
A Front Porch Travelogue

Traveling  
the Underground Railroad



Introduction

For those not familiar with the Front Porch 
Travelers, let me take a moment to introduce 
you. They are six senior citizens who have 
become very real over the past 14 years 
that they’ve been presenting the travelogue 
for Activity Connection. Couples Nell and 
Truman McGiver and Bert and Ethel Davis 
join sisters Mabel and Maude Gunderson in 
their virtual adventures around the world.



Along the way they learn a lot, have 
fun, and experience the occasional 
mishap (mostly thanks to Nell). This 
month they invite you to join them as 
they travel back in time to learn about 
the Underground Railroad and the 
people who served on it.  

Click here to learn more about  
the Front Porch Travelers.

Fugitive slaves were told to follow the North Star to Freedom

http://www.activityconnection.com/meet-the-mcgivers/
http://www.activityconnection.com/meet-the-mcgivers/


History by Truman

Despite not being underground and 
not being a railroad, the escape routes 
used by runaway slaves was aptly 
named the Underground Railroad. 
The appropriateness of the name was 
rooted in the secrecy surrounding it 
and the network established to create 
a path to freedom.



The Fugitive Slave Act passed 
in the Deep South in 1793 
made a lucrative business out 
of capturing escaped slaves and 
established punishments for 
those helping them. Because of 
this, escapees were generally on 
their own until they were able 
to get farther north.



The Quakers were among the 
first to organize aid for the 
slaves. Isaac T. Hopper, a Quaker 
abolitionist, established a network 
of safe houses in Philadelphia. In 
North Carolina, Quakers formed 
abolitionist groups to create routes 
and shelters for slaves on the run.



In 1816, the African Methodist 
Episcopal Church was established 
and joined in the endeavor. Many 
of the slaves escaping through the 
Underground Railroad came from 
border states (slave states that didn’t 
leave the Union), which included 
Maryland, Delaware, Kentucky, 
Missouri, and West Virginia.



People guiding the fugitive slaves were known 
as conductors. Hiding places included churches, 
schoolhouses, and private homes. These places 
were known by a variety of terms, such as stations, 
depots, or safe houses. In keeping with railroad 
vernacular, people operating these places were 
known as stationmasters. Westerly routes often 
went through Ohio, Indiana, and Iowa. Northerly 
routes often went through Pennsylvania, New 
Jersey, New York, and the New England states.



In 1850, a second Fugitive Slave Act was passed that strengthened 
the previous law. This law had harsher penalties (including a  
six-month jail sentence, a $1,000 fine, and even death by hanging) 
and allowed for extradition of slaves back to their owners, even if 
they were captured in a free state. 

http://www.ohiohistorycentral.org/w/Fugitive_Slave_Law_of_1850


After 1850, many escaping slaves had to 
travel all the way to Canada in order to find 
safety. There they had the freedom to live 
where they wished, run for public office, and 
sit on juries, among other things. The exact 
dates the Underground Railroad existed are 
not known, but it was in operation from 
the latter part of the 18th century until the 
advent of the Civil War and Emancipation 
Proclamation by President Lincoln in 1863.



In 1865, the 13th Amendment 
of the Constitution of the 
United States abolished slavery 
in the United States.



Discussion Starters

•  An abolitionist was someone who believed slavery was wrong and that it 
should be abolished, or done away with. Can you think of other groups 
of people who came together in opposition to or support of something? 
(people opposed to the Vietnam War, suffragettes fighting to give women 
the right to vote, etc.,) 

•  Can you think of other instances when secret codes were used to 
communicate? (Possible responses: Freemasons, Navajo code talkers 
during WWII, etc.) 



Trivia by Nell

Hailing from New York state, I thought I 
was well-versed about the Underground 
Railroad. However, with the research we 
did for this travelogue, I realized how 
little I actually knew. Here are some 
interesting facts I learned:



•  The earliest public mention of the name 

Underground Railroad came about when a slave 

named Tice Davids escaped from Kentucky 

to Ohio. His owner blamed his escape on an 

“underground railroad.” By the 1840s, the term 

was a part of the American vernacular.

