16, 1856; May, Some Recollections, 157; and Baltimore
Sun, November 16, 1860. See also John T. Hull, “Underground Railroad in Portland
Thirty Years Ago,” MIC 192, Wilbur H. Siebert Collection (1840–1954), Microfilm
Edition, Ohio Historical Society, Columbus, OH, Reel 5, Frames 0271–0275 (hereafter
Siebert Papers, 2:0271–0275).
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large antislavery crowds at bay. One company proved willing to muster,
but the regimental commander countermanded the order, and the com-
pany dispersed. In 1854, militia officials in Milwaukee insisted that every
legal procedure for calling out the militia be followed to the letter before
they would muster to enforce the rendition of Joshua Glover. Their
stalling allowed an enormous interracial crowd to rescue Glover from
the custody of a federal marshal. Later that year, three militia companies
were called out to assist a posse hunting fugitives in Chicago. Only one
company actually turned out, and it confined itself to parading about the
street. Members of these companies later published letters in the Chicago
Tribune disclaiming any intent to enforce the Fugitive Slave Act, and
insisting that they would never turn their weapons against their own
community in such a cause. One member of the National Guards assured
the city’s residents that “before we would help execute the fugitive slave
law, we would see the slave catchers, and the Marshal and his understrap-
pers further down in H—l than a pigeon could fly in two weeks.”14

While many militiamen recoiled from the thought of participating in
the violent enforcement of the law, across the region, African Americans
and some white abolitionists began to organize armed associations for
mutual protection. Young men organized an association called the Lib-
erty League in Boston, while John Brown helped to organize the African
American community in Springfield, MA, into the League of the
Gileadites. In the Western Reserve, Congressman Joshua Giddings organ-
ized abolitionist farmers into the “Order of the Sons of Liberty.” Similar
associations organized and armed themselves in Buffalo and Oswego,
NY. Such organizations celebrated the same collective memory of the
restrained masculine violence of the Revolutionary period as had the
activists who extolled Madison Washington in the early 1840s.15

Even absent armed organization, simple public invocations of commu-
nity solidarity and mutual assistance were part of the process of creating
free soil. In 1851, members of a fire company in Medford, MA, invited a

14 Liberator, November 8, 1850; Milton C. Sernett,North Star Country: Upstate New York
and the Crusade for African American Freedom (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press,
2002), 137; H. Robert Baker, The Rescue of Joshua Glover: A Fugitive Slave, the
Constitution, and the Coming of the Civil War (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2006),
24; Weekly Chicago Democrat, December 16, 1854; and Indiana Free Democrat,
December 14, 1854.

15 Cleveland Plain Dealer, February 20, 1851; Alexandria Gazette, October 4, 1850;
Padgett, “Comeouterism,” 208; New York Weekly Herald, October 19, 1850; and
Campbell, Slave Catchers, 63.
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newly arrived fugitive to their meeting, voted him an honorary member,
and pledged to protect him. When slave catchers arrived in Bloomfield,
OH, searching for the wife of William Jenkins, his neighbors advised
Jenkins “to stand his ground, and fight if necessary, and they would aid
him.” The efficacy of such solidarity was demonstrated in Easton, NY, in
1858. Slave catchers arrived in search of John Satter, but they were
peacefully “foiled by the vigilance and united sentiment of the people.”16

While residents of the region pledged to stand by their formerly
enslaved neighbors, they had little tolerance for those in their midst who
proved themselves willing accessories of the violence of mastery, and
singled them out for retaliation. In some cases that retaliation was polit-
ical. In Massachusetts, Edward Loring, the commissioner who sent
Anthony Burns back to slavery, was hounded out of his state appointment
as a probate judge. In Ohio, Supreme Court Justice Joseph Swan was
denied renomination to the court in retaliation for his opinion in the
Oberlin–Wellington case upholding the constitutionality of the Fugitive
Slave Act. Other incidents were more aggressive. In 1858, a ship captain
who had returned a fugitive stowaway from the harbor of Hyannis, MA,
to Virginia was indicted by the grand jury of Barnstable County for
kidnapping. Crowds mobbed the homes of informers in Detroit in
1850 and Cleveland in 1859.17

The final ritual, short of violence, that contributed to the creation of
free soil was the physical demonstration of the resolve to forbid slave
catching. This ritual was performed in numerous cases of “false alarms,”
incidents in which communities turned out in response to the rumors of
slave catchers in their midst. In the fall of 1850, communities across the
region turned out en masse in response to such rumors. In October, large
crowds confronted US Marshal Devans in Springfield, MA, when word
spread that he had arrived to arrest a fugitive. Devans quickly assured city
officials that he was engaged in a routine matter of commercial law. A few
weeks later a similar scare swept across the Midwest, spread by telegraph.

16 Lydia Marie Child to Joseph Carpenter, August 24, 1851, Siebert Papers, 7:0034; Anti-
slavery Bugle, December 7, 1850; and May, Fugitive Slave Law, 99. See also Anti-slavery
Bugle, October 26, 1850.

17 Campbell, Slave Catchers, 93–94; May, Fugitive Slave Law, 118–119 and 125; Larry
Gara, “The Fugitive Slave Law in the Eastern Ohio Valley,” Ohio History 73 (1963):
128; and Trenton State Gazette, October 15, 1850. See alsoColumbian Register, June 25,
1859; and Account of Henry Stevenson, in John W. Blassingame, ed., Slave Testimony:
Two Centuries of Letters, Speeches, Interviews, and Autobiographies (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1977), 529–531.
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An African American barber in Chicago mistook a white customer for his
former enslaver, and word of the presence of slave catchers plunged the
city into turmoil. When the innocent customer took a steamer for Detroit
a few hours after a party of fugitives had departed for the same city,
warnings were telegraphed to Detroit and Cleveland to prepare for a
rescue. A large crowd met the ship when it arrived in Cleveland. A few
months later in New Bedford, MA, the bell on Liberty Hall began ringing
in response to rumors of an inbound ship bearing a US Marshal and a
posse of more than one hundred armed men. Hundreds of residents of
both races gathered and vowed to meet the invaders head on. In the spring
of 1852, the residents of both Syracuse and Auburn, NY, were thrown
into a panic by word that J. W. Loguen had been arrested. In both cities,
armed crowds gathered in the hundreds. Such scares continued to break
out into the late 1850s.18

In the context of this culture of open defiance, the operation of the
Underground Railroad in the region is best understood as part and parcel
of the political and cultural work of creating free soil. By the 1850s, the
vast majority of fugitives entered the region on public conveyances. Thus
the most important task of Underground activists in the region was the
funding of further travel and the facilitation of safe transfers from one
conveyance to another. Most of those who arrived in New England came
by ship, either from New York or directly from the South as stowaways.
Activists in New Bedford, Boston, and other port towns sent them on with
train tickets and directions. In 1855, for example, activists in Milford,
MA, learned of the arrival of a fugitive from Richmond, VA. They took
him in and fed him, and by the next morning had raised funds to send him
onward to Worcester, where he could expect further assistance. In 1859,
a stowaway arrived in New Bedford, somewhat worse for his passage and
without the means or knowledge to continue his travels. Activists kept
him for a few days to allow him to recover, and then furnished him with a
ticket to Boston and a small sum of money to ease his passage. They later
received word that from Boston he had been sent to Portland, and then on
to Montreal by rail, arriving forty-eight hours after he left New
Bedford.19

18 Hartford Daily Courant, October 3, 1850; Anti-slavery Bugle, December 7, 1850; New
York Daily Tribune, March 17, 1851; and Loguen, The Rev. J. W. Loguen, 437–442. See
alsoHartford Daily Courant, October 3 and 6, 1850;New YorkWeekly Herald, June 17,
1854; Chicago Tribune, September 1, 1857; and Alexandria Gazette, August 13, 1858.

19 Liberator, November 16, 1855, and December 2, 1859. See also New York Herald
Tribune, November 30, 1857; and Lowell Daily Citizen, June 6, 1860.
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As discussed in Chapter 5, the Underground Railroad’s “metropolitan
corridor” traversed the Free Soil Region of upstate New York. Fugitives
arrived by train from New York City or Harrisburg, PA. They received
assistance from the vigilance committees in Elmira, Albany, Troy,
Syracuse, and Rochester in order to continue their journeys by train and
steamship to Canada. Stephen Myers of Albany, J. W. Loguen of Syra-
cuse, and Frederick Douglass of Rochester were particularly open in their
activities. Douglass played a prominent role in spreading the principles of
free soil through the pages of his newspaper, the North Star, which
published the proceedings of meetings protesting the Fugitive Slave Act
and accounts of Underground activities and fugitive rescues. He also
undertook the considerable risk of harboring and conducting William
Parker in his flight from Christiana. Myers issued regular reports of the
number of fugitives passing through Albany, and Loguen advertised his
management of the Railroad in Syracuse in the local newspapers.20

In the Midwest, the main challenge for activists was guiding fugitives
safely through the lake ports that served as the gateways to Canada. In
1853 John Reed and his wife ran from Maysville, KY, and made contact
with Ripley, OH, activist John Rankin. Rankin sent them up the Miami
River Valley network as far as Delaware, OH, where they boarded the
train for Cleveland. At Cleveland, activists took them in until they could
arrange passage by ship for Detroit. Jane Wayne and her family made a
similar journey in 1856. When she arrived at Cleveland, she was taken in
by an African American woman, and that night twenty-five armed men
escorted the family to a ship bound for Canada.21

Underground activists in the Free Soil Region provided other kinds of
assistance as well. For those who wished to settle in the region, activists
helped them find employers and kept records that allowed them to help
reunite families who had escaped at different times. J. W. Loguen had the
pleasure of reuniting a husband and wife who had escaped separately and
made their way to Syracuse, NY. He then helped both to find work. When
fugitives traveling or living in the region were endangered by pursuit,

20 Eric Foner, Gateway to Freedom: The Hidden History of the Underground Railroad
(New York: W. W. Norton, 2015), 177–182; and David W. Blight, Frederick Douglass:
Prophet of Freedom (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2108), 243–247 and 268–273.

21 Interview with John Reed, August 2, 1894, Siebert Papers, 9:0358–0360; and interview
with Jane Wayne, n.d., ibid., 10:0326–0327. See also interview with Thomas Brown
Hughes, July 30, 1895, ibid., 9:0945–0946; Pennsylvania Freeman, September 15, 1853;
and Carol E. Mull, The Underground Railroad in Michigan (Jefferson, NC: McFarland
& Co., 2010), 77–78.
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activists offered more thorough guidance. A party of fifteen fugitives
arrived in Corning, NY, in 1852, raising fears that such a large group
might run into trouble when they reached the lake at Dunkirk, NY. As a
consequence, two activists took the morning train to Dunkirk “to guard
against surprise,” and telegraphed back that the coast was clear. Others in
the community raised funds to speed them on their way. In Dunkirk the
activists helped the party find a steamer whose captain was willing to stop
in Malden “for wood and water,” allowing the party to reach Canada
without passing through Detroit. Activists in northern Vermont inter-
vened in 1856 when a federal marshal arrived in pursuit of a fugitive
who had settled in St. Albans. They decoyed the marshal south to Water-
bury, VT, and then took the fugitive by sleigh to a rail depot farther
north, where he boarded the train for Montreal.22

Not all of those rendering such assistance adhered to abolitionist
principles. Many in the region professed devotion to the Union and to
sectional conciliation. Nevertheless, the experience of meeting men and
women fleeing enslavement seems to have burned through these attach-
ments. The Olean Journal described one of these “silver-grey” friends as
“a theoretical union saver, but let a poor fugitive come along, and his
hands open wider than any man’s in the community.” The Troy Argus
poked some slight fun at a local conservative Democrat who regularly
contributed funds to passing fugitives while loudly insisting that he was
only donating “to pay the expenses of returning him to his master.” In the
case of the fugitives who passed through Corning, NY, the Corning
Journal noted that “the platforms of both parties seem to be of little
account in this village, as Whigs, Democrats, and Free Democrats joined
heartily in expressing their sympathies for the flying bondmen.”23

As in the 1840s, Underground activists in the region contributed to the
creation of free soil by operating openly and publicly. Often activists
raised funds for passing fugitives in public meetings. In 1852, a pastor
in Cleveland, OH, brought a fugitive before his congregation, and asked
the congregation to fund his passage across the lake. The money was

22 Fort Atkinson, WI, Cayuga Chief, January 21, 1857; William Still, The Underground
Railroad (New York: Arno Press, 1968), 516–517; Liberator, October 22, 1852; and
Baltimore Sun, April 8, 1856. See also Mull, Underground, 125–126; interview with
Edinbur Randall, 1854, in Blassingame, Slave Testimony, 320–325; and Pennsylvania
Freeman, September 15, 1853.

23 Olean Journal quoted in Albany Evening Journal, September 26, 1855; Troy Argus
quoted in Daily National Intelligencer, November 2, 1859; and Corning Journal quoted
in Liberator, October 22, 1852.
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immediately raised, upon which those assembled sang “Oh, come, come
away,” and then the fugitive led them in prayer. In Rochester, NY,
Frederick Douglass announced to a public meeting in 1854 that thirty-
five men and women had passed through the city on the Underground
Railroad in the previous fortnight, and asked for a collection to replenish
the coffers of the organization.24

That said, some Underground activity in the 1850s manifested a bra-
vado hitherto unseen. One such demonstration was set in motion by the
arrival in Detroit of John Fairfield and the band of twenty-nine fugitives
he had guided out of Kentucky in 1853. After leaving Cincinnati, this
party had traveled by wagon up to Newport, IN, and then north to
Cambridge, MI. From Cambridge Underground activist Fitch Reed sent
them on to Ypsilanti, while his colleague John Coe boarded a train to
Detroit to warn the city’s vigilance committee to prepare. The committee
circulated a handbill announcing the arrival of the party. A delegation
met the party ten miles outside the city and escorted them to a boarding
house, where several hundred antislavery activists hosted them for break-
fast. All and sundry then paraded down to the river for the crossing to
Canada. The handbill had included a call for donations to help the party
get established in Canada, and sympathizers brought three wagons of
provisions to the ferry. As these new citizens of Canada crossed over the
Detroit River, they fired off their pistols, a far more fitting celebration
than that which signaled Margaret Garner’s reenslavement a few years
later.25

The desire to bolster the creation of free soil by bringing the Under-
ground Railroad above ground also produced a steady drumbeat of
reports from the vigilance committees of Free Soil cities documenting
the numbers of fugitives they had assisted over a given period. For
example, the Albany Vigilance Committee reported in 1856 that 287
fugitives had passed through the city over a ten-month period. Vigilance
committees in Cleveland, Boston, and Detroit made similar reports. Per-
haps more importantly, activists “leaked” word of passing fugitives to
newspaper editors in dozens of smaller communities. The Springfield, VT,
Telegraph reported the arrival of four fugitives in 1854 and the efforts of

24 Liberator, October 29, 1852; and New York Weekly Herald, May 13, 1854. See also
Liberator, October 2, 1854; and Mrs. A. M. Buchanan to Wilbur Siebert, September 7,
1894, Siebert Papers, 9:0088–0091.

25
“Stockholders of the Underground R.R. Company,” handbill dated Detroit, April 19,
1853, Siebert Papers, 5:0956; Fitch Reed to Wilbur Siebert, March 28, 1893, ibid.,
5:0927–0932; and Detroit Free Press, April 20, 1853.
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the citizens of the town to render further assistance. The Le Roy, NY,
Gazette noted the passage of another four in 1855. The Oswego Times
reported the passage of a family of five the following year and noted that
“the Underground Railroad appears to be doing a large business in this
city the present season.” Such local notices became commonplace across
the region in the 1850s and were widely reprinted.26

In making their activities public, Underground activists both contrib-
uted to the creation of a movement culture and publicized a model of
behavior for those not directly involved in the movement. Thus, when an
old friend sent two fugitives to the home of an Albany, NY, Unionist in
1855, their surprised host knew he had a choice to make. To turn them
over to the authorities, an act consistent with his public professions of
Unionism, would brand him as callous before many of his acquaintances.
Instead, he took them into his home, and then, somewhat sheepishly,
consulted with a well-known Underground activist for advice, noting that
he was “not posted on these matters.” Thereafter, a local newspaper
noted, he walked “with a more juvenile gait than he had assumed for
many years.”27

While Underground activists publicly celebrated their work, some Free
Soil abolitionists expressed frustration with the numbers of African
Americans who chose to make the passage to Canada rather than settle
in the region. They believed that in such cases the Underground Railroad
was a measure of the failure of the movement to create free soil rather
than a measure of its success. In 1855, Worcester, MA, abolitionist
Thomas Wentworth Higginson declared that Massachusetts would not
be free until African Americans could live on its soil without fear: “It is
not freedom to meet a man in the street, and feel that, in order to save him
from the wickedest bondage on earth, there is no other way but to give
him a dollar, tell him there is a railroad, and those iron tracks lead to
Canada and freedom. The underground railroad is not freedom. We

26 Lowell Daily Citizen and News, October 31, 1856; Liberator, January 5, 1855; Fergus
M. Bordewich, Bound for Canaan: The Underground Railroad and the War for the Soul
of America (New York: Amistad, 2005), 408; Larry Gara, The Liberty Line: The Legend
of the Underground Railroad (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1961), 106;
Springfield Telegraph quoted in Liberator, March 31, 1854; Le Roy Gazette quoted in
Baltimore Sun, November 27, 1855; and Oswego Times quoted in New York Herald,
August 21, 1856. See also Barre Patriot, December 2, 1853, and August 24, 1855; Lowell
Daily Citizen and News, November 25, 1857, February 8, 1858, and December 2, 1859;
National Era, December 9, 1858; Cleveland Plain Dealer, August 15, 1859; and Balti-
more Sun, November 23, 1859.

27 Albany Evening Journal, September 26, 1855.
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boast of that – boast of it! I tell you, sir, the underground railroad is a
shame and a disgrace to every spot, except the place which is its ter-
minus.” A few years later, New Hampshire abolitionist Parker Pillsbury
echoed these sentiments: “Our ‘Underground Railroad,’ of which we are
so proud . . . the time will come when men will read in history of it, and
they will wonder if it can be true, that in the afternoon of the nineteenth
century, the soil of Massachusetts was not safe enough to shelter a
defenseless and innocent woman.”28

Abolitionists and Underground activists recognized that to transform
the region into truly free soil they would have to fight. On dozens of
occasions, they turned out to defend the fugitives who had come to them
for assistance or settled in their midst. In contrast with the Borderland,
that fight was largely successful and enjoyed significant, and sometimes
overwhelming, public support. Activists invested this fight with potent
cultural meaning, expanding on cultural themes of open defiance that had
emerged in the rescues of the 1840s. Interracial crowds representing a
cross-section of the community continued to predominate, but these
crowds grew far larger in the 1850s. The rituals with which rescuers
grounded their resistance in the public sphere grew more elaborate and
more emotionally resonant, while the ceremonies of degradation with
which activists targeted those who cooperated with the violence of mas-
tery also grew more menacing.

The first fugitive rescue in the Free Soil Region took place in 1851. In
February, Shadrach Minkins was arrested in Boston and brought before a
federal commissioner. During a recess in the case, Shadrach was rescued
by one of the only exclusively African American crowds to act in the
region in the 1850s. After this rescue, the federal administration grew
more determined to demonstrate that the Fugitive Slave Act could be
enforced in the region, and in the ensuing months they succeeded in
remanding Thomas Sims from Boston and Harrison Williams from west-
ern New York. Williams’s neighbors chased the slave catchers through
rural New York, and an interracial crowd tried to rescue him after his
hearing in Buffalo, to no avail. In the Sims case, the authorities called out
several militia companies to keep large crowds in order, and surrounded
the courthouse with chains, preventing any rescue attempt. The Boston
merchant community put heavy pressure on city authorities to cooperate,
and antislavery activists discovered, to their mortification, that they were

28 Liberator, June 8, 1855, and August 12, 1859.
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powerless to prevent the rendition. As a company of Marines escorted
Sims to a waiting ship, a handful of abolitionists walked with him to bear
witness.29

Unionists celebrated these successes, but there was ample evidence even
in 1851 that such success would be isolated and short lived. When Boston
police officers attempted to arrest Alexander Burton in Salem, MA, on the
charge of participating in the rescue of Shadrach Minkins, rumor spread
that he was wanted as a fugitive from enslavement. An interracial crowd
of three thousand gathered and swore that “a fugitive slave shall never be
taken from Salem.” The officers were allowed to proceed only after giving
guarantees that he would be tried only on criminal charges. The incident
suggested that the success in Boston a few weeks later had little bearing on
opinion in the interior of New England. Furthermore, two other rendition
attempts in upstate New York suggested that the rendition of Williams
might have been a fluke. A large interracial crowd tried to rescue Daniel
Davis in Buffalo a few weeks before the Williams case, and a few weeks
after, the attempt to remand Jerry McHenry from Syracuse failed spec-
tacularly. A huge interracial crowd surrounded the jail in which McHenry
was held, and eventually broke in, defeated the marshal’s posse in a
pitched battle, and took McHenry to safety. Other early attempts to
remand Moses Johnson in Chicago and Giles Rose in Detroit incited
equally huge crowds. Though Johnson, Rose, and Davis were released
rather than rescued, the scale of the popular response suggested that the
law would prove extremely difficult to enforce in these cities.30

There were scattered rendition attempts in the region in 1852 and
1853, but none was successful and all triggered rescue attempts. Then,
in 1854, the law suffered a series of blows from which it never recovered.
To some extent the stiffening of resistance is attributable to the backlash
against the Kansas–Nebraska Act, legislation that repealed the Missouri
Compromise and opened up these territories to potentially become slave

29 Gary Collison, Shadrach Minkins: From Fugitive Slave to Citizen (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1997), 124–133 and 190–191; Albany Evening Journal,
October 2, 1851; and excerpts from articles on “Old Jamestown” published in the
Jamestown Journal, 1902, Siebert Papers, 15:0291–0298.

