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rom the earliest days of 
colonial settlement, when

Africans were first forcibly
brought to the colonies to labor
as slaves, many resisted and ran

away from their masters.  Slave
labor became the foundation

of American society and 
culture.  In the years following the
American Revolution, sentiments of

“equality and freedom for all” were
strong, and slavery was gradually
outlawed in the northern states.

But in southern states, where 
agricultural interests dominated  

the economy, slavery thrived 
and expanded. 

Enslaved people resisted their bondage.  Many commit-
ted acts of defiance, from refusing to work, to sabo-
tage, poisonings, arson, and violence.  Some 
attempted to flee their bondage by running
away.  It was illegal for slaves to flee their 
masters, and those who did became known 
as fugitives from the law.

By the late 1700s a system provided support
to runaways, also known as freedom seekers
and self-liberators.  Communities, individuals,
and small groups of like-minded people com-
mitted themselves to help end the institution
of slavery.  Though the name, Underground
Railroad first appeared in the early 1830s (with
the arrival of rail transportation), the secret net-
works to freedom had long been in operation.
People who participated in these illegal and clandes-
tine operations were identified as agents, conductors, 
engineers, and stationmasters, terms that mirrored 
positions on actual railroads.  They guided freedom seek-
ers, hid them on their property, made arrangements for
their next safe place to stay, purchased train or boat tick-
ets, hid them in cargo, and transported them in wagons 
or in the hulls of ships.

Maryland’s slaves were commonly sold to people in the
Deep South as Maryland’s agriculture shifted from tobacco

to grain, diminishing the need for numerous laborers.  The
threat of sale far away from family and friends, which frac-
tured families and separated parents from young children, 
motivated many to run.  Harsh treatment and the intense
desire for freedom drove thousands more to escape. 

Freedom seekers faced enormous obstacles.  Relentless
slave catchers, armed with guns, knives and whips,
hunted their fugitives with vicious attack dogs.
Newspaper ads and wanted posters, featuring the
image of a black person with a pole and satchel
over his or her shoulder, promised varying rewards
for their capture.  Whites, free African Americans,
and other slaves were tempted to inform on run-
aways. Captured freedom seekers often received hor-
rific physical punishment.  They were whipped, branded
with the letter “R” for runaway, and mutilated.  To pre-
vent the potential financial loss of a slave escaping again,

slaveholders often sold captured runaways to slave
traders in the Deep South.

Safety and security for runaway slaves living in
the North diminished greatly in 1850 when
Congress passed The Fugitive Slave Act. Un-
der this law, northern police were bound to
capture and return any suspected runaway  

within their jurisdiction.  Citizens were required to inform
authorities about runaways and aid in their capture.  The
fugitive slaves hiding in the North had become vulnerable to
capture, and many fled to Canada, where slavery was illegal.

Meanwhile, Abolitionists and Underground Railroad 
activists redoubled their efforts to liberate slaves.  

Vigilance committees in northern cities coordinated
the elaborate communication and relief networks
that served fleeing slaves.  Slave escapes escalated.
Frustrated over increasing losses, southern slave-
holders, especially in border states like Maryland
and Virginia, tightened their grip on both free and

enslaved African Americans. 

As the Civil War approached, slaveholders were fully aware
of the Underground Railroad, but unsure of its actual opera-
tions.  They imagined white abolitionists infiltrating their
communities, enticing slaves to run away, never acknowledg-
ing that slaves might want to be free all on their own.  Many
came to suspect free blacks as the most dangerous threat to
the slave system.  In Maryland, as elsewhere in the South, lo-
cal governments enacted laws to keep African Americans un-
der the tightest control.  Freedom seekers became deeply
cautious, and rightfully so.  Countless escapes were foiled by
the betrayal of friends, family, and by vigilant whites in the
community eager for the high rewards.

As activities drew the nation closer to conflict, only the Civil
War would bring about the end of slavery and the need for
the Underground Railroad.

