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E. STATEMENT OF HISTORIC CONTEXT: 

THE UNDERGROUND RAILROAD IN AMERICAN HISTORY 

The primary purpose of this context is to assist in the identification of places associated with the 
Underground Railroad that are eligible for National Historic Landmark designation and for 
listing in the National Register of Historic Places. In 1990, the United States Congress 
authorized the National Park Service to conduct a study of the resources available nationally for 
the interpretation of the Underground Railroad. A special resource study published in 1995 
determined that there were sufficient resources available and suggested a variety of approaches 
for commemoration of the Underground Railroad. Operating under the 1990 legislation, the 
National Park Service has produced educational materials and technical support for researchers. 
An Underground Railroad Handbook was published in February, 1997, followed by "Exploring a 
Common Past: Researching the Underground Railroad." This study provides historic context for 
the development of nominations for the Underground Railroad theme. 

Identifying historic properties associated with the Underground Railroad is an extremely varied 
task. To help the researcher understand the various aspects of the Underground Railroad, this 
context is divided into sections that focus on a complex but related series of historical activities 
and geographic regions, referred to generally as the Underground Railroad. The term is 
capitalized to signal inclusiveness in that larger organizing concept. When used as a descriptive 
adjective or as a reference to some part of the concept, it is not capitalized. 

This context is not exhaustive. It briefly reviews the history of slavery and of North American 
resistance to slavery, excluding Canada. It evaluates examples of structures, buildings, 
communities, regions and transportation routes related to fugitives from slavery. These examples 
do not encompass all the varieties of underground railroad activity that were ever enacted. No 
study could make that claim. However, this study provides a structure into which researchers may 
fit more information and evidence as it is developed. The report also describes aspects of 
antislavery activity and slave resistance which are precursors or marginal to the underground 
railroad story but which contribute to its emergence. This context study treats such events, often 
historically important in their own right, as connected but not central to the Underground 
Railroad story. 

INTRODUCTION 

The Underground Railroad refers to the effort — sometimes spontaneous, sometimes highly organized — 
to assist persons held in bondage in North America to escape from slavery. While most runaways began 
their journey unaided and many completed their self-emancipation without assistance, each decade in 
which slavery was legal in the United States saw an increase in the public perception of a secretive 
network and in the number of persons willing to give aid to the runaway. The period under consideration 
for this study is primarily the 1780s to 1865, with emphasis on the years from 1830 to 1865 when most 
antislavery advocates abandoned their hope for gradual emancipation and adopted immediate abolition of 
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slavery as their goal. Although divided, the abolitionist movement was successful in expanding the 
informal network known as the underground railroad and in publicizing it. 

The term "underground railroad" had no meaning to the generations before the first rails and engines of 
the 1820s, but the retrospective use of the term in this study is made so as to include incidents which have 
all the characteristics of underground railroad activity, but which occurred earlier. These activities 
foreshadowed and helped to shape the underground railroad. While the primary focus will be on the most 
active period of underground railroad activity, it is important to document related events which contribute 
to an understanding of this nationally significant, geographically-widespread enterprise. Several aspects 
of the history of American slavery, as well as categories of sites, not directly related to the underground 
railroad are still central to an understanding of it. Earlier resistance and antislavery actions are the base 
on which the underground railroad was built. Resistance to lifetime servitude began with the first 
Africans forcibly brought to the Western hemisphere in the 1500s, and resistance continued until the last 
emancipations in North America. Without this continued resistance, there would have been no need for 
the extensive legal codes which upheld property rights in human beings or for the brutal intimidation 
which always existed just beneath the surface of this coercive social system. 

Yet, for purposes of identifying historic properties related to the Underground Railroad, an important 
distinction must be made between the era of the underground railroad and those activities which are 
precursors or simply contemporary to it. Distinctions must be made in levels of significance and not 
every act of slave resistance or sign of antislavery activity can be included. Nor can every example of the 
experience of enslavement be connected to the Underground Railroad. But the most distinct and 
verifiable sites for each of these related events may be joined to a particular Underground Railroad story. 
Examples may include the town of Ripley, Ohio, in which several buildings and the Ohio River 
contribute to the story. In another example, the story of Delia Webster and Calvin Fairbarn, who went 
into Kentucky and brought out Lewis Hayden and his family, crosses state lines and involves farm sites, 
courthouses, jails, and trails. This story connects Kentucky with Ohio and with Massachusetts, where the 
Haydens settled. Here the concept of multiple property listing may be particularly useful because a 
variety of properties within a given area may better reproduce the texture of life, the social tensions, and 
the economic realities which gave rise to and supported the underground railroad. ' 