30 Gloucester Telegraph, February 21 and 22, 1851; Albany Evening Journal, February 24,
1851; Boston Evening Transcript, August 19, 1851; Missouri Daily Republican, August
24, 1851; Loguen, The Rev. J. W. Loguen, 398–421; Schenectady Cabinet, October 22,
1850; Milwaukee Sentinel, October 26, 1850; Liberator, June 13, 1851; and National
Era, June 19, 1851.
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states. The act inflamed public opinion across the North, and its backers
suffered unprecedented losses in Congress in the elections of 1854.31

There were four major rendition attempts in the region that year. Three
failed in the face of outright public defiance and forcible resistance. The
fourth triggered a public backlash that would render the law unenforce-
able thereafter in New England. In March, Joshua Glover was arrested in
Racine, WI, and brought before a commissioner in Milwaukee. A huge
interracial crowd gathered and rescued Glover from the marshal’s cus-
tody. In May, James Worthington was seized in Akron, OH, and taken to
the city’s rail depot. A large crowd surrounded the slave catchers, and two
lawyers declared that their paperwork was worthless. The crowd then
intimidated the slave catchers into releasing Worthington. In September,
three slave catchers seized a man on a Chicago street, but bystanders
immediately helped the man break free and hundreds of angry residents
then forced the slave catchers to take refuge in a public house.32

Only in Boston did authorities succeed in enforcing the law, in the
infamous case of Anthony Burns. Burns was arrested on May 24. When
word of the arrest spread, huge crowds gathered outside the courthouse.
Several days after the arrest, a small interracial crowd stormed the court-
house in which he was held, but their efforts failed utterly, and served
only to trigger the muster of large numbers of federal and state troops to
enforce the law. After Commissioner Edward Loring ordered Burns
remanded, thousands of state militiamen and federal troops escorted
Burns to a waiting ship, jeered by an enraged crowd of fifty thousand
men and women. The scale of that crowd demonstrated that even in
Boston, the law could be enforced only at bayonet point. In addition to
these spectacular cases, in 1854 activists also rescued fugitives from ships
off the eastern coast and from enslavers who had brought them onto free
soil voluntarily.33

Between 1855 and 1857, skirmishing continued. Activists rescued
fugitives off ships in Boston and Portland, ME, and mobbed a slave

31 Michael F. Holt, The Fate of Their Country: Politicians, Slavery Extension, and the
Coming of the Civil War (New York: Hill and Wang, 2004), 92–112.

32 Albany Evening Journal, October 21, 1852, and August 30, 1853; Massachusetts Spy,
July 27, 1853; Baker, Rescue, 1–10 and 17–23; Summit Beacon, May 24, 1854; and
Chicago Tribune, September 11 and 12, 1854.

33 Albert von Frank, The Trials of Anthony Burns: Freedom and Slavery in Emerson’s
Boston (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998), 197–219; Anti-slavery Bugle,
September 2, 1854; Liberator, September 22, 1854; and Austin Bearse, Reminiscences of
Fugitive-Slave Law Days in Boston (Boston: Warren Richardson, 1880), 36–38.
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catcher who tried to seize a fugitive in Dayville, CT. On the other hand,
two children brought to the North by their enslavers were successfully
returned south without public notice, and federal officials managed to
remand two fugitives from Cleveland without the city’s inhabitants learn-
ing of the proceedings. One of the two escaped from the train carrying
them south.34

In the last years of the decade, proponents of the law suffered another
wave of public defeats, while scoring a few covert successes. Here again,
national political events may have played a role. The Dred Scott decision,
issued in March 1857, and the debate over the Lecompton Constitution
further inflamed sectional tensions. Many Northern Democrats shrank
from supporting the extension of slavery into Kansas, and the leaders of
the new Republican Party denounced these developments as the product
of a nefarious “Slave Power Conspiracy” determined to extend slavery
into the North.35

The Oberlin–Wellington Rescue and the subsequent defeat of the
efforts to prosecute the rescuers dominated news coverage of the issue
in 1858 and early 1859. Shortly after the rescue in Wellington, a crowd
rescued a fugitive from the customs house of New London, CT. In 1860,
two more cases of large-scale public defiance occurred in the region. In
April, a huge interracial crowd released Charles Nalle from the custody of
federal marshals in Troy, NY. In December, a crowd numbering in the
thousands rescued a woman named Eliza from the custody of a Chicago
deputy sheriff. The only successful remands in this period suggest that
authorities had concluded that the law could be enforced on free soil only
by stealth. Fugitives in Chicago, Cleveland, and the outskirts of Sandusky
were either lured to the Borderland or seized and immediately smuggled
onto southbound trains. The actual legal proceedings that remanded them
to slavery took place in the safety of the Borderland.36

34 Hartford Religious Herald, June 28, 1855; Boston Daily Atlas, October 10, 1855; Boston
Evening Transcript, July 16, 1856; Massachusetts Spy, November 5, 1856, and Decem-
ber 2, 1857; and May, Fugitive Slave Law, 46 and 49.

35 Holt, Fate, 115–123; and Don E. Fehrenbacher, Slavery, Law and Politics: The Dred
Scott Case in Historical Perspective (New York: Oxford University Press, 1981),
223–243 and 247–257.

36 New London Chronicle, October 2, 1858; Scott Christianson, Freeing Charles: The
Struggle to Free a Slave on the Eve of the Civil War (Chicago: University of Illinois Press,
2010), 104–120; Baltimore Sun, November 16, 1860; May, Fugitive Slave Law,
121–123; Liberator, December 2, 1859; and Sandusky Register, October 15, 1860.
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The basic narrative of the most famous fugitive rescue cases of the
1850s has been told many times, and many of these cases have been
examined in detail. Historical treatments of these cases have not, how-
ever, examined the contours of the emerging culture of violence that
produced them and that distinguished the resistance in the Free Soil
region from that in other parts of the country. A closer examination of
the norms and rituals enacted by these crowds demonstrates that while
national political events such as the Kansas–Nebraska Act may have
added fuel to the resistance to the Fugitive Slave Act, the culture of open
defiance that informed that resistance was established well prior to
1854.37

As had been true in the 1840s, the crowds that confronted slave
catchers in the Free Soil Region in the 1850s were most often interracial
and represented a cross-section of their communities. What was unpre-
cedented in the 1850s was the scale of these crowds, which suggested a
united communal determination to resist. Jerry McHenry was rescued by
an interracial crowd of several thousand that included many men from
professional and commercial occupations. The crowd that rescued Joshua
Glover also numbered in the thousands and mirrored the class and ethnic
composition of the city’s populace. The crowd who rescued James
Worthington in Akron was composed of a “thousand indignant citizens
of Akron.” In 1860, an enormous crowd rescued Charles Nalle from the
hands of officers in Troy, NY. Its size was estimated at more than one
thousand, and as one witness described its composition, “probably one-
third of them were black men and women.”38

The 1840s had witnessed the first attempts to inject the rescue of
fugitives into the public sphere. In the 1850s, however, the public deliber-
ations and rituals surrounding rescuers featured an entirely different level
of cultural performance. Abolitionists in the region saw this public delib-
eration as central to their attempt to galvanize opposition to slave catch-
ing and to transform the region into a refuge for fugitives. The arrest of
Jerry McHenry in Syracuse served as the critical moment in this cam-
paign. Senator Daniel Webster had visited the city after the passage of the
Fugitive Slave Act and had mocked the city’s public defiance of the law:

37 For broad examinations, see especially Steven Lubet, Fugitive Justice: Runaways, Res-
cuers, and Slavery on Trial (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010); and
Stanley Harrold, Border War: Fighting over Slavery before the Civil War (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2010).

38 New York Herald, October 6, 1851; Baker, Rescue, 10 and 17–23; Sernett, North Star,
136–142; and Anti-slavery Bugle, May 27, 1854, and May 12, 1860.
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“Depend upon it, the law will be executed in all the great cities, here in
Syracuse, in the midst of the anti-slavery convention, if the occasion shall
arise.” When McHenry was arrested in 1851, the city’s abolitionist
community recognized that the time had come to back their words with
acts. The city was alerted to the arrest by the ringing of church bells.
According to Underground activist J. W. Loguen, the city’s vigilance
committee recognized that a legal defense might free Jerry, but Gerrit
Smith, a wealthy industrialist with significant influence in the abolitionist
movement, argued that the time for forceful resistance had come: “a
forcible rescue will demonstrate the strength of public opinion against
the possible legality of slavery and this Fugitive Slave Law in particular. It
will honor Syracuse and be a powerful example everywhere.” Several
abolitionist orators addressed the crowd of two or three thousand that
gathered outside the police office where McHenry was held, urging defi-
ance of the law and keeping the crowd in place until after dark. Mean-
while, other activists organized an armed body that broke into the jail and
rescued McHenry.39

The rescue of McHenry established a model of public, forceful resist-
ance that would be followed in other Free Soil cities. When Joshua Glover
was rescued in Milwaukee in 1854, the crowd outside the courthouse
followed all of the procedures of regular public meetings. They elected a
president and secretary, listened to speeches, and passed a series of
resolutions promising to secure Glover’s right to a trial by jury and to
ensure that a writ of habeas corpus would be obeyed by the marshal.
When the marshal refused to accept service of a writ issued by a state
judge, the crowd broke the jail and released Glover. In response to the
successful rescue of Glover, the residents of Syracuse publicly pledged to
join Milwaukee as “Sister Cities” in a “Holy Confederacy” bound by the
promise that “no broken hearted fugitive shall ever again be consigned to
slavery” from their territory.40

The same rituals preceded the unsuccessful attempt to rescue Anthony
Burns in Boston in 1854. The attempt to break the jail that held Burns
was preceded by a public meeting in Faneuil Hall at which a number of
resolutions were offered, including the following:

39 Sernett, North Star, 129–140; and Loguen, The Rev. J. W. Loguen, 398–421.
40 Baker, Rescue, 17–23; and the resolutions of a public meeting in Syracuse, NY, March

22, 1854, quoted in Mason, “The Fugitive Slave Law in Wisconsin,” 283.
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Resolved, that the time has come to declare and to demonstrate that, no slave
holder can carry his prey from the commonwealth of Massachusetts.
Resolved, that, (in the language of Algernon Sidney), “that which is not just is

not law, and that which is not law ought not to be obeyed.”
Resolved, that, leaving every man to determine for himself the mode of resist-

ance, we are united in the glorious sentiment of our revolutionary fathers, “Resist-
ance to tyrants is obedience to God.”

At the end of the meeting Wendell Philips urged the crowd to assemble in
Courthouse Square the following morning and physically prevent Burns’s
removal from the city. The attempt to break into the courthouse that
night frustrated this plan by prompting the authorities to muster military
reinforcements sufficient to prevent any crowd from reaching Burns as he
was taken from the courthouse to a waiting ship. Similar public orations
preceded the rescues of John Price in Wellington, OH, and Charles Nalle
in Troy, NY.41

The public celebrations of successful rescues also grew more elaborate
in the 1850s. According to J. W. Loguen, the crowd that rescued Jerry
McHenry paraded him around the city, a ritual celebration that had the
added benefit of obscuring exactly where in the city McHenry and his
rescuers had gone to ground. For the next decade, antislavery activists
marked the anniversary of the rescue with celebratory meetings. After
their successful rescue of Charles Nalle, hundreds of Troy, NY, residents
lined the banks of the Hudson River to cheer his flight to freedom. Two
days after the rescue of James Worthington, the inhabitants of Akron,
OH, “had a jollification over the defeat of the slave catchers and fired one
hundred guns on the occasion.”42

This more martial ritual was echoed on a far grander scale in
1859 when the militia companies of Cleveland greeted the release of the
Oberlin–Wellington rescuers with cannon fire. The punctuation of polit-
ical festivity with salutes of artillery and musket fire had a long history
and a potent symbolic meaning. Since the 1790s militia companies had
used such salutes to signal their profound displeasure with the policies of
the federal government. In 1859, the cannon fire echoing over Cleveland

41 Liberator, June 2, 1854; Lubet, Fugitive Justice, 244–246; and New York Herald, April
30, 1860.

42 Loguen, The Rev. J. W. Loguen, 418–421; New York Herald, April 30, 1860; Portage
Sentinel, May 24, 1854.
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announced that the militia companies of the Western Reserve were ready
to resist the Fugitive Slave Act, by armed force if necessary.43

The failure of the attempt to rescue Anthony Burns led to equally
elaborate public mourning. After the announcement of Commissioner
Loring’s decision to remand Burns back to slavery, the church bells of
Boston began to toll. As three thousand state and federal troops prepared
to escort Burns to a waiting ship, sympathizers dressed the city in
mourning, covering the office blocks in black cloth, and suspending a
coffin marked “Liberty” over the route of march. Fifty thousand men and
women lined the route to bear witness and shame the soldiers delivering
Burns back to bondage. No one who witnessed this public spectacle
believed that a fugitive could be remanded from Boston again. As the
Richmond Enquirer put it, “We rejoice at the recapture of Burns, but a
few more such victories and the South is undone.”44

The rendition of Burns incited a petition campaign for the passage of a
new, stronger, personal liberty law. In response, the Massachusetts legis-
lature passed a law in 1855 that was designed in part to prevent the use of
state violence to enforce renditions. The law prohibited any law enforce-
ment officer in the state from assisting in a rendition, and also banned the
state militia from taking part in renditions, under penalty of fine and
imprisonment for at least one year. That left slave catchers only the
recourse to private violence, but Free Soil crowds were intent on taking
that option off the table as well. The slave catchers who arrested James
Worthington, an African American barber in Akron, OH, acted on the
false pretense that he was guilty of counterfeiting. They tookWorthington
to the train depot, but he called to friends for help, and a large interracial
crowd soon gathered. Two lawyers demanded the process under which
they heldWorthington, and pronounced it legally worthless. Disregarding
warnings that they would come to harm unless they released their pris-
oner, the slave catchers threatened to shoot anyone who interfered. These
threats infuriated the crowd, and one bystander warned the slave catchers
that “if they dared to exhibit arms, they should be torn to pieces.” As the
crowd closed in, the slave catchers let Worthington go and slowly backed
away into a waiting train. In recounting the incident, the Summit Beacon

43 James H. Fairchild, The Underground Railroad (1895), 120. For an analysis of the use of
gunfire in political festivity, see Robert H. Churchill, “Popular Nullification, Fries’
Rebellion, and the Waning of Radical Republicanism, 1798–1801,” Pennsylvania His-
tory 67 (Winter 2000): 105–140.

44 Von Frank, Trials, 197–219 and 236–242; and Richmond Enquirer, June 2, 1854.
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reiterated the moral: that the day would never come “when a peaceable
citizen could be thus smuggled away from Summit County into slavery.”
When three Missouri slave catchers attempted to seize a fugitive on the
streets of Chicago a few months later, the man struggled, and broke free
with the help of bystanders. One of the posse then fired a warning shot to
force him to surrender, but this act so infuriated a growing interracial
crowd that the slave catchers took refuge in a nearby public house. When
the police arrived, the slave catchers gratefully placed themselves in
custody to save themselves from violent retaliation at the hands of the
crowd, who let them know that “we nor anybody else, could not take a
negro from Chicago.”45

Finally, the Free Soil residents continued to enact their own antislavery
versions of “ceremonies of degradation,” but in the 1850s, these cere-
monies grew harsher and more menacing. In 1851, several prominent
female antislavery activists in Syracuse sent the city’s US Attorney thirty
pieces of silver, a particularly cutting rebuke for his cooperation with the
attempt to remand Jerry McHenry. Other rituals were more menacing.
Edward Loring and other participants in the rendition of Anthony Burns
were hung in effigy across Massachusetts in June of 1854. One of these
effigies identified Loring as “the $10 Jeffries of 1854,” a reference to the
English justice who presided over the notorious “bloody assizes” during
the reign of James II. In 1858, Charles Hobson arrived in Boston to seek
out Henry Langhorn, a man he had formerly enslaved. Hobson placed an
advertisement in the Boston papers describing Langhorn and offering a
reward of $250. Much to his surprise, the following day the Boston
papers carried an advertisement describing and offering a reward for
one “Charles L. Hobson.” Hobson decided to leave the city before
discovering the manner in which that reward might be collected.46

While cutting speech and even violent caricature paled in comparison
to the lethal brutality of the rituals of degradation enacted by slave

45 Thomas D. Morris, Free Men All: The Personal Liberty Laws of the North, 1780–1861
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974), 166–180; “An Act to Protect the
Rights and Liberties of the People of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts,” Acts and
Resolves Passed by the General Court of Massachusetts in the Year 1855 (Boston:
William White, 1855), 924–929; B. Neff, Bench and Bar of Northern Ohio (Cleveland:
Historical Publishing Co., 1921), 173; Summit Beacon, May 24, 1854; Chicago Tribune,
September 11 and 12, 1854; Liberator, September 22, 1854; and Daily Missouri Repub-
lican, September 26, 1854. For other examples of crowds provoked by slave catcher
violence, see Baker, Rescue, 6 and 20; and Baltimore Sun, March 28, 1854.

46 Joseph Allen toWilbur Siebert, August 10, 1896, Siebert 8:0267–0269; Liberator, June 9,
1854; New York Weekly Herald, June 17, 1854; and Still, Underground, 536–539.
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catchers in the Borderland, in the 1850s the bodies of slave catchers were
not immune to the rituals of antislavery chastisement. When Asa Butman,
who had assisted in the capture of Anthony Burns in Boston a few months
before, visited Worcester at the end of October 1854, his behavior lent
itself to the suspicion that he was engaged in slave catching. The local
vigilance committee notified the community of his presence at a local
hotel, and throughout the night “concerned citizens” visited the hotel to
“interview” Butman. Early in the morning Butman lost his temper over
this harassment and threatened one of these parties with a pistol, for
which he was promptly arrested. The community was now thoroughly
aroused, and when Butman was brought into court the following morn-
ing, a large crowd gathered and began to threaten his life. The city
marshal took Butman to his office for his own safety, but while the
marshal was outside pleading for the crowd to disperse, half a dozen
African Americans entered the office and knocked Butman to the floor.
The city’s leading abolitionists then intervened, and pled with the crowd
to allow Butman to leave the community. Eventually, abolitionists and a
few policemen surrounded the slave catcher and walked him to the train
depot. During this journey, the crowd pressed in, repeatedly egging But-
man and landing several more blows to his head. When they reached the
depot, they discovered that the train had departed. The crowd had grown
to over 1,000, and began to debate whether to lynch Butman or ride him
on a rail. At this point, the abolitionists escorting him decided to stow him
in the depot’s privy for safekeeping. Whether this was the only structure
available or the abolitionists hoped to take the edge off the crowd’s anger
with this further humiliation is not clear. Finally the marshal procured a
carriage, and after taking several more blows, Butman escaped the city.47

Joanne Freeman has noted an increase in the political violence that
afflicted Congress in the 1850s and the role this violence played in exacer-
bating sectional tensions. She particularly highlights the arrival at the very
end of 1855 of a new class of Republican congressmen willing to speak in
the defense of northern interests and to fight for the right to that speech.
Freeman argues that in standing up to Southern bullying on the floor of
Congress, the Northern congressmen “taught home audiences what
Northern resistance felt like.” Yet most of the congressmen that Freeman
cites hailed from the Free Soil Region, and the defiance they displayed in
the halls of Congress owed much to the culture of violence that had

47 Liberator, November 3, 1854. For other examples of physical chastisement, see Anti-
slavery Bugle, November 9, 1850; and Liberator, June 13, 1851.
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emerged in communities across the region in the previous decade. Both at
home and in Congress, the Free Soil culture of open defiance was never as
aggressive or as brutal as the violence of mastery in which Southern
congressmen were reared, but it did sanction the use of violence against
those who would subjugate the defenseless.48

Though the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 offered federal officials ample
authority and heightened penalties with which to punish those who
resisted, the resentment that the law generated in the Free Soil Region
rendered these penalties almost impossible to enforce. In Massachusetts,
the high-profile prosecutions for the rescue of Shadrach Minkins in
1851 and the attempted rescue of Anthony Burns in 1854 famously
collapsed, the first due to a hung jury and the second due to insurmount-
able legal technicalities. The prosecution for the rescue of Jerry McHenry
also collapsed after a single African American defendant, Enoch Reed,
was convicted. Reed died while appealing his conviction and never served
a day of his sentence. In the Oberlin–Wellington cases, only two defend-
ants were convicted before the prosecution collapsed. Simeon Bushnell
was sentenced to sixty days in jail, and Charles Langston, an African
American defendant whose defiant statement before sentencing electrified
the courtroom, received a twenty-day sentence. In several other promin-
ent Free Soil cases in the late 1850s, including the rescue of Charles Nalle
in Troy, NY, and Eliza in Chicago, the prosecutions were discontinued by
the Lincoln administration.49

Slave catchers did have a few isolated moments of victory in the Free
Soil Region. The rendition of Thomas Sims marked the high point of the
enforcement of the Fugitive Slave Act in the region. What stands out
about that case, however, is how exceptional it was. Between the passage
of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 and the end of 1860, there were thirty-
three fugitive cases in the region. Only eight of those cases, including that
of Sims, passed without a rescue attempt. Of those eight, two involved
children brought to the North by their enslavers, and then returned to the
South before anyone learned of their presence. Two more involved fugi-
tives who were released or manumitted, Moses Johnson in Chicago and
Giles Rose in Detroit. In both cases the crowds that gathered to prevent a

48 Joanne B. Freeman, The Field of Blood: Violence in Congress and the Road to Civil War
(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2018), 174–176 and 208–212.

