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F'OREWORD

Public Law 105-203, the National Underground Railroad Network to Freedom
Act of 1998, directs the National Park Service (NPS) to commemorate, honor,
and interpret the history of the Underground Railroad. The Underground
Railroad—the resistance to enslavement through escape and flight, through the
end of the Civil War—refers to the efforts of enslaved African Americans to gain
their freedom by escaping bondage. Wherever slavery existed, there were efforts
to escape, at first, to maroon communities in rugged terrain away from settled
areas, and later across state and international borders. While most began and
completed their journeys unassisted, each subsequent decade in which slavery
was legal in the United States saw an increase in active efforts to assist escape.
The decision to assist a freedom seeker may have been spontaneous. However, in
some places, particularly after the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, the Underground
Railroad was deliberate and organized. Freedom seekers went in many
directions—Canada, Mexico, Indian Territory, the West, Caribbean Islands and
Europe.

A key to understanding this important movement in American History is an
examination of its roots in the areas where people were enslaved. In the following
report, Cheryl Janifer LaRoche, PhD, examines strategies for freedom in
Maryland. This resistance to slavery in Maryland provides a window into these
clandestine acts.

This report had its origins as a more focused study of resistance to slavery at the
Hampton Plantation in Baltimore County, Maryland (now a National Historic
Site). Research for this original study was conducted by T. Stephen Whitman,
PhD. The Hampton project eventually evolved into this larger, statewide study,
but some of Dr. Whitman’s research has been incorporated into this report. We
gratefully acknowledge his contribution, as well as the work of Tara Morrison,
who at that time was the National Park Service’s Northeast Regional Manager of
the National Underground Railroad Network to Freedom Program.

The Organization of American Historians (OAH) facilitated this project, through
a cooperative agreement with the NPS. The collaboration between the NPS and
the OAH has been particularly fruitful in bringing cultural resource management
and historical scholarship together. We would like to give special thanks to Susan
Ferentinos, the Public History Manager for the OAH, who managed the project
on behalf of the organization.

Sheri Jackson

Northeast Region Manager

National Underground Railroad Network to Freedom
March 2007






CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

The state of Maryland holds a unique position in American History and
within the resistance movement among enslaved and free Blacks before the Civil
War. Two of the nation’s most famous escapees, Frederick Douglass and Harriet
Tubman, were enslaved in, and fled from, the state. Furthermore, several of the
narratives collected by William Still contain rich resources recounting escapes
from Maryland. In addition to these well-known figures and episodes in
Maryland history, broad general themes as well as individual stories provide an
understanding of the various forms of resistance evident in the state. As a general
overview of resistance to slavery in Maryland, this report incorporates a broad
discussion of Maryland’s position as a slave-holding state with one of the largest
populations of free Blacks in the United States.

Resistance to slavery is presented herein using the research strategies
outlined by the National Park Service for the reinterpretation of the
Underground Railroad. Rather than limiting the Underground Railroad to 30 or
35 years of assisted escapes, current interpretation situates the movement as one
form of resistance within a continuum of strategies for freedom. As it is
historically defined, the Underground Railroad began as a loose network of Black
and White abolitionists formed in the 1830s as a result of the sustained actions of
self-liberators and abolitionists’ efforts to assist them. The National Park Service
(NPS) expanded the definition of the Underground Railroad beyond the original
nineteenth-century meaning. The retrospective and widely encompassing use of

the term by NPS now includes “incidents which have all the characteristics of



Underground Railroad activity, but which occurred earlier.”* The NPS’s
expanded definition of the Underground Railroad as a movement toward
freedom includes every freedom seeker “who made the difficult and dangerous
journey out of bondage” and countless others, both enslaved and free, Black and

White, men and women,

who offered food, directions, secrecy to runaways on the route to freedom; the
occasional brave soul who made repeated trips into the South to guide slaves to the
North...and a secret network of fugitive slaves, free Blacks and whites of conscience
who organized themselves to assist and protect the fleeing slaves.”

The NPS has shifted the focus away from the brief 35-year history of the
literal definition to help the nation understand the Underground Railroad as just
one avenue of escape within an arsenal of freedom strategies as the enslaved
“made a way out of no way.” This expanded definition literally considers “every
attempt the enslaved made to escape from the 1600s to 1865 as part of this larger
Underground Railroad Movement.? In the Underground Railroad, the official
handbook of NPS, historian C. Peter Ripley defines the Underground Railroad
Movement as “the movement of African-American slaves escaping out of the
South and the allies who assisted them in their search for freedom.”

Throughout this text, to differentiate between the Underground Railroad as
commonly understood and the Underground Railroad as broadly defined by
NPS, I refer to the Underground Railroad Movement which includes unassisted
escapes and events occurring during the long 200-year period leading up to the
1830s. Where I use the term the Underground Railroad, I am referring to the

historic definition of escapes, either assisted or not, that originated after 1830

"National Register, History and Education, National Park Service, Underground Railroad
Resources in the United States: Theme Study (Washington, DC: Department of the Interior, 2000),
2.

2 C. Peter Ripley, The Underground Railroad, The Underground Railroad (US Department of the
Interior, National Park Service, 1998), 45-75.

® Bertram Herbert, “National Park Service, National Historic Landmark Underground Railroad
Archeological Initiative,” January 6, 1997.

“ Ripley, The Underground Railroad, 45-75.



where seekers of freedom either used known routes or accepted aid from
abolitionists and others once they crossed into the free states.’

As the numerous laws discussed in Chapter Two reveal, freedom-seeking
behavior presented a constant reality evident from the first years of the formation
of the Maryland province and includes the legacy of facilitated escapes. This
study, therefore, presents more than two centuries of strategies for freedom used
by people of color to escape slavery as well as the men and women, Black and
White, who sought to render aid and assistance. The behavior of these two
centuries can be termed the Underground Railroad Movement. Within this
context, the formal years of the historical Underground Railroad, 1830 to 1865,
form a fraction of the total number of years that Blacks employed multiple
strategies to resist and escape slavery. This report categorizes an array of
resistance strategies.

In attempting to create a world of their own, the enslaved prevailed against
attempts to dehumanize them. The law often presents the individual as an
abstraction with lives, experiences, and hopes and dreams of liberty among
freedom seekers diminished and encapsulated into the term fugitive slave.
Chapter Two reviews the multiple laws—the legal arm of slavery that sought to
terrorize, intimidate, and threaten escapees from slavery. The strategies used by
the province, the colony, and later the state of Maryland make it clear that ever
escalating measures were not enough to stop Blacks from fleeing slavery.

Chapter Three addresses revolts and rebellions; although Maryland is not
known to have had any major occurrences. Yet, this important topic is addressed
herein as a crucial strategy for freedom among Maryland escapees which requires
additional research. Noted historian Herbert Aptheker identifies numerous
revolts in Maryland. His criteria for identifying and categorizing revolts and
insurrections are: “a minimum of 10 slaves involved; freedom as the apparent aim

of the disaffected slaves; contemporary references labeling the event as an

® Cheryl LaRoche, Landscapes of Freedom: Free Black Communities and the Underground Railroad,
PhD Dissertation, University of Maryland, 2004.



uprising, plot, insurrection, or the equivalent of these terms.”® This study places
revolts and rebellions, which almost always included the involvement of freedom
seekers willing to use violence, as a strategy for freedom. Revolts and rebellions,
therefore, fit within the redefinition of the Underground Railroad Movement as
mandated by the NPS.

Chapter Four juxtaposes colonization schemes designed to essentially
deport free people of color in order to remove their unwanted influence from the
world of slavery with emigration strategies proposed by early Black Nationalists
such as Paul Cuffee and Martin Delaney. Although the ultimate aim of both
groups was removal to Africa, the motivations within and among the groups sat in
opposition to one another. For many Black emigrationists, true freedom could
only be had beyond the shores of the colonies and later, beyond the United
States. Chapter Five, therefore, presents multiple examples of resistance through
flight in the province, colony, and state of Maryland. This Chapter interprets the
narratives and experiences of escape within the expanded definition of the
Underground Railroad Movement.

Chapter Six begins the work of identifying self-purchase as an important, if
not often overlooked, route to freedom. Many of the most prominent men and
women in American History purchased their freedom. For them, freedom
became not only a complicated act of self-possession but also represented the
antithesis of slavery, evidence of the freeing power of one’s own labors.

In order to investigate freedom-seeking strategies in times of war, Chapter
Seven examines the three major wars fought by the colonies and the United
States. In each of the wars, African Americans realized war’s potential to ensure
their freedom. Finally, Chapter Eight discusses freedom-seeking strategies within
the historic period of the traditional Underground Railroad. The Underground
Railroad merely named and added a level of organizational structure to existing

strategies of freedom and escapes, superimposed a loose network of assistance

® Aptheker, Negro Slave Revolts in the United States 1526-1860 (New York: International
Publishers, 1943, 1993), 7.



over those escapes, and brought together a broad coalition of committed citizens
across the nation willing to defy the government within those efforts.

African Americans challenged the entire framework of slave society resorting
to all manner of strategies to physically escape slavery: rebellion, emigration, self-
purchase, and allying with enemies in time of war. These strategies have their most
visible expression in the myriad of laws designed to control freedom-seeking
behavior, in fugitive slave advertisements, in jail and penitentiary records, and in
narratives and personal accounts. The enslaved could and did resist slavery by
refusing to acknowledge the system's legitimacy by escaping and assuming their
rights as free people. Or one could choose from the options offered by law and
custom, by working toward manumission or self-purchase, by petitioning a court
for freedom, or, after the abolition of slavery, seeking and receiving gubernatorial
pardons. These strategies were not mutually exclusive, and with the exception of
those who took up arms against whites and were captured, choosing one path did
not foreclose other options.

Data on runaways are too ambiguous to measure precisely the volume of
escapes by enslaved individuals or the shifting numbers over time, but in the most
comprehensive work on the subject, John Hope Franklin and Loren Schweninger
estimate that at least 50,000 slaves across the entire South ran away annually by
1860.” This study of resistance in Maryland, however, does not attempt to
calculate the numbers of men and women who sought to escape slavery in either
Maryland or across the United States. Troubling inconsistencies, which have
never been adequately reconciled, exist among official estimates, abolitionist and
Underground Railroad narratives, figures reported from Canada, and estimates
of numbers of escapees outside the United States.® Relying on newspaper

advertisements, a source emblematic of flight and resistance, further confuses the

” John Hope Franklin and Loren Schweninger, Runaway Slaves: Rebels on the Plantation (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1999), 279-282.

® See Robin W. Winks, The Blacks in Canada: A History (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University
Press, 1997), 484-496.



matter. Such advertisements provide minimal figures and represent overt efforts
among the most persistent and wealthy of enslavers who were more than likely
seeking to capture the most valuable or valued escapees. Rampant among
freedom-seekers’ strategies are repeated escape attempts which complicate
statistical analysis. Accurate enumeration of escapes, successful or attempted,
should remain a topic of additional research. Although poisoning and murder of
the enslaver were definite resistance strategies, these topics have not been

explored in depth within this study.’

°See for example, Douglas B. Chambers, “The Murder of Old Master Madison in 1732: A Local
Event in Atlantic Perspective,” The Maryland Historian 28 (2003): 4-46.



CHAPTER TwWO

FUGITIVE SLAVE CLAUSES, LEGISLATION, AND LAwS

In his influential work, In the Matter of Color, Leon Higginbotham presents
the major laws that impacted the existence of the enslaved throughout the
Colonial Era. He did not include Maryland in his study. However, he did note
that the dispassionate language of the law is dehumanizing. All of the colonies
developed laws that attempted to establish and maintain dominance over African
captives within American society. This Chapter reconsiders the laws pertaining to
escape from slavery by presenting, to the extent possible, almost all the laws in
one place, under one heading. From this vantage point, it becomes clear that
flight from slavery was a persistent and consistent form of resistance and strategy
for freedom among Maryland’s enslaved population and a constant problem for
those who attempted to legislate freedom-seeking behavior.

