
 

 

 

 
 

TEACHING WITH PRIMARY SOURCES

Underground Railroad 
How “underground” was the Underground Railroad? 
Runaway slaves headed north to gain their freedom and to escape intolerable situations. They needed courage 
and resourcefulness to evade law enforcement officers and professional slave catchers who earned rewards for 
returning them to their masters. Southerners bitterly resented those in the North who assisted the slaves. They 
coined the term “Underground Railroad” to mean an organized network devoted to keep slaves away from their 
masters, sometimes even crossing the border into Canada. There was no actual physical “railroad” with engines and 
tracks, but the term stuck. In 1850, Congress passed the Fugitive Slave Law that levied heavy fines on anyone guilty 
of helping slaves to escape. Many in the north resented the law that forced them to help sustain a system that they 
opposed. 

Underground Railroad “Stations” Develop in Iowa 
Iowa shares a southern border with Missouri, which was a slave state. In the 1840s and 1850s, abolitionists (those 
who wanted to abolish slavery) developed a system of “stations” that could move runaways toward the Mississippi 
River to Illinois on their way to freedom. Members of two religious groups, the Congregationalists and Quakers, 
played leading roles in abolitionist activities. They were also active in the Underground Railroad in the state. 

Because it had to be secret, we have few written records about the Underground Railroad in Iowa. One source has 
identified more than 100 Iowans involved in the effort. A main route across the state started in southwest Iowa near 
Council Bluffs where a free black, John Williamson, helped those fleeing slavery on their road to freedom. Hitchcock 
House in Cass County near Lewis is another known stop in one way or another with the Underground Railroad. Rev. 
George Hitchcock, a Congregationalist minister, passed along “passengers” to the next stop. James Jordan in West 
Des Moines and Josiah Grinnell in Grinnell were also leaders of the effort. Several of these sites are now museums 
open to the public. 

It is impossible to know the numbers of blacks the Underground Railroad assisted. Individual families also 
responded when asked for help. Free blacks living in the state, particularly in southeast Iowa, were often involved. 
When the Civil War started and the Fugitive Slave Law could no longer be enforced in the north, many blacks 
escaped into the state and became permanent residents. In 1868, Iowa granted black men the right to vote. The 
Supreme Court ruled that segregated schools and discrimination in public accommodations were illegal in Iowa. 

Iowa: A Free State Complicit to Slavery 
Slavery was a divisive issue for the United States from its very creation. The early conflicts were not about slavery in 
the South but its extension as new states joined the Union. The Missouri Compromise of 1820 established an 
east-west line along the southern border of Missouri that would forever divide free/slave settlement. States to the 
south could allow slavery; states to the north (with the exception of slave state Missouri) could not. 

Settlers knew that Iowa would be a free state. Most Iowans were willing to let slavery exist in the South. Like most 
white Americans of the time period, they believed in the superiority of the white race and opposed granting equal 
rights or opportunities to African Americans. They passed laws attempting to discourage blacks from coming to the 
state. On the national level, they wanted most of all to find compromises that would keep the Union together. Iowa 
did have a small population of abolitionists who wanted to abolish slavery everywhere as a moral evil. 

In 1854, Congress passed the Kansas-Nebraska Act that allowed the settlers in any new territory to decide the 
slavery issue there for themselves. This opened the possibility that Nebraska on Iowa’s western border could 
become a slave state. Most Iowans opposed that prospect. The Republican Party emerged strongly opposed to any 
further extension of slavery into western territories. 
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Supporting Questions 
How dangerous was the Underground Railroad? 
• $200 Reward: Poster for the Return of Runaway Slaves, October 1, 1847
• “Effects of the Fugitive-Slave-Law” Print, 1850
• Fugitive Slave Law, 1850

How did runaway slaves rely on the help of abolitionists to escape to freedom? 
• Anti-Slavery Bugle Article - “William and Ellen Craft,” February 23, 1849
• Anti-Slavery Bugle Article - “Underground Railroad,” September 16, 1854
• “A Presbyterian Clergyman Suspended for Being Connected with the Underground Railroad” Article, 

November 8, 1855
• William Maxson Home in West Liberty, Iowa, 1890
• “Fugitive Slave Case Was Tried” The Daily Gate City Article, April 13, 1915 