49 Collison, Shadrach Minkins, 192–196; Sernett, North Star, 142–144; Lubet, Fugitive
Justice, 216–220; Shipherd, Oberlin-Wellington Rescue, 170 and 178; and Christianson,
Freeing Charles, 121–122.
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remand were sufficiently large to cast doubt upon whether the defendants
could have been successfully remanded from these cities had the attempt
been made. In two additional cases, the fugitives in question were lured or
smuggled into the Borderland before legal proceedings were commenced.
Washington and James Anderson and Henry Scott were lured out of
Chicago by slave catchers who tricked them with promises of farm work
before arresting them in the Borderland opposite St. Louis. Henry Seaton
was seized by deputy marshals in Cleveland and bundled onto a train for
Cincinnati, where his hearing was held. Besides Sims, there was only one
other instance over the course of the decade in which a fugitive was
brought before a commissioner in the Free Soil Region and remanded
without a rescue attempt. In 1857 two fugitives were remanded by a
commissioner in Cleveland so quietly that they were on a southbound
train before activists caught wind of it. One of the two escaped from the
train as it crossed Ohio.50

Of the other twenty-five Free Soil fugitive cases in which activists
attempted rescues during this period, only three resulted in successful
renditions. Despite vigorous resistance, Harrison Williams was remanded
from Buffalo in 1851. Despite the dramatic attempt to rescue him from
the courthouse, Anthony Burns was returned to slavery from Boston in
1854. Boston activists later purchased his freedom. Finally, in a case that
illustrates the modus operandi forced upon slave catchers and federal
officers in the region by the end of the decade, a family of six was seized
from a farm a few miles outside Sandusky in 1857. The slave catchers
broke into their home in the middle of the night, dragged the family to a
nearby rail siding, and confined them in a darkened and locked railroad
car. Their neighbors rallied and rushed to the train depot in pursuit, but
failed to detect the darkened car, and were thus unable to rescue them.
Like Henry Seaton, the family was then carried by overnight train to
Cincinnati for a summary hearing.51

50 Massachusetts Spy, December 2, 1857, and October 31, 1855; May, Fugitive Slave Law,
49 and 121–123; Liberator, June 13, 1851, and December 2, 1859; and Detroit Daily
Advertiser, October 8 and 9, 1851. Stanley Campbell lists a dozen additional fugitive
renditions from the region. On investigation it is clear that these cases are either apoc-
ryphal, redundant, involved successful rescues that Campbell did not acknowledge, or
were clearly identified in contemporary sources as kidnappings. See the Appendix for a
list of fugitive slave rescues, and Campbell, Slave Catchers, 199–203.

51 Albany Evening Journal, October 2, 1851; Lubet, Fugitive Justice, 225–226; and San-
dusky Register, October 15, 1860.
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The activists who set out in 1850 to nullify the Fugitive Slave Act thus
largely succeeded. Fugitives were successfully remanded from the region
in only nine of thirty-three cases (27%). All the while, the Underground
Railroad carried thousands of others to safety in Canada. In some import-
ant ways, however, the movement to demarcate the region as free soil fell
short, as Higginson and Pillsbury lamented. Most fugitives recognized
that freedom in the region was partial and tenuous, and they continued on
to Canada. Even the most radical activists recognized that while they
could rescue fugitives from the hands of slave catchers, once their pres-
ence was known to authorities, they could not be permanently protected.
Most of those rescued left for Canada immediately thereafter. By the end
of the decade activists had largely preserved their soil from the contamin-
ation of the violence of mastery, but they had not fulfilled the promise
they held out to their African American neighbors in 1850, that their
communities would become the refuge of the oppressed.

James Oakes has argued that the “free soil principle” on which this
campaign of nullification rested was part and parcel of a larger political
program, embraced by the Republican Party, to surround the South with
free territory, erode the security of slaveholding in the Border States, and
set the institution of slavery on a course to ultimate extinction. In Oakes’s
estimation, this program was culturally aggressive, and threatened to
transform the South’s way of life. Secession was thus a rational and
defensive response.52 But when one examines the acts, rituals, and words
of those who fought to create free soil, what stands out is their focus on
the local. When residents vowed to “protect the free soil” of Milford, NH,
or declared that “law or no law . . . no person shall be taken” from
Randolph, OH, they were focused on their own communities, not on
transforming the South. They were intent upon protecting themselves and
their neighbors from the violence of mastery that the South insisted that
they must not only tolerate, but wholeheartedly embrace.

The residents of the Free Soil Region refused to accede to this demand,
and in openly defying the Fugitive Slave Act, they moved the politics of
the nation. Their campaign of open defiance placed them in the forefront
of what Manisha Sinha has described as “revolutionary abolition.” Fur-
ther, as Richard Blackett has recently pointed out, every fugitive rescue in
the region further alienated public opinion in the South, and the attempts
by federal officials to enforce the law more vigorously, which culminated

52 James Oakes, The Scorpion’s Sting: Antislavery and the Coming of the Civil War (New
York: W. W. Norton, 2014), 31–35 and 46–50.
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in the rendition of Anthony Burns, merely reinforced the region’s com-
mitment to free soil and encouraged others to follow the region’s
example. In 1850, Southerners had publicly articulated their expectation
that the Fugitive Slave Act receive unequivocal cooperation and efficient
enforcement nationwide. By the late 1850s, they found that in the Free
Soil Region, the law could be enforced only by stealth or at the point of a
regiment of bayonets. Their frustration with this state of affairs played a
significant role in pushing sectional tensions to the breaking point.53

Faced with the overwhelming resistance to rendition in the region, in
the late 1850s, slave catchers increasingly turned their attention to the
Contested Region as an easier arena for the recapture of fugitives. In the
middle and late 1850s, the residents of the Contested Region were thus
confronted with a choice: Would they join the Borderland in submission,
or would they join in the fight for free soil?

53 Manisha Sinha, The Slave’s Cause: A History of Abolition (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 2016), 500–542; and Blackett, Captive’s Quest, 457–459.
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7

The End of Toleration

The Collapse of the Fugitive Slave Act in
the Contested Region

In November 1851, two African American men drove a buggy into
Ottawa, IL, and asked for directions to their destination. As they left
town, a local constable named Skinner and several other ad hoc slave
catchers pursued them and demanded that they show free papers. One
man produced papers and was allowed to depart, but Skinner seized the
other as a fugitive from enslavement and forced him onto a canal boat
bound for Missouri. Unfortunately for the constable, a crowd was
waiting at the first canal lock west of town. He and his fellow slave
catchers were “somewhat roughly handled,” and the man they had seized
was set free. The local newspaper explained the motives of the crowd: “in
all of their steps in this transaction, neither Mr. Skinner nor any of his
abettors had the first scrap of a warrant or process of law of any kind
whatever. It was a plain piece of kidnapping.. . . We shall be the last to
oppose a proper officer in the rightful execution of the fugitive slave law,
but we are opposed to arresting any persons, whether black or white,
bond or free, without complying strictly with the letter of its provisions.
And we believe this to be the general sentiment of this community.”1

Three years later, in the summer of 1854, a similar incident took place
in Peru, a community a few miles downriver from Ottawa. Two African
American men were seized off of a canal boat by ad hoc slave catchers.
Even though the men showed freedom papers, the slave catchers claimed
that they were horse thieves, and that their papers were in any case
forgeries. Once again, bystanders intervened, but in this case, the

1 Ottawa Free Trader, October 18, 1851; New Hampshire Sentinel, November 6, 1851.
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community reaction showed a greater degree of exasperation with the
slave catchers. In the course of the rescue, several shots were fired, and
one of the slave catchers was knocked to the ground. The two African
Americans were carried “triumphantly” to a local hotel, where they
stayed the night. They departed the next morning for Chicago.2

Both of these rescues conform to the pattern set in the 1840s across the
Contested Region. The inhabitants of the region were willing to tolerate
slave catching, but only if the slave catchers proceeded in accordance with
the culture of dignity’s emphasis on legal procedure, due process, and
human dignity. In seizing suspected fugitives without process or hearing,
the slave catchers in these cases violated community norms and provoked
a backlash. The greater violence in the 1854 case indicates that the
region’s inhabitants had lost patience with slave catchers’ resort to vio-
lence and deceit, but it remained within the ethos of conditional toleration
countenanced by the culture of dignity.

The same cannot be said of a third fugitive rescue in the same locale. In
October 1859, the inhabitants of Ottawa were aroused by rumors that
slave catchers were stalking a local African American resident named
Berkeley. Residents crowded the courthouse to attend a public meeting
that went beyond denouncing this furtive conspiracy, and pronounced the
Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 “a tyrannical violation of the inherent rights of
American citizens” whose provisions were “insulting, inhuman, antichris-
tian, Anti American, and consequently can impose no moral obligations
of obedience.” They further declared that “it is not only the natural right,
but the positive and imperious moral duty of the people in mass to
effectually resist any attempt to deprive a human being of his natural
right of personal liberty.”

By coincidence, a local justice had issued a writ of habeas corpus for
Jim Gray. Gray had escaped slavery in Missouri, but had been captured
and jailed in Union County, IL, under Illinois’s notorious “Black Laws,”
discriminatory legislation that prohibited African American migration
into the state. The writ commanded his jailer to bring Gray to Ottawa
for a hearing before Judge Caton on October 20. After hearing the case,
Caton ruled that the Illinois statute under which Gray had been arrested
was unconstitutional. However, since the jailer also held Gray under a
writ issued by a US Commissioner in Springfield, IL, Caton agreed to let
the jailer proceed to Springfield with Gray in his custody.

2 Albany Evening Journal, July 24, 1854.
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When it became clear that Gray would not be freed, James Stout, who
had addressed the meeting earlier in the week, rose before the crowded
courtroom and invoked the public sphere: “I move, gentlemen, that this
meeting resolve itself into a committee to carry out the law.” Though the
words purported to demonstrate support for the claimant, in fact they
were a signal that the time for resistance had come. A crowd instantly
sprang into action, mobbing the jailer, stripping Gray from his custody,
and carrying him to a waiting carriage which started off amid general
cheering. In acting within the public sphere and in explicit defiance of the
law, the residents of Ottawa abandoned the culture of dignity that they
had struggled to defend for fifteen years and reconsecrated Ottawa as free
soil.3

Though violence is shaped by cultural norms, it also has the capacity to
destabilize norms, shatter consensus, and transform the cultural environ-
ment. The violence of mastery had such an impact on the Contested
Region in the second half of the 1850s. The transformation of the culture
of violence in and around Ottawa over the course of the 1850s typified
developments across the Contested Region. Throughout the decade, fugi-
tives from enslavement continued to travel into the region, using existing
Underground networks and accessing the railroad system at a safe dis-
tance from the Borderland. Some stayed in the region to work temporarily
or to settle. By and large, the region’s reception of the Fugitive Slave Act
of 1850 was muted, and residents maintained the culture of dignity’s
conditional toleration of slave catching.

After 1854, however, the main theater of conflict between slave
catchers and Northern communities shifted from Free Soil cities back to
the Contested Region. As residents grappled with the growing presence of
the violence of mastery in their lives, their conditional toleration of the
enforcement of the law began to give way. As at Peru, the community
response to slave catching grew increasingly impatient, and offensive
behavior by slave catchers stirred growing resentment.

At the same time, the culture of dignity’s normative restraints on slave
catching came under concerted attack by officers of the federal govern-
ment, who branded them as legally heterodox and refused to be bound by
them. In a series of widely publicized cases, egregious examples of the
violence of mastery were performed by federal marshals and subsequently
sanctioned by federal judges. The region’s inhabitants responded with

3 Ottawa Free Trader, October 22, 1859; and Report of the Trial of John Hossack
(Chicago: Press and Tribune Steam Book and Job Printing Office, 1860).

204 1850–1860

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108773997.008
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 8.9.95.224, on 07 Jul 2020 at 14:56:30, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108773997.008
https://www.cambridge.org/core


outrage, which was further stoked by national events such as the activities
of the Border Ruffians in Kansas and the caning of Charles Sumner on the
floor of the United States Senate. The combined spectacle of violent
aggression by Southerners on the national scene and local provocation
by slave catchers and federal marshals forced the inhabitants of the
Contested Region to confront an uncomfortable reality: conditional tol-
eration was no longer tenable. Federal officers explicitly sanctioned the
exercise of the violence of mastery on Northern soil and demanded
unconditional submission thereto.

Given the choice between unconditional obedience and open defiance,
the inhabitants of the region chose defiance. In the final years of the
decade, enforcement of the Fugitive Slave Act in the Contested Region
collapsed. In communities across the region, residents mobbed slave
catchers and rescued fugitives with a consistency previously unseen out-
side the Free Soil Region. More significantly, they began to mimic the
rituals of resistance long practiced in the Free Soil Region, assembling in
interracial crowds, grounding their resistance in the public sphere, and
performing ritual humiliations of slave catchers and those who abetted
them. They began, in other words, to defend their communities as free
soil. As a consequence of this shift, the Fugitive Slave Act was rendered
largely unenforceable outside the Borderland by the end of the decade.

In the fall of 1850 there were scattered protests against the enactment
of the Fugitive Slave Act in the Contested Region, but calls for active
resistance were restricted to a few, isolated communities. African Ameri-
cans gathered in meetings in Lockport and Williamsport, PA, and Zanes-
ville, OH, to denounce the law. While the “colored American citizens” of
Lockport vowed to prevent the rendition of “any one of our people – even
unto death,” those of Zanesville promised merely that in the event of a
rendition, they would “by supplication, remuneration, or other judicious
means, endeavor to rescue the victim from his foe.”4

There were also a handful of public meetings in which white activists
joined in calls for resistance. Such meetings tended to take place in
strongly abolitionist communities with close ties to the Underground
Railroad. For example, the Congregational Friends of Green Plain, OH,
a Quaker settlement in the Little Miami River Valley, described the Act of
1850 as “so odious, tyrannical, and oppressive as to demand our imme-
diate, public, and persevering resistance.” But only a dozen miles away in

4 Liberator, November 15, 1850, and North Star, October 24 and December 5, 1850.
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Dayton, the largest town in the valley, residents gathered in a Union
meeting and resolved to sustain the law. In Pennsville, a community in
southwestern Ohio with strong Underground ties, residents discussed
resolutions vowing to shelter and protect fugitives in defiance of the
law, but one speaker opposed these resolutions as “too strong,” noting
that “the people of the county generally would not sustain them.”5

For the most part, those residents of the Contested Region who
opposed the Fugitive Slave Act confined themselves to calling for its
repeal. Even in Wayne County, IN, home to Newport and the site of
the confrontation between Cal Thomas and a band of slave catchers just a
few months before, opponents tempered their call for disobedience by
declaring that “while we desire no collision with the laws, and do not
intend rashly or violently to oppose the public authorities, we mean, by all
reasonable endeavors, to labor for its repeal.”6

As a consequence, in the early 1850s, slave catchers who followed the
procedures outlined in the Fugitive Slave Act had little difficulty operating
in the Contested Region. William Kelley was remanded from Jersey
Shore, a settlement in Lycoming County, PA, without incident in 1851.
That same year, the wife and children of Peter Still, William Still’s
brother, were captured twenty-three miles north of Vincennes, IN, and
remanded within a day. Even in Pittsburgh, which had witnessed several
rescues in the 1840s, a man named Woodson was remanded in March of
1851. According to the Pittsburgh Gazette, there was “absolute submis-
sion” to the law throughout the proceedings. Over the next two years,
additional fugitives were remanded from Wilkes-Barre, PA; Poughkeep-
sie, NY; and Troy, OH, all without incident. In all of these cases, the slave
catchers refrained from unnecessary violence, observed the necessary legal
procedures, and brought the fugitive before a local judge or commis-
sioner. There is no record of community protest or resistance in any of
these cases.7

5 Anti-slavery Bugle, November 2, 7, and 16, 1850; and Liberator, November 22, 1850.
6 Liberator, November 22, 1850.
7 Trenton State Gazette, December 9, 1851; Dean J. Kotlowski, “‘The Jordan Is a Hard
Road to Travel’: Hoosier Responses to Fugitive Slave Cases, 1850–1860,” International
Social Science Review 78 (2003): 80; Pittsburgh Daily Gazette, March 14, 1851; Samuel
Joseph May, The Fugitive Slave Law and Its Victims (New York: American Anti-Slavery
Society, 1861), 18; William Kashatus, “Immortal Splendor: The Wilkes-Barre Fugitive
Slave Case of 1853,” Pennsylvania Heritage, 34:2 (2008): 28; and Levi Coffin, Reminis-
cences of Levi Coffin (New York: Arno Press, 1968), 542–548.
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As in the 1840s, however, slave catchers who flouted local norms
might still incite a communal backlash. In the fall of 1850, slave catchers
arrived in Wilkes-Barre in pursuit of nine fugitives who had themselves
reached the city only a few hours earlier. When the African American
community placed the fugitives under guard, the slave catchers responded
by taunting city residents with their newfound authority, demanding that
they turn out in a posse comitatus to help overwhelm the defenders and
capture the fugitives. The slave catchers apparently went so far as to take
the names of persons in the street and in shops, and demand that they turn
out under penalty of law. At the appointed hour the slave catchers rang
the courthouse bell. A few dozen people gathered to witness the spectacle,
but when the marshal ordered them to fall in they indignantly refused.
The slave catchers departed the city in defeat.8

Absent a major shift in the region’s tolerance for the violence of
mastery, in the early years of the decade the operations of the Under-
ground Railroad evolved more in response to technology than in response
to the law. In some parts of the region, Underground networks that had
been vibrant in the 1840s found themselves bypassed by rail transporta-
tion in the 1850s, and their operations gradually tailed off. With the
opening of the rail link between Pittsburgh and Cleveland, most fugitives
elected to travel by rail rather than along the old overland network running
up the Pennsylvania–Ohio border. For example, David Thompson, who
escaped sometime in the 1850s, made contact with an activist ten miles
north of Pittsburgh. He then traveled by rail from Allegheny City, PA,
directly to the Ohio Western Reserve. Activists on the old overland net-
work described a steady stream of fugitives passing in the 1840s, but only a
handful after the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act. The same transition
overtook networks in central Pennsylvania. When the rail connection
between Harrisburg and Elmira, NY, was completed, networks running
through Williamsport and Wilkes-Barre became superfluous.9

Other networks in the Contested Region remained vibrant, particu-
larly if they offered access to rail transport at a safe distance from the
Borderland or traversed areas with no rail lines. The network running up

8 Portage Sentinel, November 18, 1850.
9 Interview with David Thompson, n.d., MIC 192, Wilbur H. Siebert Collection
(1840–1954), Microfilm Edition, Ohio Historical Society, Columbus, OH, Reel 12,
Frames 1294–1296 (hereafter Siebert Papers, 12:1294–1296); Joseph White to Wilbur
Siebert, March 1, 1897, ibid., 13:0245–0246; Joseph Wright to Wilbur Siebert, March 15,
1897, ibid., 13:0211–0214; and Abner C. Wright to Wilbur Siebert, June 20, 1845, ibid.,
6:1125–1129.
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the Miami River Valley and bypassing Columbus, OH, to the northwest
continued to do a flourishing business in the 1850s. One of the sons of
activist Aaron L. Benedict recalled that sixty fugitives passed through
Benedict’s home in a single month in the middle of the decade. No fewer
than seven fugitives left accounts of travel along this network in the 1850s.
John Reed and his wife and son ran from a plantation outside Maysville,
KY, in 1853. A white activist took them by boat to John Rankin’s home in
Ripley, OH. They traveled overland for a month, stopping with African
American and white activists in Springfield, Mechanicsburg, and Delaware,
OH. From Delaware they took the train to Cleveland. Horace Washington
made a similar journey in 1858, but boarded the train in Marysville, OH.
That same year, Edward Walker, his wife, and another party traveled from
Cincinnati up the river valley by buggy as far as Bellefontaine, OH, where
they boarded the train for Sandusky.10

Southeastern Ohio still lacked a main north–south rail line as late as
1860. As a consequence the overland Underground route that carried
fugitives from the Ohio River between Gallipolis and Marietta up to the
railhead at Zanesville, OH, continued to operate. Charles Cope, a white
activist in Morganville, guided twenty-two African Americans to safety in
the summer of 1852. In Indiana, all of the rail lines from the Ohio River
converged in Indianapolis, a place of dubious safety. As a result, activists
in Salem and Madison, IN, and along the Big Blue River Valley continued
to pass fugitives overland. Activist John Thomas’s son Luke remembered
that fugitives began to travel up the Big Blue River Valley in parties of up
to a dozen in the late 1850s. In the second half of the decade Richard Daly
and a family named Monroe escaped to safety in Canada by traveling
along the overland networks in eastern Indiana as far as Michigan before
boarding the train for Detroit.11

10 “Interview upon the Alum Creek Quaker Settlement,” n.d., Siebert Papers,
11:0363–0366; interview with John Reed, August 2, 1894, ibid., 9:0358–0360; interview
with Horace Washington, August 2, 1895, ibid., 9:0355–0357; and Account of Edward
Walker, 1894, in John W. Blassingame, ed., Slave Testimony: Two Centuries of Letters,
Speeches, Interviews, and Autobiographies (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University
Press, 1977), 516–519. See also “Old Uncle Joe Mayo,” Marysville Tribune, April 27,
1881, Siebert Papers, 11:1037–1040; interview with Deacon Allen Sidney, August 3,
1895, ibid., 10:0322–0325; interview with Jane Wayne, n.d., ibid., 10:0326–0327;
interview with Thomas Brown Hughes, July 30, 1895, ibid., 9:0945–0946; and interview
with Henry H. Young, August 3, 1895, ibid., 15:0954–0956.

