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Source #1: Charles Webber's Painting of Levi Coffin's "Station"

Charles T. Webber's 
painting of a group 
of fugitive slaves 
arriving at the 
Levi Coffin safe 
house “station” on 
the Underground 
Railroad.

Cincinnati Art 
Museum
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The Story of William and Ellen Craft
A quarter of a century ago, William and Ellen Craft were slaves 
in the state of Georgia. With them, as with thousands of oth-
ers, the desire to be free was very strong. For this jewel they 
were willing to make any sacrifice, or to endure any amount 
of suffering. After thinking of various ways that might be 
tried, it occurred to William and Ellen, that one might act the 
part of master and the other the part of servant.  

Ellen being fair enough to pass for white, of necessity would 
have to be transformed into a young planter for the time 
being. All that was needed, however, to make this important 
change was that she should be dressed elegantly in a fash-
ionable suit of male attire, and have her hair cut in the style 
usually worn by young planters. …But it occurred to them 
that Ellen was beardless. After some mature reflection, they 
came to the conclusion that this difficulty could be readily 
obviated by having the face muffled up as though the young 
planter was suffering with the face or toothache; thus they 
got rid of this trouble. Straightway, upon further reflection, 
several other very serious difficulties stared them in the face. 
…

Here they again thought much over matters, and wisely con-
cluded that the young man had better assume the attitude 
of a gentleman very much indisposed. He must have his right 
arm placed carefully in a sling; that would be a sufficient 
excuse for not registering, etc. Then he must be a little lame, 
with a nice cane in the left hand; he must have large green spectacles over his eyes, and withal he must be very hard of hear-
ing and dependent on his faithful servant (as was no uncommon thing with slave-holders), to look after all his wants.

William was just the man to act this part. To begin with, he was…smart, active and exceedingly attentive to his young mas-
ter—indeed he was almost eyes, ears, hands and feet for him. William knew that this would please the slave holders. The 
young planter would have nothing to do but hold himself subject to his ailments and put on a bold air of superiority; he was 
not to deign to notice anybody. If, while traveling, gentlemen, either politely or rudely, should venture to scrape acquain-
tance with the young planter, in his deafness he was to remain mute; his servant was to explain. In every instance when this 
occurred, as it actually did, the servant was fully equal to the emergency—none dreaming of the disguises in which the 
Underground Rail Road passengers were traveling. …

They knew that they must pass through Baltimore, but they did not know the obstacles that they would have to surmount in 
the Monumental City. They proceeded to the depot in the usual manner, and the servant asked for tickets for his master and 
self. Of course, the master could have a ticket, but “bonds will have to be entered before you can get a ticket,” said the ticket 
master. “It is the rule of this office to require bonds for all Negroes applying for tickets to go North, and none but gentlemen 
of well known responsibility will be taken,” further explained the ticket master.

The servant replied, that he knew “nothing about that”—that he was “Simply traveling with his young master to take care of 
him—he being in a very delicate state of health, so much so, that fears were entertained that he might not be able to hold 
out to reach Philadelphia, where he was hastening for medical treatment,” and ending his reply by saying, “my master can’t 
be detained.” Without further parley, the ticket master very obligingly waived the old “rule,” and furnished the requisite tick-
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Source #2: William and Ellen Craft
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ets. The mountain being thus removed, the young planter and his faithful servant were safely in the (railroad) car for the city 
of Brotherly Love.

Scarcely had they arrived on free soil when the rheumatism departed—the right arm was unsung—the toothache was 
gone—the beardless face was unmuffled—the deaf heard and spoke—the blind saw—and the lame leaped …and in the 
presence of a few astonished friends of the slave, the facts of this unparalleled Underground Rail Road feat were fully estab-
lished by the most unquestionable evidence.

The constant strain and pressure on Ellen’s nerves, however, had tried her severely, so much so, that for days afterwards, she The constant strain and pressure on Ellen’s nerves, however, had tried her severely, so much so, that for days afterwards, she 
was physically very much prostrated, although joy and gladness beamed from her eyes, which bespoke inexpressible delight 
within. …

 It was necessary, however, in those days, that they should seek a permanent residence, where their freedom would be more 
secure than in Philadelphia; therefore they were advised to go to headquarters, directly to Boston, There they would be safe, 
it was supposed, as it had then about a generation since a fugitive had been taken back from the Old Bay State, and through 
the incessant labors of William Lloyd Garrison, the great pioneer, and his faithful coadjutors, it was conceded that another 
fugitive slave case could never be tolerated on the free soil of Massachusetts. So to Boston they went. …

But, notwithstanding all the published declarations made by abolitionists and fugitives, to the effect, that slave-holders and 
slave-catchers in visiting Massachusetts in pursuit of their runaway property, would be met by just such weapons…, the own-
ers of William and Ellen actually had the effrontery to attempt their recapture under the Fugitive Slave Law. 

