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INTRODUCTION 

Although the Undetgtound Railroad has been an integtal 
part of American history and folklore for well over 150 years, the 
recent past has seen an increased public interest in the identifi­
cation of historic sites associated with the experiences of fugitive 
slaves. Since the late 1960s, many researchers have utilized the 
perspectives and methodologies of archeologists, anthropologists, 
social historians, and material culture to focus on the lives and 
communities of enslaved and free African Americans. Their 
methods permit historic site administrators, interpreters, 
historians and members of the general public to create more 
meaningful, inclusive, and documented accounts of the Under­
ground Railroad. It is important that public historians supple­
ment oral narratives and legends of the Underground Railroad 
with documentation that supports local accounts and places the 
Underground Railroad in a broader context of slavery and 
American history. 

Researching and Interpreting the Underground Railroad is the 
second in a series of guides designed to help National Park 
Service staff, members of the public, and administratots of 
historic properties produce, review and evaluate interpretive 
programs and media. This booklet includes a brief contextual 
statement about North American slavery, a review of historical 
scholarship about the Underground Railroad and related topics, 
suggestions for using a variety of sources to construct responsible 
and meaningful interpretations, and examples of how to use 
these sources to document and interptet specific cases of Under­
ground Railroad activity. 

This booklet is part of a National Park Service initiative to 
design research methods which address American history in a 
more integrated, diverse, and complex way. For general informa­
tion about recent goals and directions of the National Park 
Service, see Revision of the National Park Services Thematic 
Framework (1996), Adapting to Change (1996), and 
www.cr.nps.gov/history/exugrr/exuggrl.htm. 
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P A R T I 

HISTORIC CONTEXT FOR THE 
UNDERGROUND RAILROAD 

Defining the Underground Railroad 

The Underground Railroad refers to the effott—sometimes 
spontaneous, sometimes highly organized—to assist persons held 
in bondage in North America to escape from slavery. While 
most tunaways began their journey unaided and many com­
pleted their self-emancipation without assistance, each decade in 
which slavery was legal in the United States saw an increase in 
the public petception of a sectetive network and in the number 
of persons willing to give aid to runaways. Although this study 
encompasses the period from American independence to the end 
of the Civil War (1770s to 1865), it focuses on the years be­
tween 1820 and 1865 when most antislavery advocates aban­
doned their hope for gradual emancipation and adopted imme­
diate abolition of slavery as their goal. Although divided on this 
issue, the abolitionist movement was successful in expanding 
and publicizing the informal network known as the under­
ground railroad. 

The term "underground railroad" had no meaning to the 
generations before the first rails and engines of the 1820s, but 
many earlier events were precursors of the Underground Rail­
road. This study includes incidents which have all the chatac-
teristics of Underground Railroad activity but which occurred 
before 1820. These activities foteshadowed and helped to shape 
the Underground Railroad. While the primary focus will be on 
the most active period, it is important to document earlier and 
related events which contribute to an understanding of this 
nationally-significant, geographically-widespread enterprise. 

The term "underground railroad" was seldom capitalized in 
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nineteenth-century writing, but it is frequently capitalized in 
this booklet to indicate its current usage as an overarching topic 
of historical importance, as in Recontruction or the Civil War. 

The origin of the term cannot be precisely determined 
although there are several claims for the honor. 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 run­
aways as part of an "underground railroad" by the 1830s. The 
phrase described an activity that was locally organized, but 
which had no real national center. It existed rather openly in 
the North and just beneath the surface of daily life in the upper 
South and certain southern cities. Where it existed, the under­
ground railroad offered local service to runaway slaves by assist­
ing them from one point to another. Farther along, others 
would take the passenger into their transportation system until 
the final destination had been reached. 

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, however, that more white 
Americans were prepared to aid runaways and to give some 
assistance to the free blacks who had always made it their 
business to help fugitive slaves. Publication of the first issue of 
William Lloyd Garrison's newspaper, The Liberator, on January 1, 
1831, marks the traditional beginning of the abolitionist era and 
of angry and defensive responses from the slaveholding South. 
The high visibility of the abolitionist attack on slavery has 
perhaps encouraged historians to overemphasize the abolitionist 
involvement with the Underground Railroad. 

Several factors less frequently emphasized are noted in this 
booklet. First, there were active attempts at escape from slavery 
in North America during the late 1600s and the 1700s, both 
individual and in groups. By the 1800s, various forces, from the 
national Constitution to local slave patrols in the South, were all 
aligned to prevent escapes. A second factor is that, while most 
slave escapes were to the free states of the North and to Canada, 

there were runaways into Spanish Florida and into Spanish 
Mexico and the subsequent Mexican Republic. Although the 
numbers escaping never threatened to destabilize slavery, there 
were very serious consequences for American diplomacy, prompt­
ing a desire to acquire Spanish territory on the continent to 
secure the 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 provid­
ing shelter, financial support, and direction to successful run­
aways came from the organized efforts of northern free blacks. 

Perhaps the most important aspect of the underground 
railroad is that its importance is not measured by the number of 
attempted or successful escapes, but by the manner in which it 
consistently exposed the grim realities of slavery and—more 
importantly—refuted the claim that African Americans could not 
act or organize on their own behalf. It also encouraged, 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 its most dramatic, the under­
ground railroad provided stories of individual acts of bravery and 
suffering. While most of the accounts of secret passageways, 
sliding wall panels, and hidden rooms will never be documented 
with historical evidence, there were indeed sufficient dramas to 
be interpreted and verified. 

The Origins of American Slavery 

The Atlantic slave trade, which carried unwilling Africans to 
the Western Hemisphere, was one part of a long history of 
international trade in goods and people in Europe, Africa, North 
and South America, and even Asia. Between 1450 and 1850, 
about 12 million Africans were transported westward across the 
Atlantic. Of this number, only about five percent were brought 
to British North America and, later, to the United States, most 
of them arriving between 1680 and 1808. It is estimated that 
between 450,000 and 600,000 Africans arrived in North 
America in waves of forced migration that coincided with 
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