How did some runaway slaves create their own opportunities to escape? 
• “The ‘Running of Slaves’ - The Extraordinary Escape of Henry Box Brown” Article, June 23, 1849
• Henry “Box” Brown Song and the Engraved Box, 1850
• “The Resurrection of Henry Box Brown at Philadelphia” Illustration, 1850
• Robert Smalls: “The Steamer ‘Planter’ and Her Captor,” June 14, 1862
• “A Bold Stroke for Freedom” Illustration, 1872 

*Printable Image and Document Guide

Additional Resources 
Harriet Ross Tubman Day: The website includes the statement made by the State of Delaware about the obser-
vance of Harriet Ross Tubman Day on March 10, 2017. The statement was signed by Gov. John Carney and Lt. Gov. 
Bethany Hall-Long. 

Harriet Tubman - Online Resource Guide: This digital collections from the Library of Congress contain a wide vari-
ety of material associated with Harriet Tubman, including manuscripts, photographs and books. This guide compiles 
links to digital materials related to Harriet Tubman that are available throughout the Library of Congress website. 

Scenes in the Life of Harriet Tubman: Available through the Digital Public Library of America, the website provides 
excerpts from the novel, Scenes in the Life of Harriet Tubman, by Sarah Bradford in 1869. 

Pathways to Freedom - Maryland and the Underground Railroad: This website offers primary documents relat-
ing to Maryland and the Underground Railroad. This includes information from three former slaves, Samuel Green 
and Phoebe Myers. 

“The Secret History of the Underground Railroad” by Eric Foner: This article from The Atlantic focuses on the 
“secret history” of the Underground Railroad, including the fact that the network was not nearly as hidden as many 
presumed. 

William and Ellen Craft Escape from Slavery: In this webpage from “Documenting the American South,” the focus 
is on how slaves William and Ellen Craft escaped from Georgia to seek asylum and freedom in the North. 
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https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/underground-railroad/200-reward-poster
https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/underground-railroad/effects-fugitive-slave
https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/underground-railroad/fugitive-slave-law
https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/underground-railroad/presbyterian-clergyman
https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/underground-railroad/presbyterian-clergyman
https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/underground-railroad/anti-slavery-bugle
https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/underground-railroad/william-maxson-home
https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/underground-railroad/running-slaves
https://iowaculture.gov/sites/default/files/history-education-pss-undergroundrailroad-imagepdf.pdf
http://www.harriettubman.com/
https://www.loc.gov/rr/program/bib/tubman/
https://dp.la/primary-source-sets/sources/1043
http://pathways.thinkport.org/library/documents2.cfm#green
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2015/03/the-secret-history-of-the-underground-railroad/384966/
http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/craft/craft.html
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$200 Reward: Poster for the Return of Runaway Slaves, October 1, 
1847 

Courtesy of State Historical Society of Iowa, W.M. Russell, 1 October 1847 

Description 
After a slave escaped from slavery, many relied on northern whites to lead them safely to the northern free states 
and to Canada. It was very dangerous to be a runaway slave. There were rewards for their capture, and 
advertisements like the reward poster here described slaves in detail. This reward poster from 1847 described five 
escaped slaves: a man, his wife and his three children. Whenever a northerner led a group of slaves to freedom, 
they placed themselves in great danger, too. 

Transcript of the $200 Reward Poster for Runaway Slaves 

Text-Dependent Questions 
• Why was this document written? Provide evidence from the document supporting why you think the document 

was created. 
• This document reflects the way slave owners viewed their slaves as property. Identify examples from the
	
document that reflect this view.
	
