Chapter 13 – Section 4 
The South’s People


NARRATOR: IN THE DECADES LEADING UP TO THE CIVIL WAR, MANY ENSLAVED PEOPLE ESCAPED NORTHWARD TO FREEDOM TRAVELING SECRET ROUTES THAT BECAME KNOWN AS THE UNDERGROUND RAILROAD.
THIS LIBERATION NETWORK WASN’T UNDERGROUND NOR DID IT HAVE ANY TRAINS. RATHER, IT WAS A COVERT OPERATION ORGANIZED BY ABOLITIONISTS, FORMER ENSLAVED PEOPLE, AND FREEBORN BLACKS USING RAIL TERMINOLOGY FOR CODE WORDS. 

ON THE UNDERGROUND RAILROAD, GUIDES KNOWN AS “CONDUCTORS” AIDED ESCAPING ENSLAVED PEOPLE WHO WERE REFERRED TO AS “PASSENGERS” OR “CARGO.” “STATIONMASTERS” KEPT SAFE-HOUSES ALONG THE WAY. “STOCKHOLDERS” SUPPORTED THE SECRET SYSTEM WITH DONATIONS OF MONEY, FOOD OR CLOTHING.  

MOST OF THE “PASSENGERS” ON THE UNDERGROUND RAILROAD WERE MALE FIELD WORKERS LESS THAN FORTY YEARS OLD, TRAVELING IN SMALL GROUPS OR AS INDIVIDUALS. THE JOURNEY WAS OFTEN TOO DIFFICULT FOR WOMEN AND CHILDREN TO COMPLETE. 

THE ESCAPED ENSLAVED PEOPLE WOULD MOVE BY NIGHT, TRAVELING ABOUT 10-20 MILES, ON FOOT, OR SOMETIMES BY BOAT OR A REAL TRAIN. DURING THE DAY, THEY STOPPED AT THE SO-CALLED “STATIONS” TO REST. WORD WOULD BE SENT TO THE NEXT STATION THAT MORE “PASSENGERS” WERE ON THE WAY.

THE RISK OF CAPTURE WAS ENORMOUS. AS A RESULT, THE ROUTES WERE INDIRECT TO THROW OFF PURSUERS. RISKS INCLUDED BOUNTY HUNTERS ACTING UNDER FUGITIVE SLAVE LAWS THAT MADE IT ILLEGAL TO AID ESCAPED ENSLAVED PEOPLE.

BUT DESPITE THE RISKS, THE UNDERGROUND RAILROAD WAS AN ENORMOUS SUCCESS. AT ITS HEIGHT, BETWEEN 1810 AND 1850, AN ESTIMATED 30,000 TO 100,000 ENSLAVED PEOPLE ESCAPED TO FREEDOM IN THE NORTH AND CANADA, TRAVELING THE LEGENDARY SYSTEM. AMONG ITS HEROES WERE WILLIAM STILL, A FREE-BORN BLACK, WHO’S REMEMBERED AS “THE FATHER OF THE UNDERGROUND RAILROAD” AND HARRIET TUBMAN, AN ESCAPED ENSLAVED PERSON, WHO BECAME KNOWN AS THE “MOSES OF HER PEOPLE.”  

THE UNDERGROUND RAILROAD REMAINS A SYMBOL OF FREEDOM AND A SIGNIFICANT CHAPTER IN AFRICAN-AMERICAN HISTORY.
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