The origin of the term "underground railroad" cannot be precisely determined. What is known is that 
both those who aided escapes from slavery and those who were outraged by loss of slave property began 
to refer to runaways as part of an "underground railroad" by the 1830s. The "underground railroad" 
described an activity that was locally organized, but with no real center. It sometimes existed rather 
openly in the North and often just beneath the surface of daily life in the upper South and certain 
Southern cities. The underground railroad, where it existed, offered local aid to runaway slaves, assisting 
them from one point to another. Farther along, others would take the passenger into their transportation 
system until the final destination had been reached.2 

'Randolph Paul Runyon, Delia Webster and the Underground Railroad (Lexington: University Press 
of Kentucky, 1996); Stuart Seely Sprague, ed., His Promised Land: The Autobiography of John P. Parker, 
Former Sla\>e and Conductor on the Underground Railroad (New York: W. W. Norton, 1996). 

2Many sources have described this activity. See the Bibliographic Essay for suggestions on the 
assessment and use of such sources. 
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The rapidity with which the term became commonly used did not mean that incidents of resistance to 
slavery increased significantly around 1830 or that more attempts were made to escape from bondage. It 
did mean that more white northerners were prepared to aid runaways and to give some assistance to the 
northern blacks who had always made it their business to help escapees from slavery. It was on January 
1, 1831, that the first issue of William Lloyd Garrison's newspaper, The Liberator, was published. That 
event marks the traditional beginning of the era of abolitionist attack on the institution of slavery and of 
angry and defensive responses from the slaveholding South. The high visibility of the abolitionist attack 
has perhaps encouraged historians to overemphasize that part of the antislavery movement because the 
abolitionists left so many printed records. 

Other aspects of the Underground Railroad, other than the abolitionist movement, also deserve attention. 
First, there were probably at least as many attempts at escape from slavery in the North America of the 
late 1600s and the 1700s, both individual and in groups, as in the 1800s when various forces, from the 
national Constitution to the local slave patrols, were all aligned to prevent escapes. Second, while 
primary attention is given to the drama of slave escapes to the free states of the North and to Canada, 
there was also a flow of runaways into Spanish Florida and into Spanish Mexico and the subsequent 
Mexican Republic. Although the numbers escaping southward and northward across the borders never 
threatened to destabilize slavery, there were serious consequences for American diplomacy and domestic 
politics. Indeed, American foreign policy in the antebellum era was often driven by the need to secure 
national borders and prevent slave escapes. A third factor is that the majority of assistance to runaways 
came from slaves and free blacks, and the greatest responsibility for providing shelter, financial support 
and direction to successful runaways came from the organized efforts of northern free blacks. 

The importance of the Underground Railroad can not be measured by the number of attempted or 
successful escapes from American slavery, but by the manner in which it consistently exposed the grim 
realities of slavery and ~ more important — refuted the claim that African Americans could not act or 
organize on their own. Throughout the American colonial era and until the early 1800s, slavery had most 
frequently been rationalized as a "necessary evil," perhaps even good in that it Christianized and civilized 
the African. But with the end of the slave trade and rise of the cotton kingdom, it became clear that 
another set of theories would have to be developed to justify the continuation of lifetime servitude. In 
order to promote slavery as a "positive good," proslavery advocates had to claim, against much evidence, 
that African Americans were better off in slavery and generally content with their bondage. Runaways 
refuted this claim by their actions. 

The debate in Congress in 1819 and 1820 over whether Missouri should be admitted to the Union as a 
slave state or a free state made it clear to Northerners and Southerners that the issue of slavery was not 
going to resolve itself and that slavery was not going to simply evaporate in the American republic. In 
the 1820s and increasingly in the 1830s, slave-state philosophers began to define slavery as a positive 
good. They argued that Africans were not capable of caring for themselves, taking initiative, or 
organizing for the good of the community — all of which were requirements for citizenship in a republic. 
The underground railroad — from the first decision to run away through the actions of black-organized 
Vigilance Committees and churches to the economics of black communities — was a constant reminder of 
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African American initiative and ability. Its existence and functions showed how self-serving was the 
racist ideology that was not confined to the South but commonly believed in the North, as well.3 

The underground railroad gave ample evidence of African American capabilities and gave expression to 
an African American world view. It provided an opportunity for sympathetic white Americans to play a 
role in resisting slavery. It also brought together, however uneasily at times, men and women of both 
races to begin to set aside assumptions about the other race and to work together on issues of mutual 
concern. At the most dramatic level, the underground railroad provided stories of guided escapes from 
the South, rescues of arrested fugitives in the North, complex communication systems, and individual acts 
of bravery and suffering. While most of the accounts of secret passageways, sliding wall panels, and 
hidden rooms will not be verified by historic evidence, there were indeed sufficient dramas to be 
interpreted and verified 