Source #2: William and Ellen Craft, con't.
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Source #3: Henry "Box" Brown

Henry Box Brown (Arrived by Adams’ 
Express)
…He was decidedly an unhappy piece of property in the 
city of Richmond, Va. In the condition of a slave he felt that it 
would be impossible for him to remain.. Full well did he know, 
however, that it was no holiday task to escape the vigilance 
of Virginia slave-hunters, or the wrath of an enraged master 
for committing the unpardonable sin of attempting to escape 
to the land of liberty. So Brown counted well the cost before 
venturing upon this hazardous undertaking. Ordinary modes 
of travel he concluded might prove disastrous to his hopes; 
he, therefore, hit upon a new invention altogether, which was 
to have himself, boxed up and forwarded to Philadelphia 
direct by express. The size of the box and how it was to be 
made to fit him most comfortably was of his own ordering. 
Two feet eight inches deep, two feet wide, and three feet long Two feet eight inches deep, two feet wide, and three feet long 
were the exact dimensions of the box, lined with baize. 

His resources with regard to food and water consisted of the 
following: One bladder of water and a few small biscuits. His 
mechanical implement to meet the death-struggle for fresh 
air, all told, was one large gimlet (a tool for boring holes).  
Satisfied that it would be far better to peril his life for freedom 
in this way than to remain under the galling yoke of Slavery, 
he entered his box, which was safely nailed up and hoped 
with five hickory hoops, and was then addressed by his next 
friend, James A. Smith, a shoe dealer, to wm. H. Johnson, Arch 
Street, Philadelphia, marked, “This side up with care.” In this condition he was sent to Adams’ Express office in a dray (cart), 
and thence by overland express to Philadelphia. It was twenty-six hours from the time he left Richmond until his arrival in the 
City of Brotherly Love. 

The notice, “This side up, &c.,” did not avail with the different expressmen, who hesitated not to handle the box in the usual The notice, “This side up, &c.,” did not avail with the different expressmen, who hesitated not to handle the box in the usual 
rough manner common to this class of men. For a while they actually had the box upside down, and had him on his head 
for miles. A few days before he was expected, certain intimation was conveyed to a member of the Vigilance Committee 
that a box might be expected by the three o’clock morning train from the South, which might contain a man. …That same 
afternoon, however, he received from Richmond a telegram which read thus, “Your case of goods is shipped and will arrive to-
morrow morning.”

…”Dan, an Irishman, one of Adams’ Express drivers, is just the fellow to go to the depot after the box,” said Davis. “He drink a 
little too much whiskey sometimes, but he will do anything I ask him to do, promptly and obligingly. I’ll trust Dan, for I believe 
he is the very man.”…It was agreed that Dan should go after the box next morning before daylight and bring it to the Anti-
Slavery office direct, and to make it all the more agreeable for Dan to get up out of his warm bed and go on this errand 
before day, it was decided that he should have a five dollar gold piece for himself. …Next morning, according to arrange-
ment, the box was at the Anti-Slavery office in due time. …

Mr. Thompson, of the firm of Merrihew & Thompson—about the only printers in the city who for many years dared to print 
such incendiary documents as anti-slavery papers and pamphlets—one of the truest friends of the slaves, was composed 

Image of Heny "Box" Brown yet to come
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Source #3: Henry "Box" Brown, con't.

and prepared to witness the scene. All was quiet. The door had been safely locked. The proceedings commenced. Mr. McKim 
rapped quietly on the lid   of the box and called out, “All right!” Instantly came the answer from within, “All right. Sir!” 

The witnesses will never forget that moment. Saw and hatchet quickly had the five hickory hoops cut and the lid off, and the 
marvelous resurrection of Brown ensued. Rising up in his box, he reached out his hand saying, “How do you do, gentlemen?” 
The little assemblage hardly knew what to think or do at the moment. He was about as wet as if he had come up out of the 
Delaware (River). Very soon, he remarked that, before leaving Richmond he had selected for his arrival-hymn (if he lived) the 
Psalm beginning with these words: “I waited patiently for the Lord, and He heard my prayer.” And most touchingly did he 
sing the psalm, much to his own relief, as well as to the delight of his small audience. 