• How would the specificity of the descriptions of slaves in the document make the work of the Underground 
Railroad more challenging? 
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TEACHING WITH PRIMARY SOURCES

“Effects of the Fugitive-Slave-Law” Illustration, 1850
	

Courtesy of Library of Congress, Kaufmann, 
Theodor, “Effects of the Fugitive-Slave-Law,” 
Hoff & Bloede, New York, 1850 

Description 
An impassioned condemnation of the Fugitive Slave Act passed by Congress in September 1850, which increased 
federal and free-state responsibility for the recovery of fugitive slaves. The law provided for the appointment of 
federal commissioners empowered to issue warrants for the arrest of alleged fugitive slaves and to enlist the aid 
of posses and even civilian bystanders in their apprehension. The print shows a group of four black men - possibly 
freedmen - who are being ambushed by a posse of six armed whites in a cornfield. One of the white men fires on 
them, while two of his companions reload their muskets. Two of the blacks have evidently been hit; one has fallen 
to the ground while the second staggers, clutching the back of his bleeding head. The two others react with 
horror. Below the picture are two texts, one from Deuteronomy: “Thou shalt not deliver unto the master his servant 
which has escaped from his master unto thee. He shall dwell with thee. Even among you in that place which he 
shall choose in one of thy gates where it liketh him best. Thou shalt not oppress him.” The second text is from the 
Declaration of Independence: “We hold that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with 
certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” The print is unusually 
well drawn and composed for a political print of the period. The handling of both the lithographic technique and the 
figures betray particular skill. 

Transcript from “Effects of the Fugitive-Slave-Law” Illustration 

Text-Dependent Questions 
• Does this image depict the effects of the Fugitive Slave Act as being a positive or negative? Using the image as 
evidence, explain your answer. 
• Explain the significance of the Bible verse below the image. Does the author believe the effects of the Fugitive 
Slave Law is God’s will? Explain your answer comparing the image to the meaning of the verse. 
• Explain the hypocrisy of the image and the quote from the Declaration of Independence? What is the point the 
author is trying to make? 

Citation Information 
Kaufmann, Theodor, “Effects of the Fugitive-Slave-Law,” Hoff & Bloede, New York, 1850. Courtesy of Library of 
Congress 
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TEACHING WITH PRIMARY SOURCES

Fugitive Slave Law, 1850
	

Courtesy of Library of Congress, “United States Fugitive Slave Law,” Hartford, Connecticut, 1850 

Description 
The Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 made it illegal for anyone in the north to assist fugitive slaves in their escape for 
freedom. This law added further provisions to the 1973 Fugitive Slave Act regarding runaways and levied even 
harsher punishments for interfering in their capture. Both laws were repealed by an act of Congress in 1864. 

Transcript of the Fugitive Slave Law 

Text-Dependent Questions 
• According to section 5, what is a marshal liable for if a person escapes their custody? 
• Based on the information provided in section 5, how is a U.S. citizen impacted by this law? 
• According to section 7, what are the consequences for interfering with the capture of a fugitive? 
• Describe the confliction for northerners based on section 9. 

Citation Information 
“The Fugitive Slave Law,” Hartford, Connecticut, 1850. Courtesy of Library of Congress 
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Anti-Slavery Bugle Article - “William and Ellen Craft,” February 23, 
1849 

Courtesy of Library of Congress, “William and Ellen Craft,” The Anti-Slavery Bugle, 23 February 1849 

Description 
The article from the abolitionist newspaper, The Anti-Slavery Bugle, recounts the story of Ellen and William Craft’s 
escape from slavery. Ellen wore the clothes of a man to past as the master, while her husband, William, pretended 
to be her servant as they escaped from Georgia. The Anti-Slavery Bugle was based in Lisbon, Ohio, and was 
published from 1845 to 1861. 

Transcript of Anti-Slavery Bugle Article “William and Ellen Craft” 

Printable Image of "William and Ellen Craft" Article

Text-Dependent Questions 
• Describe the escape of Ellen and William Craft.
• What does the article about the Crafts suggest about how people traveled on the Underground Railroad?
• How was the Craft’s escape story similar to and different from other escape stories of the Underground Rail
road?

Citation Information 
“William and Ellen Craft,” The Anti-Slavery Bugle, 23 February 1849. Courtesy of Library of Congress 
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https://iowaculture.gov/sites/default/files/history-education-pss-underground-crafts-transcription.pdf
http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83035487/1849-02-23/ed-1/seq-4/
https://iowaculture.gov/sites/default/files/history-education-pss-underground-bugle-source-excerpt.pdf
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Anti-Slavery Bugle Article - “Underground Railroad,” September 16, 
1854 

Courtesy of Library of Congress, “Underground Railroad,” The Anti-Slavery Bugle, 16 September 1854 

Description 
The Anti-Slavery Bugle article reports the number of escaped slaves in northern cities in 1854. This included nine 
slaves from Boone County, Kentucky, who were seeking asylum. Their masters were described to be looking for 
them in Cincinnati, and were offering a reward for their capture, but they had not succeeded. The Anti-Slavery Bugle 
was an abolitionist newspaper based in Lisbon, Ohio, and was published from 1845 to 1861. 