•  Most of the Underground Railroad routes went 

to the northern states. After 1850, they went all 

the way to Canada. However, some routes went 

south to Mexico or the Caribbean.



•  It’s estimated 3,000 people worked on 
the Underground Railroad. They were 
primarily comprised of free northern 
blacks who were joined by church 
leaders, philanthropists, abolitionists, 
and Quakers.

•  It is believed some 100,000 slaves were 
able to escape to freedom by way of 
the Underground Railroad.



•  It’s estimated 3,000 people worked on 
the Underground Railroad. They were 
primarily comprised of free northern 
blacks who were joined by church 
leaders, philanthropists, abolitionists, 
and Quakers.

•  It is believed some 100,000 slaves were 
able to escape to freedom by way of 
the Underground Railroad. 



•  Those assisting the escaping 
slaves used railroad terminology 
as their secret codes. Slaves 
sung songs that included coded 
messages as part of their secret 
communication. 

•  In Underground Railroad 
terminology, escaped slaves were 
referred to as passengers or cargo.



•  Places used to hide slaves 
included secret passages, hidden 
compartments in cupboards, 
attics, and basements.   

•  Generally, the Underground 
Railroad stations (safe houses) 
were situated 10 to 20 miles 
apart. Most of the travel was 
done on foot at night.



Many slaves referred to Canada 
as “the promised land” and the 
Mississippi River as the “River 
Jordan” from the Bible.



Discussion Starters

• What do you remember learning about the Underground Railroad?    

•  Refer to the map and determine if you live in a state where the 
Underground Railroad was present. 

https://www.nationalgeographic.org/maps/undergroundrailroad/


All Aboard! Traveling the Underground Railroad with Bert

Runaways and their helpers along the Underground 
Railroad must have had the utmost courage, and I 
have often wondered if I could have taken that risk. 
I’ll never know for sure, of course, but I like to think 
I would have stood behind my conviction that all 
people have the right to be free. Join me as I follow a 
route of the Underground Railroad and learn more 
about the states and some historic sites to visit.



The Underground Railroad involved 
some 30 states, both slave and free, as well 
as Canada, Mexico, and the Caribbean. 
There are historic sites to see in each of 
these places, so the next time you visit one 
of them, be sure to check it out. Routes 
included back roads, forests, rivers with 
caves, and hollow trees used for sheltering 
along the way. Fugitives traveled primarily 
on foot but also by wagons, trains, and boats.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slave_states_and_free_states
http://www.pbs.org/black-culture/shows/list/underground-railroad/locations/


Are you ready? It’s time for us to meet up with Conductor Tubman as we 
quietly slip away in the dead of night.

Maryland  
Slavery existed in Maryland since around 1642 
when slaves were first brought to St. Mary’s City 
to work on plantations predominantly growing 
tobacco. A network of rivers emptying into the 
nearby Chesapeake Bay provided access to the 
Atlantic Ocean for the shipping of products.



The city of Baltimore was an important 
port in the south in the 18th century, 
second only to the port in Charleston, 
South Carolina. By 1755, slaves comprised 
approximately 40% of Maryland’s 
population. By the time of the Civil War, 
more than 49% of people of color were free. 
During the Civil War, Maryland remained 
in the Union despite its slaveholders being 
sympathetic to the Confederacy.



Harriet Tubman escaped from her 
Maryland plantation in 1849. She 
returned to the state a number of times 
to help others escape. We join her on 
one of these trips, best visualized as we 
drive along the 125 miles of the route 
known as the Byway for a self-guided 
tour following in her footsteps along 
the Eastern Shore of Maryland and 
into Delaware.

http://harriettubmanbyway.org/the-byway/


When in Maryland, visit:

•  Harriet Tubman Underground Visitor Center: The 
visitor center commemorates the life of Harriet 
Tubman and her legacy.