11 H. C. Harvey to Wilbur Siebert, January 16, 1893, Siebert Papers, 11:0187–0190;
Excerpt from the Diary of Charles Cope, 1896., ibid., 11:0172–0178; Charles Cope to
Wilbur Siebert, n.d., ibid., 11:0312–0317; Excerpt from Luke W. Thomas, “The Thomas
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In other areas lacking rail links, new networks grew and existing
networks grew more robust to meet the needs of larger numbers of
fugitives making the journey in the 1850s. The sparse network leading
from Newport, IN, to Michigan filled in during the 1850s, partly in
response to the incursions of slave catchers in the late 1840s and to the
prosecution of Benjamin Waterhouse for harboring a fugitive in 1853. In
northwestern Ohio, a new network formed in the 1850s as the population
increased. Running from Urbana through Bellefontaine, Findlay, and
Bowling Green to Perrysburg, OH, the network allowed fugitives to reach
Lake Erie while avoiding the crossings over the Scioto River that had long
been a point of danger.12

One striking aspect of activist accounts of Underground work in the
1850s is that many of those involved described a shift in public opinion
over the course of the 1850s that made their work progressively easier. In
a few parts of the Contested Region, the backlash against the Fugitive
Slave Act seems to have aroused public sympathy decisively in favor of
escaping fugitives. George Dakin, an activist who guided fugitives
through Green County, OH, reported that in the aftermath of the
Fugitive Slave Act it became safe to travel by day for the first time.
But most accounts identify a turning point in the second half of the
decade. Indiana activist Nathan Coggeshall noted that after 1855 it
was “considered a disgrace to interrupt a negro.” Thereafter Cogge-
shall sent fugitives onward with directions and collected money to ease
their passage rather than guiding them himself. Jesse Macy noted the
same shift farther south in the Big Blue River Valley. Isaac Beck, an
activist on the upper reaches of the Ripley, OH, network, remembered
a broad shift in public opinion that coincided with the Fremont
Campaign of 1856. In northern Illinois, activists reported a shift in

Family,” Indiana Magazine of History 19:4 (1923), ibid., 2:0688–0690; news clipping on
the escape of Richard Daly, Louisville Journal, August 12, 1894, ibid., 15:0958; and
Account of the Monroe Family, in William B. Troy, Hair-Breadth Escapes from Slavery
to Freedom (Manchester: W. Bremner, 1861), 39–43, accessed August 21, 2015, Docu-
menting the American South, University Library, the University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill, 1998. http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/troy/troy.html.

12 M. B. Butler to Wilbur Siebert, February 7, 1896, Siebert Papers, 3:0385–0389; interview
with a cousin of Maurice Place, n.d., ibid., 3:0516–0517; interview with Joel Markle,
August 5, 1895, ibid., 10:0697–0698; interview with David Adams, August 23, 1894,
ibid., 10:0700–0702; and R. B. Hurd to Wilbur Siebert, August 23, 1894, ibid.,
10:0692–0696.
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public opinion in the late 1850s that rendered daylight travel safe for
the first time.13

This rise in public sympathy had an impact on the operations of the
Underground beyond the simple ability to travel by daylight. Greater
safety allowed activists to bring the plight of fugitives before their neigh-
bors. Mrs. A. M. Buchanan, an activist in northern Ohio, remembered
that in the 1850s neighbors were free to come visit passing fugitives, as
she and her husband felt no need to keep their activities hidden. The son
of an Illinois activist remembered that “all the neighbors” came to visit
the first group of fugitives to arrive at their home. Some of these neighbors
responded by joining in Underground work. Edward Sebring, a Demo-
crat, worked for an Underground activist in Worthington, OH. He at first
objected to his employer’s demand that he carry a party of fugitives north,
but reconsidered when he saw the marks of the whip on the backs of some
of those who passed through. Such moments of witness converted many,
including those responsible for enforcing the law. In 1859, a slave catcher
learned of the destination of a group of fugitives passing through Indiana
County, PA, and went to a local constable for assistance in taking them
into custody. The constable responded by warning local Underground
activists, who quickly guided them out of the neighborhood via a different
route.14

The best explanation for this shift lies in the convergence of national
political events and local experiences of violence. Historians of the 1850s
have long catalogued the series of events that alienated Northern opinion
and led to the growth of antislavery politics and the rise of the Republican
Party, including the passage of the Kansas–Nebraska Act, the Dred Scott
decision, and the sectional battle over the settlement of Kansas.15 That

13 George Dakin to Wilbur Siebert, August 24, 1894, Siebert Papers, 9:0916–0917; Nathan
Coggeshall, “Reminiscences of the Underground Railroad,” February 14, 1896, ibid.,
2:0752–0759; Jesse Macy to Wilbur Siebert, August 10, 1894, ibid., 2:0803–0809; Isaac
Beck to Wilbur Siebert, December 26, 1892, ibid., 9:0538–0552; H. D. Hickok to John
H. Ryan, January 16, 1914, ibid., 2:0351–0354; and excerpt from History of Ogle
County, IL (1878), ibid., 2:1122–1125.

14 Mrs. A. M. Buchanan to Wilbur Siebert, September 7, 1894, ibid., 9:0088–0091; P. N.
Carnahan to Wilbur Siebert, February 13, 1896, ibid., 2:1074–1078; interview with
Edward L. Sebring, n.d., ibid., 9:1588–1589; and E. M. Sayers, February 1, 1896, ibid.,
13:0095–0096.

15 See, for example, Stanley W. Campbell, The Slave Catchers: Enforcement of the Fugitive
Slave Law, 1850–1860 (New York: W. W. Norton, 1968), 49; Steven Lubet, Fugitive
Justice: Runaways, Rescuers, and Slavery on Trial (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2010), 157–159 and 231–234; and James M. McPherson, Ordeal by Fire: The
Civil War and Reconstruction (New York: McGraw Hill, 2001), 87.
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narrative is not wrong, but it is incomplete: an additional set of inputs, in
the form of local experiences of the violence of mastery, played a powerful
role, particularly in the Contested Region.

The truism that all politics is local applies especially to the radical
politics that informs nullification movements like the one that emerged in
response to the Fugitive Slave Act. The determination to defy law is
inculcated in local political meetings and associations in which individ-
uals can experience a larger political movement first hand. Such meetings
laid the political foundation for the movement to nullify the Coercive Acts
in 1775, the Alien and Sedition Acts in 1798, and the Conscription Act of
1863. This sort of radicalism has rarely gained a foothold in politics at the
state or national level, and almost never emanated from the halls of
Congress or state legislatures. Political parties in general, and those of
the second party system in particular, act to filter such radical sentiments
and to curb the impulse to violently resist the law. During the
1850s precious few state- or national-level politicians advocated resist-
ance to the Fugitive Slave Act, and every major political party publicly
committed itself to the law’s enforcement. Partisan politics may have
played an important role in inflaming sectional tensions, but it did not
cause the stiffening of resistance to the rendition of fugitives from
enslavement.16

Local experiences of the violence of mastery involved in renditions
proved a critical catalyst for radical defiance and resistance. An examin-
ation of fugitive slave cases in the Contested Region in the mid-1850s
reveals a series of highly provocative acts by slave catchers that were fully
sanctioned by federal officers. These incidents carried the local salience
and the emotional power that moved individuals and communities to
resistance, and led residents of the region to repudiate slave catching in
all its forms. As national politics in the late 1850s grew increasingly
strident and violent, it imbued these local incidents with national mean-
ing. It is through the combination of the local and the national that
Northern resentment of the violence of mastery reached the breaking
point.

16 On the local, grassroots nature of nullification movements, see Robert H. Churchill, To
Shake Their Guns in the Tyrant’s Face: Libertarian Political Violence and the Origins of
the Militia Movement (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2009). On the
tempering role of political parties, see Jean H. Baker, Affairs of Party: The Political
Culture of Northern Democrats in the Mid-Nineteenth Century (Ithaca: Cornell Univer-
sity Press, 1983).
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The first high-profile case that pushed the Contested Region to the
limits of its tolerance commenced with the 1853 arrest of John Freeman, a
longtime resident of Indianapolis who was widely admired in the city for
his success as a restaurateur. There was considerable doubt about
whether Freeman was the man sought by Missouri claimant Pleasant
Ellington. When the city’s US Commissioner sought to remand Freeman
after summary proceedings, attorneys appearing for Freeman offered to
purchase him and, failing this, offered a bond of $1,600 in gold for his
appearance at a hearing after he had had a chance to procure witnesses
who could testify that he was free. Ellington’s refusal of these offers
incensed the community, and when the US Marshal requested permission
to move Freeman to Madison, IN, just across the river from Kentucky,
while he awaited his witnesses, this anger transcended race and party and
the city teetered on the brink of a riot.

In an attempt to keep the peace, William Brown, editor of the Indiana
State Sentinel, the state’s leading Democratic daily newspaper, inter-
vened. He implored Ellington’s lawyers to stop inflaming the situation,
and did so in terms that illustrated the region’s growing exasperation
with slave catching. He later testified that he had explained that “there
must be a fair trial – the negro must have time to get his witnesses, and
after a fair trial, if he is proved to be the property of your client, he must
sell him for a fair price, and not attempt to extort an exorbitant sum. If
he does there will be great danger of a rescue.” Accused in print of
apostasy from the Democratic Party’s proslavery stance, Brown insisted
he was merely informing Ellington of the tenor of conversations taking
place all over the city.

The commissioner eventually agreed to keep Freeman in custody in
Indianapolis until he could procure evidence. Ellington then produced
several men from Kentucky who were willing to testify that Freeman was
the fugitive in question. To give this testimony credibility, the marshal
brought Freeman before these men and forced him to strip naked and
display any identifying marks upon his body. This private inspection was
almost certainly intended to allow these men to testify falsely in court that
the man enslaved by Ellington had borne such marks.

Freeman did secure witnesses to testify to his free status, but with
testimony on both sides, the outcome was still very much in the commis-
sioner’s hands. In the end, Freeman was released only after evidence
arrived demonstrating that the man Ellington sought was safely in
Canada. The case, and the corrupt machinations by the marshal that it
revealed, embittered many in the state. Nine months later, residents of
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Crawfordsville, IN, made preparations to burn the marshal in effigy for
his role in the case.17

A case in Pennsylvania a few months later had an even greater impact
on public opinion, as it involved particularly egregious behavior by a
posse of slave catchers, the federal marshal accompanying them, and a US
Supreme Court Justice who ruled on the criminal complaint brought
against the posse. Like the slave catchers who pulled pistols in court in
the 1840s, some of those venturing into the Contested Region in the
1850s behaved as they would at home or in the Borderland, and thereby
provoked a spectacular collision of cultures. Such was the case in Wilkes-
Barre, PA, on September 3, 1853.

That morning Virginian slave catchers led by Deputy Marshal George
Wynkoop arrived in the city and attempted to seize William Thomas as he
worked in a hotel. Thomas, bleeding from the assault, broke free from
their grasp and ran out of the hotel and down to the riverbank. He then
plunged into the river up to his neck and refused to come out. Members of
the posse ordered him out of the river, threatening to “blow out his
brains” if he defied them. A crowd of several hundred gathered as
members of the posse began shooting their pistols at Thomas, finally
inflicting a scalp wound that bled profusely. Residents of Wilkes-Barre
had raised no opposition to the return of a fugitive the year before, but the
prospect of a man being used for target practice in the middle of their
community proved too much. The crowd grew frantic and forced the
posse away from the riverbank. This allowed Thomas to come out of the
water and collapse on the shore. When the posse moved to take him into
custody, however, Thomas plunged back into the water and swore he
would rather die than be taken. The crowd now closed in on the officers
and grew menacing. After an hour the marshal and his men abandoned
Thomas to his fate. Fearing prosecution, they left the city.

When abolitionist William Gildersleeve brought a criminal complaint
against Wynkoop in state court, US Supreme Court Justice Robert Grier,
who was riding circuit, reacted with anger. He issued a writ of habeas
corpus, bringing the case before him for a hearing. He threatened Gilder-
sleeve with prosecution for harassing the marshal and his posse with his

17 This account is based on May, Fugitive Slave Law, 27; Indiana State Sentinel, June 25,
1853; Barre Patriot, September 9, 1853; Kotlowski, “The Jordan,” 75–77; Roger H. Van
Bolt, “Fusion and Confusion, 1854,” Indiana Magazine of History 49 (1953): 357–359;
John L. Ketchum to Howell Cobb, August 9, 1853, Siebert Papers, 3:0357–0363; and
Plymouth Banner, March 30, 1854.
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legal complaint. At the hearing, Grier refused to admit any testimony that
reflected on the behavior of the officers. In his subsequent opinion releas-
ing the officers from state custody, Grier declared that “we are unable to
perceive in this transaction, anything worthy of blame in the conduct of
these officers.” Grier’s opinion was published in newspapers across the
country.18

Many in the Contested Region reacted with outrage. Most residents of
the region had been willing to tolerate slave catching, but were shocked
that a federal officer should act with such callous brutality. That they
should be forced to articulate the depravity of using a human being for
target practice was wrenching. To then be told that this unspoken moral
tenet had no legal authority was intolerable. One resident of Wilkes-
Barre, writing to the New York Tribune, noted that “there has been more
anti-slavery feeling excited, and more hatred to the Fugitive Slave Law
aroused, than could have been done with years of lectures and addresses.”
The Lebanon Courier declared that Grier’s ruling was “more unjust and
tyrannical than was any or all of the oppressions which originated the
Revolution.” Newspapers across the Contested Region denounced Grier
as a “second Jeffreys.”19

The anger and exasperation triggered by these cases spread across the
region. It was on display in the rescue at Peru, IL, in 1854. It manifested
itself in the sentence of Benjamin Waterhouse, an Underground activist in
northern Indiana tried in December 1854 for harboring a fugitive. The
prosecutor in the case persuaded the jury to convict Waterhouse by
promising a light sentence. Upon conviction he was ordered to serve
one day in jail and pay a fine of $50. Waterhouse’s neighbors then raised
a subscription to help him pay court costs. Here, too, the marshal
involved in the case was burned in effigy.20

By mid-decade frustration was growing in Ohio as well. In 1855, state
authorities intervened in a case in which a young African American

18 Liberator, September 16 and October 28, 1853; National Era, September 15, 1853;
National Intelligencer, May 19, 1854; May, Fugitive Slave Law, 29–31; Campbell, Slave
Catchers, 139–141; Kashatus, “Immortal Splendor”; and Pennsylvania Freeman, Octo-
ber 27, 1853.

19 Letter to the New York Tribune reprinted in Liberator, September 16, 1853; Pennsylva-
nia Freeman, October 20, and November 10 and 17, 1853; New York Weekly Herald,
October 29, 1853; and Liberator, November 4, 1853. The Liberator and Pennsylvania
Freeman collected and reprinted editorial commentary on Grier’s ruling from across the
Contested Region.

20 Kotlowski, “The Jordan,” 77–78; and Caroline Newton to Wilbur Siebert, July 13, 1896,
Siebert Papers, 3:0469–0473.
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woman, Rosetta Armistead, was brought to Ohio voluntarily by the agent
of her enslaver. After a state judge in Columbus declared her to be free
under Ohio law, the agent initiated proceedings under the Fugitive Slave
Act. A US Marshal seized Armistead by force and carried her by train to
Cincinnati to bring her before the US Commissioner. In Cincinnati,
another state judge intervened and returned Armistead to the custody
of her court-appointed guardian, but as soon as the sheriff delivered
Armistead to her guardian, the marshal appeared and arrested her once
again. When the state judge ordered the marshal to return Armistead to
his courtroom, the marshal refused, whereupon the judge ordered him
to jail for contempt. Finally, the US Commissioner ruled that Armis-
tead was free, and a US Supreme Court justice, riding circuit, released
the marshal and ruled that his imprisonment had been illegal. Though
the case had been tried partially in the Contested Region and partly in
the Borderland, the contempt with which federal officials had treated
the authorities of the state resonated across Ohio. The Ohio State
Journal asked the state’s residents to consider whether they would
“submit to have the decisions of their state courts trodden underfoot
by officers of the United States.” When Armistead arrived back in
Columbus with her guardian, a crowd of 500 turned out to cheer her
return.21

A final case from Pennsylvania illustrates the rising tensions in the
region. On October 20, 1855, James Parsons, a slaveholder from Vir-
ginia, confronted Jacob Green on a train in Blair County, PA. Shocked at
encountering the man who had previously enslaved him, Green jumped
off the train. Parsons pursued him, however, forcibly seized him, and
dragged him to a tavern in Gaysport, PA. There Green’s struggles
attracted the attention of an interracial crowd, and General Potts, a local
resident and staunch Democrat, intervened and challenged Parsons to
show his process. When Parsons refused, Potts expressed the community’s
growing aggravation: “We have laws here, and you must proceed
according to law. I will go with you before a local justice, where you
can prove your property.” Parsons responded by “damning Pennsylvania
and its laws” and pulling a pistol. This prompted General Potts and
Major J. R. Crawford to immobilize Parsons, warning him that “a resort

21 Ohio State Journal, quoted in Carrol Free Press, April 5, 1855. See also Daily National
Intelligencer, April 7, 1855;Daily Ohio Statesman, March 31, 1855; Belmont Chronicle,
March 29, 1855; and Carrol Free Press, April 5, 1855.
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to such extreme measures would not do in the country,” while other
residents led Green to safety.22

After 1854, perhaps in response to the growing realization that slave
catching was next to impossible in the Free Soil Region, the pace of
rendition attempts in the Contested Region accelerated markedly. There
were half again as many fugitive cases in the second half of the decade as
there had been in the first half. This acceleration coincided with political
events that put the violence of mastery at the center of national attention.
During the first months of 1856, the acrimonious election of the Speaker
of the House of Representatives featured insults, threats, and assaults
in and outside the halls of Congress, all duly reported by the press. On
May 21, 1856, Border Ruffians from Missouri sacked the antislavery
settlement at Lawrence, KS, setting off a wave of bloodshed in the
territory. The following day Congressman Preston Brooks beat Senator
Charles Sumner on the floor of the Senate, nearly killing him. As was
widely noted at the time, in using a cane to beat Sumner, Brooks had
treated the senator like a slave. To many in the North, it appeared that the
violence of mastery ran rampant.23

These incidents had a particularly profound impact on the Contested
Region. That Sumner could be beaten like a slave on the floor of the
Senate for protesting the Lecompton Constitution, itself established on
the back of proslavery violence and electoral fraud, demonstrated that
the region’s appeals to law, due process, and dignity no longer sufficed.
The Ohio State Journal gave its own indignant interpretation of these
events:

What cannot be done by Fraud and shallow presence is to be accomplished
by violence, by brute force. Witness the scenes that are now enacting in Kansas.
Witness the personal violences in Washington, all intended to suppress evidence –
to silence complaint – to subdue resistance.. . . There stand the facts, avowed, –
confessed – admitting but one interpretation – “We will subdue you!”

22 Alexandria Gazette, October 29, 1855; “A Holidaysburgh Episode of the Days of
Slavery,” Altoona Tribune, January 15, 1916, Siebert Papers, 13:0780–0783; and Jesse
C. Snell, Twentieth Century History of Altoona and Blair County, Pennsylvania (Chi-
cago: Richmond Arnold Publishing Co., 1911), 100.

23 William James Hull Hoffer, The Caning of Charles Sumner: Honor, Idealism, and the
Origins of the Civil War (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010); Manisha
Sinha, “The Caning of Charles Sumner: Slavery, Race, and Ideology in the Age of the
Civil War,” Journal of the Early Republic 23 (2003): 233–262; and Joanne B. Freeman,
The Field of Blood: Violence in Congress and the Road to Civil War (New York: Farrar,
Straus and Giroux, 2018), 214–234.
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The Journal went on to ask its readers, “Shall they do it? Shall we become
slaves to the slavedriver?” The Pittsburgh Gazette also spoke for many in
the region when it declared, “It is time, now, to inaugurate a change. It
can no longer be permitted that all the blows shall come from one side. If
Southern men will resort to the fist to overawe and intimidate Northern
men, blow must be given back for blow.” A public meeting in Darlington,
IN, passed resolutions denouncing the brutality of Brooks and the Border
Ruffians, and declaring that “the language of Samuel Adams, uttered in
the ‘times that tried men’s souls,’ is applicable now. ‘Resistance to the
chief magistrate is a duty when the Commonwealth cannot otherwise be
preserved.’”24

The following spring, the behavior of federal deputy marshals brought
this lesson back home to the Contested Region with a vengeance. In late
May, 1857, Deputy Marshal Benjamin Churchill led a posse of Kentucky
slave catchers to the farm of Udney Hyde in Mechanicsburg, OH, and
attempted to seize Addison White, an African American farmhand.
Mechanicsburg had become an important hub on the Underground Rail-
road, and Hyde had guided more than 500 fugitives over the course of a
decade. White had escaped from a plantation in Kentucky and had
arrived in Mechanicsburg about six months earlier and stopped to work.
Hyde had broken his leg around the same time and hired White to work
his farm until he healed. Seeing the posse coming, White barricaded
himself in a loft and held the posse off. When Deputy Marshal John
Elliott attempted to climb the ladder to the loft, White fired a pistol and
Elliott responded by firing a shotgun through the floorboards. Mean-
while, Hyde’s daughter went outside to tend the animals under the
watchful eye of the posse, but when she had gone some distance from
the house, she broke for the woods. One of the slave catchers gave chase
and threatened to shoot, but she told him to “shoot and be damned,” and
sprinted to the nearby home of her brother, who quickly climbed onto a
horse and rallied the neighborhood. Several dozen armed men arrived and
warned Churchill and his posse to leave the community.

