
Expansion & Reform: The Underground
Railroad and the Coming of War

TOP: "The Underground Railroad" painting by Charles T. Webber, Cincinnati Art Museum. MIDDLE: Headline from a

pamphlet reporting on a meeting held in reaction to the Fugitive Slave Act. The meeting called on all African-Americans to

guard themselves against Southern slave catchers, October 5, 1850. BOTTOM: The route of the Underground Railroad

through Livingston and LaSalle counties, Illinois. Courtesy of Getty Images and the Gilder Lehrman Collection. 

The Underground Railroad was a secret network that helped escaping slaves. It passed them

from community to community until they reached freedom. Some students wonder whether

these escape routes were actually under the ground. But the phrase “Underground Railroad”

is better understood as a way to describe a group of people connected mainly by their intense

desire to help other people escape from slavery. Understanding the history of the name helps

students understand its meaning in important ways.

There could be no “Underground Railroad” until actual railroads began during the 1830s and

1840s. Slaves had certainly escaped before that period, but it was not described by a specific

name. Railroads existed primarily in the North, which was home to about 70 percent of the

nation’s 30,000 miles of track by 1860. Slaves fled in every direction, but the name meant

most in those communities closest to the nation’s train stations.
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The abolitionist movement had the answer to many questions

The phrase “Underground Railroad” also raises two main questions: Who created the name?

And why would they want to describe the effort to help runaway slaves as a network of secret

railroads?

The answers can be found in the abolitionist movement. Abolitionists were people who fought

to destroy slavery. They wanted to publicize, and perhaps even exaggerate, the number of

slaves and the size of the network that helped them on their journey toward freedom.

According to historian Larry Gara, abolitionist newspapers and abolitionist speakers were the

ones who first used the term “Underground Railroad” during the early 1840s. They did so to

taunt slaveholders.

Abolitionists grew even more bold in publicizing escapes after the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850

was passed. The law said that runaway slaves had to be returned to their owners. It called for

anyone helping slaves escape to be forced to pay fines. Anxious fugitives and their allies now

fought back even harder in the face of the new law.

Students often seem to imagine runaway slaves hiding while “conductors” and

“stationmasters” found hiding places and passed coded messages. They often imagine that

terrified runaways were chased from Mississippi to Maine, but the truth was different.

The creation of vigilance groups

One way to understand the Underground Railroad is to look closely at the spread of free black

vigilance committees during the 1830s. At the time, American communities started “vigilance”

groups whenever they felt threatened. During the mid-1830s, free black residents began

organizing vigilance associations to protect them against kidnappers who would sell them into

slavery. Almost immediately, however, these groups began protecting runaway slaves. They

became the core of what soon became known as the Underground Railroad.

Most of the members of these groups were men, but some women and white people also

belonged. They were not secret groups. Vigilance committees elected officers, held meetings,

kept records and raised funds. In New York, the vigilance committee published an annual

report. Detroit vigilance agents filled newspaper columns with reports about rescuing slaves.

Several committees gave out the addresses of their officials. Today, one can read letters
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detailing African-American abolitionist Harriet Tubman’s comings and goings, and even a

request to replace her worn-out shoes. Anyone curious about how much it cost to help

runaways can look online. Teacher Dean Eastman and his students at Beverly High School

have posted the account books of the Boston vigilance committee.
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No federal involvement

Helping escaped slaves was against the law, so why did these Northern vigilance groups let

everyone know about it? How did they get away with it? The answer is that the Fugitive Slave

Act was a law from Washington. But the state governments in the North did not want to get the
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federal government involved in their business. Nor did they want to reward Southern power.

For the most part, Northern lawmakers and juries did not really care about black civil rights.

They cared very much about their own states’ rights during the years before the Civil War, so

they ignored the vigilance committees.

That is also why almost none of the Underground Railroad agents in the North was arrested or

hurt. No important Underground Railroad operative in the North ever got killed or spent much

time in jail. It was Southerners who endured late-night arrests, long jail sentences, torture and

sometimes even lynching. For example, Jonathan Walker was a sea captain who had been

convicted in 1852 of smuggling runaways. He was branded with the mark “S.S.," which stood

for “slave-stealer.”

What did happen was a war of words. The battle over fugitive slaves was a main cause of the

national conflict over slavery. The Underground Railroad helped launch the Civil War.

Matthew Pinsker is an associate professor of history and Pohanka Chair in American Civil

War History at Dickinson College. He is the author of "Lincoln’s Sanctuary: Abraham Lincoln

and the Soldiers’ Home" and co-director of House Divided: The Civil War Research Engine at

Dickinson College.
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Quiz

1 The author explains the importance of the Underground Railroad mainly by:

(A) explaining why the Underground Railroad caused the Civil War

(B) providing detailed descriptions of what life was like for slaves in the

Underground Railroad

(C) giving quotes by people who lived at the time of the Underground Railroad

(D) describing how the Underground Railroad worked

2 According to the section "The creation of vigilance groups," why did vigilance groups need to

protect former slaves?

(A) because some of the group members were women and some were white

people

(B) because there were kidnappers who would sell them back into slavery

(C) because they could elect officers, raise funds and hold meetings to help slaves

(D) because Harriet Tubman was helping them to move slaves along the

Underground Railroad

3 Read the sentence from the article. 

The phrase “Underground Railroad” also raises two main questions:
Who created the name? And why would they want to describe the
effort to help runaway slaves as a network of secret railroads?

Which option is the BEST definition of the word "network" as used in the sentence?

(A) organization

(B) home

(C) committee

(D) law
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4 Read the following paragraph from the section "No federal involvement."

That is also why almost none of the Underground Railroad agents in
the North was arrested or hurt. No important Underground Railroad
operative in the North ever got killed or spent much time in jail. It was
Southerners who endured late-night arrests, long jail sentences, torture
and sometimes even lynching. For example, Jonathan Walker was a
sea captain who had been convicted in 1852 of smuggling runaways.
He was branded with the mark “S.S.," which stood for “slave-stealer.”

Which word from the paragraph helps you understand that Southern agents went through more

difficulties than those in the North?

(A) agents

(B) operative

(C) endured

(D) smuggling
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