•  Faith Community Methodist Church: Reverend Green 
helped Harriet Tubman and many others to freedom.

•  Tuckahoe Neck Meeting House: This Quaker 
meeting house in Caroline County was part of the 
Underground Railroad network.



Delaware

Delaware remained a slave state until 1865. The 
Underground Railroad had an extensive network 
of safe houses there. The state itself was divided 
between northern and southern sympathizers. The 
city of Wilmington was initially the final stop to 
freedom before Tubman’s ultimate destination—the 
city of Philadelphia. After the second Fugitive Slave 
Law of 1850, it was no longer a last stop, but just a 
resting point before the long journey to Canada.



When in Delaware, visit:
•  Governor Ross Mansion & Plantation: The site is 

home to the only surviving slave dwelling of its 
kind in Delaware.

•  Old State House: The first permanent capital 
building in the state, it now houses a collection 
of information about the Underground Railroad. 

•  Corbiti-Sharp House: This national landmark 
once served as an important station to shelter 
runaway slaves.



Philadelphia
Philadelphia, the next stop, was the home of the 
Quaker abolitionist movement and the place where 
Harriet Tubman found her freedom. After crossing 
the Mason-Dixon line (line dividing slave slaves to 
the south and free states to the north), she is quoted 
as saying, “When I found I had crossed that line, I 
looked at my hands to see if I was the same person. 
There was such a glory over everything; the sun 
came like gold through trees, and over the fields, 
and I felt like I was in Heaven.”



Philadelphia played a vital role in the 
Underground Railroad despite its port 
being a place where people brought 
from Africa were sold into slavery. In the 
same district as the port lived the largest 
number of free blacks in the nation. 
The Pennsylvania Abolition Society was 
formed to provide aid to fugitive slaves 
and to fight against the injustice of slavery. 
It was instrumental to the success of the 
Underground Railroad.



When in Philadelphia, visit:

The Liberty Bell Center: The Liberty 
Bell with its crack was claimed as a 
symbol of the abolitionist movement 
because of its inscription that reads, 
“Proclaim liberty throughout all the 
land unto all the inhabitants thereof.”



Mother Bethel African Methodist 
Episcopal (AME) Church: Founded by 
the Bishop Richard Allen, it served as 
the “mother” church to the first African 
American congregation in the nation. 
Allen and his wife provided refuge for 
escaped slaves there.



The Johnson House Historical Site: 
Owned by devout Quakers Samuel 
and Jennet Johnson, this home 
served as a safe house for fugitive 
slaves and has a number of secret 
hiding places, which include a trap 
door in the attic. It is rumored 
Harriet Tubman visited there.



New York

Auburn, New York, is where Harriet Tubman made 
her home. Leading up to the Civil War, it was a state 
in favor of slavery. The cotton and sugar industries 
of the region depended on slave labor in order to 
be able to operate. It is estimated that at one time, 
41 percent of the households in New York City had 
slaves. After the state abolished slavery in 1827, it 
became a stronghold for the abolitionist movement 
and an important part of the Underground Railroad.



The cities of Rochester and Buffalo, 
being close to the Canadian border, 
were last stops for many before 
crossing over to the freedom of 
Canada. Harriet Tubman helped 
establish Rochester as a main 
station. Here the weary fugitives 
had a chance to rest, were given 
food to eat, and received a change 
of clothing.



When in New York, visit:

Plymouth Church of the Pilgrims: The tunneled 
basement is where countless fugitive slaves hid on 
their way to freedom. It was known as the Grand 
Central Depot of the Underground Railroad. Its 
preacher was Henry Ward Beecher, brother of Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin author Harriet Beecher Stowe. He was 
a gifted orator who attracted thousands of people to 
his sermons. He declared the laws of humanity to be 
greater than those of the Constitution.