The posse withdrew, and both White and Hyde went into hiding.
Churchill and the posse returned several days later, seeking to arrest
Hyde, and took several white residents, including one of Hyde’s sons,
into custody. The posse promised local residents that they would take the
prisoners to the county seat, located ten miles west, so that they could give

24 Ohio State Journal, May 23, 1856; Pittsburgh Gazette, May 24, 1856; and Crawfords-
ville Weekly Journal, June 19, 1856.
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bond, but once out of town, they turned south. Alarmed neighbors feared
the prisoners would be taken across the river to stand trial in Kentucky,
which had a long history of mob violence against antislavery activists.
The neighbors asked a local judge for a writ of habeas corpus and within
hours the sheriffs of Champaign and Clark Counties rode in pursuit of the
federal posse bearing writs. When Sheriff John Layton of Clark County
caught up with the posse and attempted to serve the writ, members of the
posse beat him so badly that he never fully recovered. The posse took
shelter for the night, but continued on the next morning. The population
of the region was now thoroughly aroused, and as Churchill and his
prisoners passed into Greene County, Sheriff McIntire joined the chase,
accompanied by a large posse of armed and angry Ohioans. McIntire
caught up with the federal officers that morning, took Churchill and
several other deputy marshals into custody, and returned them to Clark
County for trial on charges of assaulting Sheriff Layton.25

As in Wilkes-Barre, a federal judge intervened, and Churchill et al.
were brought to US District Court in Cincinnati on a writ of habeas
corpus. Federal officials also swore out warrants for the arrest of more
than a dozen Ohio judges, sheriffs, and constables who had participated
in bringing Churchill and his party into custody. After a hearing in which
the egregious and drunken behavior of Churchill and his posse was aired,
US District Judge Humphrey Leavitt released them, ruling that because
Sheriff Layton had used force in serving the writ, Churchill and his men
were entitled to use any force necessary to overcome him.26

Once again, federal officers had enacted the violence of mastery on the
region, and a federal judge had denigrated the region’s commitment to the
rule of law and the dignity of its officers. A resident of South Charleston,
OH, described the atmosphere of a public meeting in the aftermath of
the Addison White case as one that “might have been found in the days
of the Revolution, discussing their own and their country’s welfare.”

25 Benjamin F. Prince, “The Rescue Case of 1857,” Ohio Archaeological and Historical
Quarterly 16 (1907): 292–309; interview with Samuel A. Cherry, November 10, 1894,
Siebert Papers, 11:1044–1046; interview with Joseph C. Brand, August 14, 1894, ibid.,
9:0691–0693; Amanda Shepherd to Wilbur Siebert, September 7, 1895, ibid.,
9:0674–0679; “The Story of the Underground Railway,” September 29, 1897, ibid.,
9:0722–0736; and National Anti-slavery Standard, June 20, 1857. The case generated
daily coverage in the Cincinnati Daily Gazette and Cincinnati Enquirer in late May and
June of 1857, and the news was carried nationally.

26 Prince, “Rescue Case,” 344–347; Campbell, Slave Catchers, 161–164; and New York
Herald, July 13, 1857.

218 1850–1860

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108773997.008
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 8.9.95.224, on 07 Jul 2020 at 14:56:30, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108773997.008
https://www.cambridge.org/core


The Pittsburgh Gazette denounced the decision, declaring that “neither
the state nor any of her citizens has any rights which these federal
bloodhounds are bound to respect. The Marshal and his deputies may
create any riot in serving the writ, shoot, knock down, or kill whom they
please.” The Ohio State Journal compared Ohio’s situation under Lea-
vitt’s doctrine to that of Kansas under the Lecompton Constitution: “We
talk of outrages in Kansas. Here they are at home. We talk of deeds of
wrong and violence perpetrated under the pretense of federal authority
beyond the Missouri. Here we have them on the shores of the Ohio. We
talk of Lecompt there. We have Leavitt here.”27

Because the legitimacy of violence is inherently contestable, it some-
times triggers debate over previously unspoken cultural norms, and drags
them into a contest for orthodoxy. Such contests can yield significant
cultural change.28 The federal sanction of the private violence inherent in
the enforcement of the Fugitive Slave Act called into question fundamen-
tal tenets of the culture of dignity, and eventually branded them as
heterodox. After a decade of abolitionist warnings of the influence of
the “Slave Power” over the federal government, residents of the Con-
tested Region now faced a choice. The compromises and conditions
embedded in the culture of dignity’s toleration of slave catching were no
longer tenable. They could submit to the violence of mastery, or they
could embrace an alternative heterodoxy and fight for free soil.

Their behavior in the late 1850s suggests that they chose the latter
course. In the aftermath of the Addison White case, resistance to the
recovery of fugitive slaves across the Contested Region intensified.
While the number of fugitive slave cases in the region in the second half
of the decade rose by 70 percent, the number of rescues almost tripled,
and sixteen of twenty-four fugitive cases (67%) resulted in rescue
attempts, a rate equal to that of the Free Soil Region. Resistance spread
to areas with no previous history of animosity toward the law. Zanesville,

27 National Anti-slavery Standard, July 4, 1857; Pittsburgh Gazette, July 18, 1857; and
Ohio State Journal, July 22, 1857. See also Holmes County Republican, August 13,
1857; Hancock Jeffersonian, July 17, 1857; and Tiffin Tribune, July 24, 1857.

28 This observation is informed by Neil L. Whitehead, “Cultures, Conflicts, and the Poetics
of Violent Practice,” in Whitehead, ed., Violence (Santa Fe: School for Advanced
Research Press, 2004), 9; Jon Abbink, “Preface: Violation and Violence as Cultural
Phenomena,” in Goran Aijmer and Jon Abbink, eds., Meanings of Violence: A Cross-
Cultural Perspective (Oxford: Bloomsbury Academic, 2000), xii; Pierre Bourdieu, Out-
line of a Theory of Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 168–171;
and Stuart Carroll, ed., Cultures of Violence: Interpersonal Violence in Historical Per-
spective (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 10.
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OH, a community with a long history of anti-abolitionist violence, was
the site of rescue attempts in 1858 and 1859, one of which was successful.
A fugitive named West was remanded from Indianapolis in 1857 only
after two attempts to rescue him. In 1859, US Marshals seized John Tyler
in a Columbus, OH, train depot, only to have bystanders intervene and
attempt to free him. The same scene was repeated in Centralia, IL, a few
months later.29

More tellingly, antislavery crowds in the region began to mimic Free
Soil crowds by defying even those slaveholders who clearly established
their legal claims. In 1858, for example, a crowd in Bellefontaine, OH,
threatened to rescue a man named Dade from the custody of officers.
Dade claimed he was held as a fugitive. The officers explained that he was
in fact an escaped convict. The crowd agreed to wait for proof of this
story, but made it clear that they would release him if he was held as a
fugitive, regardless of the validity of the claim. At the end of 1860, a posse
attempted to arrest Perry Simmons, an African American resident of
Moorestown, NJ. They broke into Simmons’s home in the middle of
the night, but he barricaded the stairs and held the officers off until the
neighborhood intervened. Though the posse was accompanied by the US
Commissioner himself to emphasize the legality of the claim, Simmons’s
neighbors forced the posse to return to Camden “for the safety of their
lives.” TheWashington Constitution later wondered, “if the fugitive slave
law is dead letter in New Jersey, in what Northern community can we
hope to see it faithfully complied with?”30

In the late 1850s, rescues in the region also featured large interracial
crowds and a greater measure of violence. In 1858 in Blairsville, PA, a
federal marshal and two Virginian slave catchers who had seized Richard
Newman, a fugitive from enslavement resident in the town for six years,
were immediately assailed from all directions by “the black republicans,
the haters of this union of the states, the anti-Lecompton men, the negroes
even together with the mud-sills . . . as if by one concerted movement.”
One of the Virginians fired a pistol into the crowd, but it proved to be
loaded with powder only. The assembled residents then chased them all
the way to a train depot two miles outside town. In Zanesville, OH, the

29 See the Appendix for a list of fugitive slave rescues; May, Fugitive Slave Law, passim;
Campbell, Slave Catchers, 199–203; National Anti-slavery Standard, December 11,
1858; The Free South, November 12, 1858; Indianapolis Daily Sentinel, December 3,
1857; New Albany Daily Ledger, December 7, 1857; Baltimore Sun, November 2, 1859;
and Liberator, February 17, 1860.

30 Pittsfield Sun, June 17, 1858; and Washington Constitution, December 4, 1860.
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attempt to remand Charles Jackson in 1859 touched off a general melee at
the train depot, as an interracial crowd attempted a rescue and pistols and
stones were “freely used.” According to one witness, the crowd numbered
in the thousands.31

Some of these crowds acted fully within the public sphere. James Stout
was not the only resident of the region to publicly convene a crowd. In the
Addison White case, the crowd that took Deputy Marshal Churchill into
custody was rallied by Judge Ichabod Corwin, who spoke in the center of
town, whereupon “the livery stock of the village was put at the disposal of
the crowd; rifles, revolvers, muskets, and other firearms were brought
forth for use; the principal citizens joined in the pursuit, and were in at the
capture.”32

Residents of the Contested Region also began to emulate their Free Soil
comrades by enacting antislavery ceremonies of degradation. The deputy
marshal who arrested Charles Jackson at Zanesville in 1859 was later
excommunicated by his church for the act, a profoundly intimate form of
public shaming. The slave catchers who were chased out of Blairsville
were pelted liberally with mud. Two years later, a Virginian slave catcher
was beaten in the village for pursuing a party of fugitives.33

One final rescue represented the culmination of all of these trends.
Early in the morning of September 20, 1860, a posse of a dozen men, led
by Deputy Marshals Sifford and Lowe, stealthily entered the town of
Iberia, OH. The posse then split into several groups, intending to raid
three households believed to be harboring fugitives. The marshals’ plan
was to seize their targets quickly and quietly and then carry them aboard
an overnight express train bound for Cincinnati, all before the community
could react. Sifford’s party succeeded in carrying off one of the men
sought, but the other parties ran into trouble as the community detected
their presence and began to rally. Lowe’s party succeeded in evading the
angry residents, but an armed interracial crowd of sixty to seventy men
caught the third group of slave catchers, rescued the fugitive they had
secured, and then subjected two members of the posse to a prolonged
series of ritual humiliations. They tied the men to trees and whipped them,
then subjected them to a mock execution, and finally shaved their heads

31 Pittsburgh Gazette, April 5, 1858; Chicago Tribune, April 7, 1858; Bradford Reporter,
April 15, 1858;Ohio Statesman, May 7, 1859; and “Letter from Henry C. Brown,”May
5, 1859, Siebert Papers 12:1111–1112.

32 The History of Clark County, Ohio (Chicago: W. H. Beers, 1881), 757.
33 Columbian Register, June 25, 1859; Pittsburgh Gazette, April 5, 1858; andMay, Fugitive

Slave Law, 137.
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before setting them loose to make their way home. As these punishments
were being meted out, George Gordon, president of Iberia College,
stepped forward and spoke on behalf of the assembled community. He
explained to the officers and those present the meaning of the ceremony:
“I told one of them that the chastisement that he had received had been
inflicted by some of the best men in the community, men who would . . .

protect him to the fullest extent, in any decent business. But that slave
catching we could not tolerate.”34

There were a few commissioner’s courts still operating in the Contested
Region at the end of the decade. In 1857, a fugitive was remanded from
Springfield, IL, without opposition. But the collapse of public support for
enforcement of the law is best illustrated by the behavior of federal
marshals in the late 1850s. When called upon to arrest fugitives in the
Contested Region, these officers did their best to perform the arrest as
quickly and quietly as possible and then carry their prisoner to the
Borderland, bypassing the judicial institutions of the Contested Region
entirely. Thus, in November 1859, federal officers lured John Tyler to the
train depot in Columbus, seized him despite the resistance of bystanders,
and hustled him aboard the train to Cincinnati. At the Xenia, OH, depot
a crowd of several hundred led by the county sheriff, bearing a writ of
habeas corpus, attempted to rescue Tyler, but the train departed before he
could be taken off. When Tyler arrived in Cincinnati, a large body of
police escorted him before the US Commissioner, who was waiting to
hear the case at the customs house, a facility never before used for this
purpose. A sympathetic lawyer who had witnessed the arrest and volun-
teered to serve as counsel followed. To frustrate this attempt to intervene
on Tyler’s behalf, the commissioner disposed of the case in fifteen min-
utes. He all but refused to recognize Tyler’s lawyer, rebuffed his attempt
to cross-examine witnesses, and denied the request for a delay so that
Tyler could send for proof of his freedom. After this sham of a hearing,
Tyler was put aboard the ferry to Kentucky.35

34 Cleveland Morning Leader, September 25, 1860; Anti-slavery Bugle, October 6, 1860;
Randolph County Journal, October 4, 1860; Clearfield Republican, October 10, 1860;
and “Remarks of Rev. George Gordon to the U.S. Court,” Washington Reporter (Wash-
ington, PA), December 19, 1861.

35 Indiana Daily State Sentinel, December 3, 1857;New Albany Daily Ledger, December 7,
1857; Springfield State Journal, July 30–August 1, 1857; Ohio State Journal, November
1, 1859; and Baltimore Sun, November 2, 1859. See also May, Fugitive Slave Law, 114;
and Cincinnati Daily Gazette, March 28, 1859.
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Yet by 1859 federal marshals seem to have feared that even such
absurdly rushed proceedings in the most reliable commissioner’s court
in the country posed an unacceptable risk. As a consequence, federal
officers began to carry fugitives directly to the South without a hearing.
In October 1859, a posse of Kentuckians led by a federal marshal arrested
Oliver Anderson at his home in Chillicothe, OH, at midnight. After
beating Anderson into submission and threatening his wife, they carried
him by wagon, concealed under hay, to the Ohio River and across into
Kentucky. Though they had a warrant to perform the arrest, they never
brought Anderson before any judicial officer in the North. John Marshall
of Washington Court House, OH, suffered the same fate the following
year.36

Thus, by the end of the decade, outside the narrow strip of counties
that comprised the Borderland, the law quite literally came as a thief in
the night. Operating at night, by speed and stealth, rather than basking
in public approbation in the light of day, federal officials had in effect
created their own underground railroad, this one headed south. Their
efforts in the middle of the decade to uphold the right of slaveholders
and slave catchers to impose the violence of mastery on the Contested
Region had forced its inhabitants to abandon the conditional toler-
ation with which they had previously greeted slave catching. In
response, residents had chosen open defiance, as had the residents of
the Free Soil Region before them. The resulting transformation of the
region’s culture of violence had made the open, public enforcement of
the law all but impossible outside the Borderland.

Perhaps no one in the country experienced the fullness of this
transformation more completely than Owen Lovejoy. Brother to Elijah
Lovejoy, who had been assassinated in Alton, IL, for his abolitionist
views in 1837, Owen Lovejoy settled in Princeton, IL. He served as a
Congregational minister, an Underground activist, and a participant in at
least two fugitive rescues. An avowed abolitionist, he was elected to
Congress as a Republican in 1856, due in large part to the revulsion that
swept the region in response to the Border Ruffians of Kansas and
the caning of Charles Sumner. On February 21, 1859, he spoke from
the well of the House of Representatives, and gave voice to the refusal of

36 Holmes County Republican, November 3, 1859; ClevelandMorning Leader, October 18,
1859; American Lancaster Gazette, October 27, 1859; and Highland Weekly News, July
5, 1860.
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the residents of the region to submit to a culture of violence that they
could no longer stomach:

Proclaim it upon the house-tops. Write it upon every leaf that trembles in the
forest, make it blaze from the sun at high noon, and shine forth in the radiance of
every star that bedecks the firmament of God. Let it echo through all the arches of
heaven, and reverberate and bellow through all the deep gorges of hell, where
slave catchers will be very likely to hear it. Owen Lovejoy lives at Princeton,
Illinois, three-quarters of a mile east of the village, and he aids every fugitive that
comes to his door and asks it. Thou invisible demon of slavery, dost thou think to
cross my humble threshold, and forbid me to give bread to the hungry and shelter
to the houseless! I BID YOU DEFIANCE IN THE NAME OF MY GOD!37

The contest was over. Both sides knew which had prevailed.

37 Stroudsburg, PA, Jeffersonian, March 24, 1859; and Edward Magdol, Owen Lovejoy:
Abolitionist in Congress (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1967), 149–167.
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Epilogue

Cultures of Violence, Secession, and War

On Saturday, January 19, 1861, the day that Georgia became the fifth
state to secede from the Union, an African American woman named Sarah
Lucy Bagby was arrested in Cleveland, OH, as a fugitive from enslave-
ment. Bagby had fled three months earlier from Wheeling, VA, and made
her way to Cleveland, where she had found employment. Bagby was
arrested by the US Marshal, accompanied by claimant William Goshorn,
on a warrant issued by Commissioner White. She was committed to jail
until Monday, the 21st. Erastus Spaulding, a prominent Republican and a
former justice of the Ohio Supreme Court, took the lead in her defense. It
quickly became clear, however, that Spaulding was more attuned to the
political significance of the case than he was to his client’s interests.

On that Saturday afternoon a large interracial crowd gathered outside
the court. Many of the African Americans in the crowd were armed and
prepared to rescue Bagby. Her case was first heard that afternoon in state
court, as a state judge had issued a writ of habeas corpus. At the beginning
of the hearing, Judge Tilden asked Spaulding if he required the presence of
his client in court. Spaulding replied that he saw no need for her to be
present, and so the sheriff was able to keep Bagby in jail, rather than
transporting her through the streets to court. Spaulding, probably con-
sciously, thus denied the crowd their best opportunity to rescue Bagby.

Spaulding did, however, argue that under state law, the sheriff had no
right to hold Bagby in jail, as she had committed no crime. On Monday
morning Tilden ruled that while her confinement in jail was illegal, the
sheriff might retain her in his custody outside the jail. Immediately after
this ruling, Bagby was brought before the US Commissioner. Though she
was escorted by fifty-five “special” deputy marshals recruited for the
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purpose from among the city’s “roughs,” the African American crowd that
mobbed the streets twice attempted to rescue her. Once Bagby had arrived
before the commissioner, Spaulding requested a continuance that would
allow him to procure evidence that Bagby had been brought to Pennsylvania
voluntarily by Goshorn’s daughter, thus freeing her in the eyes of the law.
Commissioner White agreed to postpone his decision for two days after
Spaulding indicated that he would limit Bagby’s defense to this issue alone.

The hearing reconvened on Wednesday morning, at which time
Spaulding openly conceded that Bagby owed service to Goshorn and
delivered up his client. Once again, his behavior indicates that he was
playing to a wider audience. In an ostentatious display before the court
and the assembled press, he declared:

We are this day offering to the majesty of constitutional law a homage that takes
with it a virtual surrender of the finest feelings of our nature, the vanquishing of
many of our strictest resolutions, the mortification of a freeman’s pride, and,
I almost said, the contravention of a Christian’s duty to his God.
While we do this, in the City of Cleveland, in the Connecticut Western Reserve,

and permit this poor piece of humanity to be taken, peaceably, through our
streets, and upon our railways, back to the land of bondage, will not the fanatic
South stay its parricidal arms? Will not our compromising legislators cry, “Hold,
enough!”

Thus was Sarah Lucy Bagby sacrificed to placate the forces of seces-
sion, an outcome that shocked many antislavery activists. The city’s
Republican elite, which had three years earlier openly discussed using
force to free the Oberlin–Wellington rescuers, seemed well pleased with
their part in this ritual sacrifice. Cleveland’s Republican daily, the Morn-
ing Leader, extolled the city’s submission to law and order and expressed
the hope that it would rally Union sentiment in Goshorn’s home state of
Virginia. All of the officers of the court involved in Bagby’s rendition
publicly announced their willingness to surrender their principles in order
to uphold the law. Finally, after Commissioner White had ordered Bag-
by’s return to slavery, the carefully vetted crowd in the courtroom con-
vened itself into a public meeting and resolved to ensure that Goshorn
would be permitted to leave the city unmolested.1

Bagby’s rendition was a powerful example of the attempts by political
elites to find a path to sectional reconciliation in the secession winter of
1860–1861. Yet the response on both sides to the successful rendition

1 This account is based on the coverage of the case in the Cleveland Morning Leader and the
Cleveland Plain Dealer, January 21–24, 1861.
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illustrates the shallowness of the soil in which reconciliation sought to
root itself. The folly of the Republican’s self-abasement in the case was
quickly revealed. The Goshorn family, even in the completeness of their
triumph, could not restrain themselves from rubbing the city’s nose in its
surrender of principle. Gorshorn’s father, who had attended court as a
witness, made a speech at the conclusion of the hearing in which he
thanked the city’s residents for their hospitality and expressed the hope
that the successful rendition would help heal the Union. He then went on
to hope for the restoration of amity in the times to come: “How pleasant
it would be, if I could come among you with this same girl as my servant,
and enjoy your hospitality as I have now.” The Morning Leader, almost
certainly embarrassed, suppressed this hope for a future in which slavery
regained a foothold in Ohio through the right of sojourn, but it was
dutifully reported by the antislavery press.2

On the other hand, outside Cleveland, the rural towns of the Western
Reserve responded to Bagby’s rendition with indignation. The Ashtabula
Sentinel grieved the city’s submission to the South: “Cleveland, our proud
Forrest City, is degraded, bowed down to the very dust, and at the beck
and call of ruffians.” The Salem Anti-slavery Bugle noted that “but a
short time since . . . to have asserted that Cleveland would quietly remand
to bondage a slave woman who sought protection there, would have been
met in the indignant spirit of one of old, who asked, ‘Is thy servant a dog,
that he should do this thing?’” A group of “freedom loving women” from
the Reserve complained to the editor of theMorning Leader that the city’s
Republican officials had given Lucy up “without protest or hearty resist-
ance,” and forwarded him thirty pieces of silver as the “long established
reward for the highest treachery” in the hopes that he would distribute
them to those most deserving.3

These literary rituals of degradation were not the Western Reserve’s
only response to Bagby’s rendition. As the residents of Cleveland gathered
at the train depot to wish her farewell, the residents of the Reserve
prepared for battle. When the train carrying her south passed through
Limaville, a village on the southern border of the Reserve, conductors
found an interracial crowd of several hundred men, armed with muskets,

2 Cleveland Morning Leader, January 24, 1861; Cardon Jeffersonian Democrat, February
1, 1861; Anti-slavery Bugle, February 23, 1861; and Liberator, March 8, 1861.