Although the historical record is slanted toward the history of slavery, the
history of escape from slavery has an equally long and enduring record. Maryland
was the third colony to legalize slavery by 1663. The state followed the lead of
Massachusetts, which was the first colony to recognize slavery as a legal
institution 1641. The subject of “fleeing from service” has an equally long history
and first appears in the colonial record in 1629—five years prior to the
introduction of slavery into the Maryland colony in 1634."° The demand for labor
in the tobacco fields of the Chesapeake region led to the importation of an
increasing number of indentured workers as well as African captives. “The first

Black indentured servant may have arrived with the voyage of the Ark and the

“Hilary Beckles, “From Land to Sea: Runaway Barbados Slaves and Servants, 1630-1700” in Out

of the House of Bondage: Runaways, Resistance and Marronage in Africa and the New World, ed.
Gad Heuman (London: Frank Cass and Co., Ltd., 1986), 84.



Dove.” ' At least two people of African descent were on board. Therefore, the
Black presence in Maryland began with the founding of the colony. One of the
first colonists, Father Andrew White, an English Catholic priest, was
accompanied by Mathias de Sousa a “Black servant.” For the early African
inhabitants of the colony, indentured servitude was the precursor to slavery. As
early as 1639, Maryland was already legislating harsh treatment for runaways.
The colony passed the most severe law of its kind at the time declaring that a
servant convicted of running away could be executed.” In 1640, the English
colonies began passing punitive laws to discourage any of the enslaved
population and indentured servants from escaping servitude. These laws were
also designed to discourage sympathizers from sheltering escapees. By July 1640,
John Punch had been captured in Maryland and returned to slavery in Virginia
“for the time of his natural life.”** Because Blacks escaping slavery often found
refuge with Native Americans, Maryland also attempted to regulate that path to
freedom. In 1669, the state offered a match coat to any Indian who would return
a fugitive slave. However, the Indians seemed to sympathize with the plight of the

escapees, seldom returning them to slavery.™

FUGITIVE SLAVE CLAUSES, LEGISLATION AND LAWS

Twentieth-century orator and civil rights advocate William Pickens once

remarked “the first abolitionist was the runaway slave.”"® Demonstrating their

" Hilary Beckles, “From Land to Sea.”

12 Hilary Beckles, “From Land to Sea”, 84.

3 Marion Gleason McDougall, Fugitive Slaves-1619-1865 (Boston, 1891; New York: Bergman
Publishers, 1969); Helen Tunnicliff Catterall, ed. Judicial Cases Concerning American Slavery and
the Negro Vol. IV (New York: Octagon Books, Inc., 1968).

4 C. W. A. David , “The Fugitive Slave Law of 1793 and its Antecedents” The Journal of Negro
History 9 (1924): 18-25.

' A.H. Gordon, “The Struggle for Physical Freedom,” The Journal of Negro History 13 (1928): 22-
35.



willingness to take risks in the face of terrible odds, it was the behavior of
runaway slaves that lent constant stimulus to a proliferation of fugitive slave
laws.'® Although 1793 is generally cited as marking the first fugitive slave law, the
United States has a much longer history in its attempts to control freedom-
seeking behavior through legislation. Prior to the more familiar federal
enactments, it fell to individual states or other governing bodies to attempt to
legislate behavior that had become troubling enough to warrant legal action.

In 1642, Governor Calvert bargained with a ship master for 13 slaves at St.
Mary's."” These importations rose in tandem with laws that attempted to quell
the rising problem of escapes from slavery. The foundation for future fugitive
slave laws can be traced to 1643, 150 years before the federal government began
enacting fugitive slave laws. A fugitive slave clause was inserted in the Articles of
Confederation of the New England Confederation providing for the return of the
fugitive upon the certificate of one magistrate in the jurisdiction out of which the
said servant fled with no provisions for a trial by jury.’® Under the Articles a
simple statement of certification from any government magistrate would be
sufficient to convict a suspected runaway."

By mid-century, a Virginia law fined all persons who entertained or entered
covenants with runaways. Virginia had already authorized the establishment of a
colonial militia to track down runaways by 1657, and by 1661, the state statute

legally recognized slavery with passage of a fugitive slave law.” Three years later,

' A.H. Gordon, “The Struggle for Physical Freedom,” 22-35.

" George F. Bragg, Men of Maryland (Baltimore: Church Advocate Press, 1914). Electronic
Edition, Documenting the American South,
http://209.85.165.104/u/docsouth?q=cache:nFVrrljYRmE]:docsouth.unc.edu/neh/bragg/bragg.ht
ml+daniel+coker&hl=en&gl=us&ct=clnk&cd=7&ie=UTF-8.

18 “Fugitive Slave Laws”
http://72.14.209.104/search?q=cache: TCmquw0i06g]:www.1911encyclopedia.org/Fugitive_slave
laws+maryland+slaves+escaping+to+northwest+territory&hl=en&gl=us&ct=clnk&cd=1.

9 Charles M. Christian, Black Saga: The African American Experience, A Chronology (Washington,
DC: Civitas/Counterpoint, 1999).



Maryland officially sanctioned slavery by law for the lifetime of the enslaved
population already located in the colony as well as for all African captives
subsequently brought into the colony, effectively closing most avenues to
freedom. A year earlier, Maryland set the stage by declaring that Black servitude
was usually perpetual and for life.?*

For a time, baptism into Christianity was sought as a way out of slavery. In
1671, therefore, an act was passed entitled “an act for Encouraging the
Importation of Negroes and Slaves,” which declared that baptism, or conversion,
should not be understood to grant manumission in any way to “slaves or to their
issue, who had become or should become Christians, or who had been or should
be baptized, either before or after their importation to Maryland, any opinion to
the contrary notwithstanding.”?? In 1676, the Maryland legislature passed “An
Act Relating to Servants and Slaves” which was enacted to prevent escapes from

slavery, and which referred to a previous

Act Provided against Servants Runawayes made in the yeare one thousand Six hundred
& fifty. And another Act made in the yeare one thousand six hundred and Sixty two and
alsoe another Act made in the yeare one thousand Six hundred and Sixty Six which said
three Acts having hitherto proved ineffectuall in Regard they doe not Sufficiently
provide an Encouragement for such person or persons Inhabitants within this Province
as shall Seize such Runnawayes Servants by this Act deemed Runanaways|.] Therefore
for the better Discovery Seizing and apprehending of Such Runnawayes Bee it
Enacted...That...noe Servant or Servants whatsoever within this Province whither by
Indenture or according to the Custome of the Countrey or hired for wages shall travel
by Land or water tenn miles from the house of his her or their Master or mistrisse or
dame without a noate. ..”?

Black women and men who could produce neither pass nor proof of freedom

were presumed to be runaways, and could be sold if no one claimed them.**

2 McDougall, Fugitive Slaves; Catterall, Judicial Cases, 355.
2! Christian, Black Saga.
2 McDougall, Fugitive Slaves, 9

23 Archives of Maryland Online, “An Act Relating to Servants and Slaves,” Maryland State
Archives, Vol. 00002, p. 0523.

10



Many of Maryland’s early statutes sought to discourage free people, Black and
White, from assisting escapees in their quest for freedom. As a harbinger of laws
to come, the statute also sought to elicit aid for those same free men and women
in recapturing anyone who did flee. One provision of the Act specified that
anyone found to “entice, transport, carry, or privately convey” any enslaved
worker out of the Province would be subject to treble damages and costs. Acts
passed in 1692 and 1699 repeated this provision.?

By 1715, Maryland passed legislation giving sheriffs unrestrained power
over the imprisonment of suspected “runaway slaves and the fees associated with
their capture and disposition.” In the act passed during the May session of that
year “A lien on the body of the prisoner guaranteed the reward to the capturer
and imprisonment fees to the sheriff.” A large number of sheriffs realized that it
was in their best interest to apprehend and then imprison many “colored persons
who might be detained for a longer period than six months, whether the person
[is] free or slave.” If the prison term was prolonged, the fees swelled to nearly the
value placed on the prisoner. When that occurred, the enslaver might be unable
or unwilling to redeem the enslaved prisoner. In this instance, the authorized
sheriff’s sale could easily work to the advantage of an associate working in
collusion with the sheriff. It was not until December 22, 1792, 77 years later and
almost 10 years after the end of the American Revolution, that the Maryland
general assembly passed an act “to restrain the ill-practices of sheriffs, and to
direct their conduct respecting runaways.”*®

The state again addressed the problem of escapes from slavery in the 1720s
when the legislature addressed the problems of enslaved workers fleeing to
maroon communities, settlements of escaped captives, located on the fringes on

the Western Shore and in the marshlands of the Eastern Shore. This was followed

?4 Archives of Maryland Online, Vol 2, 523-528; National Park Service, National Underground
Railroad Network to Freedom Application, The Maryland State House, July 2006.

% Archives of Maryland Online, Vol 34, 731-733; NPS/NURNF, Maryland State House.

% Christian, Black Saga, 30.
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by “An Act to prevent the tumultuous Meetings, and other Irregularities of
Negroes and other Slaves,” passed in 1723, which provided that outlying slaves
who refused to surrender and resisted apprehension could be killed. The act
made no provision for compensation for the enslaver; although a later act passed
in 1751 did address the situation. That year, the state expanded its efforts to
control freedom-seeking behavior and movement of slaves through “An Act for
the more effectual Punishment of Negroes and other Slaves.” Any of the enslaved
population found guilty of a list of offenses including running away could, upon
complaint by any individual “injured” by the offender, be whipped, cropped on
the ears, or branded on the cheek with the letter “R.” By 1753 legislation focused
less on abettors to directly address escapees. Acknowledging the problems of
water escapes, the provision called for the master of any vessel with a keel greater
than 17 feet to take an oath not to conceal or knowingly carry any enslaved
person out of the province. If anyone seeking freedom was found either aboard
or concealed on the vessel the ship master was liable to pay 20 shillings for every
hour the individual was on board the ship plus any other expenses incurred.”’
During the years prior to the Revolution, slavery was an accepted institution
in all colonies. Severe physical punishments for Blacks who attempted to escape
were accompanied by increasingly severe monetary penalties for anyone, Black or
White, assisting escapees. Servitude awaited Blacks unable to pay the imposed
penalties. In addition to these major areas of concern plaguing early colonists and
lawmakers, particular attention was directed to attempted escapes by ship
throughout the colonies.”® By the end of the American Revolutionary War in 1783,
between 50,000 and 100,000 of the enslaved population had heeded the cause of
liberty espoused by our founding fathers and escaped captivity by their enslavers.
Between 1784 and 1786, after the Articles of Confederation went into effect,

seven of the eight treaties with Indian nations carried clauses for the return of

2T Archives of Maryland Online, Vol 34, 731-733; Vol 46, 618-621; Vol 50, 284-285; NPS/NURNF,
Maryland State House.

8 NPS/NURNF, Maryland State House.
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fugitive slaves as the sphere of efforts to curb escapes widened. The Northwest
Ordinance of 1787 incorporated the principle of the exclusion of slavery as it
simultaneously provided for the return of fugitive slaves.”®

Untold thousands also gained a measure of autonomy within slavery. As
slaveholders noted, it became prudent to improve the conditions of the slaves, lest
no slaves remain.*® With the majority of Northern states instituting some form of
gradual manumission and with the growth of the free Black population committed
to helping fellow Blacks escape bondage, coupled with new forms of transportation
that escapees, such as Frederick Douglass, could use to flee Maryland more rapidly
than ever before, the legislature crafted more stringent regulations with greater
frequency in its efforts to control runaways.