The Gerrit Smith Estate: Also 
serving as the president of the 
New-York Anti-Slavery Society, 
Gerrit Smith was a wealthy social 
reformer who was an important 
station master in the Underground 
Railroad. His home was a safe haven 
for those escaping to Canada.



African Free School: Founded in 1787 
by the New York Manumission Society 
and Alexander Hamilton and John Jay, 
the school educated children of slaves 
and free people of color. The school 
grew to be seven buildings with  
1,400 students and was reportedly a 
stop on the Underground Railroad.



Canada

The last stop! It’s estimated between 
30,000 and 100,000 slaves escaped to 
Canada. The largest group settled in 
Ontario (known as Upper Canada). 
Fort Malden, located in Amherstburg, 
Ontario, was the chief place of entry 
and was described by abolitionist Levi 
Coffin as the “great landing place.” 



After 1850, it’s estimated  
30 slaves crossed into Fort 
Malden by steamboat each day. 
Ships like the Sultana made 
frequent trips between the Great 
Lakes ports and Fort Malden 
with its cargo of fugitive slaves.



Nova Scotia was another important place 
for slaves to settle. Life was not easy for 
the newcomers. Although the British 
colonies did not allow slavery after 
1834, discrimination still existed. There 
was great competition with European 
immigrants for jobs. Often arriving with 
nothing more than the clothes on their 
backs, the cold winters presented a great 
hardship to the fugitives.



Even if work was found, it often did 
not pay enough to replace clothing. 
Abolitionists in the northern U.S. 
raised funds, collected necessities, and 
delivered them to Canada West (now 
southern Ontario). Black settlements 
turned to growing crops (including 
tobacco) in order to eke out a living. 



Some people went into business; they 
opened saloons and restaurants and 
made barrels, rope, and clothing. A 
number of communities established 
their own schools. After the Civil 
War began in the U.S., many of the 
fugitives returned to the U.S. to enlist 
with the Union Army.



Discussion Starters

•  Have you ever visited a historic site that had been a station on the 
Underground Railroad? Describe your experience.

•  Try to imagine yourself as a fugitive slave. Where would you go and how 
would you get there? Who would you take with you?

• Would you immigrate to another country to escape oppression in yours?

•  Which of your talents and skills would you use in order to succeed in a 
new place when you arrived with only the clothes on your back?



The Most Famous Conductor by Mabel

Araminta “Minty” Ross was born a slave on 
the eastern shore in the state of Maryland. 
Her date of birth is not known for sure, but 
it was sometime between 1815 and 1825. She 
later changed her first name to Harriet after 
her mother. Tubman was her married name. 
As a young girl, she lived in violent and harsh 
conditions. At one point, she sustained a skull 
fracture from which she never fully recovered.



In 1849, she found the courage 
to escape the plantation—the 
only home she had known—
with two of her brothers. A 
couple of weeks later they all 
returned, but Harriet left again 
on her own. This time she made 
her way to Philadelphia.



Establishing herself in the 
north, Harriet began building a 
network of people and places to 
assist in helping escaped slaves. 
She returned to the Maryland 
plantation three times to rescue 
family members and others wishing 
to escape. On the third trip, she 
tried to convince her husband to 
leave with her, but he refused.



She was a deeply religious person and 
found her strength in her faith. She 
believed God spoke to her through 
visions and dreams and guided her 
on her expeditions. It is thought that 
the childhood head injury may have 
triggered these visions. She worked on 
the Underground Railroad from 1851 
to 1860 and is credited with liberating 
some 300 slaves. 



She boasted she never lost a 
passenger in all that time. She 
risked her life with every one of 
the 19 trips she made. Plantation 
owners viewed her as a real threat 
and posted a $40,000 reward 
for her capture. She regularly 
made trips to Canada and helped 
people get settled there.



During the Civil War, Harriet 
was a tireless worker for the 
Union Army. She served as 
a spy and scout, a cook, and 
a nurse and was the first 
woman to lead an assault—
the Combahee River raid, in 
which 700 slaves were freed. 