Transcript of “Underground Railroad” Article

Printable Image of "Underground Railroad" Article 

Text-Dependent Questions 
• According to the article, how many fugitive slaves recently escaped to freedom?
• Did the author of this article keep their involvement in the Underground Railroad a secret or not? Explain 
and cite the article as evidence in your response.
• How does this article show that the Underground Railroad wasn’t entirely underground? 

Citation Information 
“Underground Railroad,” The Anti-Slavery Bugle, 16 September 1854. Courtesy of Library of Congress 
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http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83035487/1854-09-16/ed-1/seq-2/#date1=1825&sort=relevance&rows=20&words=RAILROAD+Railroad+UNDERGROUND+Underground&searchType=basic&sequence=0&index=2&state=&date2=1875&proxtext=%22underground+railroad%22&y=0&x=0&dateFilterType=yearRange&page=3
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TEACHING WITH PRIMARY SOURCES

“A Presbyterian Clergyman Suspended for Being Connected with 
the Underground Railroad” Article, November 8, 1855 

Courtesy of Library of Congress, “A Presbyterian Clergyman Suspended for Being Connected with the Underground 
Railroad,” Fayetteville Observer, 8 November 1855 

Description 
This newspaper article was published in Fayettville, Tennessee, in 1855. The article describes how one clergyman in 
Indiana, Rev. T. B. McCormick, was suspended for being a member of the Underground Railroad. He is accused in 
the story of assisting fugitive slaves in their escapes to Liberia and Canada. 

Transcript of “A Presbyterian Clergyman...” Article 

Printable Image of "A Presbyterian Clergyman..." Article

Text-Dependent Questions 
• What were the two reasons that the Rev. T. B. McCormick suspended by the Presbyterian Church?
• Describe what the reverend did while visiting a friend in Kentucky in regards to his slaves.
• Did Rev. T. B. McCormick keep his involvement in the underground railroad a secret or not? Explain and cite the 

article as evidence in your response.
• How does this article show that the underground railroad wasn’t entirely underground? 

Citation Information 
“A Presbyterian Clergyman Suspended for Being Connected with the Underground Railroad,” Fayetteville Observer, 8 
November 1855. Courtesy of Library of Congress 

IOWA DEPARTMENT OF CULTURAL AFFAIRS  • 600 E. LOCUST ST.  • DES MOINES, IA 50319 • IOWACULTURE.GOV 6 

https://iowaculture.gov/sites/default/files/history-education-pss-underground-clergy-transcription.pdf
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TEACHING WITH PRIMARY SOURCES

William Maxson Home in West Liberty, Iowa, 1890
	

Courtesy of State Historical Society of Iowa, Jacoby, Charles, 1890 

Description 
The William Maxson home, located in Springdale, Iowa, was an Underground Railroad station in the mid 1800’s. The 
home was where abolitionist John Brown trained with his men for the raid on Harpers Ferry. The house has since 
been torn down, but was near Springdale, which was home to Quakers and a center of abolitionism. 

Text-Dependent Question 
• How does this image reflect or refute the claim that the underground railroad was actually not underground at
all?
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“Fugitive Slave Case Was Tried” - A Daily Gate City Article, April 13, 
1915 

Courtesy of Library of Congress, “Fugitive Slave Case Was Tried,” The Daily Gate City, pp. 5, 13 April 1915 

Description 
This article was published in The Daily Gate City newspaper of Keokuk, Iowa, in 1915, about trial held in Burlington in 
1850. The sum of $10,000 in damages was asked by plaintiff, Buel Daggs, as compensation for the services of nine 
slaves who escaped from Missouri into Iowa and, it was claimed, were assisted to elude their owner by defendants. 
Specifically, Quakers of Salem, Iowa, were believed to have assisted the slaves through the Underground Railroad 
network. 