After 1790, slaveholders began to regain the ground lost during the War,
hedging manumission laws with new restrictions and passing legislation hostile to
free people of color, who were seen as a “demoralizing” influence on slaves.
Legislation passed in 1796 set penalties for any free person of color who sold or
gave his or her certificate of freedom in order to help escapees pass as free persons.
By 1800, in the words of one contemporary, “the emancipation fume has long
evaporated, and not a word is now said about it.” Most Whites had quickly come to
view freedom for people of color as a failed experiment, and free Blacks themselves
as a “subversive element” in a resurgent slave society. The strength with which such
views were propounded goes far to explain why a man like General Charles
Ridgely, despite his prominence as a three-time governor of Maryland, waited until
after his death to free the people he enslaved. Unable to turn to their own newly
formed government for freedom, with legislatures and elected officials, from
Presidents on down willingly condoning slaveholding, anyone seeking freedom was
again left with few strategies for freedom—self-purchase if they had amassed the

wherewithal to free themselves, manumission, or flight.

# David , “The Fugitive Slave Law of 1793.”

% Quoted in Philip Schwarz, Twice Condemned: Slaves and the Criminal Laws of Virginia, 1705-1865
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State U. Press, 1988), 187.
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The country expanded through territorial acquisitions, in tandem with the
geographic range of legislation seeking to quell the quest for freedom. Although
runaways frequently escaped from one colony to another, the growth of
antislavery sentiment and the acquisition of western territory, necessitated
adoption of a uniform method for the return of fugitive slaves. Article VI of the
Ordinance of 1787 for the Northwest Territory provided that in the case of any
person escaping “from labor or service” into the Northwest Territory and who
was “lawfully claimed in any one of the original states, such fugitive may be
lawfully reclaimed and conveyed to the person claiming his or her labor or
service as aforesaid.” Such an agreement was necessary to persuade the slave-
holding states to union and to ensure that the new federal government did not
inadvertently undermine slavery by appearing to endorse equality for free people of
color. The growing numbers of free Blacks, made possible in part by the strictures
of the post-Revolutionary war economy, made it clear for all to see, they could be
capable, successful, productive citizens once released from the bonds of slavery.
Many, such as Richard Allen, also expressed sympathy for, and solidarity with, their
enslaved brethren. Such a message constituted a potential threat to the maintenance
of control over enslaved workers and free Blacks were increasingly viewed as a
dangerous problem. At the very least, African Americans had to be excluded from
the militias, whose peace-keeping duties prominently featured the suppression of
slave insurrections.

Chesapeake congressmen did see the necessity for federal action in the matter
of interstate slave flight. The Constitution required states to cooperate with each
other in restoring fugitive slaves, but did not mandate congressional attention.
Stung by the flight of escapees to Pennsylvania, and by the perceived unwillingness
of that state's authorities to cooperate fully in the rendition of fugitives,
representatives of Maryland and Virginia took the lead in securing passage of the
Fugitive Slave Act of 1793.

On February 12, 1793, Congress passed the first federal law which made it a

crime to harbor an escaped slave or to interfere with the slave’s capture or arrest.

14



The Fugitive Slave Clause in the Constitution, strengthened provisions for
apprehending, securing, and transmitting a fugitive to the state or territory making a
claim. It further provided that anyone rescuing or setting free a fugitive who had
been recaptured would, on conviction, be fined an amount not exceeding 500
dollars and imprisoned for not longer than one year.*

As early as the first decade of the nineteenth century, individual
dissatisfaction with the law of 1793 began to take the form of systematic
assistance rendered to freedom seekers escaping from the South to Canada or
New England. To compensate for the strong opposition to the law in the
northern states, personal liberty laws were passed to hamper officials in the
execution of the law. The Supreme Court of the United States in the case of Prigg
v. Pennsylvania in 1842 decided that state authorities could not be forced to act in
fugitive slave cases. National authorities, however, were mandated to carry out
the national law, which was followed by legislation in Massachusetts (1843),
Vermont (1843), Pennsylvania (1847), and Rhode Island (1848), forbidding state
officials to help enforce the law and refusing the use of state jails for fugitive
slaves.

Maryland residents in particular had long been disgruntled with their
neighbors across the Mason-Dixon line. In 1798, only five years after enactment of
the first federal fugitive slave law, the state legislature complained in a resolution
about the “great loss and inconvenience” that arose from slaves “absconding...into
Delaware, Pennsylvania, and New-Jersey,” where they were “concealed and

protected by the citizens thereof.”*?

A few years later Eastern Shore Congressman
Joseph Nicholson demanded a special committee to look into the “harbouring” of
slaves, buttressing his case with constituent letters from Chestertown that claimed
that neighboring states put “every possible obstruction in way of

recovery..warrants for a breach of the peace [have been] taken out against the

%! David, “The Fugitive Slave Law of 1793.”
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masters, and they have been obliged to give up their property to redeem themselves
from jails.” One writer estimated that 60 slaves had “made off” in the past month
from his part of Kent County.*®

In 1802, seeking to aid the enslaver, the Maryland state legislature required
sheriffs who had custody of a runaway to place advertisements with detailed
descriptions in newspapers published in Washington, DC, and Baltimore and
Easton, Maryland, within 15 days of capturing the escapee. As the enslaved
continued their relentless quest for freedom, the assembly found it necessary to
enact increasingly stronger penalties. Legislation passed in 1819 set a maximum
term of six years in the penitentiary in Baltimore for any free person White or Black,
who “enticed, persuaded, or assisted,” or knowingly harbored, any runaway slave.®*

But the numbers of escapees did not decline. The Maryland house of
delegates fired off five more resolutions castigating Pennsylvania residents’ aid to
runaways between 1816 and 1822, and then fell silent after Pennsylvania passed a
personal liberty law in 1826 that gave people claimed as fugitives access to legal due
process, a right not granted by the federal Fugitive Slave Act of 1793. Maryland
residents viewed the personal liberty law as an inappropriate assertion of state's
rights and a boldfaced denial of constitutional and congressional authority
respecting fugitives. Pennsylvania residents saw the issue as one of providing
protection to free people of color against kidnappers; they enacted their law in the

wake of an upsurge in violent seizures of free Blacks in 1825.%
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Doubts about the constitutionality of Pennsylvania's law produced a test case
in 1842 surrounding the actions of Edward Prigg. This Maryland resident forcibly
removed Margaret Morgan, a Black woman who claimed to be legally free, from her
home in York, Pennsylvania, and taken her back to Maryland. The United States
Supreme Court upheld Prigg's behavior and overturned his conviction for
kidnapping and assault by a Pennsylvania court. Under the Fugitive Slave Clause of
the Constitution, slaveholders could act on their own initiative in recapturing
runaways and need not rely on state officials, according to Justice Joseph Story's
opinion. The Court also struck down Pennsylvania's Personal Liberty Law of 1826
as improperly impeding citizens from reclaiming their slave property. Discouraged
by the consequences of the decision, Maryland-born Black abolitionist Samuel
Ringgold Ward was determined to move to Kingston in Upper Canada.®

Although the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 is most often cited, it must noted
that the Missouri Compromise of 1820 was the second in a trilogy of federal
fugitive slave laws. In addition, an imaginary line was drawn at 36 degrees, 30
minutes north latitude, and any portions of the Louisiana Territory lying north of
the compromise line would be free; however, the act provided that fugitive slaves
“escaping into any... state or territory of the United States...may be lawfully
reclaimed and conveyed to the person claiming his or her labour or service”—
furthermore “slavery and involuntary servitude ... in the punishment of crimes”
was not prohibited even in the free territories.*’

Further acknowledging the difficulty of reclaiming escapees, Maryland
began regulating escapes by sea. Perhaps giving a glimpse of the diasporic nature

of resistance to slavery, the legislature passed in 1824 “An act to prohibit the
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transportation of absconding slaves to Hayti, or elsewhere.” Masters of sailing
vessels had to receive a certificate of freedom authenticated by a county court
official plus a second certificate from the clerk of the county court with
jurisdiction over the port of clearance. An owner who believed that a vessel had
transported “any Negro or mulatto” out of the state without complying with the
statute could institute a civil suit. In 1838, the legislature imposed similar
requirements on railroads and steamboats—two growing segments of the intra-
and interstate commerce.*®

Maryland again found it necessary to attempt to strengthen its own
legislation. In 1828, the state passed a supplementary act that added a sentence of
39 lashes for any enslaved person found guilty of assisting escapees. Having
learned from an ineffectual 1806 statute that offered payment of six dollars to
anyone who captured an escapee, the Assembly “from experience...ascertained
the sum is insufficient to give that impetus to the apprehension.” As a result, the
Assembly increased the payment to 30 dollars.*

By 1829, slave conspiracies had been plotted in several states of the Union,
and excited the serious attention of most southern states. The rise of militant
abolitionism in the United States can be traced to three distinct events occurring
between 1829 and 1832: publication of David Walker’s 1829, Appeal to the
Colored Citizens of the World, publication of William Lloyd Garrison’s
newspaper, The Liberator, and Nat Turner’s insurrection.”’ Nat Turner’s 1831
rebellion sent shock waves across the growing nation. Counterbalancing the rise
of militant abolitionism between 1829 and 1832, the Maryland legislature passed
an extensive statute in 1831 aimed specifically at controlling the free Black

population but made no specific reference to runaways. Perhaps Walker’s widely
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circulated inflammatory Appeal, which called for slaves to rise up against their
masters, and the growing antislavery literature being circulated led to the
legislature passing a supplementary act making it illegal to circulate, make, print,
or engrave any material of an inflammatory character that might excite
discontent or provoke insurrection among the state’s African-American
population.*

Although earlier legislation had made it legal to kill escapees, by 1839 the
situation grew increasingly extreme. “An act to provide for the recapture of
fugitive Slaves” now made escape from slavery a felony. The governor was
required to demand the return of any escapee from Washington, DC, or any state
to which he or she had fled. Sheriffs of the county or city from which the escapee
had fled were directed to sell the individual to the highest bidder who was legally
bound to remove the escapee from the state.*

Less formal measures were also adopted in an attempt to thwart freedom-
seekers’ escapes. In 1848, slaveholders from Maryland met to adopt measures to
thwart runaway slaves. It was believed that more slaves escaped to the North
through Maryland than through any other state. For example, the Baltimore Sun
reported that “in Cecil County, slaves are running away in droves.” Moved by a
“singular spirit” more than eighty escapees fled in a single group from Charles
County. Despite its efforts, Maryland had to enact even more severe penalties
against free men and women of color as well as freedom seekers. Rather than a
maximum of six years imprisonment, in 1849 the penalty for attempted escape
grew to a minimum of six years, and not to exceed 15; the sanctioned number of
lashes was also increased to 40, but ultimately the number to be administered was

at the discretion of the court.*”®

“! Archives of Maryland Online Vol 14, 556-557, NPS/NURNF, Maryland State House.

“2 Christian, Black Saga, 140; Archives of Maryland Online, Vol 613, 373-374, NPS/NURNF,
Maryland State House.

*® Archives of Maryland Online, Vol 613, 373-374, NPS/NURNF, Maryland State House;
Christian, Black Saga, 140.

19



Apparent Northern support for the nascent Underground Railroad and slave
rescuers fed into an increasingly prevalent Southern view that Northern society,
despite the disclaimers of many politicians and newspaper editors, harbored
aggressive intentions against the South and slavery. In this atmosphere, Northern
acknowledgments of slavery's constitutionally protected status failed to assuage
Southern doubts. Southerners demanded tangible proofs of Northern willingness
to sustain slavery. For congressmen from Maryland and Virginia, one important test
lay in securing laws that would compel the cooperation of Northern states and
municipal authorities in the return of runaways.** As had happened with the
admission of Missouri and Maine into the Union, revealing just how deeply the
actions of self-emancipators influenced the very formation of the country,
slaveholders decided that stricter federal legislation was called for, and demanded a
new Fugitive Slave Act as part of the negotiations surrounding the admission of
California into the Union as a free state in 1850.