After the war, she returned to her home 
in Auburn, New York, and married 
Nelson Davis, a man 22 years her 
junior. They adopted a baby girl named 
Gertie. Always one to help others in 
need, her own financial situation was 
dire. She authorized a biography to be 
written about her, which provided her 
with a much-needed $1,200 in revenue. 



Not surprisingly, Harriet became an advocate 
for women’s suffrage and gave supportive 
speeches in Washington, D.C., New York, 
and Boston. She donated her property in 
Auburn to the African American Methodist 
Episcopal Zion Church and wished for it 
to be converted into a home for “aged and 
indigent colored people.” She spent her last 
years there and died from pneumonia on 
March 10, 1913, at the age of 93.



Discussion Starters

•  She was nicknamed “Moses” by abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison and “General 
Tubman” by John Brown after she recruited supporters for his Harper’s Ferry 
Raid. What nickname, or honorary title, would you give this remarkable woman?

•  Harriet was guided by her faith. How important do you think faith would be 
in such perilous undertakings? Have you ever had to test your faith in difficult 
situations or times?

•  If you were asked to describe Harriet Tubman, what are some of the terms you 
would use?



Other People of Note by Ethel

Defined by their courage and the 
strength of their beliefs, these names 
represent just a few of the people who 
contributed so much to bring about 
the end of slavery in the United States. 
Some names you may recognize, and 
some you will be learning about for 
the first time.



Frederick Douglass was a former slave 
who is remembered as a writer, orator, 
statesman, and social reformer. He 
became a leader of the abolitionist 
movement and regularly hid fugitive 
slaves in his home in Rochester, New 
York. He helped 400 escaped slaves 
find their way to safety in Canada. He 
is viewed as one of the most eminent 
human rights leaders of the 19th century.

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Frederick-Douglass


He served as an advisor to President 
Lincoln during the Civil War and 
in 1877 was appointed by President 
Rutherford B. Hayes as U.S. Marshal 
for the District of Columbia. He was 
the first African American confirmed 
by the Senate for a presidential 
appointment. The post was not 
without controversy, but he held it 
proudly for four years.



Robert Purvis was born in South Carolina to an 
English father who was a wealthy cotton broker and 
a mother who was a free woman of color. Brought 
up in affluence, he was well-educated. At an early 
age he became an abolitionist, and after his father 
died, leaving the family well-off financially, he was 
able to devote his efforts full-time to the cause. He 
worked closely with the Philadelphia Vigilance 
Committee, which sheltered runaway slaves. His 
home became known as the Purvis safe house. 

https://blackpast.org/aah/purvis-robert-1810-1898


In his campaign to end slavery, 
he spent time in Europe speaking 
publicly and served as president 
of the Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery 
Society for five years. He also 
campaigned for women’s rights 
and prison reform.



William Still, a prominent 
Philadelphian, was the son of slave 
parents from New Jersey and an 
associate of Harriett Tubman. His 
father purchased his own freedom, 
but his mother was a fugitive slave 
who was only able to bring two of 
her children with her. He worked as a 
clerk and janitor for the Pennsylvania 
Society for the Abolition of Slavery.

https://freedomcenter.org/content/william-still


He would often shelter slaves as 
they made their way north. One of 
those slaves was his older brother, 
whom his mother had been forced 
to leave behind when she escaped 
40 years earlier. Still kept a record 
of his activities and, in 1872, wrote 
a book titled The Underground 
Railroad. It remains one of the most 
important historical accountings we 
have of that time.



Levi Coffin was a Quaker originally from 
North Carolina. He became involved in 
helping fugitive slaves at the young age of 
15. As an adult, he and his wife Catherine 
were responsible for helping in the escape 
of many fugitive slaves. He became known 
as the “President of the Underground 
Railroad,” and his home in Newport, 
Indiana, was the “Grand Station of the 
Underground Railroad.”

https://www.waynet.org/levicoffin/


During the 20 years they lived 
there, it is believed the Coffins 
helped over 2,000 slaves, all of 
whom miraculously made their 
way to freedom safely. One of the 
fugitives hiding in their home was 
Eliza, whose story is told in the 
book Uncle Tom’s Cabin.