Scene along the road to Ben Ross’ former home site from 1820 to 1847 in Peter’s
Neck, Dorchester County. Harriet Tubman would have visited her father, Ben Ross,
while working in the area. Image, courtesy of Kate Clifford Larson, Ph.D.
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How to Use This Guide
This map and guide presents a collection of sites, programs and 
facilities in Maryland that have witnessed the drama or interpret 
the stories of the Underground Railroad. Many of these places 
are included in the National Park Service’s National Underground
Railroad Network to Freedom Program. This map gives you the gen-
eral location of each site. For specific directions, visit the individual
web site or call the site’s telephone number. More detailed informa-
tion about each Network to Freedom site and the national collection
of sites is available in a printable format on the Network to Freedom
web site: www.cr.nps.gov/ugrr/

With the information in hand, explore the sites, programs, and 
facilities in Maryland, which tell the stories of self-liberators who
struggled to gain their freedom, the dedicated people who risked
their lives to help them, and the slaveholders, slave catchers, and 
civil authorities who tried to keep them enslaved. See the places
where these events unfolded and feel the excitement, fear, pain,
and joy of these courageous men, women, and children, as they
raced for liberty. Connect and rediscover this secret history, long 
hidden and obscured and share in these heroic stories.
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Baltimore County Conference &
Visitors Bureau
Towson Town Center
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www.visitbacomd.com
Calvert County Department of
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175 Main Street, Courthouse
Prince Frederick, MD 20678
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scaping bondage and running to freedom was a 
dangerous and potentially life threatening deci-

sion, but Maryland’s self-liberators had several advan-
tages.  First, they were close to a free state, Pennsylvania.
Second, these self-liberators used the heavily traveled
north-south trade routes populated with free black fami-
lies.  Maritime travel throughout the region depended on
free and enslaved black labor, which meant blacks could
communicate with each other from one port town to the
next.  Networks, well established throughout Maryland,
linked isolated individuals and groups with underground
networks in Washington, D.C., Pennsyl-
vania, Delaware, New Jersey, New York,
the greater New England region, and
Canada.  

Potential self-liberators used several
means to obtain freedom.  They some-
times traveled by train (after 1828), but
more often they traveled by land on

foot, horse, or wagon, under the protection of darkness.
Drivers concealed self-liberators in false compartments
built into their wagons or hid them under loads of pro-
duce.  Others used boats in the Chesapeake Bay water-
ways. Sympathetic boat captains hid freedom seekers on
their ships, though some charged up to $100 to do so.
Many of Maryland’s freedom seekers were familiar with
maritime navigation and used the North Star and constel-
lations to guide their way.  Some read the moss on the
bark of trees, while others followed the movement of
tide water rivers and streams that flowed north.

Freedom seekers sometimes created
elaborate escape plans. Eighteen-year-
old Lear Green shipped herself in a chest
aboard a steamship sailing from Balti-
more to Philadelphia.  Runaways often
used disguises.  Ann Maria Weems
dressed as a young man to slip away
from her owner, a slave trader from

Rockville.  Frederick Douglass wore a
sailor’s uniform.  Some obtained forged

passes or certificates that attested to
their free status, some passed as
white because of their light skin
color, and till others blended 

easily and settled within the large
free black population in cities.

Along their journey, freedom seekers sometimes rested
comfortably in the homes or churches of friendly support-
ers, while others others hid in swamps, wooded thickets,
root cellars, secret rooms, attics, barns, fodder houses,
and other outbuildings.  Most freedom seekers probably
found their way to freedom without any help, but many
were given instructions enabling them to pass from one
safe place to the next. 

Some runaways were determined to never be taken back
alive. Those who had access to weapons, like pistols and

knives, used them when
needed, becoming 
severely wounded in
battles with authorities
and slave catchers.  In
1851, an angry group 
of whites and blacks 
led by William Parker 

of Maryland, killed a slave owner who was attempting 
to re-enslave a self-liberator then living near Christiana,
Pennsylvania.