Transcript of “Fugitive Slave Case Was Tried” Article 

Printable Image of "Fugitive Slave Case Was Tried" Article

Text-Dependent Questions 
• Describe the scene at the Quaker Church. What was happening when Father Baldwin arrived?
• Describe what emotions the slaves must have faced that night, and proved evidence from the document

supporting your descriptions.

Citation Information 
“Fugitive Slave Case Was Tried,” The Daily Gate City, pp. 5, 13 April 1915. Courtesy of Library of Congress 
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https://iowaculture.gov/sites/default/files/history-education-pss-underground-slavecase-transcription.pdf
http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83025182/1915-04-13/ed-1/seq-5/#date1=1789&index=0&rows=20&words=Railroad+Underground&searchType=basic&sequence=0&state=Iowa&date2=1922&proxtext=underground+railroad&y=0&x=0&dateFilterType=yearRange&page=1
https://iowaculture.gov/sites/default/files/history-education-pss-underground-source-excerpt.pdf
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“The ‘Running of Slaves’ - The Extraordinary Escape of Henry Box 
Brown” Article, June 23, 1849 
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TKftMS OF Til A3Ji:RICAX. and the yallar fever going through Mex!co( URITISII Royal' Slate carnage',' the special attendant OF WASHINGTON; AuTO'BioGAtHT of Daniel WasteriUtocrUsiucotu iatttt.ouiuruj) yon may 'spect before very long, of Her Majesty, the Head the Established stated that in the preparation of the Life
fapar diaitinul 

letter, 
arrtumyf. and perhaps sootier. cl Tat Quera and Her Hea.cboU. 

,i'H Church. The following anecdote of
the

Washington
of of Buckminster by Mrs. Lee, whichFBOM CALIFOR. told many years since attrjitioti, MA. Disbanded Volunteer. What constitutes the belongings of royalty Besides the list, specified above, the relator recollected, but be published, she has had many 

Thft. tojiTrt Irr., We the following letter New York unsatisfied question with many. There large nppropiiations constantly mnde for remembered that the connection of the pnvale papers. Among theseinteresting 
Baan l)o THE "ItlXNIXO manuscript of Daniel Web paper. be read be appreciated. 

The Escort of Henry Box 
vague idea of crowds of '(teryitors( from, the maintenance of the royal palaces, castles, dividual with the of the Revolution, 

paragraph quoted from this,year", Whatever doubts may be entertained of the Extraordinary the noble down the meanly born, attend- pavilions, mews, parks, gardens, pleasure calculated inspire confidence in its shows 

other have had from Sacramento, Brown. ing upon majesty, and making great grounds, stables, &c. The royal family also authenticity fact which will be bolh encouraging and 

will hardly At the anniversary meeting of the show great cost, nnd very little C. S. ofthe for supply- consoling diffident school boys. Mr. Web do for ntiy doubt this. draw heavily upon the public purse. Prince 
Square, Some may laugh but laughing Society of Boston, Wednesday, pose, except regards show. The follewing ing the American Army, then (1780) says:their Royal Consort, the duties of 

but be good. regis 
;Sii it; 

Brown, the fugitive slave, whose extraordi- of letter from the London station
Albert, 

pretty much limited the 
hich tioned West Point, with fresh provisions, "My first le'sons Latin recited 

line, "A Letter from the Diggln.' nary escape from servitude Richmond, and York Courier and tration Somerset House 
had, several occasions, when the high Joseph Stevens Buckminster, that timepondent of the NewMerchant, adverti.ing	 of the additions the 

advertisement, Valley of Sacrymento, April 20, 1840. almost miraculous nrrivnl Philadelphia, quirer, will furnish interesting information his family, receives annually '30,000, filment
price of 

of the 
cattle threatened 

of the 
make 

quite 
assistant the academy. made tolerable 

Larger Advertiwnirnta, created such sensation about weeks	 progress all the branches attendedEddyturs of the Snndy Times When the nearly 8150,000! And Field Marshal lucrative by him originally 
trumps 

since, introduced the audience. He far respecte the personal Colonel the Foot Guards, 
der his instruction, but there thing