John Brown was an abolitionist and 
conductor on the Underground Railroad. 
He was born in Connecticut to a family with 
strong antislavery views. He married twice 
and fathered a total of 20 children. Although 
he failed at his business ventures, he was an 
excellent conductor on the Underground 
Railroad. He established the League of 
Gileadites, which was an organization that 
helped fugitive slaves escape to Canada.

https://www.battlefields.org/learn/biographies/john-brown


His zeal turned violent, and 
he and his sons, having moved 
to the Kansas Territory, killed 
five unarmed men believed to 
be supporters of slavery. Most 
famously, he led a raid on the 
federal arsenal in Harper’s Ferry, 
Virginia (now West Virginia). 
Wounded, he was captured and 
charged with murder, leading a 
slave insurrection, and treason.



After hearing his sentence, he is quoted as 
saying, “If it is deemed necessary that I should 
forfeit my life for the furtherance of the ends 
of justice, and mingle my blood further with 
the blood of my children and with the blood 
of millions in this slave country whose rights 
are disregarded by wicked, cruel, and unjust 
enactments—I submit; so let it be done!” On 
December 2, 1859, he was hanged.



Discussion Starters

•  While no one can say for sure unless actually in a situation, do you think 
you would choose to put yourself in danger to help others in need? Under 
what circumstances might you help or not help?     

•  The slaves who had been taught to read and write had a much better 
chance of surviving after escaping. How important is education in helping 
people succeed?



Daring Escapes by Maude

I tried to imagine what it would 
be like to be a slave on the run in a 
desperate bid for freedom. It would 
take great courage to leave the only 
life you’d ever known, no matter 
how bad, to risk capture and even 
death for the unknown. Here are 
just a few of the many stories:



William and Ellen Craft from Macon, Georgia, were 
a married couple but were owned by different slave 
masters. They were afraid of being separated and, rather 
than let that happen, planned a daring escape. Ellen, 
who was light-skinned, masqueraded as an injured white 
man by cutting her hair short, wearing men’s clothes, 
and wrapping her face in bandages. William played the 
part of her black manservant. With money saved from 
William’s carpentry job, they were able to sustain their 
masquerade by being able to purchase train and steamer 
tickets and stay in nice hotels along the way. 

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/the-great-escape-from-slavery-of-ellen-and-william-craft-497960/


Despite the apparent comforts, their days were 
fraught with danger and near discoveries. After 
some time in Philadelphia, they moved Boston, 
where William found work as a cabinetmaker 
and Ellen as a seamstress. Two years later, slave 
hunters arrived in Boston to take them back to 
Georgia. Instead, they fled to England, where they 
lived for 20 years and had five children before 
returning to the U.S., where they established a 
school in Georgia for newly freed slaves.



In 1848, Henry “Box” Brown’s wife and children 
were sold and shipped to another state. After 
that, he was determined to escape slavery at 
any cost. With the help of a shopkeeper, he had 
himself “packed” into a small wooden crate 
(three feet by two feet) labeled “dry goods” and 
shipped from Richmond to the Philadelphia 
home of abolitionist James McKim. Confined to 
his box with only a few biscuits and some water, 
he endured an arduous, bone-jarring, 27-hour 
journey via wagon, steamboat, and train.

http://www.pbs.org/black-culture/shows/list/underground-railroad/stories-freedom/henry-box-brown/


Once in Philadelphia, he became something of a 
local celebrity because of his daring escape. After 
the passing of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, he 
was no longer safe there and had to flee to England. 
Brown made a living by re-enacting his escape in 
a stage act. He returned to the U.S. in 1875 and 
worked as a magician. As part of his act, he would 
demonstrate fitting into the same wooden box he 
had escaped to freedom in so many years before.