Because the Underground Railroad was a clandestine, 
illegal movement, the names of many of those who fled,
those who dared to help, the routes they took, and the
methods they used, may never be known.

Maria Weems Escaping In Male Attire —  from 
William Still, “The Underground Railroad”, 1872 
edition, Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, MD
E450.585

WHAT IS THE UNDERGROUND RAILROAD AND WHY DID IT EXIST HERE? PAVING THE PATH TO FREEDOM:  ORDINARY PEOPLE WHO DID EXTRAORDINARY THINGS

LIFE BEYOND SLAVERY:
Where Did People Go Once They Left Maryland?

HOW THE ENSLAVED SOUGHT AND GAINED FREEDOM

Slave Auction Family — courtesy of Illustrated London News

Slave Cabin — Sotterley Plantation

Above- Anti-Slavery Token — Ohio Historical Society

Samuel Green — from William Still, “The
Underground Railroad”, 1872 edition, Maryland 
Historical Society, Baltimore, MD E450.585

William Still, of Philadelphia Vigilance Committee
— courtesy of Chester County Historical Society,

West Chester, PA

The following agencies can provide additional information on the Underground Railroad and travel services.
For more travel information, stop by any Maryland Welcome Center or a local visitor center.

rdinary people took great risks in doing extraordi-
nary things to pave freedom’s path on Maryland’s

Underground Railroad.  Their stories reveal amazing acts
of courage and inspiration, demonstrating how Mary-
land’s own freedom fighters struck a blow to slavery,
bringing justice and liberty to all. While some participants
became famous, many heroes remain unknown, due to
their clandestine operation. 

Both free and enslaved African Americans were 
the foundation of the Underground Railroad
movement. 

Samuel Green, a free black minister and the 
father of a runaway slave, was tried for aiding
fugitives from the Eastern Shore in 1857.  When a
jury failed to convict him, frustrated slaveholders
concocted new charges.  Green was imprisoned
for owning a copy of Uncle Tom’s Cabin.

George Wilmer lived a precarious dual life as a
conductor on the Underground Railroad and as an 
enslaved man.  Wilmer, and his wife Margaret, provided 
a safehouse near Georgetown Crossroads on the Sassafras
River, a strategic path to upper Delaware.  During one
four-month period in 1855, Wilmer forwarded 25 freedom

seekers to Quaker Thomas Garret 
in Wilmington. 

African-American agents like these
sometimes worked with sympathetic

whites and others  who believed that
slavery was morally wrong.  Many

Quakers participated in this  move-
ment, but not all Quakers, or all African

Americans were willing participants.
Working as an agent on  the
Underground Railroad in a
slave state was

incredibly hazardous - far more dangerous than operating
in the free  states to the north.  

Rev. Charles Torrey, a northern minister and abolitionist,
operated with assistance from an African-American 
accomplice, Thomas Smallwood.  The two of them led 

approximately 400 freedom seekers out of Virginia,
Washington, D.C., and Maryland.  Taking increas-

ingly bold risks, Torrey was arrested in 1844 
for bringing a woman and her two children
away from Baltimore.  He died in prison in
1846.  Smallwood stood to lose his freedom
if caught, and successfully fled with his
family to Canada.

Runaways found support and
refuge in Native American
communities, such as the 

Nanticokes and the Shawnees.
Maryland and Virginia slave 

owners filed numerous court 
petitions and complaints against 

these tribes for sheltering runaway 
slaves in their villages. 

Most freedom seekers were young men, like
Frederick Douglass, who had fewer family ties
and were physically able to endure hardships.
Some men forged strong community relation-
ships throughout the Chesapeake region that
linked to Underground Railroad supporters in
the North.  These men, like Douglass, became
Underground Railroad agents themselves.
Henry Highland Garnet, J. W. C. 
Pennington and Alexander Hemsley
were all freedom seekers from 
Maryland who spoke publicly
against slavery and actively support-
ed freedom seekers.