He was then christened Henry Box Brown, and soon afterwards was sent to the hospitable residence of James Mott and E. M. 
Davis, on Ninth Street where, it is needless to say, he met a most cordial reception from Mrs. Lucretia Mott and her household. 
Clothing and creature comforts were furnished in abundance, and delight and joy filled all hearts in that stronghold of phi-
lanthropy. …

…Also, the noble-hearted Smith who boxed him up was made to rejoice over Brown’s victory, and was thereby encour-
aged to render similar service to two other young bondmen, who appealed to him for deliverance. But, unfortunately, in this 
attempt the undertaking proved a failure. Two boxes containing the young men alluded to above, after having been duly 
expressed and some distance on the road were, through the agency of the telegraph, betrayed, and the heroic young fugi-
tives were captured in their boxes, and dragged back to hopeless bondage. Consequently, through this deplorable failure, 
Samuel A. smith was arrested, imprisoned, and was called upon to suffer severely… .

Source
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Source #4: Four Arrivals

About the 31st of May, 1856, an exceedingly anxious state of feeling existed with the active 
Committee in Philadelphia. …It was a day long to be remembered. …The courage, which had 
so often been shown in the face of great danger, satisfied the Committee that there were 
heroes and heroines among these passengers, fully entitled to the applause of the liberty-
loving citizens of Brotherly Love. The very idea of having to walk for days and nights in suc-
cession, over strange roads, through by-ways, and valleys, over mountains and marshes, was 
fitted to … the bravest hears, especially when women and children were concerned.

Party No. 1 consisted of Charlotte Giles and Harriet Eglin…So they contrived each to get a 
suit of mourning with heavy black veils, and thus dressed, apparently absorbed with grief, 
with a friend to pass them to the Baltimore (railroad) depot…They took a direct course for 
Philadelphia.

 While seated in the (railroad) car, before leaving Baltimore (where slaves and masters both 
belonged), who should enter but the master of one of the girls! In a very excited manner, 

he hurriedly approached Charlotte and Harriet who were apparently weeping. Peeping 
under their veils, “What is your name,” exclaimed the excited gentleman. “Mary, sir,” sobbed 
Charlotte. “What is your name?” (to the other mourner) “Lizzie, sir,” was the faint reply. On 
rushed the excited gentleman as if moved by steam—through the (railroad) cars, looking 
for his property; not finding it, he passed out of the cars, and to the delight of Charlotte and 
Harriet soon disappeared. …Be this as it may, the Underground Rail Road passengers arrived 
safely at the Philadelphia station and were gladly received.

In the meantime, Arrival No. 2 reached the Committee. It consisted of a colored man, a white 
woman and a child, ten years old. … an explanation was sought, which resulted in ascer-
taining that the party was from Leesburg, Virginia; that David, the colored man, was about 
twenty-seven years of age, intelligent, and was owned or claimed by Joshua Pusey. David 
had no taste for Slavery, indeed, felt that it would be impossible for him to adapt himself to 
a life of servitude for the special benefit of others… . So after thinking of various plans, he 

determined …to “travel as a coachman,” under the protection of a white lady.” In planning this pleasant scheme, David was 
not blind to the fact that neither himself nor the “white lady,” with whom he proposed to travel, possessed either horse or 
carriage. 

But his master happened to have a vehicle that would answer for the occasion. David reasoned that…he had a right to 
borrow, or take without borrowing, one of Joshua’s horses for the expedition. The plan was submitted to the lady, and was 
approved, and a mutual understanding here entered into, that she should hire a carriage, and 
take also her little girl with them. …White people being so accustomed to riding, and colored 
people to driving, the party looked all right. No one suspected them, that they were aware of, 
while passing through Virginia.

On reaching Chambersburg, Pa., in the evening, they drove to a hotel. …the night passed 
safely… . Breakfast having been ordered and partaken of, to the lady’s surprise, just as she 
was in the act of paying the bill, the proprietor of the hotel intimated that he thought that 
matters “looked a little suspicious,” in other words, he said plainly, that he “believed that is 
was an underground Rail Road movement;”but…he assured her at the same time, that he 
“would not betray them.”…One thing they decided to do immediately, namely to “leave the 
horse and carriage,” and try other modes of travel. They concluded to take the regular pas-
senger (railroad) cars. In this way they reached Philadelphia. …As the sole aim apparent in 
this case was freedom for the slave the Committee received these travelers as Underground 
Rail Road passenger.