Frederick Douglass, who we learned about before, also 
had a daring escape story. He left his ship’s caulker job in 
Baltimore disguised as a sailor and boarded a train for 
the north. He carried with him a free sailor’s permission 
pass borrowed from a free African American seaman, 
but he bore little resemblance to the man described in 
the pass. When the conductor came to check the papers, 
Douglass feared discovery. Fortunately, the conductor 
gave the papers only a quick look and moved on to 
the next passenger. As he continued to travel north, he 
encountered other close calls.

https://www.history.com/news/frederick-douglass-escapes-slavery-175-years-ago


He chanced across a past acquaintance but 
escaped detection and then was almost 
spotted by a ship captain he had once 
worked for. He finally arrived in New York 
and made his way to a safe house. There 
he rendezvoused with his future wife, 
Anna Murray, and the couple moved on 
to New Bedford, Massachusetts. Douglass 
remained a fugitive until 1846, when his 
supporters purchased his freedom from 
his former master.



Harriet Jacobs was born a slave in North Carolina to a 
benevolent mistress who taught her to read and write. 
After her death, Harriet’s ownership was transferred to her 
mistress’s niece, who was just three at the time. The child’s 
father became her master, and she lived in fear of him. He 
was cruel and continuously tried to force her into submission. 
He refused her plea to marry a free black man. She became 
friends with a kind and caring white man, an unmarried 
lawyer, with whom she had two children. Despite this, she 
continued to endure persistent advances from her slave 
master. She had no choice but to run away. 

https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part4/4p2923.html


She hid briefly in the houses of friends before ending up in the attic 
crawlspace in her grandmother’s home. She remained there for 
seven long years. She was able to watch her children, who had been 
bought by their father and were free, playing in the yard through a 
small peephole she had drilled. At night she would sneak outdoors 
for some much-needed exercise and fresh air. In 1842, she finally 
escaped north after a friend secured passage for her on a boat to 
Philadelphia. Then she traveled by train to New York, where she was 
later reunited with her daughter sent to her by the father. She would 
become an influential abolitionist and wrote a book titled  
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, which chronicled her story.



Robert Smalls is one of the most incredible stories of all. 
In 1862, he was working in Charleston, South Carolina, as 
a wheelman on the Confederate ship the CSS Planter. In 
the early hours one day, the white crew decided to take an 
unauthorized shore leave. Small and several other slaves 
commandeered the steamer, stopping at a prearranged 
rendezvous point to pick up their families. Smalls, disguised 
in the captain’s coat, steamed into the Charleston Harbor. He 
knew how to navigate the harbor with its hidden mines and 
knew the proper signal to give. He passed by Fort Sumter, 
and then it was full-speed ahead for the Union blockade. 

https://www.pbs.org/wnet/african-americans-many-rivers-to-cross/history/which-slave-sailed-himself-to-freedom/


The crew of runaway slaves raised the white flag 
of surrender and happily offered up the ship to 
the first U.S. Navy vessel they encountered. Smalls 
called out, “Good morning, sir,” to the surprised 
captain and announced, “I have brought you some 
of the old United States’ guns, sir.” Smalls and his 
crew were hailed as heroes for their courage and 
cunning. Having demonstrated what good soldiers 
black men could be, they helped recruit as many as  
5,000 soldiers for the Union Army.



Smalls served as the pilot and later 
captain of the Planter, which had 
been refitted as a Navy ship. After 
the war, in a remarkable turnaround, 
he returned to South Carolina and 
bought the home of his old master 
and served several terms in the  
U.S. House of Representatives.



Discussion Starters

• Which of the escape stories particularly spoke to you?

•  Do you think you could survive enclosed in a small box for a long 
period of time with just a few biscuits and a little water to drink? 

•  What are some of the things you learned about the Underground 
Railroad that you did not know before?  



We hope you enjoyed our short trip back in history. We look forward to seeing 
you next month. And here’s a hint about the location—you might want to  

start practicing your yodeling skills

The End
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