Leading the charge for a new law were the border senators Thomas Pratt of
Maryland and James Mason of Virginia. They urged the creation of a network of
federal commissioners empowered to assess slaveholders' claims to runaways,
under rules that virtually guaranteed the rendition of the suspected fugitive.
Claimants could introduce evidence to demonstrate ownership, but Blacks would
have no access to the writ of habeas corpus to challenge their being held captive and
no opportunity to cross-examine witnesses or produce testimony on their own
behalf. Cases would be decided not by juries, but by a commissioner acting alone.
The most gallingly aspect of the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 was that federal
marshals would have the power to deputize citizens as posse members to recover
runaways, with fines of up to 1,000 dollars for Northerners who refused to
cooperate.

By the time the infamous Fugitive Slave Law was passed as part of the

Compromise of 1850, the country had been unsuccessfully struggling to control,
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if not vanquish, freedom-seeking behavior for longer than two centuries. In
recognition of the ineffectiveness of the law of 1793 and 1820 and a host of state
laws, the last in the series of fugitive slave laws sought to strengthen and build
upon existing law. The 1850 Law provided federal jurisdiction over runaway
slaves, the prompt return of slaves to slave owners, and denied fugitive slaves trial
by jury and the right to testify on their own behalf. Any White person who
attempted to help a slave escape became subject to a fine and/or imprisonment.
In addition, the federal commissioner who awarded an escaped slave to his
owner received a fee of 10 dollars; if the commissioner did not return the slave,
he received five dollars. As a law weighted completely in favor of the enslaver, it
required “citizens and federal officers to become diligent slave catchers”
although resistance was widespread.*

In the Act of 1793, Article IV of the United States Constitution, Section 2,
Clause 3, Article VI of the Ordinance for the Northwest Territory, and the
Fugitive Slave Act in the Compromise of 1850, all of which address the return of
fugitives, the term slave is never used.* The Acts of 1793 and 1850 have been
described as the most flagrant unconstitutional acts passed by Congress and
enforced by the United States’ court system.*’ Black abolitionist William Wells
Brown observed that the law “was justly condemned by good men of all
countries, as the most atrocious enactment ever passed by any legislative body.
The four hundred thousand free colored residents in the non-slave-holding
states were liable at any time to be seized under this law and carried into

servitude.”*® Brown notes, “intense excitement was created in every section of the
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free states where any considerable number of colored persons resided.”*
Thousands of African Americans hurriedly left homes and jobs for refuge in Canada
or at least in Northern locales distant from the Mason-Dixon line or the Ohio River,
where capture and enslavement were easiest. Columbia, Pennsylvania, less than one
day's walk from Maryland, lost half of its Black population in the 1850s, much of it
between 1850 and 1851.

By 1854, Douglass was publicly advocating violence to prevent enforcement
of the Fugitive Slave Act, insisting that federal marshals should be considered as
kidnappers who had “forfeited their right to live.”*® Such increasing militancy of
both free and enslaved African Americans within the Chesapeake foreshadowed
events to come. If William Parker and other Blacks who escaped from slavery in the
Chesapeake did not cause the Civil War, reactions to their resistance surely
diminished prospects for peaceful resolution of intersectional disputes, and helped
prod slaveholders toward secession. Each legislative blow had been met with an
equally forceful counteraction by freedom seekers as the government struggled
to maintain both the Union and an enslaved workforce in its grasp. It was the
slaveholder’s rebellion that finally loosened the vise grip of slavery. Thousands
escaped slavery each day during the Civil War. On March 13, 1862, the federal
government forbade the return of fugitive slaves by all Union army officers
thereby annulling the fugitive slave laws. On June 28, 1864, Congress finally
passed legislation repealing the fugitive slave laws passed by the United States’
Congress in 1793, 1820, and 1850. More than two centuries of legislation were

ineffective against the determined African American quest for freedom.
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CHAPTER THREE

REVOLTS AND INSURRECTIONS

No revolts or insurrections in Maryland are identified by their leaders or
instigators, as was the case for Gabriel Prosser, Denmark Vesey, and Nat Turner;
nor was the state named for conspiracies, such as the New York revolts of 1712
and 1742. The majority of the amorphous, leaderless uprisings in Maryland were
not well-documented. In addition, they were difficult to reconstruct and
therefore poorly understood. Herbert Aptheker, in his valuable book, Negro
Slave Revolts, was not overstating the case when he observed, “that discontent
and rebelliousness were not only exceedingly common, but indeed, characteristic
of American Negro slaves.”” Although he questioned Aptheker’s methodology,
Kenneth Stampp nevertheless argued above all, Negro Slave Revolts, “shows how
persistent the fear of rebellion was among white southerners and how frequently
panics drove them to near hysteria.”** As Aptheker observes, revolts form one
manifestation of the discontent of the enslaved workers, and revolt was merely
one method by which the slaves hoped to obtain their liberty. Among the other
methods, “flight was one of the most important. Self purchase, manumission,
enlistment and faithful service in the armed forces of the nation were other
methods whereby [Blacks] at times gained their freedom, and lastly, agitation and
political movement against slavery.” Maryland residents, Henry Highland

Garnet, Harriet Tubman, and Frederick Douglass were among the agitators.”
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Across many of the slave states, widespread fear of insurrection existed
even during this early period before the American Revolution, and the fear
continued until the Civil War ended. According to Aptheker, there were at least
18 revolts in Maryland which began in the 1680s, and continued through 1688,
1705, 1738, 1739, 1805, 1814, 1817, and 1830, and occurred throughout the
United States in 1831, 1835, 1840, 1845, 1855, and 1856; the only revolt recorded
in 1857 occurred in Maryland, with widespread revolts occurring in 1860 and
1861.>* As Harry Wish correctly observes, “The genealogy of revolt extends
much further back than the organized efforts of anti-slavery advocates.” > These
revolts are an important component of the Underground Railroad Movement.

In 1739, at least 200 insurgent conspirators led a systematic revolt in Prince
George’s County. This revolt was a prototype of the conspiracies of Prosser and
Vesey aimed at overthrowing the slave system itself and establishing a “Negro”
state. According to Aptheker, careful planning and organization with a considerable
period of preparation marked this type of revolt. The aim of establishing the
“Negro” state revealed careful planning and a calculation of the numbers of reliable
and trusted insurgents.*®

Conspiracies were constantly rumored, uncovered, betrayed, and thwarted.
In 1740, Maryland courts received depositions from several African Americans in
Prince George’s County “relating to a most wicked and dangerous Conspiracy
having been formed by them to destroy his Majesty’s Subjects within the Province,

and to possess themselves of the whole Country.” In 1753, the state again had to
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cope with “a conspiracy among Blacks to kill whites.” As Vincent Harding notes,
this fight was for Black possession of “the whole Country.””’

Blacks closely followed the outbreak of the French and Indian War, hoping
that the “French will give them their freedom.” Frederick County, Maryland,
reported insurrectionary movements among slaves after French soldiers and their
Ohio Valley Indian allies routed General Edward Braddock in 1755. These stirrings
for liberty, occurring 20 years before the American Revolution, suggest that Black
people had deep seated desires for freedom derived independently of the political
conflicts of the 1770s. *®

On the eve of the American Revolution in late April 1775, a delegation of
Maryland slaveholders visited Royal Governor Sir Robert Eden and pressured him
into issuing arms and ammunition to guard against rumored insurrections and stop
any slave uprisings. Reluctantly acquiescing, the Governor feared their reactions
“were only going to accelerate the evil they dreaded from their servants and slaves.”
Eden supplied 400 stands of arms to four counties. By August, a Maryland
minister complained that “our Negroes” have been holding nightly meetings with
mariners and others “all for the glorious purpose of enticing them to cut their
masters’ throats while they are asleep.” Later that fall, an alarmed Dorchester
County Committee of Inspection reported, “The insolence of the Negroes in this
county is come to such a height, that we are under a necessity of disarming them
which we affected on Saturday last. We took about eighty guns, some bayonets,

swords, etc.”®
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Renewed fears of slave insurrections also shaped the environment. The
diasporic nature of the fear of insurrection crystallized around the revolution in
Santo Domingue. Beginning in 1791, this successful slave rebellion against the
French, which became universally known as the Haitian revolution, sent shock
waves around all of the slave societies in the Atlantic world. Fears heightened with
the discovery of Gabriel's rebellion in 1800 in Richmond. “Much of the fear was in
reaction to revolts in the West Indies.” There were countless reports of White
fear, especially in Southern areas, of the actual export of revolution from Haiti.

By 1791 the insurrection began showing its influence in Maryland. Blacks
from the South spoke about scenes of San Domingue long after the rebellion was
over. The influence of these refugees was still active as late as 1831 in the lives and
memories of the people of Baltimore. The revolutionary philosophy of the
eighteenth century, coupled with the influence of the Haitian revolution, were
formidably felt in the United States well into the first quarter of the nineteenth
century, so much so that all subsequent insurrections, even as late as 1831 were
traced directly or indirectly to those emboldening forces.*

“During the War of 1812, there were not many cases of open rebellion among
the slaves; nevertheless, many Negros endeavored to obtain their freedom by
joining the American Army or by going over to the British.” But again in 1816, one
year after the end of the war, there were simultaneous outbreaks in Virginia and
South Carolina.”* “Uprising and revolts varied significantly in degree of planning,
size of endeavor, and number of persons involved. . .Slave outbreaks were
frequent around Baltimore. ...”* On April 17, 1817, “as many as two hundred

slaves attacked whites with sticks in St. Mary’s County Maryland. Police moved
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in to calm the crowds. Abolitionists and free Blacks blamed the slaves’ unrest on
plans by the American Colonization Society to exile slaves to Africa.”®

The rise of militant abolitionism in the United States can be traced to three
distinct events occurring between 1829 and 1832: publication of David Walker’s
Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the World; publication of William Lloyd
Garrison’s newspaper, The Liberator, and Turner’s insurrection.** The mood
throughout the slaveholding states in 1831, the year of Turner’s rebellion in
Southampton, Virginia, was one of unusual uneasiness, “consequent upon the
apprehended uprisings of the Negroes.” In early October, “there was an
insurrection among slaves on the Eastern Shore in Maryland where a Dr. Bain
and his family were murdered, and an attack made on Seaford.®

News of the Turner rebellion in Southside, Virginia, produced a three-beat
reaction. Fear of insurrection appeared briefly, in the form of rumors of a rising by
Baltimore Blacks, but soon subsided.®® Then, antislavery advocates, perhaps joined
by those anxious about revolt, petitioned the legislature for enactment of a gradual
emancipation plan. Finally, legislators redirected these sentiments into assaults on
the state's free Blacks, fashioning statutes that encouraged publicly funded
colonization as well as involuntary deportation of African Americans.

Later in the year, Maryland, following the lead of Louisiana and other
slaveholding states, “asked the War Department to send military force to allay the
apprehensions and fears” of the White population.®” After Turner’s rebellion,

laws with increasing severity of punishment were passed. A free Black coming
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into the state, after 10 days, was fined 50 dollars per week for every week he
remained, one half of the money going to his informant. Any person who
harbored a free Black, thus coming into the state, after four days, was fined 20
dollars per day. Any free Black, a resident of the state on going out of the state,
should he remain longer than 30 days, without permission, would be deemed a
non-resident, and subject to all the conditions which applied to other free Blacks
entering the state for the first time. But, in order to encourage colonization, any
Black could come or go at will between Maryland and Liberia, West Africa.®®

In a bold gesture in July 1845, as many as 75 enslaved men from three
counties in Maryland armed themselves with loaded bludgeons, a pistol, scythe
blades, swords, clubs, and butcher knives as they marched six abreast to freedom
toward the Pennsylvania state line. As they left Charles County, their leader,
Mark Caesar, a powerful man with sword in hand, along with Bill Wheeler were
“prime movers and instigators in the late Negro insurrection.”® Traveling in
triumph, gathering more enslaved men from neighboring St. Mary’s County and
Prince George’s County as they went, the leader demanded they fight back. The
Maryland Journal reported the men “were seen within two miles” of Rockville,
Maryland, on Frederick Road. Openly, they made their way Northward “in great
haste” rather than in stealth. The insurrectionists had to be fired on before they
would surrender. They were finally surrounded by a group of Whites called the
Montgomery Volunteers near Rockville, 50 miles short of the Pennsylvania state
line. The bloody encounter left many of the rebels dead; 31 were recaptured,
although several did manage to escape, some got as far as Westminister, Carroll

County, on the Pennsylvania border. The men were seized and jailed under the
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presumption that they had escaped slavery. Most were sold out of state by their
enslavers.