THE TRANSATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE AND THE EVOLUTION OF SLAVERY 
IN BRITISH NORTH AMERICA 

The circumstances which gave rise to the Underground Railroad were based in the transportation of 
Africans to North America as part of the Atlantic slave trade. About 12 million Africans were 
transported across the Atlantic to the Western Hemisphere in the 400 years from 1450 to 1850. Of this 
number, only about five per cent were brought to British North America and, later, to the United States 
from Africa, most of them arriving between 1680 and 1810. A small number of Africans went first to the 
British West Indies and then to North America.4 

Africans were present while North and South America were explored and expropriated as European 
colonies (1500s-1700s), but their roles and status varied from Mexico to Brazil to the Carolinas and New 
Amsterdam.5 Bonded labor, common both in Europe and Africa, declined in Europe while it became 
more important in Africa after trade with Europe was established. At the end of the 14th century 
Europeans, primarily the Portuguese and the Spanish, were exploring the West Coast of Africa, looking 
both for trade opportunities and trade routes to the East. In their interaction with African merchants they 
began to export small numbers of slaves to their European homelands. With the exploration and eventual 
European settling of the New World, however, the trade in African slaves increased rapidly. Initially 
Europeans brought only small numbers of Africans to the New World. Yet as the need for labor grew 
with increased agricultural, mining, mercantile and other business interests, so too did the number of 
black slaves, the vast majority of whom were males. Brazil and the Caribbean had the largest number of 
imports and for the longest period of time, until the 1880s. Although most of the figures for the Atlantic 
slave trade system are imprecise, it is possible to estimate that Brazil received at least 4 million slaves and 

3The best overview remains George Fredrickson, 77ie Black Image in the White Mind: The Debate on 
Afro-American Character and Destiny, 1817-1914 (New York: Harper and Row, 1971). 

4 Phillip Curtin, The Atlantic Slave Trade: A Census (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1969), 
18. 

5 For a summary of these diverse experiences, see Brenda Stevenson, "From Bondage to Freedom: 
Slavery in America," in Underground Ra/7roo4(Handbook 156, Division of Publications, National Park 
Service, U.S. Department of the Interior, Washington, D.C., 1998.) 
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the islands of the Caribbean, colonized by the French, Dutch, English, Danish and Spanish, as well as 
Spain's mainland possessions, received at least 5.5 million. The mainland United States, as colonies and 
nation, imported about 450,000 over a 250 year period. Slavery in this country began, then, as one part 
of a long history of international trade in goods and people both in Europe and in Africa.6 

Europeans divided the slave trade into three geographic regions — Upper Guinea, Lower Guinea, and 
Angola. More than three-fifths of the slaves brought to the Chesapeake were from the Gold Coast or the 
Bight of Biafra. While many of the Sierra Leonians went to Carolina, they were outnumbered there by 
Angolans. Senegambians were prominent in both the Carolinas and Louisiana. The presence of these 
and other enslaved African groups in North America was due primarily to wars and thievery. Rivalries 
between ethnic and tribal groups, raids by North Africans and local soldiers, and piracy conducted up the 
many rivers of the African coast provided the majority of captured Africans. 7 

Traditionally, the entry of Africans into British North America is dated from the 1619 sale of some 20 
blacks from a Dutch ship in Virginia. Although there were undoubtedly other Africans in those regions 
which later became part of the United States, slavery as it developed in British North America and was 
continued in the American republic can be traced to what happened in the Chesapeake in the 1600s. For 
the first few decades, the status of Africans was uncertain. Some were treated as indentured servants and 
freed after a term of service, often fourteen years. Others were kept on in servitude because their labor 
was needed, and it was too tempting for aspiring planters not to take advantage of the vulnerable black 
laborers. By the 1640s, court decisions began to reflect a different standard for Africans than for white 
servants and to accept the concept of lifetime black servitude. In the 1660s, Virginia decreed that a child 
followed the status of its mother, thus making lifetime servitude inheritable. A series of court decisions 
from the 1660s forward locked slavery into place in the Chesapeake and its existence was not questioned 
in the later development of the Carolinas.8 Georgia resisted briefly and then accepted the institution. 
Slave law to the north of the Chesapeake did not differ significantly.9 

Many blacks who arrived in the New World were familiar with bonded labor. Slavery in Africa, as 
elsewhere, was not a static institution. European trade rivalries and the European view of North and 
South America as a site for aggrandizing their power through mineral extraction and staple crop 
production caused great escalation in the numbers of Africans enslaved and brought to the Americas. 