Few women took the opportunity to flee their bondage.
Ties to their children prevented many from running away.
Some brought their children with them while others left
them behind.  Complete families did occasionally escape
together.  In 1857, 44 people in two groups successfully
fled from Dorchester County, bringing 20 children and 
infants with them.  Hotly pursued by slave catchers, they
struggled while running unprotected in the cold, heavy
rain.  A young boy became separated from his parents.
Lacking shoes, his chances of survival seemed dim, but he
concealed himself until rescued.  Mass escapes like this
were rare, testifying to the bonds of family that weighed
heavily in the decision to flee or stay.

Harriet Tubman became the
most famous freedom seeker
and conductor who risked 
her life to rescue loved ones.
Tubman noted that liberty
brought her little comfort
without her family.  “I was a
stranger in a strange land,”
she once said, “and my home,
after all, was down in Mary-
land because my father, my
mother, my brothers and sis-
ters, and friends were there.
But I was free and they should
be free.” She liberated almost
70 individuals - an amazing
testament to the strength of
an underground network that
never betrayed her.
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The first
Africans forcibly
brought to
British colonies,
such as Mary-
land, were 
indentured 
servants.

Africans
brought to
Maryland were
enslaved, forced
to labor without
pay, without
freedom, for
their entire
lives.

Maryland’s 
colonial 
authorities
passed 
numerous laws
about slavery.

Dramatic in-
crease in slave
imports from
Africa to the
Americas. Many
laws passed
criminalizing 
giving aid to 
runaway slaves.

American 
Revolution.

Vermont be-
came the first
U.S. territory to
abolish slavery,
and several 
other northern
states followed
suit.

First federal
slave law
passed 
requiring the 
return of run-
away slaves
found in free
northern states.

Transatlantic
slave trade out-
lawed, increas-
ing the demand
for interstate
and intrastate
slave trading.

Missouri Com-
promise admits
Missouri and
Maine as slave
and free states,
respectively.

Maryland 
passed legisla-
tion supporting
the Colonization
movement,
which took 
former slaves 
to Liberia.
Maryland for-
bade the impor-
tation of slaves
from other
states.

Frederick 
Douglass 
escaped to 
freedom in 
the North.

Frederick 
Douglass 
published his
autobiography 
Narrative of
the Life of
Frederick 
Douglass,
and it became 
a best seller.

Harriet Tubman
liberated her-
self. She spent
the next 11
years trying to
rescue family
and friends on
Maryland’s
Eastern Shore.

The Fugitive
Slave Act is
passed.
Thousands 
of freedom
seekers 
already in the
North begin a
second journey
to a more 
secure freedom
in Canada and
other locations.

Harriet Beecher
Stowe published
Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin. It be-
came an instant
best seller, and
polarized the
nation over the
issue of slavery.

In the ‘Dred
Scott ‘ decision,
The Supreme
Court decided
that blacks are
not U.S. citizens,
and slavehold-
ers could main-
tain their rights
to their slaves
even in free
territory.

John Brown
launched his
armed raid on
Harpers Ferry,
VA from the
Kennedy Farm 
in Maryland.

Abraham Lincoln
is elected 
president.

The Civil War
begins. The first
blood shed was 
during the 
Baltimore Riot.

Lincoln signed
the Emancipa-
tion Proclama-
tion, which freed 
millions of slaves
in rebelling
states. The
Proclamation 
became law on
January 1, 1863.
Maryland, a
state loyal to the
Union, is allowed
to maintain 
slavery.

On Nov. 1,
Maryland 
outlawed slav-
ery and liberat-
ed hundreds of
thousands 
of enslaved
people.

The Civil War
ended. Con-
gress passed
the 13th
amendment
abolishing 
slavery in the
country.

altimore’s waterfront, including Fells Point, was a hot bed of Underground Railroad activity.  
Frederick Douglass lived here as a slave, working in local shipyards, before he took his freedom in 1838.