News of the uprising frightened White Maryland residents in Charles, St.
Mary’s, and Prince George’s Counties.”® The Maryland Journal observed, “This is
the most daring movement which has ever come under our observation.” Never
before had an armed group of enslaved men taken a “public road in open day,
within 2 miles of a County town, and in a thickly settled neighborhood.” As a
result, Charles County sought “to confine the slaves within proper limits, and to
keep them free from those influences which poison their minds and tend to
render them dissatisfied with their condition.”"

Caesar was tried and acquitted of charges of insurrection only to be retried
as a free man and accused of “abetting slaves in making their escape from their
masters.” He was found guilty and sentenced to 40 years in the penitentiary
where he died of consumption.” Wheeler proved to be more elusive, but was
eventually brought to trial. He was sentenced to death by hanging but a recently
passed law meant that he was imprisoned for life instead. After four months in
the county jail, Wheeler escaped and a reward of 100 dollars was offered for his
arrest.”

Ten years later, general excitement prevailed over alleged uprisings. At the
time, various citizens asked that resolutions be adopted requiring slaveholders

keep their servants at home. By 1855 the co-mingling of fear and reality again led
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to rumors of slave insurrections in Dorchester, Talbot, and Prince George’s
Counties, although they did not materialize.”

Although there were comparatively fewer insurrections during the latter
half of the 1840s, enslaved Blacks had by no means given up the idea of obtaining
their freedom. They simply changed tactics for awhile, and found other methods.
“For, the desire for freedom was in the mind of nearly every enslaved person.
Liberty was the subject of the dreams and visions of enslaved preachers. ..it was
the object of their prayers. The plaintive songs of the enslaved race were full of
thoughts of freedom.””® General excitement prevailed over alleged uprisings
during 1855. At the time, various citizens asked that resolutions be adopted
requiring slaveholders keep their servants at home. By that time the comingling of
fear and reality again led to rumors of slave insurrections in Dorchester, Talbot,
and Prince George’s Counties, although they did not materialize.”

Although the news of Turner brought panic, intensified reactions to John
Brown’s 1859 raid on Harper’s Ferry surpassed all previous reactions over
insurrections in Maryland. For days, newspapers focused on little else other than
the Harper’s Ferry incident. Large patrols were called out everywhere. In
response to general fears of a concerted uprising among the enslaved in
Maryland and Virginia, a martial atmosphere prevailed.”’

During the first year of the Civil War there were insurrections and frequent
rumors of intended outbreaks in various sections of the Confederacy. However,
the federal government was intent on proving to the South that it was a “white
man’s war” and that powerful politicians in Washington, DC, as well as the

military field commanders would not tolerate any uprisings on the part of the
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enslaved. A letter from General Benjamin Franklin Butler, written in 1861 to the
executive of the state of Maryland while he was stationed in Annapolis,
Maryland, acknowledged apprehension on the part of Whites of an insurrection
of Blacks in that neighborhood. Butler expressed how anxious he was to
convince all classes of persons that there would be no interference with the laws
of the state.”

He further expressed his willingness to promptly and effectively suppress
any insurrections against the state of Maryland. Thomas H. Hicks, Governor of
the state at that time, reassured Butler that he had already instructed the sheriff of
Anne Arundel county to act and that the citizens of the county were fully able to
cope. About one month later, Maryland was again alarmed by the discovery of
plots among the enslaved Black workers for a general uprising.” Later that year,
General George McClellan found it necessary to instruct officers under his
command in Baltimore to ensure that they suppressed all insurrection attempts
by Blacks promptly and effectively. These unusual precautions against any
possibility of an outbreak were clear indications that the enslaved population was
seizing every opportunity to hasten their own liberation and redeem themselves
from bondage whether these plots were realized or not.*

African Americans were never satisfied with their condition in slavery; they
were “ever ready to attempt any possible means” to effect emancipation. When
insurrections failed, Blacks resorted to flight and made their escape to the free
states of the North and to Canada. While freedom seekers’ frequent attempts at
liberation often were not realized, they were not discouraged and at every
favorable opportunity some were ready to try again. There was also sufficient
success attending their efforts, in secretly forming conspiracies, to keep the South

in constant dread of the presence of slaves and free Blacks. Looking back over
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the long history of slavery, Booker T. Washington observed that the South—
during the whole period of slavery—lived in fear and constant expectancy of the

great insurrection, which never came.®

The Negro like all other men loved freedom, the spark could not be extinguished in his
breast by severe laws and reigns of terror. When once a Negro had made up his mind to
lead an uprising, he was fully aware of the fact that in case of defeat, it meant sure and
sudden death. There were some who felt that if any man, would be free, he himself
should strike the first blow. There were Blacks who were not afraid of death, if in dying
they might be instrumental in hastening the day of deliverance.”

8 Booker T. Washington, The Story of the Negro, 1, 178 as cited in Carroll, Slave, 213.

8 Carroll, Slave Insurrections, 213.
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CHAPTER FOUR

COLONIZATION AND EMIGRATION

The complex and intertwined subject of colonization and emigration defies
straightforward analysis. For different reasons, and at different times, support for
the movements waxed and waned within and between the races. Blacks and Whites
saw colonization and emigration to Africa as both problem and solution.®
Colonizationists offered Blacks deportation and expatriation where the
emigrationists envisioned reclamation and self-governance. Simply stated,
colonization involved influential White Americans, slaveholders, and Christians,
who favored a mass transfer of free people of color from the United States to Africa.
In contrast, emigrationists saw emigration as a solution to the racist policies of the
United States combined with an opportunity for freedom and autonomy. As a form
of controlled and voluntary flight on the part of African American emigrationists or
disguised deportation on the part of colonizationists, both schemes advocated flight
from America and fit into the broader Underground Railroad Movement.

The original name, the “American Society for Colonizing the Free People of
Color” explicitly identifies the organization’s primary mission. Although not all
were attracted to the idea for similar purposes, most slaveholders felt free Blacks,
particularly the more educated and successful among them, were a threat to the
system of slavery. Successful free people of color were an affront to the system as
they refuted notions of Black inferiority which were used to build White supremacy

and justify slavery.
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White antislavery churchmen looked to gain what Dorothy Sterling calls a
“double humanitarian benefit” in colonization. In their view, slaveholders would
consider willingly manumitting their enslaved Black workers if they could be
shipped out of the country. Conversely, American Black colonists could be trained
as missionaries to Christianize Africa.* In this atmosphere Whites began to talk
more openly about removing free Blacks. The idea had been present since the
publication of Thomas Jefferson's Notes on Virginia in the 1780s. Black
emigrationists also viewed Africa not only as a site of liberation and autonomy for
the country’s enslaved population but also as an opportunity to spread Christianity.

Paul Cuffee, a prosperous self-taught free Black merchant, became a
dedicated colonizationist. Cuffee gave voice to his motivations, “I have for some
years had it on my mind to make a voyage to Sierra Leone, feeling a real desire that
the inhabitants of Africa might become an enlightened people, in the true light of
Christianity. As I am of the African race I feel myself interested in them.” He had
been a seaman since he was 16 years old, eventually acquiring his own vessel. Acting
on his beliefs, in the fall of 1810 Cuffee set sail on the first of two voyages to the
British African colony of Sierra Leone, which had been organized by former slaves.
Carrying tools, as well as bibles and Quaker religious writings, Cuffee travelled
aboard his favorite ship, The Traveller. His favorable impression of the colony made
him a strong supporter of African colonization for Blacks. In 1815, after the end of
the War of 1812, he, at his own expense, transported nine families comprising 38
individuals on his second trip to the West African colony.®® Since many public
officials at the time believed the solution of “the Negro problem” was to ship all free
Blacks to Africa, they were more than willing to cooperate with Cuffee who

“seemed to be offering to do the job for them.”*
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Major politicians, such as Speaker of the House, Henry Clay, General Andrew
Jackson, and Supreme Court Justice Bushrod Washington among others, first met
in December 1816 to form the American Society for Colonizing the Free People of
Color, later known as the American Colonization Society.!” These men turned to
Culffee for advice; by then he had already completed his two successful voyages to
Sierra Leone. Cuffee voiced his approval of their plans, “I much approve of a vessel
being sent, as thou has mentioned.” In a letter Cuffee wrote two days later to
wealthy emigrationist, Philadelphia sailmaker, and Black abolitionist James Forten,
Cuffee described the actions of the Colonization Society as, “the concern that rests
at the seat of government for the welfare of the people of color.”*

In reality, however, White dismay over the presence of free Blacks combined
with renewed fears of slave insurrection stoked by Black aid to the recent British
invasion and involvement in the War of 1812 led to the founding of the
Colonization Society. The society raised funds to encourage the voluntary
emigration of free Blacks, as Vincent Harding described them, “those thorns in the
side of slavery” from the United States to Sierra Leone and West Africa, as well as to
other locations.® In Maryland, prime movers of the colonization campaign
included attorney Francis Scott Key and former Congressman Robert Goodloe
Harper. Harper pled the case for colonization in a lengthy public letter to Elias
Caldwell, secretary of the national organization in 1817 although Jacob C.
Greenough, an early antagonist of Colonization had been quite active in

Maryland affairs as early as 1815.
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Congressman Harper assumed that those weighing the merits of colonization
would naturally “be first struck by its tendency to confer a benefit on ourselves, by
ridding us of a population for the most part idle and useless, and too often vicious
and mischievous.”®% In contrast to such sentiments stood Denmark Vesey. In
1800, Vesey won a 1,500-dollar lottery prize, with which he purchased his
freedom and opened a carpentry shop.*”® Vesey became a wealthy, skilled, much
respected free Black carpenter in Charleston where his insurrection would later
come to epitomize the need for the deportation schemes of the Colonization
Society. By 1817, he had amassed several thousand dollars in savings, probably
making him one of the wealthiest African-American men in the city. On at least one
occasion, Vesey, who embodied the type of person the society sought to eliminate,
had been approached and offered a chance to return to Africa. Vesey, however,
shared the sentiments of many free people of color who declared, “We will never
separate ourselves voluntarily from the slave population of this country; they are
our brethren by the ties of consanguinity, of suffering and of wrong; and we feel
that there is more virtue in suffering privations with them, than fancied advantages
for a season.”*

On April 7, 1817, that same year as many as 200 enslaved Black workers
attacked Whites with sticks in St. Mary’s County, Maryland. Police moved in to
calm the crowds. Abolitionists and free Blacks blamed the enslaveds’ discontent
on “plans by the American Colonization Society to exile slaves to Africa.”®
Although not all Blacks were opposed to colonization and emigration, highlighting

the complexity of viewpoints over this issue among African Americans delineates

the various arguments. African Methodist Episcopalian Bishop Richard Allen spoke
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warmly in favor of colonization in Africa and initially approved of Colonization
Society plans.” Maryland's Coker endorsed colonization in 1820 out of a desire to
evangelize Africans, a need to leave White prejudice behind, and a drive to fashion a
self-conscious identity as African. As had been the case with Cuffee five years
earlier, Coker eventually decided to go to Liberia as a colonist and missionary in
1820. The palpable worsening of conditions for free people of color in Baltimore
surely played its part. Coker remained in West Africa as a missionary and finally
died in Sierra Leone in 1846. For him, the path of testimony against slavery led back
to the land of his father’s ancestors. But for most free people of color, colonization
came to look more and more like White-imposed deportation—one that they were
determined to resist.