3 Anti-slavery Bugle, February 2, 16, and 23, 1861. See also Cardon Jeffersonian Democrat,
February 1, 1861; and Anti-slavery Bugle, March 9, 1861, for the reaction of other papers
in the Western Reserve.
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pistols, and clubs, assembled at the depot and intending a rescue. The
crowd had not blocked the track, however, and the train put on steam
and sped through the station without stopping. An observer acknow-
ledged that the rescue had been poorly planned, but dared those involved
in the rendition to “try it again.”4

The rendition of Bagby and the reaction thereto proved emblematic of
the larger failure of efforts to conciliate the South during the secession
crisis. Throughout the winter of 1861–1862, Democrats and commercial
interests advocated the congressional adoption of compromise measures
intended to bring the seceded states back into the Union. Some congres-
sional Republicans, including William Seward, quietly lent their support
to compromise efforts over the course of the winter as well. But on every
occasion in which Republican leaders appeared to back away from free
soil principles, the reaction of the party rank and file was swift and
furious.5

Though the Republicans’ refusal to concede the extension of slavery
into any of the Western Territories was a significant impediment to
compromise negotiations, party leaders, chastened by their rank and file,
proved similarly inflexible on the issue of fugitive renditions. The com-
promise measures proposed by Kentucky Senator John Crittenden, for
example, called for the federal government to compensate slaveholders
who were prevented from recovering fugitives by rescues and for the
repeal of all personal liberty laws in exchange for minor revisions to the
Fugitive Slave Act. In response, William Seward introduced several alter-
native proposals on the issue, somewhat loosely based on a set authorized
by President-elect Lincoln. These included an amendment of the Fugitive
Slave Act to require a trial by jury for all accused fugitives; a request that
state legislatures review their personal liberty laws and “repeal or modify
all such acts as may contravene the Provisions of the Constitution of the
United States, or any laws made in pursuance thereof”; and a new federal
law “for the punishment of all persons engaged in the armed invasion of
any state from another by combinations of individuals.”6

4 Holmes County Farmer, January 31, 1861; and Anti-slavery Bugle, February 2, 1861.
5 Kenneth M. Stamp, The North and the Secession Crisis, 1860–1861 (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1950), 136–147; and Russell McClintock, Lincoln and
the Decision for War: The Northern Response to Secession (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 2008), 143–144 and 151.

6 David M. Potter, Lincoln and His Party in the Secession Crisis (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1942), 167–174.
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These proposals conceded next to nothing on the issue of fugitives
from enslavement. The provisions on trial by jury offered Northern
communities committed to the principle of free soil the recourse to jury
nullification in place of crowd nullification. The language of the request to
repeal the personal liberty laws is also telling. The most constitutionally
questionable provisions of the personal liberty laws involved the issuance
of state writs of habeas corpus to ensure that fugitive renditions involved
some measure of due process. The provision of trial by jury would make
such state legislation redundant. Other state provisions prohibiting the
use of state officers, state jails, and the state militia in the enforcement of
renditions remained constitutionally valid. Finally, the new law to punish
armed invasions, while nominally targeted at a repeat of John Brown’s
raid on Harpers Ferry, was likely to find far more frequent application
against the depredations of slave-catching posses in the Borderland. The
Republican Party, impelled by a rank and file committed to free soil, was
as unyielding on the issue of fugitives as it was on the issue of the
territories.7

Stephen Kantrowitz and a number of other historians have argued that
the North’s commitment to protect fugitives from enslavement was tepid
at best, and suggests that had an acceptable solution to the territorial
issues been found, Republican leaders stood ready to sacrifice the liberty
and safety of the African American community to the cause of the Union.
In Kantrowitz’s estimation, most white Northerners were as ready to yield
to Southern demands as the Republican leaders of Cleveland.8

In contrast, James Oakes has argued that the Republicans’ refusal to
accept the various compromise measures offered during the secession
crisis was due to the party’s broader commitment to “freedom national,”
an abstract constitutional and legal principle under which the party
committed itself to arrest the spread of slavery and to adopt national
policies that would set the institution on the road to gradual extinction.

7 Ibid. Lincoln’s original resolutions contained slightly more conciliatory language, calling
for the Fugitive Slave Act to be amended to provide “the usual safeguards to liberty,
securing freemen against being surrendered as slaves,” and calling for repeal of all personal
liberty laws “really or apparently, in conflict with such law of Congress.”

8 Stephen Kantrowitz, More than Freedom: Fighting for Black Citizenship in a White
Republic (New York: Penguin Books, 2012), 263–275. Kantrowitz’s view echoes that of
an earlier generation of historians who have minimized white Northern commitment to
free soil. See, in particular, Stanley W. Campbell, The Slave Catchers: Enforcement of the
Fugitive Slave Law, 1850–1860 (New York: W. W. Norton, 1968), 187–198; David M.
Potter, Lincoln and His Party in the Secession Crisis (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1942), 188–218; and Stamp, The North and the Secession Crisis, 123–132.
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The commitment to freedom national precluded significant concessions
on either the territories or the fugitive issue.9

The present analysis offers a different explanation of Northern
intransigence during the secession crisis. In introducing fugitives from
enslavement to communities across the North, the Underground Railroad
exposed those communities first hand to the brutality and arrogance of
the violence of mastery, a culture of violence that many in the North
found alien and viscerally offensive. As these encounters multiplied over
the decades between 1830 and 1860, growing numbers of the residents of
the North committed themselves to protecting their communities from
contamination by proslavery violence.

The politics of that commitment was defensive. It emphasized states’
rights and local self-determination. The movement to create free soil was
founded on the premise that the free states, like the slave states, had the
right to determine their own laws and domestic institutions. In 1842, the
citizens of Braintree, MA, had declared that “while the people of the free
states have no right to interfere with slavery within the limits of the
slaveholding states, respectively, . . . their own soil is, and ought to be,
in the truest sense, to all their citizens, to all who tread thereon, or breathe
the air, the land of freedom.” Their articulation of both preface and
conclusion was sincere.10

The politics of free soil was also unyielding. With every attempt to
enforce the Fugitive Slave Act, more and more Northern residents came to
see Southerners as a separate people with separate values, and to see
Southern control of the federal government as an intolerable threat to
Northern liberties. Their response was not to attempt to change the
South, but to attempt to wall themselves off from the violence of mastery
and thus free their lives and their communities from its malign influence,
to say to the South without equivocation, “Not here.” As the 1850s wore
on, and an increasing share of the Northern population committed them-
selves to the principle of free soil, they acted on that principle with
increasingly public displays of defiance, conviction, and even contempt.
At its most visceral, the culture of violence embraced by the movement for
free soil countenanced the humiliation and violent punishment of those
who sought to introduce the violence of mastery into Northern

9 James Oakes, The Scorpion’s Sting: Antislavery and the Coming of the Civil War (New
York: W. W. Norton, 2014), 28–35.

10 Resolutions of the Citizens of Braintree, MA, December 20, 1842, Emancipator and
Republican, December 29, 1842.
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communities. Joanne Freeman has referred to this process of mutual
alienation born of violence as “the emotional logic of disunion.”11

As those committed to the principle of free soil gravitated to the
Republican Party, they brought that unyielding defiance and conviction
with them. More than one veteran of the Underground Railroad noted
with satisfaction the organization of the Wide Awakes, a Republican
paramilitary organization formed in 1860, as evidence that the party
had come to recognize the threat that Southern violence posed to the
Northern body politic. But Southerners, viewing that defiance and con-
viction through the lens of the culture of honor, saw an insolence, the
acceptance of which would lead to subordination. Proponents of South-
ern nationalism had made it clear that the preservation of the Union
depended upon the willingness of the North to surrender the principle
of free soil. As early as December 1850, the Georgia Platform had
declared, “Upon the faithful execution of the Fugitive Slave Law by the
proper authorities depends the preservation of our much beloved Union.”
When the enforcement of the law collapsed across much of the North in
the late 1850s, proponents of secession made the North’s refusal to
surrender on the issue the centerpiece of their campaign. Thus did the
Underground Railroad and the personal liberty laws of the North find
pride of place in South Carolina’s “Declaration” of the causes of secession
and in the secession ordinances that followed in its wake.12

The Underground Railroad and the movement for free soil thus con-
tributed significantly to both secession and the failure of the conciliation
measures of 1860–1861. These movements bear little responsibility, how-
ever, for the outbreak of war. In response to secession, abolitionists and
free soil activists tended, on the whole, to advocate peaceful separation as
an alternative to war, at least before the fighting began. Their voices were,
however, overwhelmed by calls to defend the Union during the secession
crisis. There are many reasons for this dynamic, some rooted in party
politics and others in fear of the economic consequences of disunion.13

That said, the manner in which the South approached separation
during the secession winter could not have been better calculated to
deprive calls for peaceful separation of a hearing. At every turn during

11 Joanne B. Freeman, The Field of Blood: Violence in Congress and the Road to Civil War
(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2018), 10.

12 Campbell, Slave Catchers, 72; and Declaration of the Immediate Causes Which Induce
and Justify the Secession of South Carolina from the Federal Union (Charleston: Evans &
Cogswell, 1860).

13 Potter, Lincoln, 51–53; and Stamp, The North, 206–238.
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the crisis, Southern negotiators demanded tokens of submission before
negotiations could even begin. In December 1860 commissioners from
South Carolina demanded the surrender of Fort Sumter and all other
federal installations in Charleston from President Buchanan before they
would commence separation negotiations with the United States govern-
ment. When the president refused to comply with these demands, they
placed all responsibility for inaugurating war at his feet and returned to
South Carolina. Over the course of the next three months, Southern states
repeatedly used armed force to seize federal installations while demanding
that the federal government take no actions to “alter the military situ-
ation.” In March 1861, when peace commissioners from the government
of the Confederacy arrived in Washington, DC, they demanded either that
the Lincoln administration formally receive them, thereby extending formal
recognition to the Confederacy as an independent nation, or that the
United States evacuate its forces from Fort Sumter. Should the United States
fail to grant at least one of these concessions, they warned, war would
commence with an attack on the two remaining federal forts in the South.14

The days-old Lincoln administration played desperately for time. Sec-
retary of State Seward assured the commissioners, through intermedi-
aries, that Fort Sumter would be evacuated. As Lincoln and his cabinet
struggled to find a middle course between capitulation and war, they
pinned their hopes on the Unionists of the Upper South. The adminis-
tration’s last, slender hope that they could rally the Upper South to the
Union and isolate secession in the Cotton States was dashed when Lincoln
met with prominent Virginia Unionist John Baldwin. Asked bluntly what
it would take for Virginia and other states in the Upper South to rally to
the Union cause, Baldwin told Lincoln that he must surrender Forts
Sumter and Pickens immediately as a goodwill gesture.15 In essence, the
“moderate and reasonable” Southerners on whom Lincoln most counted
to avoid a war demanded that he negotiate with South Carolina’s gun
held firmly to his head. If the Underground Railroad and the movement
for free soil helped bring forth secession, the South’s continued attach-
ment to the violence of mastery ushered forth the war.

14 McClintock, Lincoln, 107–113, 131–132, and 207–208.
15 Ibid., 207–208 and 241–243.
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Appendix

Fugitive Slave Rescues, 1794–1861
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Year Month Day Place County State Region Name of fugitive Rescue Outcome
Crowd
composition Confidence

1794 Boston Suffolk MA Free Soil Rescue Freedom High
1806 January 30 Dayton Montgomery OH Contested

Region
Ned and Lucy

Page
Rescue Freedom White Confirmed

1806 Cleveland Cuyahoga OH Free Soil Ben Rescue Freedom White High
1819 June New York New York NY Borderland Thomas Hartlett Attempt Remand Black Confirmed
1819 December 28 Boston Suffolk MA Free Soil Attempt Remand Black Confirmed
1819 Bendersville Adams PA Borderland Hamilton Moore Rescue Freedom White High
1820 Lewistown Mifflin PA Contested

Region
Toby Moore Rescue Freedom Inter-racial High

1821 February 8 New Albany Floyd IN Borderland Moses Ensure due
process

Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed

1821 March 16 Philadelphia Philadelphia PA Borderland Ezekiel Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed
1821 June Worthington Franklin OH Contested

Region
Isham Rescue Freedom Confirmed

1821 Bird in Hand Lancaster PA Borderland Robert Rescue Freedom Black High
1822 October 20 Hatboro,

Horsham
Twp

Montgomery PA Borderland John Ensure due
process

Remand Inter-racial Confirmed

1822 November Nantucket Nantucket MA Free Soil Lucy and George
Cooper

Slave
catcher
faced
down

Freedom Confirmed

1822 Summer Darby Delaware PA Borderland Rescue Freedom Confirmed
1824 September 7 Philadelphia Philadelphia PA Borderland Attempt Remand Black Confirmed
1825 April 14 Harrisburg Dauphin PA Borderland Attempt Remand Black Confirmed
1825 October Wayne IN Contested

Region
Saby Rescue Freedom High

1828 June Danville Columbiana PA Contested
Region

Rescue Freedom White or
inter-
racial

Confirmed
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1828–29 Fall Lawrenceville Tioga PA Contested
Region

Rescue Freedom High

1829 February 6 Harmanville Montgomery PA Borderland Westley and Ben Coerced
purchase

Freedom High

1832 November New York New York NY Borderland Attempt Remand Black Confirmed
1833 June 17 Detroit Wayne MI Free Soil Rutha and

Thornton
Blackburn

Rescue Freedom Black Confirmed

1834 April 22 Albany Albany NY Free Soil Rescue Freedom Black Confirmed
1834 August 10 Palmyra Wayne NY Free Soil Attempt Remand Black Confirmed
1834 September 14 Brookville Jefferson PA Contested

Region
Rescue Freedom White Confirmed

1835 July Albany Albany NY Free soil Attempt Remand Inter-racial Confirmed
1835 December 30 Salem Salem NJ Contested

Region
Bett Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed

1835 July 12 Buffalo Erie NY Free Soil Stanford family Rescue Freedom Black Confirmed
1835 Alum Creek Morrow OH Contested

Region
Slave

catcher
faced
down

Freedom White High

1836 August 4 Boston Suffolk MA Free Soil Eliza Small and
Polly Ann
Bates

Rescue Freedom Black Confirmed

1836 August 13 Burlington Burlington NJ Contested
Region

Severn Martin Attempt Remand Inter-racial Confirmed

1836 December 4 Swedesborough Gloucester NJ Contested
Region

Attempt Black Confirmed

1836 December 29 Utica Oneida NY Free Soil Henry Bird and
Georgee

Rescue Freedom Black Confirmed

1837 April 12 New York New York NY Borderland Dixon Rescue Retaken Black Confirmed
1837 May 23 Thomaston Knox ME Free Soil Attempt Remand Confirmed
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(continued)

Year Month Day Place County State Region Name of fugitive Rescue Outcome
Crowd
composition Confidence

1838 February 7 Philadelphia Philadelphia PA Borderland Nicholas
Reynolds

Attempt Remand Black Confirmed

1838 July Bear Creek Adams IL Borderland Ensure due
process

Remand White Confirmed

1839 January 1 Cabin Creek Randolph IN Contested
Region

Rescue Freedom Confirmed

1839 April Gist Settlement Brown OH Borderland Moses
Cumberland

Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed

1839 August 27 Marion Marion OH Contested
Region

Bill Rescue Freedom Confirmed

1839 November 6 Franklin Twp Warren OH Borderland Rescue Freedom Confirmed
1840 May Ashtabula OH Free Soil Ensure due

process
Freedom Black High

1841 February 24–25 Oberlin Lorain OH Free Soil Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed
1841 June 9 Salisbury Twp Chester PA Borderland Elizabeth Rescue Freedom Black Confirmed
1841 June 26 Cincinnati Hamilton OH Borderland George Attempt Remand Confirmed
1841 July Newport Perry PA Contested

Region
Rescue Confirmed

1841 October 15 Portersville Butler PA Contested
Region

Rescue Freedom White Confirmed

1841 October Mercer PA Contested
Region

Attempt Remand Black Confirmed

1842 September 5 Unionville Lake OH Free Soil Milton Clarke Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed
1842 September Albany Albany NY Free Soil Attempt Release Black High
1842 October 20 Boston Suffolk MA Free Soil George Lattimer Attempt Coerced

purchase
Confirmed

1843 August 1 Cincinnati Hamilton OH Borderland Lavinia Standoff Freedom White Confirmed
1843 August 1 Princeton Mercer NJ Contested

Region
James Johnson Attempt Coerced

purchase
Confirmed
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1843 August 1 La Moille Bureau IL Contested
Region

Rescue Freedom High

1843 September 26 Carlinville Macoupin IL Borderland Lucinda Lea Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed
1844 April 1 Coatesville Lancaster PA Borderland Thomas Hall and

wife
Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed

1844 April Marrietta Lancaster PA Borderland Thomas Ensure due
process

Freedom Confirmed

1844 November 3 Greensburg Decatur IN Borderland Rescue Freedom Inter-racial High
1844 December 12 Red Oak Brown OH Borderland Standoff Confirmed
1844 Spring Westfield Hamilton IN Contested

Region
John Rhodes Rescue Freedom Confirmed

1844 North Liberty Adams OH Borderland Slave
catchers
faced
down

Freedom White High

1845 February 18 Cincinnati Hamilton OH Borderland Watson Attempt Remand Black Confirmed
1845 February 28 Sandusky Erie OH Free soil Jane Garrison Rescue Freedom Confirmed
1845 June 26 Indiana Indiana PA Contested

Region
Anthony

Hollingsworth
Rescue Freedom High

1845 June Pittsburgh Allegheny PA Contested
Region

Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed

1845 July 23 Pittsburgh Allegheny PA Contested
Region

Wife of Ezekiel
Stichland

Rescue Freedom Confirmed

1845 August 16 Lancaster Lancaster PA Borderland Asa Stanton/
Dorsey

Attempt Purchase Black Confirmed

1845 Vinton Gallia OH Borderland Standoff Freedom High
1846 October 24 New York New York NY Borderland George Kirk Attempt Freedom Black Confirmed
1846 October 28 Chicago Cook IL Free Soil Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed
1847 January 26 Marshall Calhoun MI Free Soil Adam

Crosswhite
Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed
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(continued)

Year Month Day Place County State Region Name of fugitive Rescue Outcome
Crowd
composition Confidence

1847 February 7 Marietta Washington OH Borderland Standoff Freedom Confirmed
1847 February 7 Toledo Lucas OH Contested

Region
Rescue Freedom Black Confirmed

1847 April 16 Pittsburgh Allegheny PA Contested
Region

Daniel Lockhart Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed

1847 April 20 Detroit Wayne MI Free Soil Robert Cromwell Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed
1847 May 1 Randolph Portage OH Free Soil Slave

catchers
faced
down

Freedom White Confirmed

1847 June 2 Carlisle Cumberland PA Borderland Rescue Freedom Black Confirmed
1847 August 8 New York New York NY Borderland Rescue Freedom Confirmed
1847 August 27 Young's Prairie Cass MI Free Soil Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed
1847 August Bristol Elkhart IN Contested

Region
Thomas Harris Ensure due

process
Freedom Confirmed

1847 September 10 Cranberry Twp Butler PA Contested
Region

Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed

1847 September 30 Buffalo Erie NY Free Soil Christopher
Webb

Rescue Freedom Confirmed

1847 October 18 Mount Pleasant Lancaster PA Borderland Rescue Freedom Black Confirmed
1847 November Eden Randolph IL Borderland Rescue Freedom White High
1848 June 4 Salem Henry IA Borderland Sam et al. Ensure due

process
Freedom White Confirmed

1848 June Eden Randolph IL Borderland Rescue Freedom Confirmed
1848 July Allegheny PA Contested

Region
Rescue Freedom Confirmed

1849 July 4 Princeton Bureau IL Contested
Region

John Bruckner Rescue Freedom Confirmed
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1849 September 27 South Bend St. Joseph IN Contested
Region

David Powell Rescue/due
process

Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed

1849 September 29 Harrisburg Dauphin PA Borderland Rescue Freedom Black Confirmed
1849 December 1 Cincinnati Hamilton OH Borderland Rescue Freedom Black Confirmed
1849 Huntington PA Contested

Region
Jacob Tenley Rescue Freedom Confirmed

1850 August 8 Strasburg York PA Borderland Rescue Freedom Confirmed
1850 August 21 Harrisburg Dauphin PA Borderland Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed
1850 August 29 New York New York NY Borderland Julia Blunt Rescue Confirmed
1850 December 27 Coatesville Lancaster PA Borderland Rescue Freedom Black Confirmed
1850 Newport Wayne IN Contested