Harriet Tubman tapped into Baltimore’s African-American maritime networks along the city’s busy wharves and
alleys, where friends and relatives, like Tom Tubman, provided safe and trustworthy aid and support.  African-
American women who worked in the markets along Baltimore’s waterfront secured forged travel passes and 
distributed them to freedom seekers traveling to Philadelphia by boat and rail.

Henry Highland Garnet,
— National Portrait Gallery,
Smithsonian Institution

BThe 
Underground Railroad

This map depicts the major travel routes of Freedom Seekers entering 
and leaving Maryland on the Underground Railroad.  Not all routes 
headed directly north. Runaways who escaped via ship on the 
Chesapeake Bay sailed south around the Delmarva Peninsula. 
The dotted line between Maryland, Delaware and Pennsylvania 
shows the Mason and Dixon line; the division of North and South .

Anthony Thompson, List Of Slaves — part of  The Richardson 
Papers, January 1,1839, courtesy of the Maryland Historical Society

The paths out of Maryland were numerous
and varied. Many who fled prior to 1850
stayed in nearby states, blending into 
communities throughout the North.
One common path to freedom included stops
in Wilmington, Delaware, where Thomas 
Garret mobilized sympathizers to ferry freedom
seekers into Pennsylvania. Some sought refuge
in Philadelphia, home to a large free black pop-
ulation. There,William Still secured passage to

various stations along the Underground Railroad route north. He
forwarded  his charges directly to New York City, New York; and
New Bedford and Boston, Massachusetts.
He sent others to cities in central New York like Rochester, where
Frederick Douglass operated a station. From there fugitives fol-
lowed routes to Buffalo for safe passage across Lake Ontario, Lake
Erie, or they crossed near Niagara Falls. Others went to Elmira,
New York where John W. Jones funneled hundreds to Canada to 
settle in St. Catharines, Hamilton,Toronto, and Owen Sound.
Runaways fleeing Western Maryland traveled through southwest-
ern Pennsylvania into Ohio and Indiana toward Detroit or the shores
of Lake Erie, where they sailed onto western Ontario. These free-
dom seekers settled in places like Windsor, Chatham, and Buxton,
where they built new lives in freedom.
While some freedom seekers returned to Maryland after the Civil
War, many remained in the North. Thousands returned to the 
United States from their temporary homes in Canada, settling in
northern communities with friends and relatives, to rebuild social,
religious, and cultural relationships shattered by slavery.

Dry Goods Merchant Searching The Cars — from  William
Still, “ The Underground Railroad”, 1872 edition, Maryland
Historical Society, Baltimore, MD  E450.585, Harriet Eglin
and Charlotte Giles disguised behind mourning veils as their
unsuspecting master attempts to find them. They successfully
escaped aboard the train from Baltimore to Philadelphia.

Outbuildings were common places for fugitives to hide.
— Drawing by John Sauers of Berkley, Maryland

The Chesapeake Bay and its numerous tributaries represented both a
barrier and a path to freedom. Whether using small rafts or canoes to
traverse rivers and streams, or larger bateaus and boats to sail into
open water, runaways depended upon their own sailing skills. Some,
however, hid in the holds of larger passenger and cargo vessels plying
their trade throughout the Chesapeake Bay and the Atlantic seaboard.
Some sympathetic boat captains, like Captains Lambdin and Fountain,
personally secreted runaways aboard their ships. Subject to seizure,
boat captains were forced to allow random searches of their boats.
Captain Lambdin, whose boat deck was once chopped to pieces by a 
local sheriff looking for a fugitive, was eventually captured in 1856 and
jailed for his role as an Underground Railroad conductor.
Escape on the Chesapeake frequently occurred during the Civil War.
Along the rivers up and down the banks of the Chesapeake Bay, former
slaves ran to safety aboard U.S. Navy ships and joined the Union forces.
In 1862, near Port Royal, South Carolina, the U.S.S. Vermont became
a refuge for hundreds of fleeing slaves.These slaves were  called “con-
trabands” of war by Northern generals who refused to return them to
their Confederate owners.
The photo below, of the U.S.S. Vermont, by Henry P. Moore, depicts a
scene that was also common on the Chesapeake. Aboard the ship are
former “contrabands” who enlisted directly into the U.S. Navy.
According to a book about Henry Moore’s Civil War photos, “Moore’s
photo made it clear to its viewers that it would take the might of the
Federal government to topple the slave-holder’s power over his 
fellow man.”

