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INTRODUCTION

Although the Underground Railroad has been an integral
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 administrators 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 interpret 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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PART 1

HISTORIC CONTEXT FOR THE
UNDERGROUND RAILROAD

Defining the Underground Railroad

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 com-
pleted 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 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 charac-
teristics of Underground Railroad activity but which occurred
before 1820. These activities foreshadowed 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