Harper despaired equally of Whites accepting Blacks in society, or of Blacks
meriting such acceptance.”” Unyielding White rejection would retard whatever
progress ex-slaves might make, providing fresh fuel for the fires of White prejudice.
Speaking as a slaveholder, Harper sketched a gloomy picture of free Black vice and
disorder provoking otherwise hard-working and loyal slaves into flight, theft, and
resistance to masters. Untroubled by depicting free Blacks as unable to shed the bad
habits of slavery and then labeling free persons of color as spreading those same
behaviors among slaves, Harper insisted that free Blacks would be to blame if future
slave misdeeds provoked masters “to a severity, which would not otherwise be
thought necessary.”*® As the presence of Black workers, slave or free, also inspired
contempt for hard work among “the class of free whites who ought to labour,” and
who instead, “saw labour as a badge of slavery,” Harper concluded that free Blacks

were “injurious to all.”*
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Colonization would remedy all these ills. Free Blacks would escape White
prejudice and slaves would be secured from corrupting influences and resulting
harsher treatment by masters. More Whites would migrate into the slave states and
all Whites would work harder. While their indeterminate status could disrupt
American society, free Blacks colonized to Africa would flourish, removed from
interracial struggle. Harper's views resonated with the political community of
Maryland. In its 1817 to 1818 session, the legislature unanimously endorsed in
principle the colonization of free Blacks to Africa. *®

Throughout this time period, free Blacks were perceived as a considerable
threat by enslavers. The problem was particularly acute in Baltimore, a city in the
anomalous position of existing within a slave state while simultaneously
containing the largest population of free people of color in the country before the
Civil War. Free people of color stood up to mounting pressures for their
colonization to Africa, pressures generated by resentment of Black autonomy and
fear of slave insurrection displaced onto free African Americans. Colonizationists
ultimately failed to persuade many Blacks in the Chesapeake to embark for Africa,
due in no small measure to African Americans forestalling attempts to cajole or
coerce relocation. The handful of Blacks who did embrace migration outside the
United States, whether to West Africa, Haiti, or Canada, also sought to build
independent communities on their own terms, not those of the Colonization
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By 1819, African Americans had grown deeply suspicious of colonization
plans and of leaders who supported them. Blacks in Philadelphia viewed
colonization as forced deportation of free Blacks in order to strengthen the grip of
slavery. Soon after the visit of Reverend Findley, one of the original founders of the
society, 3,000 Black men—almost the entire African-American male population of
Philadelphia—crowded into Richard Allen’s church proclaiming, “WE WON’T
GO!” Forten, who had chaired the meeting, was forced to write to Cuffee,

I must mention to you that the whole continent seems to be agitated concerning colonizing
the people of color. Indeed, the people here were very much frightened at first. They were
afraid that all the free people would be compelled to go, particularly in the Southern states.
We had a large meeting of males at the Rev. R. Allen’s church...Three thousand attended
and there was not one soul that was in favor of going to Africa. They think that the
slaveholders want to get rid of them so as to make their property more secure.’”

For his part, Forten thought it prudent “to remain silent as the people here, both
White and color, are decided against the measure.” His opinion differed from the
majority. He believed Blacks “will never become a people until they come out from
amongst the White. But as the majority is decidedly against me, I am determined to
remain silent. . ..”"% The death of Cuffee nine months later ended that particular
dream of Black-led emigration, although Martin Delany, Theodore Holly, and in
the twentieth century, Marcus Garvey would all follow in his footsteps.
Colonization enjoyed one more burst of activity when Benjamin Lundy
relocated his newspaper, The Genius of Universal Emancipation, to Baltimore. The
first issue appeared on July 4, 1825; Lundy, a onetime tanner, would expound
tirelessly on slavery and freedom until moving on again in late 1830. He promoted
schools and craft training for free Blacks, acted as an agent for the colonization of
freed people to Haiti, and touted plans for gradual emancipation via self-purchase.
Combining relentless attacks on the kidnapping of free Blacks with ceaseless
agitation against the domestic slave trade, Lundy held up to contempt both slave

dealers and those who sold to them. Finally, he editorialized for Baltimore attorney
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Daniel Raymond's antislavery candidacies for the Maryland legislature in 1825 and
1826.'% The Genius regularly exhorted against slaveholding as unchristian and
immoral, and printed poetry evoking the sorrows of bondage. Lundy never wearied
of portraying slavery as a blight on American republicanism and a consequent cause
of mockery by Europeans.

By the early 1830s, Raymond and Lundy had both left Maryland, and
colonization had fallen firmly under the sway of men who wanted to deport free
Blacks to protect and preserve slavery. As a colonization agent in Maryland wearily
noted, “the society has always had more room for emigrants than was filled in their
vessels....” When agents went out to “collect” Blacks who had been persuaded to
emigrate, they “invariably found that...the enemies of colonization...have filled the
minds of those who proposed to emigrate, with the doctrines of abolitionists...that
by leaving the United States, the colored people impair their chance of ‘getting their
rights.””!% In one dramatic incident, Black men boarded a ship about to embark
from Baltimore harbor and persuaded half of the Africa-bound passengers to
remain in America after all.

That they did so can be credited in no small measure to the words and deeds
of Baltimore's leading anti-colonization figure, William S. Watkins.'® Born free
around 1800, and educated by Coker in the African school at Sharp Street, Watkins
succeeded Coker as master of the African school upon the latter's departure for
Liberia. Watkins not only conducted a day school, but also associated with

Frederick Douglass in his journalistic and antislavery work.
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When Lundy arrived in Baltimore in 1825, the two men struck up an
acquaintance and Watkins began writing for the Genius of Universal Emancipation.
Watkins’s first piece was a printed speech celebrating Haitian independence, which
he interpreted as proof of Black capacity for self-rule. Signing himself as A Colored
Baltimorean, Watkins' often passionate denunciations of colonization won the
commendation of David Walker in his famous Appeal to Colored Citizens of the
World in 1829.%

Garrison first encountered Watkins while serving as Lundy's assistant editor
in 1829 to 1830, and credited Watkins and another Black Baltimore resident, Jacob
Greener, with opening his eyes to the iniquities of colonization and the desirability
of free people of color to remain in America. It was Walker, however, who led the
early assault on colonization.'® Watkins was straightforward and uncompromising
in his denunciation of the movement, .. .the most inveterate, the most formidable,
the deadliest enemy of the peace, prosperity, and happiness of the colored
population of the United States, is that system of African colonization which .. .is
perpetuated. . .beneath the dignity of a magnanimous and Christian people....”
Watkins wanted no part of a system that both expatriated Blacks and sought to
make them a stranger in their own land.'®

For Watkins, as later for Garrison, free Black departures strengthened the
institution of slavery and contributed to the further degradation of those who
stayed in the United States. Watkins called for Blacks to “die in Maryland under the

pressure of unrighteous and cruel laws” rather than be “driven, like cattle...to

7 David Walker, Appeal to the Colored Citizens of America (Hill and Wang, 1969), 4-5, quoted in
Graham, Baltimore, Black Capital, 108.

108 William Lloyd Garrison, Thoughts on African Colonization: or an impartial exhibition of the
Doctrines, Principles & Purposes of the American Colonization Society (Boston, 1832), 55-56; Horton
and Horton, In Hope of Liberty, 212. For letters from Watkins to Garrison, see C. Peter Ripley, ed.,
The Black Abolitionist Papers (Chapel Hill: U. North Carolina Press, 1991), Vol 3, 92-102.

%9 William Watkins, “The Evils of Colonization,” in Autographs of Freedom Vol. II, ed. Julia

Griffiths (Auburn, NY: Alden, Beardsley & Co., 1854; Miami: Mnemosyne Publishing Co., Inc.,
1969), 198-200.

41



Liberia.”*!" Refusing to capitulate to the notion that White prejudice made
emigration the only hope for Black liberty, Watkins asked, “Why should we
abandon our firesides and everything associated with the dear name of zome...for
the enjoyment of liberty...surrounded by circumstances which diminish its intrinsic
value?” Blacks who supported colonization or who meekly acquiesced in White
denigration of African Americans as criminal or insurrectionary also became targets
for Watkins’s tart pen. Critiquing an apologetic public letter from ministers of Black
churches during the anti-abolition controversies of 1835, Watkins scornfully noted
that, “It is time enough...to make...disclaimers...when we are charged with some
crime other than that of our colour.”***

The 1830 census counted more than 50,000 free Blacks, about one third of all
African Americans in the state, four times the proportion of 1790. The rise in free
Black numbers and proportion within the Black population alarmed Whites, but the
fact that Maryland Whites outnumbered Blacks two to one depressed fears of Black
insurrection. Fear of insurrection appeared briefly, in the form of rumors of a rising
by Baltimore Blacks, but soon subsided.""* Then, antislavery advocates, perhaps
joined by those anxious about revolt, petitioned the legislature for enactment of a
gradual emancipation plan. Finally, legislators redirected these sentiments into
assaults on the state's free Blacks, fashioning statutes that encouraged publicly
funded colonization as well as involuntary deportation of African Americans.

A special committee of the Maryland House of Delegates, chaired by Henry
Brawner quickly brushed aside the abolitionist petitions and instead concentrated
on the question of how to remove free Blacks. “It is not...a question of whether the
coloured population of this state is injurious to her prosperity,” Brawner's report
intoned, “her situation...has long since forced this conviction upon the most

careless observer....” The report extended by then customary comparisons of a
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languishing Maryland and an economically vibrant Pennsylvania to intrastate
examples, “the comparison within [Maryland's] limits, between counties largely
infected with this evil, and those where it exists in a slight degree...bring us to the
same result.” 3

The legislature accepted Brawner's package. Energetic promotion of
colonization, restrictions on future manumissions, and new laws aimed at pushing
existing free Blacks out of the state aimed to reverse longstanding growth in the
number of free Blacks. The state appropriated 20,000 dollars per year for a 10-year
period to fund removals of free Blacks or slaves emancipated on condition of sailing
to Africa. The legislature also made it more difficult for free people of color to
remain in Maryland, to enter the state from elsewhere, or to re-enter the state if
they left to find seasonal employment. By the close of the 1830s, Maryland had also
widened the scope of laws that re-enslaved free Blacks by condemning debtors,
vagrants, and criminals to be sold into servitude. ***

At the legislative session in 1831 to 1832, “Maryland passed a law providing
that the governor and council appoint a board of managers consisting of three
persons, who “shall be members of the Maryland Colonization Society, whose
duty it shall be to remove from the State of Maryland, the people of color who are
now free, and such as shall hereafter become so, to the colony of Liberia in
Africa, or to some other place beyond the limits of the State.” The state also
forbade the introduction of “slaves either for residence, or sale; and prohibited
the immigration of free Negroes into the State."™

In the 1840s, lean times briefly resuscitated public discussion of gradual
emancipation. Joseph Snodgrass's, Baltimore Saturday Visiter, in addition to

publishing the work of Samuel Janney, a Loudoun County, Virginia, Quaker and

antislavery advocate, defended free people of color against stereotyping as an

13 "Report of the Committee on Grievances and Courts of Justice of the House of Delegates relative
to the Colored Population of Maryland", Henry Brawner, Chair, (Annapolis, 1832).

14 Phillips, Freedom's Port, 191-195.

S I aws of Maryland, 1831-1832, c. 281 as cited in Carroll, Slave Insurrections, 167.