Lear Green Escaping In A Chest — from  William Still,
“The Underground Railroad”, 1872 edition, Maryland Historical Society,
Baltimore, MD E450.585,

Born enslaved, Josiah Henson lived and worked
near Rockville for more than thirty years. He
was forced to move to Kentucky to labor for
his owner’s brother. He led several other

slaves along the way through
Ohio (free territory) to their
new work site. Josiah trusted
his slaveholder’s promise that
he could buy his freedom.
When his master recanted,
Henson fled with his young
family to Canada in 1830.
There he established the
Dawn Settlement, a 
community for fugitive
slaves near Dresden,
Ontario.
He wrote an autobiography in 1849 
describing his life as a slave.
Harriet Beecher Stowe wrote an 

anti-slavery  novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and
modeled her lead character, Tom, after Henson.

JOSIAH HENSON AND UNCLE TOM’S CABIN
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Slave Narratives were written or dictated by successful fugitives
who found freedom. The narratives described their experiences in
bondage and their journeys to freedom.
Charles Ball was born into slavery on a tobacco plantation in Calvert
County, Maryland. Ball was sold away from his wife to a slave trader 
from Georgia. Ball found his mistreatment unbearable, and escaped from
slavery, walking from Georgia to Maryland where he returned to his wife and
children. He hired himself out for wages and saved enough to buy a farm near
Baltimore. In 1830 he was captured and returned to slavery. He escaped again,
hiding on a ship to Philadelphia and then returned to Baltimore. In his absence, his
wife and children, who were legally freed slaves, had been sold into slavery. After
learning of his family’s fate, Ball returned to Pennsylvania to minimize the chance of
being recaptured.

Tobacco illustration, Jessie Johnson
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Slavery In The United States — courtesy of the State Library of North Carolina

Above- Frederick Douglass — Chester County
Historical Society, West Chester, PA 
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The Mayor and Police
of Norfolk Searching
Captain Fountain’s
Schooner — from
William Still, ’The Un-
derground Railroad”,
1872 edition, Maryland 
Historical Society,
Baltimore, MD
E450.585

Escaping with Masters’ Carriage
and Horses — from William Still,
“The Underground Railroad”, 1872
edition, Maryland Historical Society,
Baltimore, MD. E450.585

FLIGHT ON THE CHESAPEAKE

Group of Contrabands on the U.S.S. Vermont — Collection of The New-York
Historical Society, Call Number PR-002-347.20, aa02010, negative number 44751

Enslaved labor tended tobacco crops growing on plantations and farms in Southern Maryland and the Eastern Shore.
The bondsmen painstakingly picked insect pests off of each leaf by hand. When the United States gained indepen-
dence from England, many Maryland farms converted to food crops, which required fewer laborers.
Some slaveholders sold their surplus slaves to traders in the Deep South, while others freed them.

Thomas Garret — Chester County Historical Society, West Chester, PA

MARYLAND’S NETWORK TO FREEDOM

Above - The Runaway — Wilbur H. Siebert’s Collection, Ohio Historical Society

Ad for Ben,Harry &
 M

inty (Harriet Tubm
an) —

 Dorchester County,Cam
bridge Dem

ocratic
new

spaper,O
ctober 3,1849,Courtesy of Bucktow

n Village Foundation 

Photo courtesy of Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, MD

Freedom seekers found refuge among Native American Indian
villages, such as Shawnee Oldfield Village on the Potomac River
near Oldtown. Shawnee Native American — painted by
Joseph Warin, courtesy of Bibliotheque nationale de France