Source
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Source #4: Four Arrivals, con't.

Arrival No. 3.   Charles H. Rinegold, Robert Smith, and John Henry Richards, all from Baltimore. Their ages ranged from twenty 
to twenty-four years.  With the above three arrivals on hand, it may be seen how great was the danger to which all con-
cerned were exposed on account of the bold and open manner in which these parties had escaped from the land of the 
peculiar institution. …

The writer (William Still) on going from his dinner that day to the anti-slavery office, to his surprise found an officer awaiting 
his coming. Said officer was of the mayor’s police force.  …”I have just received a telegraphic dispatch from a slave-holder 
living in Maryland, informing me that six slaves had escaped from him, and that he had reason to believe that they were on 
their way to Philadelphia, and would come in the regular train direct from Harrisburg; furthermore I am requested to be at 
the depot on the arrival of the train to arrest the whole party, for whom a reward of $1300 is offered.  What I am telling you is 
confidential. My object in coming to the office is simply to notify the Vigilance Committee so that they may be on the look-
out for them at the depot this evening and get them out of danger as soon as possible. This is the way I feel about them; but 
I shall telegraph back that I will be on the look-out.”…

As notified, that evening the “four large and two small hams” (a code name for the fugitive slaves given in a telegram that 
day to the Vigilance Committee). Arrived … . Accommodations were finally procured for a number of the fugitives with a 
widow woman… . Here some of the passengers were kept for several days, strictly private, long enough to give the slave-
hunters full opportunity to tire themselves, and give up the chase in despair. …

Arrival No. 4:  Charles Bird, George Dorsey, Angeline Brown, Albert Brown, Charles Brown and Jane Scott. …This party in order 
to get over the road as expeditiously as possible, availed themselves of their master’s horses and wagon and moved off civ-
illy and respectably. About nine miles from home on the road, a couple of white men, finding their carriage broken down, 
approached them, unceremoniously seized the horses by the reins and were evidently about to assume authority, supposing 
that the boys would surrender at once. But instead of so doing, the boys struck away at them with all their might, with their 
large clubs, nor even waiting to hear what these superior individuals wanted. The effect of the clubs brought them prostrate 
in the road… . The victorious passengers, seeing that the smashed up carriage could be of no further use to them, quickly 
conceived the idea of unhitching and attempting further pursuit on horseback. Each horse was required to carry three pas-
sengers. So up the mountain and off they galloped with the horses’ heads turned directly towards Pennsylvania. No further 
difficulty presented itself until after they had traveled some forty miles. Here the poor horses broke down, and had to be 
abandoned. …For one whole week they were obliged to fare as they could, out in the woods, over the mountains, &c. How 
they overcame the trials in this situation we cannot undertake to describe. Suffice it to say, at the end of the time above 
mentioned they managed to reach Harrisburg and found assistance as already intimated. …

Source
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Source #5: Daily Pittsburgh Gazette, March 8, 1855

 Anthony Burns' Story
The following was published in the Daily Pittsburgh Gazette on March 8, 1855. It is an account of Anthony Burns, a Freeman, 
who had been purchased by an abolitionist, the Rev. Mr. Grimes of Boston and then set free. Students should read it to learn 
his story and then read between the lines to gain an understanding of how Pittsburghers, both whites and free blacks, read-
ing this story in their daily newspaper might have reacted to it and the plight of fugitive slaves.

“…Anthony Burns is a man of medium height, not very dark skin, regular features, high forehead, a quiet, intelligent face, and 
a well-set and muscular frame. The only mark on him was a broad, deep scar on his left cheek.  In a modest but firm and deep 
voice, he said:

My friends: I am very glad to have it to say, to have it to feel, that I am once more in the land of liberty; that I am with 
those who are my friends. Until my tenth year I did not care much what came of me, but soon after I began to learn 
that there is a Christ who came to make us free. I began to hear about a North where men of my color could live with-
out any man daring to say to them, “you are my property;” and I determined, by the blessing of God, one day to find 
my way there. My inclination grew on me, and I found my way to Boston. You see I didn’t want to make myself known, 
so I didn’t tell who I was, but as I came to work, I got employment and I worked hard, but I kept my own counsel and I 
didn’t tell anybody that I was a slave, but I strove for myself as I never had an opportunity to do so before. 