43



improvident and criminal race. While it is difficult to measure the popularity of this
periodical, Snodgrass attracted the attention of the Maryland House of Delegates,
which considered denouncing the magazine as "incendiary" in 1846.''°

A perhaps more typical emancipationist of the 1840s was John L. Carey, an
essayist and unsuccessful candidate for the House of Delegates, who urged
Maryland residents to combine emancipation and colonization of freed people.™’
Carey dwelt on themes familiar to residents of the Chesapeake since the 1790s,
evoking pictures of blooming free labor areas and blighted slave districts, while
viewing with alarm the dangers of civil strife inherent in the presence of free but
legally unequal Blacks in a White-led society. For him, emancipation without
colonization was a proven failure, as supposedly demonstrated by the depressed
condition of free Blacks in Pennsylvania and points further north. Carey's one new
contribution to this formula was an attempt to redirect antipathy to free Blacks
against slavery. Inverting the usual proslavery claim that keeping Blacks in bondage
was the only alternative to being swamped by freedpeople, Carey argued that “so
long as slavery remains a prominent institution...[it] has the effect of protecting the
class of free negroes...from the competition...of White labor.” His perspective
invoked shades of Raymond that ending slavery might also end the “curse” of a free
Black population.'*®

The state of Maryland was finally persuaded to pledge to colonization as the
state policy, and authorized an appropriation of monies to pay expenses for Black
volunteers willing to go to Africa. Many manumissions were given with the
expressed condition that, in a reasonable time, the person set free should leave
Maryland for Africa. In 1843, a clergyman of the Episcopal Church, in Charles

County, Maryland, brought a number of slaves enslaved by him to Baltimore, and
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presented them for confirmation in St. James' First African Church. The late
Bishop William Rollinson Whittingham administered the rite then immediately
gave them their freedom on the condition that they leave the country for Africa at
once, which was done.'*

As emigration coexisted with colonization, the locations for emigration
expanded; Liberia, Haiti, Jamaica, and South America all became potential sites for
autonomous Black-led governments, “a new nation where [Blacks] would be
sovereign.”*?’ Interest in emigration re-emerged in the late 1840s. Maryland’s
Henry Highland Garnet eventually chose to permanently emigrate to Jamaica.
During the 1840s, however, the thought of emigration had been strictly taboo to
Garnet. By January 1849, he was publicly embracing emigration as a legitimate
avenue to wealth and power. He willingly accepted the work of the American
Colonization Society insofar as it benefited Africa.

For many Black Maryland residents in the 1850s, emigration appeared to be
the only real political choice left to free Blacks. Discussion of colonization before
1852 had been mostly a White concern, although there had been several Black
colonization societies. In the end, however, few Maryland Blacks embraced
colonization. The vast majority of free Blacks in Maryland and elsewhere refused
to emigrate, despite the deteriorating racial climate prompted, in part, by the rise
in the number of slave rebellions and runaways."*'But countervailing pressures

from other African Americans often outweighed efforts toward either colonization

"9 Bragg, Men of Maryland, 13.

2 Howard H. Bell, “The Negro Emigration Movement, 1849-1854: A Phase of Negro
Nationalism.” The Phylon Quarterly 20 (1959):132-142.

12l Sharon Harley, “African Americans,” Maryland History and Culture Bibliography, Maryland
Humanities

Council,http://209.85.165.104/search?q=cache:FJpGDsd WOgAJ:www.mdhc.org/resources/searc
h_essays.htm%3Fessayl%3D28%26essay2 %3Dhist%26essay3%3D2%26search3.x%3D12%26se
arch3.y%3D3+maryland+Blacks+and+colonization&hl=en&gl=us&ct=clnk&cd=1.
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or emigration; on the whole, "the overwhelming majority of free Negroes in
Maryland...remained stridently opposed to relocation efforts." *#

As aresult of the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850, Samuel Ringgold Ward, another
of Maryland’s most famous self-emancipated Black residents, emigrated to Canada.
In the end, he moved on to Jamaica where he died shortly before the beginning of
the American Civil War.'® As late as 1851, Delany continued his opposition to
emigration, still clinging to the belief that African Americans should not be lured
away to foreign lands beyond the bounds of the United States, including Canada. By
spring 1852, however, Delany, too, came forward with a fully developed plan for a
Black empire in the Caribbean. Eventually, Delany would become one the nation’s
leading Black nationalists."**

By 1852, Maryland Blacks were examining the problem of emigration at the
state convention in Baltimore. Some Black Baltimore residents thought the outcome
of the convention had been rigged. Some residents felt the convention delegates
had been selected in such a way that the decisions reached would not reflect the
opinion of the colored people generally but only that of a group already looking to
Africa. The pressure on the convention became so great that several representatives
chose not to return on the second day and by the third, the president had to be
replaced.

Given the increasing restrictions on the mobility and employment
opportunities available to free Blacks since the early nineteenth century, the
convention addressed the possibility of emigration to Liberia. In the end, the

convention did take a stand for emigration to Liberia. Between 1849 and 1853 this

phase of the emigration movement reached its apex. During this period, Blacks

122 Phillips, Freedom's Port, 220.
123 Bell, “The Negro Emigration Movement, 1849-1854.”

'2* The North Star, March 2, 1849 cited in Bell “The Negro Emigration Movement,” 134; Martin
Delany, “The Condition, Elevation, and Destiny of the Colored People of the United States,
Politically Considered” in Manning Marable and Leith Mullings, eds. Let Nobody Turn Us
Around: Voices of Resistance, Reform, and Renewal (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield
Publishers, Inc., 2000), 69-88.
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were motivated by a strong desire to seek freedom that rid them of second-class
citizenship. These emigrationists exhibited Black nationalism and refused to accept
plans presented by Whites for emigration or colonization of Blacks. They did,
however, encourage emigration and establishment of new homes and governments
under the leadership and control of Blacks.'®

Still facing mounting opposition in 1854 from those who chose to stay and
fight for their rights at home, the emigrationists called for a national convention to
meet in Cleveland, OH. Anyone opposed to emigrating from the United States was
not invited. Supporters of the American Colonization Society were also warned that
they would not be welcomed. The convention organizers, postponing emigration
plans to distant places, were only interested in developing plans for emigrating to
Canada, the West Indies, or Central America—“areas close enough to encourage
run-away slaves to seek safety in their midst.”*?° From this vantage point, later
emigrationists directly addressed their concerns for freedom seekers as they
expanded the diasporic, international dimensions to the Underground Railroad
Movement.

White supporters of colonization repeatedly calculated the comparative
benefits of slave labor and free labor societies, and urged that slavery proved
disadvantageous for most Whites. The focus on benefiting Whites, as expressed by
all the major colonizationists of the Chesapeake, was precisely what appealed to its
adherents, and correspondingly, what made it threatening to slaveholders of large
groups. Slaveholding politicians did not welcome such discussions, clearly fearing
that many voters might reach the same conclusions. Accordingly, they looked for
ways to stifle all forms of opposition, both before and after the rise of immediatist
abolitionism in the Northern states.

As William Freehling noted, colonization did not seem like a wildly

impractical scheme to nineteenth-century Americans. In the 1830s, the United

125 The (Baltimore) Sun, July 27,28, 29, 1852 cited in Bell, “The Negro Emigration Movement,
1849-1854,” 137.

126 Bell, “The Negro Emigration Movement, 1849-1854,” 140.
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States forcibly removed 30,000 to 50,000 Cherokees, Creeks, Choctaws, and
Chickasaws from Southern states to the Indian Territory—today's Oklahoma.
Perhaps colonization of Blacks, to Africa, Haiti, or somewhere in Central America
would be equally achievable.'?’ Nonslaveholding Whites and even some
slaveholders might rally to its cause. Colonization, therefore, had to be sternly
opposed by defenders of slavery.

In Maryland, some slaveholders endorsed colonization to defuse outright
emancipationist sentiment from the largely free labor counties of the state's
northern tier. Of course, colonization cannot be comprehended solely in terms of
debates among Whites about the fate of Blacks. One key reason for colonization's
apparent impracticality was resolute and organized Black opposition to its program
of deportation. For Blacks in the Chesapeake, resistance to slavery in the years prior
to 1815 had been characterized chiefly by efforts at self-liberation via manumission,
flight, or rebellion. While these challenges to slavery continued in the decades after
1815, they were augmented by the creation of self-sustaining communities of free
people of color.

Among their more notable feats were endurance and even growth, in spite of
colonizationist pressures. For Garnet, the thrust of the freedom movement had to
come out of the Americas. He took an optimistic view of the prospects for Black
America in this hemisphere. Understanding both the contradictions and the
realities of emigration, Garnet, nevertheless, envisioned an upcoming time when
people of color would play a major role in determining the future within and
beyond the United States. For African Americans, the entire emigration question
had its roots in the search for autonomy and self-governance within their continual
quest for freedom. Emigration and colonization, therefore, were important

components of the Underground Railroad Movement.

127 See William Freehling, The Reintegration of American History, 138-157.
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CHAPTER FIVE

SEEKING FREEDOM IN AND OUT OF MARYLAND

This Chapter reviews stories and narratives of escapes that were outside the
historical Underground Railroad because they occurred earlier or they were
unassisted escapes not included in the classic Underground Railroad genre. The
details of the stories, rather than glorified in the annals of the Underground
Railroad, were recorded in the penitentiary or probate records of the state, in
narratives and petitions. The stories also reveal one of the most overlooked
aspects of the Underground Railroad Movement—the assistance of Blacks, both
free and enslaved, in escape efforts. The historical record is skewed toward
Quakers and other diarists with a strong writing tradition to the diminishment of
the efforts of most African-American involvement. In addition to finding
narratives in easily accessible forms—books, novels, diaries—many of the stories
of African American connections must be excavated from various records and
sources and then pieced together.

Long before the 1830s, as John Hope Franklin and Loren Schweninger
discuss, flight from slavery was the single most common act of slave resistance, aside
from day-to-day resistance (e.g., withholding work, disobeying orders, or feigning
illness). The number of ultimately successful escapees was not large enough to
threaten the existence of slavery, or even significantly reduce the enslaved
population. But the frequency of running away, with the associated costs of lost
production and expenses of recapture, could influence slaveholders’ assessments of
profit potential derived from using enslaved workers. Such costs can be analyzed as
another indicator of the magnitude of the problem plaguing enslavers and the
extent of Black resistance to slavery. Where the costs of using such laborers fell only

a small margin below those of waged labor, as with any non-tobacco growing
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county in Maryland, escapees could change the calculations and shake enslavers’
commitment to the institution.

Not all challenges to enslavement took the form of confrontation with
enslavers. The decades between 1730 and 1770 witnessed the formation of Black
families and communities within the world of the free Black community, as well as
plantation slavery. These institutions bespoke of the enslaveds’ determination to
carve out cultural spaces that could be both islands of refuge from the slaveholders’
world and strong points from which to venture into that world in search of
freedom.'®®

The search for and concern with loved ones figured heavily in much of the
enslaveds’ quest for freedom. Several of the incidents involving free Blacks who
were convicted of helping family members in their efforts to escape bondage
would not have been counted among Underground Railroad escapes. Many
freedom seekers remained in the South in close proximity to family and loved
ones. Although self-liberators made their escape from all areas of the state,
Baltimore and Annapolis, Maryland, were often the destinations where escapees

could get lost in the anonymity of the city.'?*

MARYLAND”S LANDSCAPE OF SLAVERY AND FREEDOM

Slavery was not consistent nationally, regionally, or even on a statewide
basis. Maryland, a border state, known as “the middle temperament” and “the
middle ground,” was no exception. Almost from its inception, Maryland held a
bifurcated position when it came to slavery. In effect, there were two

Marylands—one founded upon and supported by slavery and the other based

'%The following discussion relies principally on Morgan, Slave Counterpoint, 498-557; Berlin, Many
Thousands Gone, 109-141; Kulikoff, Tobacco and Slaves, 317-420; and Lorena Walsh, From Calabar
to Carter's Grove: The History of a Slave Community (Charlottesville: U. Press of Virginia, 1997).