6John Thornton. Africa and Africans in the Making of the Atlantic World, 1400-1680. (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992), xv. See also Donald R. Wright, African Americans in the Colonial 
Era: From African Origins Through the American Revolution (Arlington Heights, 111.: Harland Davidson, 
Inc., 1990). 

7James Rawley, The Transatlantic Slave Trade: A History (New York: W.W. Norton, 1981), 17-18. 
See also Philip Curtin, Steven Feierman, Leonard Thompson and Jan Vansina, African History (New York: 
Longman, 1991); Patrick Manning, Slavery and African Life: Occidental, Oriental, and African Slave 
Trades. (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1990)., 162-85. 

8 Edmund Morgan, American Slavery, American Freedom: The Ordeal of Colonial Virginia (New 
York: W.W.Norton, 1975), 299-311; Winthrop Jordan, The White Man's Burden: Historical Origins of 
Racism in the United States (New York: Oxford University Press, 1974), 26-54. 

'James Oliver Horton and Lois E. Horton, In Hope of Liberty: Culture, Community and Protest 
Among Northern Free Blacks, 1700-1860 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977), 5-12. 
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Trade rivalries also caused tremendous changes in the status and functions of the enslaved. The desire 
and, eventually, the need of West Africans to trade with Europeans in order to gain access to their 
weapons and other prized goods escalated their involvement in the slave trade to such an extent that they 
could no longer draw on the reserve of slaves that they traditionally had in their societies. 10 

While there was a general protocol in place in which representatives of trading companies negotiated with 
African rulers through middlemen, the actual methods of the traders varied greatly. As the trade became 
more lucrative with greater demand from the New World, more and more slaves were stolen through 
armed raids. The slave trade also had immense impact on the developing economies of the New World 
and the changing economies of western Europe. It was the foundation for European mercantilism and 
industry in the 17th and 18th centuries, the labor force for colonial agriculture, and a prime force in the 
growth of the shipbuilding industry. " 

By the time a body of law regarding slavery was put firmly into place, a number of free blacks who had 
escaped permanent bondage through indenture lived throughout the colonies. They married - other free 
blacks, slaves, Native Americans, occasionally European servant women — and raised families. This, in 
addition to African sailors and free black arrivals from the West Indies, constituted the core of the free 
black class in the colonies. n 

Lifetime bondage, or slavery, was firmly and legally established in the British North American colonies 
by the late 1600s and continued to exist in every colony in some form until the era of the American 
Revolution. The death rate was lower in tobacco and grain cultivation and natural increase began to 
offset deaths by 1700, about the time that slavery received its final legal sanctions. The period of greatest 
importation of slaves into the present-day United States was from approximately 1680 to the 
Revolutionary War (1776). There were a scattering of bondspeople in New England and, moving 
southward, the number of slaves increased from New York through Virginia, while a system of plantation 
slavery similar to that of the Caribbean developed in the eastern part of South Carolina and Georgia. In 
the Carolinas and Georgia importation began about 1720 and continued until the slave trade became 
illegal in 1808. There slaves were acquired through the low country ports of Charleston and Savannah or 
in the other major slave market, the Gulf Coast port of New Orleans. New Orleans, controlled by the 
French and the Spanish in this period, imported most heavily while the American colonials were at war 
and continued through the early 1800s as an import market for the rising Cotton Kingdom. n 

While British North America received few slaves, it was deeply involved in the slave trade, which was 
dominated after the 1680s by the British Royal African Company. For much of the eighteenth century, 
Britain's prosperity was involved with the purchase, capture and export of slaves from western Africa to 

'"Thornton, 116-125. 
"Rawley, The Transatlantic Slave Trade, 247. 
12For the origins of northern free blacks, see James O. Horton and Lois Horton, In Hope of Liberty, 

Ch. 1-2. For a Chesapeake example, see T.H. Breen and Steven Innis, "Mynne Owne Ground": Race and 
Freedom on Virginia's Eastern Shore, 1640-1676 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980). 

"Curtin, The Atlantic Slave Trade, 83; Daniel C. Littlefield, "The Slave Trade to Colonial South 
Carolina: A Profile," South Carolina Historical Magazine 91 (1990): 68-99; Susan Westbury, "Slaves of 
Colonial Virginia: Where They Came From," William and Mary Quarterly 3rd Series 42 (1985): 228-237. 