When I was going home one night I heard some one running behind me; presently a hand was put on my shoulder 
and somebody said, ‘Stop, stop; you are the fellow who broke into a silversmith’s shop the other night.’ I assured the 
man that it was a mistake, but almost before I could speak, I was lifted from off my feet by six or seven others, and it 
was no use to resist. In the Court House I waited for some time, and as the silversmith did not come, I told them I want-
ed to go home to supper. A man then came to the door; he didn’t open it like an honest man would, (laughter), but 
kind a slowly opened it, and looked in. He said, ‘How are you Mr. Burns!’ and I called him as we do in Virginia, ‘Master!’ 
He asked me if there would be any trouble in taking me back to Virginia, and I was brought right to a stand, and I didn’t 
know what to say. He wanted to know if I remembered the money that he used to give me, and I said, ‘Yes, I do recol-
lect that you used to give me 12  1/2 cents at the end of every year I worked for you.’ He went out and came back next 
morning. I got no supper or sleep that night.

The next morning they told me that my master said he had the right to me; and as I had called him ‘master,’ the fear of 
God before my eyes, I could not go from it. Next morning I was taken down, with the bracelets on my wrists—not such 
as you wear, ladies, of gold and silver—but iron and steel, that wore into the bone. (He showed the marks the irons had 
made.) …He said he saw in a newspaper that he had said he wished to go back to Virginia. Had the devil himself said it, 
he could have told no greater lie. 

He then described the scene of his rendition: how he a poor fugitive was made a great lion, and escorted out of the free city 
of Boston and on board of the revenue cutter (a boat), amid troops of men armed to the teeth. How they (the law and order 
men) promised to purchase him when he got to Virginia, and when he got to Norfolk they clapped him into jail, and put irons 
on his wrists, and kept him in a room without bed or seat and with but scanty food, for two days. He was taken to Richmond 
where he was kept in a little pen in the Trader’s Jail for four months, with irons on his wrists and anclus (sic.), so tight that 
they wore the flesh through to the bone, and during the month of August they gave him a hand pail full of water every two 
days. From this cell he was not allowed to come out once during four months. At the end of that time he was sold for $905 to 
one David McDaniel, who took him to South Carolina.

The remainder of his story is short:  hearing of his situation, the money was raised and his purchase effected by Mr. Grimes.The remainder of his story is short:  hearing of his situation, the money was raised and his purchase effected by Mr. Grimes.

The address was listened to with great interest and was much applauded.The address was listened to with great interest and was much applauded.

The Rev. Mr. Grimes followed, after which a collection was taken up. Burns has gone on to Boston.”  N.Y. Tribune.The Rev. Mr. Grimes followed, after which a collection was taken up. Burns has gone on to Boston.”  N.Y. Tribune.
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Source #6: The Mystery Newspaper, 1847

On The Attempted Kidnap Of Local Black Man By ‘Slavecatchers’

 The Mystery, 1847 The Mystery, 1847 The Mystery

“On last Saturday night they made a bold attempt to carry their designs into execution, which 

made the people of the community acquainted with their real character. The four Virginians from 

Stanton, one of their names Turk, which five of their pimps residing here, making nine in all, left 

town between ten and eleven o’clock, and at about twelve attacked a colored man named John 

Finly, living about six or seven miles below town in the mountains, entirely secluded from anyone, 

and after a spirited battle, in which three of the baby stealers were wounded severely, they retreat-

ed, and on Tuesday morning the prime movers of the scheme left for parts unknown. I understand 

a law suit is to be entered against those who still have the hardihood to sneak around this place. By 

this attempt against the liberty of a free citizen, they have deservedly called down the execration of 

all good citizens of every creed.”

This was published in The Mystery, the Pittsburgh newspaper edited by Martin R. Delany. It appeared during the summer of The Mystery, the Pittsburgh newspaper edited by Martin R. Delany. It appeared during the summer of The Mystery
1847

Source
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Source #6: Martin R. Delany's Poem

Poem by Martin R. Delany

I’m on my way to Canada,

That cold and dreary land;

The dire effects of slavery,

I can no longer stand.

My soul is vexed within me so,

To think that I’m a slave,

I’ve now resolved to strike the blow,

For Freedom or the grave.

Chorus:

O, righteous Father

Wilt thou not pity me;

And aid me on to Canada,

Where the fugitives are free?

I heard old England plainly say,

If we would all forsake,

Our native land of Slavery,

And come across the lake.

From Blake, Chapter 31 cited at www.libraries.wvu.edu/delany/home.htm written by Martin R. Delany

Source