Region
Cal Thomas Slave

catchers
faced
down

Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed

1851 January 23 Columbia Lancaster PA Borderland William Baker Attempt Remand Black Confirmed
1851 February 15 Boston Suffolk MA Free Soil Shadrach Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed
1851 February 26 Port Carbon Schuylkill PA Contested

Region
Wife of Brown Rescue Freedom Black Confirmed

1851 March 12 Philadelphia Philadelphia PA Borderland Ellen and son Attempt Remand Black Confirmed
1851 June 3 Cincinnati Hamilton OH Borderland Rescue Freedom Confirmed
1851 August 15 Buffalo Erie NY Free Soil Daniel Davis Attempt Release Inter-racial Confirmed
1851 September 17 Christiana Lancaster PA Borderland Rescue Freedom Black Confirmed
1851 September 30 Buffalo Erie NY Free Soil Harrison

Williams
Attempt Remand Inter-racial Confirmed

1851 October 1 Syracuse Onondaga NY Free Soil Jerry McHenry Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed
1851 October 26 Ottawa Lasalle IL Contested

Region
Rescue Freedom Confirmed

1852 October 20 Sandusky Erie OH Free Soil Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed
1853 February 25 Cabin Creek Randolph IN Contested

Region
10 fugitives Attempt Remand Black Confirmed

(continued)
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(continued)

Year Month Day Place County State Region Name of fugitive Rescue Outcome
Crowd
composition Confidence

1853 July 18 Boston Suffolk MA Free Soil Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed
1853 August 23 Niagara Niagara NY Free Soil Patrick Smead

aka Watson
Rescue Freedom Black Confirmed

1853 September 3 Wilkes-Barre Luzerne PA Contested
Region

William Thomas Recue Freedom Confirmed

1853 September 9 Cincinnati Hamilton OH Borderland Rescue Freedom Confirmed
1853 October 20 Cincinnati Hamilton OH Borderland Louis (Lewis) Rescue Freedom Confirmed
1854 March 5 Milwaukee, Milwaukee WI Free Soil Joshua Glover Recue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed
1854 May 17 Akron Summit OH Free Soil James

Worthington
Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed

1854 June 3 Boston Suffolk MA Free Soil Anthony Burns Attempt Remand Inter-racial Confirmed
1854 June Otsego NY Free Soil Rescue Freedom Confirmed
1854 July 13 Peru Lasalle IL Contested

Region
Rescue Freedom Confirmed

1854 August 28 Salem Columbiana OH Free Soil Abby Kelley
Salem

Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed

1854 September 10 Chicago Cook IL Free Soil Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed
1854 September 20 Portland Cumberland ME Free Soil Attempt Slave had

already
escaped

Confirmed

1854 September Boston Suffolk MA Free Soil Rescue Freedom White High
1854 December 8 Cambridge Guernsey OH Contested

Region
Rescue Freedom Confirmed

1855 March 10 Pittsburgh Allegheny PA Contested
Region

Attempt Remand Confirmed

1855 June 13 Dayville, CT Windham CT Free Soil Rescue Freedom Confirmed
1855 July 18 Philadelphia Philadelphia PA Borderland Jane Johnson Rescue Freedom Black Confirmed
1855 September 3 New Albany Floyd IN Borderland Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed
1855 September Lawrence KS Borderland Rescue Freedom Confirmed
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1855 October 20 Holidaysburg Blair PA Contested
Region

Jacob Green Rescue Freedom Confirmed

1855 November Eckmansville Adams OH Borderland Slave
catchers
faced
down

Freedom Confirmed

1855 October 9 Boston Suffolk MA Free Soil Rescue Freedom Confirmed
1856 July 16 Boston Suffolk MA Free Soil Attempt Freedom Confirmed
1856 July Dupont Jefferson IN Borderland Rescue Freedom Confirmed
1856 September 18 Carlisle Cumberland PA Borderland Attempt Remand Inter-racial High
1856 October Portland Cumberland ME Free Soil Rescue Freedom Inter-racial High
1857 May 21 Mechanicsburg Champaign OH Contested

Region
Addison White Rescue Freedom Confirmed

1857 June Kane's Branch OH Borderland Rescue Freedom White Confirmed
1857 August 30 Chicago Cook IL Free Soil Samuel Gantz Attempt Confirmed
1857 December 5 Indianapolis Marion IN Contested

Region
West Rescue Remand Inter-racial Confirmed

1858 April 1 Blairsville Indiana PA Contested
Region

Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed

1858 April 17 San Francisco San
Francisco

CA Contested
Region

Archy Attempt Remand Confirmed

1858 July 21 Terre Haute Vigo IN Contested
Region

Ensure due
process

Remand Confirmed

1858 September 11 Wellington Lorain OH Free Soil John Price Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed
1858 October 1 New London New London CT Free Soil Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed
1858 November 2 Zanesville Muskingum OH Contested

Region
Slave

catchers
faced
down

Freedom Black High

1858 November Sandoval Marion IL Borderland Rescue Freedom Confirmed
1859 January Leavenworth KS Borderland Charley Fisher Rescue Freedom Confirmed
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(continued)

Year Month Day Place County State Region Name of fugitive Rescue Outcome
Crowd
composition Confidence

1859 March 26 Buckskin Twp Ross OH Contested
Region

Lewis Early Ensure due
process

Remand Confirmed

1859 May 3 Zanesville Muskingum OH Contested
Region

Jackson Attempt Remand Confirmed

1859 October 20 Ottawa Lasalle IL Contested
Region

Jim Rescue Freedom Confirmed

1859 December 14 Dacota Nebraska Contested
Region

William Phillips Rescue Freedom Confirmed

1859 October 28 Columbus Franklin OH Contested
Region

John Tyler Attempt Remand Confirmed

1860 February Centralia Marion IL Contested
Region

Attempt Remand Confirmed

1860 March 9 Tabor Freemont IA Borderland Rescue Freedom Confirmed
1860 March 28 Philadelphia Philadelphia PA Borderland Moses Horner Attempt Remand Black Confirmed
1860 April 27 Troy Rensselaer NY Free Soil Charles Nalle Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed
1860 May 7 Aurora Dearborn IN Borderland Arnold and

Coutier
Attempt Remand Confirmed

1860 May 28 Cincinnati Hamilton OH Borderland James Upson Rescue Freedom Confirmed
1860 September 20 Iberia Morrow OH Contested

Region
Rescue Freedom Confirmed

1860 October 12 Sandusky Erie OH Free Soil Marshall and
Hutchins

Attempt Remand Confirmed

1860 November 13 Chicago Cook IL Free Soil Eliza Garrison Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed
1860 November 30 Moorestown Burlington NJ Contested

Region
Perry Simmons Rescue Freedom Black Confirmed

1861 January 21 Cleveland Cuyahoga OH Free Soil Lucy Bagby Attempt Remand Confirmed
1861 January 24 Limaville Stark OH Free Soil Lucy Bagby Attempt Remand Inter-racial High
1861 March 2 New York New York NY Borderland John Pohelmus Rescue Freedom Inter-racial Confirmed
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abolitionist movement
local and state antislavery societies, 26,

38, 119
revolutionary abolitionism, 170, 200

ad hoc slave catchers, 6, 25, 85, 148, 202
in Borderland, 69

Adams, James, 29–30
Adams County, OH, 60, 85
Adams County, PA, 150
Adrian, MI, 123
African American collective self-defense, 10,

41, 80–82, 114–115
expressions of racial solidarity, 83
fugitive slave rescues, 82–83
lethality of, 83
punishment of informers, 81
resistance to white mobs, 81

African American Underground activists
lost contributions of, 18
motivations of, 35

Akron, OH, fugitive slave rescue in, 190,
192, 194–195

Albany, NY, 66, 95, 120, 128, 154, 176,
184, 187

fugitive slave rescues in, 42, 124–125
as gateway to Free Soil Region, 124
vigilance committees in, 95, 155, 186

Albany, OH, 60
Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798, 211
Allegheny, PA, 104
Alton, IL, 53, 223
Alum Creek, OH, 90, 97, 99, 101, 124
American Anti-slavery Society, 32

American Revolution, 172
memory of, 32, 115, 120, 175, 177,
217–218

Amistad insurrection, 119
Anderson, Elijah, 57, 157
Anderson, James, 199
Anderson, Oliver, rendition of, 223
Anderson, Washington, 199
anti-abolitionist violence, 115
antislavery violence, 4

armed associations, 151, 171, 181, 231
resistance to Fugitive Slave Act, 14
rituals of, 112, 213–214
sources of, 41
and violence of mastery compared,
197–198

archaeology, 12
Armistead, Rosetta, rescue of, 215
Ashburnham, MA, 176
Ashley, John, 92
Ashtabula Harbor, OH, 124
Ashtabula Sentinel, 227
Athens, OH, 60
Auburn, NY, 183
Aurora, IN, 167
Ayers, Edward L., 7, 89
Azalia, IN, 57

Baer, William, 71
Bagby, Lucy

attempts to rescue, 225, 227–228
rendition of, 225–228

Baker, William, 162
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Baldwin, John, 232
Baltimore, MD, 65
Baltimore County, MD, 163
Barnard, Eusebius R., 75
Barnstable County, MA, 182
Barrett, David, 28, 30–31
Battle Creek, MI, 123, 127
Beck, Isaac, 209
Beck’s Mill, IN, free black settlement, 36
Bedford, PA, 62
Bell, Charles, 168
Bell, David, 168
Bell, Horace, 168
Bell, John, 168
Bell, Richard, 148
Bellefontaine, OH, 157, 208–209, 220
Benedict, Aaron L., 208
Benedict, William, 90
Berlin Crossroads, OH, free black

settlement, 36, 73, 158
Bet, rescue of, 45
Bibb, Henry, 133
Big Blue River, 88, 92
Big Kanawha River, 29, 60, 131
Birge, Luther, 95
Black Fork, OH, free black settlement, 36
black laws
in Illinois, 151, 203
in Ohio, 119

Blackett, Richard J. M., 16, 142, 200
Blairsville, PA, fugitive slave rescue in,

220–221
Bleeding Kansas, 167
Bloomfield, OH, 182
Blue Mountain, 92
Booth, Griffin, 78
Border Ruffians, 205, 216–217, 223
Borderland Region
antislavery resistance in, 80–87, 161–169
defined, 6
hostility of white residents toward

fugitives, 27, 29–30
persistence of overland Underground

networks, 157
resistance grows in late 1850s, 168–169
response to Fugitive Slave Act of 1850,

142–143
as Southern cultural area, 69
treachery in, 147–148
Underground activist homes besieged, 76
Underground expansion in 1850s, 158

vigorous pursuit of fugitives, 147
violence increases in 1850s, 146

Bordewich, Fergus M., 16
Boston, MA, 118, 134, 174, 178, 180–181,

183, 188, 190, 193, 195, 199
fugitive slave rescues in, 117, 180, 188,

190
Underground activity in, 127
vigilance committees in, 186

bourgeois masculinity, 90, 116, 121, 156,
173

Bowling Green, OH, 209
Braintree, MA, 118, 230
Brandenburg, KY, 168
Bristol, IN, fugitive slave rescue in, 104
Brooke, Abraham, 84
Brooklyn, IL, free black settlement, 36, 54,

72
Brooks, Preston, Congressman, 216
Brown County, OH, 15, 60

Underground activity in, 39
Brown, John, fugitive from enslavement,

escape from slavery, 88–89
Brown, John, radical abolitionist, 31, 181
Brown, Wells, 30
Brown, William, 212
Brown, William Wells, 29
Buchanan, Mrs. A. M., 210
Bucks County, PA, 64
Buffalo, NY, 52, 125, 174, 178–179, 181,

188, 199
fugitive slave rescues in, 130, 189

Burlington, IL, 158
Burlington, VT, 127
Burned-over District of New York, 26

settlement of fugitives in, 125
Burnett, Cornelius, 59, 84
Burns, Anthony, 182, 196

attempted rescue of, 193, 198
rendition of, 174, 190, 195, 199, 201

Burr, James, 72
Burton, Alexander, 189
Bushnell, Simeon, 172, 198
Bustil, Joseph, 154
Butler County, PA, 108
Butman, Asa, 197
Byberry, PA, 148

Cabin Creek, IN, free black settlement, 37
Cadiz, OH, 61
Cairo, IL, 144, 150
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Caledonia Furnace, PA, 62
Calhoun, John, 136
Cambridge, MI, 186
Campbell, John, 125
Campbell, Stanley W., 14–15, 141, 160
canings, 5
Canton, IN, 57
Carlisle, PA, fugitive slave rescues in, 83,

164
Carper, William, 72
Carr, John, 71, 80
Carthage, IN, 88, 92
Cass County, MI, 110, 131
Underground activity in, 123

Cassopolis, MI, 110, 135
Centralia, IL, 220
Centreville, OH, 130
ceremonies of degradation, 67
in Borderland, 73, 152

Chamberlain, Marsh, 148
Chambersburg, PA, 154
Charley, Underground conductor, 97
Chesapeake Bay, 66
Chester, Thomas, 179
Chester County, PA, 64, 147, 149
fugitive slave rescues in, 82
kidnapping in, 81
proslavery violence in, 71
Quaker Underground activists in, 39

Chicago, IL, 95, 178, 181, 183, 191, 198
fugitive slave rescues in, 130, 132, 180,

189–191, 196, 198
rail connections to, 144
Underground activity in, 122

Chicago Tribune, 181
Chillicothe, OH, 158, 223
Christian non-resistance, 115
Christiana Riot, 15, 69, 162–164
Churchill, Benjamin, Deputy USMarshal, 217
Cincinnati, OH, 7, 31, 37, 57, 59, 152, 157,

186, 208, 218, 222
1841 riot, 70, 81, 84
African American Underground activists

in, 39
fugitive slave rescues in, 82, 165, 215
rail connections to, 144
Underground operations in, 156

Clarke, Milton, rescue of, 117, 121, 130
Clearfield, PA, 107
Clearfield County, PA, 93
Clendenon, Isaac, 76

Cleveland, OH, 124, 172, 177, 182,
184–185, 191, 194, 199, 208, 225, 227

vigilance committees in, 186
Cleveland Morning Leader, 226–227
Clover, Reverend, 175
Coates, Lindley, 71
Coatesville, PA, fugitive slave rescues in, 86,

149, 161
Coe, John, 186
Coercive Acts of 1775, 211
Coffin, Levi, 1–2, 18, 34, 57, 77

Underground activities in Cincinnati, 59,
156, 158

Underground activities in Newport, IN,
39, 92

Coggeshall, Nathan, 209
Coldwater, MI, 123
collective memory, 4, 12, 17, 53
Collins, W.H., 133
Collins Center, NY, 134
Columbia, PA, 36, 39, 151, 154

fugitive slave rescues in, 82, 162
Columbus, OH, 60, 97, 215, 220, 222
comeouterism, 116
Compromise of 1850, 139
conditional toleration, 10, 91–92, 101, 203

African American attitudes toward,
104–105

concern for due process, 10, 46, 91, 102,
212, 215

concern for human dignity, 10, 90, 107,
212–213

and treatment of captured fugitives,
107–108

Conklin, Seth, 56, 70
Connecticut River Valley, 125
Connecticut Western Reserve, 38–39, 61,

99, 121, 177
response to rendition of Lucy Bagby,
227–228

settlement of fugitives in, 124
Underground activity in, 124

Conscription Act of 1863, 211
Contested Region

abolitionist strongholds in, 100
acceleration of fugitive renditions in
1850s, 216

ad hoc assistance to fugitives in, 10
anti-abolitionist violence in, 100
antislavery breaches of conditional
toleration, 106–107
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Contested Region (cont.)
boundaries of, 89
as cultural battleground, 89
defined, 7
embraces open defiance, 204
open Underground operations in 1850s,

209–210
organized Underground networks in,

95–100, 207–209
rail links bypass Underground networks

in, 207
relative safety of, 10, 89, 92
response to Fugitive Slave Act of 1850,

205–206
sparse Underground organization in,

93–95
successful fugitive renditions from, 102,

206
violence of mastery alienates, 10,

202–205, 212–219
Cope, Charles, 208
Corning, NY, 185
Corsair (steamboat), 73
Corwin, Ichabod, Judge, 221
Corydon, IN, 25
free black settlement in, 36, 57

Cotton Whigs, 11, 175
Coulterville, IL, 54
Covington, KY, 157, 166
Cox, Hannah, 74
Cox, John, 74
Cox, Richard, 57
Craft, Ellen, 179
Craft, William, 179
Cratty, William, 97
Crawford, Major J.R., 215
Crawfordsville, IN, 213
Creole insurrection, 119
Crittenden, John, Senator, 228
Cromwell, Robert, rescue of, 132
Cross, Rev. John, 54, 95, 123
Crosswhite, Adam, 133
rescue of, 112–113

Crosswhite, Sarah, 133
rescue of, 113

Culbreth, Thomas, 45, 109
culture of dignity, 7, 203
abolitionist break with, 10, 115–116
defined, 90
federal officials denigrate, 204–205,

214–215, 218–219

influence on Contested Region, 7, 100
and masculine restraint, 90, 115

culture of violence, 19, 114, 120
in Borderland, 6–8
defined, 4–5
in Free Soil Region, 10
regional, 5
in the South, 5
transformation of, 204, 223

Cumberland, MD, 52, 62
Cumberland, Moses, rescue of, 72

Dacota City, NE, 167
Dakin, George, 209
Daly, Richard, escape of, 208
Darlington, IN, 217
Davenport, IA, 158
Davis, Daniel, attempted rescue of, 189
Davis, Hiram, 85
Davis, Sam, 64
Davis, Rev. Samuel, 115
Dayton, OH, 206
Dayville, CT, fugitive slave rescue in, 191
Debaptiste, George, 57
Decatur, OH, 29
Delaware, OH, 184, 208
Delaware River, 45
Delmarva Peninsula, 65, 154
Demby, execution of, 67
Democratic Party, 11, 139
Des Moines, IA, 158
Des Moines River, 158
Detroit, MI, 26, 133, 159, 178–179, 182,

184, 198, 208
fugitive slave rescues in, 130, 132, 186, 189
as Underground destination, 122–123
vigilance committees in, 186

Detroit–Windsor ferry, 51, 122, 133
Devans, US Marshal, 182
Ditcher, James, 158
Dixon, rescue of, 42
Donelson, Andrew, 166
Donnahower, Michael, 45
Dorchester County, MD, 65, 159
Dorsey, Richard, 102
Dorum, Thomas, 59, 77
Douglass, Frederick, 28, 35, 65, 67, 81,

155, 184, 186
editor of North Star, 184

Dunkirk, NY, 185
Dupont, IN, 167
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Easton, NY, 182
Eckmansville, OH, 150
Eden, IL, 54
Eels, Dr. Richard, 54
Egypt, region of Illinois, 6, 56
Eliza
escape of described by Harriett Beecher

Stowe, 75
fugitive rescued in Chicago,

191, 198
Elizabeth, rescue of, 82–83
Ellington, Pleasant, 212
Elliott, John, Deputy Marshal, 217
Elmira, NY, 93, 125, 128, 154–155, 184
rail connections to, 144
vigilance committees in, 155

Elyria, OH, 130
Erie, PA, 93
Erie Canal, 125, 127
Etcheson, Nicole, 69
Evans, George, 78
Evans, Monroe, 147
Ezekiel, rescue of, 41

Fairfield, John, 157, 159, 186
Fall River, MA, 95
Faneuil Hall, 118, 134, 175, 193
Farmington, IL, 56, 92, 95
Farmington, IN, 57
Farney, John, 26
Felicity, OH, 147
Fillmore, Millard, President, 163
Findlay, OH, 209
Finney, Charles, 119
Fisher, Daniel, 29
Foner, Eric, 16, 155
Ford, Horace, 124
Franklin, IN, 57
Franklin, OH, 177
free black settlements, 26, 35–36
free soil
creation of, 11
reconsecration of Northern communities

as, 113
free soil principle, 176–177, 184, 200
defense of, 129
limits of, 200
origin of, 116–122
political impact of, 200–201
sanction of restrained violence, 119–120
and secession crisis, 228–231

Free Soil culture of open defiance. See open
defiance, Free Soil culture of

Free Soil Region
consistent resistance to fugitive
renditions, 11, 135

defined, 10, 113
ease of travel in, 122
fugitive slave rescues in 1850s, 188–191
fugitives encouraged to settle in, 128,
176–177

indignant response to Fugitive Slave Act,
171, 174–179

open assistance to fugitives in, 11
response to violence of mastery, 132,
195–196

stealth criticized in, 11, 128–129
union meetings in, 178

Freeman, Joanne B., 18, 68, 146, 169, 197,
231

Freeman, John, 212
Fremont Campaign of 1856, 209
Fugitive Slave Act of 1793, 2, 27, 76, 103,

105
perceived failure of, 136

Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, 10, 14, 27, 80,
156

African American flight to Canada, 143
call of posse comitatus under, 141, 207
collapse of enforcement in Contested
Region, 222–223

denial of writ of habeas corpus, 141
distinct regional responses to, 142
enforcement by stealth, 191, 199, 223
ex parte proceedings under, 140
failure of enforcement in Free Soil Region,
198

Filmore administration vows to enforce,
163, 188

Kansas–Nebraska Act and enforcement
of, 189

origin of, 136
penalties under, 140
popular nullification of, 173–174,
198–200

powers of US Commissioners under,
139–140

provisions of, 139–141
reception of, 141–143

fugitive slave renditions, 6, 14
certificates of removal, 101
commonplace in Borderland Region, 40
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fugitive slave renditions (cont.)
Free Soil officials refuse to cooperate, 43
mimic kidnappings in 1850s, 149
statistical analysis of, 160–161

fugitive slave rescues, 26
accelerating pace of, 135
by African American crowds, 41–43
by coerced purchase, 106, 117, 178
defined, 7
to ensure due process, 103–104
interracial cooperation, 19, 44, 86–87
largely successful in late 1840s, 136
prior to 1837, 40–46
rituals of resistance, 85–86
in rural areas, 43–45
statistical analysis of, 40, 43, 80,