before, spades it's Although, the Army, culated, failed furnish the requisite H. B. A3SE?.,
AT LAW, dimunds. These preshus found in 

transported three hundred miles through exercise of political power, the British stable of .Windsor Castle, Ranger of Windsor ply, and in lieu thereof, ad interim, gave could could make declama 

be called tion, Ihe school. ATTORNEY 
PA. brilyant perfusion the brow of the Sarah 

country, and by public reign hardly substantial Lord Warden of ihe Statuaries, the Quartermaster of each regiment, 
The kind 
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excellent

speak before 
sTCNBTJRY, roughfares, box, by measurement, and Buckminster 

hswleriand. Lycoming ly inch long, feet wide, and her existence obvious the dullest he obtains every year least $40,000 such regiment, many rations of beef, &c. persuade perform the 

Purk, and 
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ty, yet theie way which sho makes pf which posts absolute sinecures, certificate, specifying that there due 

cially, sought 

Kefer to. has been mountain of gold, fctx six inches deep. The following ties of her subjects. The civil list conferred the Queen Dowager, relict of the These certificates did pretty well for exercise of declamation, like the other boys, 
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Henry White,	 
christening of children of the royal family. when Washington, in his peculiarly signih- "He could shake the dews of death 

Jonea, IIii Wailing,ingots. Theves egzist the dignins arrived Philadelphia after many eight Grooms whose business the Crown receives large withParliament, pierce the thick shades that before him. 
being hung theslbhtest sn'pishun. Grub 'scapes, and the box taken ;imily visit and dine with tha Queen three from other from the immense "Well, Mr. S. presume that by this 

ttirmnn, moderate; of very directed. the year, have, tho former all parts of the kingdom, time you perfectly convinced how in 
shores of time. 
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20,000 annually, aud go Mr. share in He paused for moment,COMMISSION FORWARDING MER. Hows'ever, gold plenty, of them knocked the box, have from $1000 each; fourteen of Walesevery Jack has the support of the young Prince which he just sitting down, he added, content.' Angels might welland, all right here!'' "All right," echoed 

meal 
his gill. Giooms of the Chamber, and eight the the of Lancaster improved the lesson bv lookCHANT,	 of Duchy Inencliy admo draw aside the curtains of the skiesfir the tile of Groin, Flour, Seeds, Iron, This puts in mind of the by the from the box. The finale of this simple tale whose offices complete sinecures 10,000, and paid into the privy nitions, and gave the order forhisdischarge. down suchbtrfcr. Calilorny, that ship load of young received with deafening shouts. receive salaries ranging from S200 500. purse of royally. Metropolis.
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Courtesy of Library of Congress, The ‘Running of Slaves’ - The Extraordinary Escape of Henry Box Brown,” The 
Sunbury America, Vol. 9, No. 12, 23 June 1849 

Description 
The article from The Sunbury American newspaper in Northumberland County (Pennsylvania) focused on the 
escape by Henry “Box” Brown in 1849. Brown shipped himself in a wooden crate from Richmond, Virginia, to 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, to a group of abolitionist who assisted in his journey for independence. 

Transcript of “Running of Slaves” Article 

Printable Image of "Running of Slaves..." Article

Text-Dependent Questions 
• Describe the escape of Henry “Box” Brown, and the moments when it appeared that the plan was not going to 

work.
• Explain how can this document be used as evidence that the underground railroad may not have been truly 
underground. 

Citation Information 
“The ‘Running of Slaves’ - The Extraordinary Escape of Henry Box Brown,” The Sunbury American, Vol. 9, No. 12, 23 
June 1849. Courtesy of Libary of Congress 
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TEACHING WITH PRIMARY SOURCES

Henry “Box” Brown Song and the Engraved Box, 1850
	

Courtesy of Library of Congress, Brown, Henry, “Engraving of the Box in Which Henry Box Brown Escaped from 
Slavery in Richmond, Va. Song,” Boston, 1850 

Description 
The image shows the engraving on the box that Henry “Box” Brown made and shipped himself in to freedom in 
Virginia. The box is marked “Right side up with care.” The attached song was sung by Henry “Box” Brown when he 
emerged from the box in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, in 1849. 