198–200, 219
trickery and misdirection in Borderland,

143
unsuccessful attempts, 14
in urban areas, 41–43
urban vs rural, 86

fugitives from enslavement
agency of, 13
defined, 19
determination to escape, 27–29
hesitant to trust whites, 30
ignorance of Northern geography, 27, 29,

51
importance of assistance to, 30–31
lynching of, 28
risks of flight, 28

Fulton, NY, 129

Galesburg, IL, 54, 158
rail connections to, 144

Gallia County, OH, 85
Gallipolis, OH, 37, 60, 157, 208
Gara, Larry, 13–14, 53, 114
Gardiner, George, 104
Garlick, Charles, 62, 99
Garner, Margaret, 165
Garner, Pater, 72
Garnet, Rev. Henry Hugh, 134
Garrett, Thomas, 33, 65, 72, 153
Gay, Sidney Howard, 65, 155
Gaysport, PA, fugitive slave rescue in, 215
Geneva, NY, 178
Genovese, Eugene D., 66
geography of violence, 3–11
defined, 4

Georgia Platform of 1850, 231
Gettysburg, PA, 62, 154
Gibbons, Daniel, 39, 153
Gibbs, Jacob, 65
Giddings, Joshua, Congressman, 121, 181
Gildersleeve, William, 213
Gilliand, Alexander, 73
Gilliand, Rev. James, 37

Underground activities of, 39
Giltner, David, 112
Gist, Samuel, 36
Gist Settlement, OH, 36, 38, 60, 72
Glover, Joshua, rescue of, 181, 190, 192–193
Goodnow, Lyman, 122
Gordon, George, president of Iberia College,

222
Gorham, Charles, 112
Gorsuch, Edward, 162
Goshorn, William, 225
Gould, John, 125
Gray, James, 117
Gray, Jim, rescue of, 203
Gray, Thomas L., 92
Greathouse, William, 71
Green Plain, OH, 205
Green, Jacob, rescue of, 215
Greene County, PA, 150
Greenville, IN, free black settlement, 37
Grier, Robert, US Supreme Court Justice,

213
Griffith, Camillus, 43, 46
Griffler, Keith P., 15
Growler (barque), 180
Guyser, John, 147

Hagedorn, Ann, 15
Hall, Thomas, 149

rescue of, 86
Halzel, Samuel, 149
Hamilton, Jane, 179
Hamilton, William, 179
Hamilton County, IN, fugitive slave rescue

in, 106
Hanaway, Castner, 162
Hancock, MD, 62
Harness, J. G., Captain, 179
Harrisburg, PA, 64, 93, 154, 184

fugitive slave renditions in, 161
fugitive slave rescues in, 42, 81
rail connections to, 144
vigilance committees in, 155
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Harrold, Stanley, 6, 16, 33, 73, 120
Hatboro, PA, fugitive slave rescue in, 44
Havana, IL, 54, 95
Hemsley, Rev. Alexander, 28
Henderson, Ben, 77
Henry County, IN, 107
Henson, Josiah, 28
Hicks, Charles, 127
Higginson, Thomas Wentworth, 187
higher law doctrine
and Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, 171, 176
origin of, 118–119
rejection of culture of dignity, 119

Highland County, OH, 60
proslavery violence in, 70
Underground activity in, 39

Hill, John Henry, 144
Hobson, Charles, 196
Hodges, Graham Russel Gao, 16
Hollidaysburg, PA, 62
Hollingsworth, Anthony, 105
Holmes, David, 52, 62
Holt, Michael F., 141
honor, Southern culture of, 5, 67, 69, 231
Hoosick, NY, 127
Hopper, Isaac T., 31, 39
Horner, Moses, 168
Hudson, John, 60
Hudson, Sally, 72
Hudson River Valley, 95, 102, 124, 127
Hughes, Willis, 179
Hussey, Erastus, 123, 127
Hyannis, MA, 182
Hyde, Udney, 97, 217

Iberia, OH, fugitive slave rescue in,
221

Illinois River, 54, 95
Indiana, PA, 105
Indiana State Sentinel, 212
Indianapolis, IN, 25, 57, 208, 212, 220
Iowa, 6, 167. See also names of specific cities
Underground activity in,

158–159
Ironton, OH, 37, 158

Jackson, Charles, 221
rescue of, 221

Jacksonville, IL, 54, 77
James, Howell, 61
James, Martha, 61

Jamestown, NY, 125
Jeffersonville, IN, 56, 147

rail connections to, 144
Jeffries, George, English Justice,

196, 214
Jenkins, William, 182
Jersey Shore, PA, 206
Jerseyville, IL, 54
Johnson, Gabriel, 158
Johnson, Jane, 155
Johnson, Moses, 178, 189, 198
Johnson, Noel, 89
Johnstown, PA, 62
Jones, John W., 155

Kansas Territory, 6, 158, 167
Kantrowitz, Stephen, 229
Kelley, William, rendition of, 206
Kennedy, James, 83
Kennet Square, PA, 64
Kenosha, WI, 178
kidnapping, 7, 34, 40, 64, 81, 114

surge of in 1850s, 148–149
Kinderhook, NY, 102
King, Absalom, 73
King, Henry, 180
Kirk, George, rescue of, 82, 136
Kline, Henry, Deputy US Marshal, 162
Knight, John, 179
Knox, John, 31
Knoxville, IL, 123

Lake Erie, 29, 38, 62, 209
lake ports, need for stealth in,

124, 184
Lancaster, PA, 39, 154
Lancaster County, PA, 64, 71, 162–163
Langhorn, Henry, 196
Langston, Charles, 172, 198
LaRoche, Cheryl Janifer, 18
Latimer, George, 120

rescue of, 117
Lawrence, KS, 167, 216
Lawrenceburg, IN, 157
Lawrenceville, PA, fugitive slave rescue in,

45
Layton, John, Sheriff, 218
League of the Gileadites, 181
Leavitt, Humphrey, US District Judge, 218
Lebanon, OH, 84
Lecompton Constitution, 216, 219
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legal retaliation
against fugitive slave rescuers, 42, 83,

135, 155
against Underground activists, 60–61, 95

Lewis, Elijah, 162
Lewis, Esther, 92
Lewis, Grace Anna, 33, 92
Lewis, IA, 158, 167
Lewistown, PA, fugitive slave rescue in, 44
Liberty League, 181
Liberty Party, 121
Lick Creek, IN, free black settlement, 37, 57
Limaville, OH, 227
Lionville, PA, 153
Livonia, MI, 121
Lockhart, Daniel, 108
Lockport, IL, 122
Lockport, PA, 205
Logan, Joseph, 108
Logansport, IN, 26
Loguen, Rev. Jermain Wesley, 25–28, 57,

155, 176, 183–184, 193–194
Longwood, PA, 74
Loring, Edward, US Commissioner, 182,

190, 196
Lorrain, Crayton, 72
Lorrain County, OH, 171
Louisville, KY, 56, 158
Lovejoy, Elijah, 19, 223
assassination of, 53

Lovejoy, Owen, 76, 95, 108–109, 223
Lowe, Derek, Deputy US Marshal,

172, 221
Lowell, MA, 176
Lucas, Charles Peyton, 62
Lynn, MA, 119

Macy, Jesse, 92, 209
Madison, IN, 37, 39, 57, 74, 80, 147, 157,

166, 208, 212
1846 riot, 70, 77
rail connections to, 144

Mahan, Rev. John B., 37, 72
Malden, ON, 185
Manchester, NH, 178
manumission, 36
Marblehead, MA, 127
Marietta, OH, 38, 60, 72, 74, 157, 208
fugitive slave rescue in, 84

Marion, OH, fugitive slave rescue in, 109
Marshall, John, rendition of, 223

Marshall, MI, 89, 129
fugitive slave rescue in, 112

Marshall, Mrs. Samuel, 108
Marysville, OH, 97, 101–102, 208
Mason–Dixon Line, 6, 29, 52, 62, 64, 154
Maudlin, Wright, 110
May, Samuel Joseph, 151, 160
Mayo, Joe, 97
Maysville, KY, 150, 208
McAllister, Richard, US Commissioner,

161, 164
McCalla, John, 84
McGrawville, NY, 179
McHenry, Jerry, rescue of, 180, 189, 192,

194, 196, 198
McIntyre, Martha, 85
McIntyre, William, 85
McKim, J. Miller, 34, 148, 154
Mechanicsburg, OH, 208

fugitive slave rescue in, 217
Medford, MA, 181
Meigs County, OH, 60
Mendon, IL, 71, 77
Mendota, IL, 95
Mercer County, PA, fugitive slave rendition

in, 105
Mercersburg, PA, 62
Merrel, F. M., 80
Mexico, NY, 176
Miami River Valley, 37, 39, 59–60, 84, 154,

157, 184, 208
rail connections to, 144

migration from the South
of African-Americans, 35–37
of Quakers, 37
of white refugees from slavery, 37–38

Milford, MA, 183
Milford, NH, 176, 200
militia

involvement in fugitive slave renditions,
44, 82, 125, 178, 188, 190

refusal to enforce Fugitive Slave Act,
180–181

Miller, Joseph, 152
Miller, Robert, 73
Milwaukee, WI

fugitive slave rescue in, 181, 190
Underground activity in, 122

Minkins, Shadrach, rescue of, 188–189, 198
Mission Institute, 54, 71–72
Missouri River, 167
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Mitchell, Robert, 105
Monongahela River, 62
Monroe, escape of, 208
Montreal, QC, 183
Montrose, PA, 92, 95
Moore, Toby, rescue of, 44
Moorestown, NJ, fugitive slave rescue in,

220
Moorhead, James, 105
motivations of Underground activists
charity, 31
Enlightenment philosophy, 31–32
moral witness, 33–35, 210, 214

Mound City, IL, 151
Moxley, Edward, 31, 124
Mt. Gilead, OH, 101
Mt. Holly, NJ, 103
Muelder, Owen W., 16
Muscatatuck River, 57
Myers, Stephen, 95, 155, 184

Nalle, Charles, rescue of, 191–192, 194, 198
Nantucket, MA, fugitive slave rescue in, 46
Napoleon, Louis, 65, 156
Nashville, IL, 56, 152
National Anti-slavery Standard, 155
National Convention of Colored Citizens,

115
Nebraska Territory, 158, 167
Neigh, George, 104
Nelson, Charles, 134
Nelson, G. S., 153
New Albany, IN, 7, 56, 166, 168
fugitive slave rescue in, 43

New Amsterdam, IN, 148
New Bedford, MA, 81, 127, 183
fugitive slave rescue in, 43

New Bedford, PA, 99
New England
migration to Midwest from, 38
settlelement of fugitives in, 127
Underground activity in, 125–127

New Haven, CT, 95, 125, 178
New London, CT, fugitive slave rescue in,

191
New Paris, OH, 59
New Philadelphia, IL, free black settlement,

36
New York City, 114, 125, 154, 184
fugitive slave renditions in, 164
fugitive slave rescues in, 42, 82, 168

official participation in slave catching, 65,
164

as outpost of Borderland, 6–7, 65
rail connections to, 144
Underground operations in, 95, 155–156
vigilance committees in, 40, 65, 114, 155

New York Tribune, 214
Newman, Richard, rescue of, 220
Newport, IN, 1, 39, 57, 59, 93, 157, 186,

206, 209
as abolitionist stronghold, 100
fugitive slave rescue in, 2–3, 86

Niagara, NY, 125
Norris, John, 110
Norristown, PA, 64
North Star (aid to navigation), 26, 51
North Star (newspaper), 184
Nuckolls, S. F., 151
nullification, politics of, 211

Oakes, James, 200, 229
Oberlin, OH, 171

fugitive slave rescues in, 130, 171
Oberlin–Wellington Rescue, 171–173, 191,

194, 198, 226
Ohio River, 25, 51, 56
Ohio River Valley, 15, 159, 166–167
Ohio State Journal, 215–216, 219
Ohio Supreme Court, 172
Olean, NY, 125
open defiance, Free Soil culture of

antislavery ceremonies of degradation,
135, 196–197, 221–222, 227

community solidarity, 181–182
community subscription to pay
judgments, 135, 171

defined, 112–114
embraced by Contested Region, 220–222
impact on Underground Railroad, 114
invocation of public sphere, 11, 112,
192–194, 221–222

large racially integrated crowds, 11, 130,
132, 189, 191–192, 221

official noncooperation with renditions,
130, 179–180

public celebration of successful rescues,
132–134, 172, 194–195

public introduction of fugitives, 11, 122,
125, 185

public mourning of fugitive renditions,
195
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open defiance, Free Soil culture of (cont.)
response to rumored renditions, 183
restrained violence of, 132, 181
retaliation against cooperation with

renditions, 182
Order of the Sons of Liberty, 181
Osborn, Charles, Underground record of, 99
Osbourne, Eli, 3, 91
Oswego, NY, 125, 129, 181
Ottawa, IL, 95, 203
fugitive slave rescues in, 202–203
renounces Fugitive Slave Act, 203

Otterville, IL, 54
Ottoman (brig), 134
Owego, NY, 125

pacifism, 3–4
Painesville, OH, 171
Palmyra, NY, fugitive slave rescue in, 43
Parker, Eliza, 162
Parker, John, 69, 72, 146
Parker, Rachel, 152
Parker, Theodore, 175
Parker, William, 35, 69, 81, 162, 184
Parsons, James, 215
Pearl (schooner), 66
Pee Pee, OH, free black settlement, 158
Pennington, James, 28, 30
Pennsville, OH, 206
Pennsylvania Abolition Society, 39
Percival, IA, 151, 158
Perrysburg, OH, 209
personal liberty statutes, 101–103, 133,

195, 228–229
Massachusetts Latimer law, 117–118

Peru, IL, fugitive slave rescues in, 202, 214
Pettijohn, Lewis, 71
Philadelphia, PA, 7, 39, 64, 154, 163
fugitive slave renditions in, 161
fugitive slave rescues in, 41, 82, 155, 162,

168
vigilance committees in, 40, 154–155

Philips, Wendell, 194
Philips, William, 167
Pillsbury, Parker, 188
Pinckney, Alexander, 163
Pittsburgh, PA, 62, 99, 206–207
as abolitionsit stronhold, 100
fugitive slave rescues in, 91, 104–105,

108
rail connections to, 144

Pittsburgh Gazette, 217, 219
Platt, Jireh, 77
Pocono Mountains, 93
Pohelmus, John, 168
Point Pleasant, OH, 60
Poke Patch, OH, free black settlement, 36, 158
Portage County, OH, 177
Porter, OH, 61
Porterville, PA, fugitive slave rescue in, 103
Portland, ME, 127, 183

fugitive slave rescue in, 190
Posey County, IN, 81
Potomac River, 52, 62
Poughkeepsie, NY, 206
Powell, David, 110, 131
Powell, F. W., 79
Powell, Lucy, 110, 131
Price, John, rescue of, 172, 194
Prigg v. Pennsylvania, 68, 103, 114, 117, 133
Princeton, IL, 76, 95, 123, 223

fugitive slave rescue in, 107–108
Princeton, NJ

fugitive slave rescue in, 106
Providence, RI, 180
Purvis, Robert, 40, 65, 153
Putnam, David, Jr., 74, 76, 84
Putnam, OH, 61

Quaker settlements
in eastern Ohio, 61
in Miami River Valley, 39
in Wayne County, IN, 39

Quakers, 3, 26, 30
annual meetings of, 38
involvement in fugitive slave rescues, 46

Quarles, Caroline, 122
Quincy, Edward, 120
Quincy, IL, 95, 157

rail connections to, 144
Underground activity in, 54

Racine, WI, 190
Underground activity in, 122

railroad transportation, 40, 51, 127, 153,
157, 183

completion of major routes in 1850s,
145–146

safer access to in Contested Region, 10,
207–208

speed of travel, 146
Rains, Bennett, 84
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Randolph, John, rescue of, 43
Randolph, OH, 131, 179, 200
Randolph County, IN, 2
Rankin, Adam Lowry, 34
Rankin, Jean Lowry, 76
Rankin, John, Jr., 75
Rankin, Rev. John, 37, 184, 208
assault on home, 71
author of Letters on Slavery, 31
Underground activities of, 39, 60
warrantless search of home of, 76

Rankin, Samuel, 76
Ray, Charles B., 65, 155
Ray, Wright, 59
Reading, PA, 153
Redding, Tom, 148
Redoak, OH, 73
Reed, Enoch, 198
Reed, Fitch, 186
Reed, John, escape of, 184, 208
regional identity, 45–46
Reno, IL, 56
Reynolds, Nicholas, rescue of, 82
Rhodes, John, 106
Rhodes, Louan, 106
Richmond, VA, 183
Richmond Enquirer, 195
right of recaption, 68, 103, 117
Ripley, OH, 15, 34, 37, 39, 146, 157,

208–209
exposure of Underground network, 84
Underground activity in, 39, 60
violence in, 149

Robinson, Joshua, 153
Rochester, NY, 125, 176, 184, 186
vigilance committees in, 155

Rock Island, IL, 158
Rock River, 95
Rocky Fork, IL, free black settlement, 36, 54
Rogersville, PA, 62
Rose, Giles, 178, 189, 198
Ross, Alexander, 146
Roth, John, 103
Round Prairie, IL, 71
Ruggles, David, 40–41, 65, 114, 156
Russell, John, 102

Salafia, Matthew, 6
Salem Anti-slavery Bugle, 227
Salem, IA, rampage in, 70
Salem, IN, 26, 75, 157, 208

Salem, MA, 189
Salem, NJ, fugitive slave rescue in, 45, 109
Salem, OH, 61
Sandoval, IL, 166
Sandusky, OH, 59, 124, 191, 199, 208
Sandy Lake, PA, free black settlement, 93, 105
Sardinia, OH, 60
Sarnia, ON, 122
Satter, John, 182
Saxton’s River, VT, 125
Schoolcraft, MI, 123
Scioto River, 30, 59, 97, 209
Scott, Henry, 199
Seaton, Henry, 199
Sebring, Edward, 34, 210
Secession Crisis, 226–232
second party system, 211
Selma, OH, 152
Sergeants Bluff, IA, 167
Seward, William

US Secretary of State, 232
US Senator, 228

Shawneetown, IL, 152
Sibbet, John, 91
Siebert, Wilbur Henry, 11–13, 71, 99
Simmons, Perry, rescue of, 220
Sims, Thomas, 174

rendition of, 188, 198
Sinha, Manisha, 170, 200
Smallwood, Thomas, 65
Smith, Amanda, 71
Smith, Gerrit, 193
Smith, Thomas, 89
Smith, William, 151
South Bend, IN, fugitive slave rescue in,

110–111, 131
South Charleston, OH, 218
Southeast Pennsylvania, 15, 93, 154. See

also names of specific cities
Underground networks in, 39, 64

Sparta, IL, 56, 157
Spaulding, Erastus, 225
Springfield, IL, 222
Springfield, MA, 175, 181–182
Springfield, OH, 59, 208
St. Albans, VT, 185
St. Louis, MO, 54, 88
Stanton, Mahlon, 102
steamship transportation, 39–40, 66, 122,

125, 158, 183. See also Corsair
(steamboat)
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Still, Peter, 56, 206
Still, William, 35, 56, 144, 154, 206
Stillguest, OH, free black settlement, 36
Stillman, S. O., 71
Stokes, Peter, 147
Stout, James, 204
Stowe, Harriett Beecher, 75
Strasburg, PA, fugitive slave rescue in, 84
Strickland, Ezekiel, 105
Sumner, Charles, US Senator, caning of,

205, 216, 223
Susquehanna River, 29, 36
Susquehanna River Valley, 93
Swan, Joseph, 182
Swedesboro, NJ, fugitive slave rescue in,

43
Syracuse, NY, 26, 125, 151, 174, 176,

183–184, 193, 196
fugitive slave rescue in, 180, 189
vigilance committees in, 155

Tabor, IA, 151, 158
fugitive slave rescue in, 167

Talbert, Louis, 1–4, 18
Tappan, Lewis, 65
Taylor, John, 147
Taylor, Owen, 154
telegraphic communication, 146, 154
Terre Haute, IN, 88
Thomas, Cal, 2, 206
Thomas, John, 57
Thomas, Luke, 208
Thomas, Mordecai, 72
Thomas, Nathan, 123
Thomas, Pamela, 123
Thomas, William, rescue of, 213
Thompson, David, escape of, 207
Thompson, George, 72
Thompson, James L., 57, 80
assault on, 75

Thompson, Samuel, 163
Tibbetts, John, 74
Toledo, OH, 93
fugitive slave rescue in, 104

Tomlinson, Carver, 77
Torrey, Charles T., 33, 65, 120
torture, 5, 34
Tow Hill, PA, free black settlement, 36, 82,

162
Towers, Edward, 73
trial by jury, 103, 106, 228–229

Troy, NY, 117, 184
fugitive slave rescue in, 191–192, 194,

198
Troy, OH, 206
Trueblood, E. H., 80
Tubman, Harriet, 65, 159
Turner, Nat, 68
Tyler, John, 220, 222

Underground Railroad, 3
abolitionists criticize limits of, 187–188
accelerating traffic on, 135
activist reminiscences of, 3
ad hoc operation in Free Soil Region, 122
adaptation to Borderland violence, 7
adaptation to Fugitive Slave Act, 153
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