Transcript of Henry “Box” Brown Song Lyrics 

Text-Dependent Questions 
• Why did Henry “Box” Brown write “right side up with care” on the side of the box?
• How does the image of the box refute the notion that people who traveled on the Underground Railroad did so 
under the cover of darkness?
• Explain the significance of Brown singing the song after he emerged from the box. What is the song about? Who 
does he give credit for his escape to? 

Citation Information 
Brown, Henry, “Engraving of the Box in Which Henry Box Brown Escaped from Slavery in Richmond, Va. Song,” 
Boston, 1850. Courtesy of Library of Congress 
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TEACHING WITH PRIMARY SOURCES

“The Resurrection of Henry Box Brown at Philadelphia” Illustration, 
1850 

Courtesy of Library of Congress, Brown, Henry, 1850 

Description 
The illustration shows a somewhat comic yet sympathetic portrayal of the culminating episode in the flight of slave 
Henry “Box” Brown, “who escaped from Richmond Va. in a Box 3 feet long, 2-1/2 ft. deep and 2 ft. wide.” In the office 
of the Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery Society, the young Brown is seen emerging from a crate as several figures, 
including Frederick Douglass (holding a claw hammer at left) look on. Brown shipped himself, via the Adams 
Express, from Richmond to Philadelphia to reach freedom. His story was widely publicized in a narrative of his 
ordeal published under his own name in 1849. The box itself became an abolitionist metaphor for the inhumanity 
and spiritual suffocation of slavery. 

Text-Dependent Questions 
• How did Henry “Box” Brown escape from slavery?
• How does the image represent the inhumanity and spiritual suffocation of slavery?
• What does the image of Henry “Box” Brown suggest about how people traveled on the Underground Railroad?

Citation Information 
Brown, Henry, 1850. Courtesy of Library of Congress 
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TEACHING WITH PRIMARY SOURCES

Robert Smalls: “The Steamer ‘Planter’ and Her Captor,” June 14, 
1862 

Courtesy of Library of Congress, “The Steamer ‘Planter’ and Her Captor,” Harper’s Weekly, vol. 6, pp. 372, 14 June 
1862 

Description 
The article from Harper’s Weekly described the escape of Robert Smalls and several members of his family and 
friends from slavery. Smalls was an enslaved African American who, during and after the American Civil War, gained 
freedom and became a ship’s pilot, sea captain and politician. He freed himself, his crew and their families from 
slavery on May 13, 1862, by commandeering a Confederate transport ship, CSS Planter, in Charleston harbor, and 
sailing it from Confederate-controlled waters to the U.S. blockade. 

Transcript of “The Steamer ‘Planter’ and Her Captor” 

Text-Dependent Questions 
• Describe the escape of Robert Smalls, and all the passengers he took with him.
• What does the article about Robert Smalls suggest about how people traveled on the Underground Railroad?
• How was Robert Smalls’ escape story similar to and different from other escape stories of the Underground
Railroad?

Citation Information 
“The Steamer ‘Planter’ and Her Captor,” Harper’s Weekly, vol. 6, pp. 372, 14 June 1862. Courtesy of Library of 
Congress 
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TEACHING WITH PRIMARY SOURCES

“A Bold Stroke for Freedom” Illustration, 1872
 

Courtesy of Library of Congress, Still, William, “A Bold Stroke for Freedom,” 1872 

Description 
The 1872 illustration shows African Americans, likely fugitive slaves, with a wagon pointing guns at slave-catchers. 
The cartoon is thought to depict Christmas Eve of 1855, when patrollers caught up with a group of teenaged slaves 
who had escaped by wagon from Loudon County, Virginia. But the posse was driven off when Ann Wood, leader of 
the group, brandished weapons and dared the pursuers to fire. The fugitives continued on to Philadelphia. 

Text-Dependent Questions 
• Describe what is happening in the image. Who appears to be the aggressors?
• How did these fugitive slaves apparently travel on the Underground Railroad to freedom?
• How does this image show that the escape stories were both similar to and different from other escape stories
of the Underground Railroad?

Citation Information 
Still, William, “A Bold Stroke for Freedom,” 1872. Courtesy of Library of Congress 
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