1% Franklin and Schweninger, Runaway Slaves: Rebels on the Plantation (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1999).
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upon free labor."* This dichotomy would be reflected later in Maryland’s
position in the Union—a slave state that remained in and fought for the Union.
Maryland’s Eastern Shore consisted of a combination of the two facets of the
state, with an agricultural base largely producing cereal crops. With a population
that consisted of slightly more than 20% enslaved Black workers, the region was
less reliant on slavery than southern Maryland, but contained a greater
percentage of enslaved workers than the northern section of the state. By 1850
Maryland held a singular distinction among states that used enslaved labor. None
of these slaveholding states approached Maryland in the size of its free African-
American population.”® Further exhibiting the bifurcated nature of the state, by
the time of the Civil War, Maryland was the northernmost slaveholding state,
with the Southern Maryland counties continuing to hold state’s highest
concentration of enslaved African-American workers.**

By 1790, southern Maryland included the highest number of enslaved
workers in Maryland. Of 50,000 enslaved Blacks, one half resided in Calvert, St.
Mary’s, and Charles Counties—the three southernmost counties on the western
shore of the Chesapeake Bay. Forty-four percent of the enslaved Black worker
population in the agricultural counties in southern Maryland—Anne Arundel,
Calvert, Charles, Prince George’s, Montgomery, and St. Mary’s—were primarily
devoted to tobacco production. The northern Maryland counties—Alleghany,
Baltimore, Carroll, Frederick, Harford, and Washington—were overwhelmingly
White. These counties generally relied on free labor with enslaved workers
constituting less than 5% of the population.'*®* However, slavery did exist in the

region, in Monrovia, Emmitsburg, Liberty, Fredericktown, and Catoctin. Two of

130 Barbara Fields, Slavery and Freedom on the Middle Ground: Maryland During the Nineteenth
Century (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985), 6.
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the most active slave markets were located in Frederick County, one in New
Market, the other in Licksville.

One source of determination to protect slavery lay to the west; Maryland
residents had a small backcountry in modern day Frederick, Washington, Allegany,
and Garrett Counties that had yet to be fully exploited by slaveholders. Well into
the 1820s those western counties would witness a steady influx of Whites who used
enslaved workers to clear land and plant crops. These Maryland counties saw their
enslaved populations more than double between 1790 and 1820, compared with a
slight decline in their numbers in the remainder of the state.

Whatever the attractions of western Maryland for slaveholders, African
Americans in many Maryland counties could plausibly contemplate escaping to
freedom, and both they and slaveholders knew it. The proximity to Pennsylvania
offered an opportunity for many to seek freedom. The short distance from free
territory created heavy traffic of escapees in Frederick, Carroll, Washington, and
Baltimore Counties.* Little wonder, then, that far more slaveholders in Maryland
than in Virginia allowed enslaved workers to purchase freedom or induced them to
earn it through delayed manumissions contingent on a term of faithful service
pending liberation.

Simultaneously granting and withholding freedom, slaveholders living near
the Pennsylvania border often cashed out an investment in slavery by selling Blacks
as indentured servants to Pennsylvania farmers and craftsmen. This practice, noted
in the early nineteenth century as particularly popular among Delaware
slaveholders, allowed Pennsylvania purchasers the use of enslaved adult laborers
for several years at prices well below waged labor. Enslaved workers had a stake in
cooperating with such arrangements because their relocation to Pennsylvania

constituted a stronger legal guarantee of freedom than reliance on an informal,

134 Franklin and Schweninger, Runaway Slaves, 25.
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often hollow, promise of eventual manumission.'* Maryland bordered the free
state of Pennsylvania which offered protection to freedom seekers while
presenting Maryland slaveholders with the particularly troubling problem of
persistent escapes from slavery.'*

Although Baltimore contained less than one third of Maryland’s free Black
population, the city nevertheless housed the largest urban Black population in the
nation, which greatly outnumbered the city’s enslaved population.*” Between
1773 and 1819 approximately 20% of the freedom seekers in the Maryland area
escaped to Baltimore as compared with 7% that went to Pennsylvania.'® The city
experienced explosive growth of its free African-American community from a
few hundred in 1790 to more than 10,000 by 1820 to an excess of 20,000 by the
1850s. The city’s large free Black population allowed many who escaped slavery
to simply melt into anonymity in neighborhoods such as Fells’ Point and Federal
Hill.

By 1860, Baltimore had the largest concentration of Blacks of any southern
city, but most of them were free people of color. Jerry Carter, for example, who
fled Hampton twice, was recaptured in 1814 in Washington County and one year
later in Harford County. He had headed west and then east, but not north. Carter

acknowledged Charles Ridgely as his enslaver.*® Well into the nineteenth century,

1% For discussion of interstate slave "indentures" see "Report of the Committee Appointed in the
Senate of Pennsylvania to investigate the cause of an Increased Number of Slaves being returned for
that Commonwealth, by the Census of 1830, over that of 1820," (Harrisburg, 1833), 3-6.

3%Sharon Harley, “African Americans” Maryland,” History and Culture Bibliography, Maryland
Humanities Council
http://www.mdhc.org/resources/search_essays.htm?essay1=288&essay2=hist&essay3=28&search3.
x=12&search3.y=3.

3" Ira Berlin, Slaves Without Masters: The Free Negro in the Antebellum South (New York: The
New Press, 1974), 54, 181, 228.
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admitted Ridgely runaway. The Ridgely ledgers record a payment in 1814 for retrieving Carter from
the Harford County jail in Bel Air.
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escapees from everywhere in Maryland were advertised as seeking not
Pennsylvania, but Baltimore, as both a destination and as a starting point en route to
liberation. Between 1810 and 1820, almost five times as many slaveholders
advertised runaways as headed for Baltimore and its burgeoning free Black

community than for Pennsylvania.**°
NARRATIVES OF ESCAPES, BOTH ATTEMPTED AND REALIZED

Before the closing of the slave trade in 1808, some enslaved workers came
directly from Africa and retained their cultural awareness of their homeland. The
narrative of Job, Son of Solomon, reveals the diasporic nature of the early Black
presence in colonial Maryland. Born in Africa, Job or Hyuba, set down the
details of his kidnapping by slave traders in February 1730 in Some Memoirs of the
Life of Job. Upon arrival in North America, he was sent to Annapolis, Maryland,
where he was enslaved for two years. As a child and young man, Job enjoyed elite
status in the kingdom of Futa, Africa. His father, known as the High Priest of
Boonda, studied the Koran and taught Arabic. Job’s name in his country reflected
the lineage of which he was a part, Hyuba, Boon Salumena, Boon Hibrahema or
Job, Son of Solomon, Son of Abraham; Jallo was his family name.

However, he was betrayed while on a trading mission for his father and sold
into slavery. He endured its trials for two years after landing in Annapolis and
being delivered to Vachell Denton, factor to London merchant William Hunt.
Denton in turn sold Job to one Mr. Tolsey in Kent Island, Maryland, who put
him to work in making tobacco; but his enslaver was “soon convinced that Job
had never been used to such Labour.” As Job grew weary of the work and the
cruel treatment, he resolved to attempt escape. “Accordingly, he travelled thro'
the Woods, till he came to the County of Kent, upon Delaware Bay, now

esteemed Part of Pensilvania; altho' it is properly a Part of Maryland.”

149 See Whitman, Price of Freedom, 69-71.
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In the beginning of 1731,

There [was] a Law in force, throughout the Colonies of Virginia, Maryland,
Pensilvania, &c. as far as Boston in New England, viz. That any Negroe, or
white Servant who is not known in the County, or has no Pass, may be secured
by any Person, and kept in the common Gaol, till the Master of such Servant
shall fetch him.

Therefore, Job being able to give no account of himself after his escape and being
unable to speak English was put in prison. After writing the words “Allah and
Mahommed,” his captors deduced that he was “Mahometan” or Muslim. After a
period of Job’s stay in jail, an elderly Black man who was enslaved in the
neighborhood was able to communicate with Job. The man spoke the “Jalloff”
(i.e., Wolof) language, which Job also understood.

After some explanation, Job was eventually returned to his enslaver, who
vowed to allow him to pray and to generally reduce the severity of his treatment.
Job, being literate, finally wrote to his father detailing his misfortunes in the hope
that his father could free him from slavery in Maryland. After the letter changed
hands numerous occasions, it was at last read by Mr. Oglethorpe who arranged to
purchase Job as well as passage to England. In March, 1733, they set sail from
Annapolis on the William, Captain George Uriel Commander and returned to
England. Ultimately, Job managed to return to his home and to freedom in Africa
in 1734.**" His story illuminates the diasporic nature of slavery and freedom in
Maryland and provides insight into an early pathway to family, home and
freedom. Job’s narrative of escape and return to the land of his birth is part of the

cannon of the larger Underground Railroad Movement.

! Thomas Bluett, Some Memoirs of the Life of Job the Son of Solomon, the High Priest of Boonda in
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MANUMISSIONS

Although Job’s story is unusual, manumission undertaken by friends or the
enslaver, particularly at the time of his or her death, or by groups who raised the
purchase price for fugitives to ensure their liberty was one path to freedom. After
the Revolutionary War, opponents to slavery aimed to ease legislative restrictions
on private acts of manumission. In Virginia, for example, ad hoc manumissions
lacked legal standing; slaves could only legally be freed with the approval of the
governor and his council.

Maryland testators gained the right to manumit in 1790. The state retained age
limits on manumission, lest slaveholders dump elderly persons who might then
become public charges; no one older than 45 could be freed. Only Delaware banned
out-of-state slave sales, and no Chesapeake state adopted a gradual emancipation
law.'*? The historical moment in which public authority favored manumission was a
brief one in the Chesapeake; virtually all the significant measures passed between
1782 and 1790. At no point, even in the immediate afterglow of the Revolution, did
state-mandated gradual emancipation attract widespread support in Maryland. By
1808, the Maryland legislature did pass a law that facilitated manumission, however,
children whose parents had gained freedom from slavery were to remain captive
unless specifically freed by their enslaver.'*®

The death of the enslaver exposed the enslaved population to not only
uncertainty, but also fear and apprehension. Financial insolvency, family hatred,
violence, disputes among legatees, and most importantly, fear of being sold to
distant lands or remanded to slave traders inhabited and agitated the mind of the
enslaved. As recorded in deeds and wills, individual Maryland residents often

enticed their enslaved work force to remain loyal by holding out freedom or

142 Berlin, Slaves Without Masters, 29-32; Williams, Slavery and Freedom in Delaware, 141-176;
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manumission for thousands of enslaved African Americans. Several members of
Tubman’s family believed the will of their enslaver, Edward Brodess, provided
for their freedom upon his death. Henry, Harriet’s brother lamented, “he
promised us, that if we would only be faithful, he would leave us all to be free
...but he left us all slaves.”***

Maryland lifted the ban against manumitting enslaved individuals by will in
1790. If not freed at the death of the enslaver, enslaved workers were often
manumitted by term or delayed manumission, meaning there were to be freed at
a future specified date. A little more than one half of all manumissions registered
in Maryland prior to 1832 were delayed manumissions.'*® In most cases,
however, if freedom came at all, it came at the end of the enslaved’s most
productive years. Widow of Charles Carroll, Barrister, Margaret Carroll’s will
also provided for a term of service for her beneficiaries: “T'o Henry Brice and
Tench Tilghman, my Executors: All my [N]egroes and slaves, in trust that they
will set them all free in such ages, and on such terms as they deem best under all
circumstances, having a view to a provision for he comfortable support of the
aged and infirm.”** One youth, “my Negro boy Tom,” was singled out in her will
to be given to Charles Ross with a specific time period for his delayed
manumission “till the boy arrives to thirty one years old, when he shall be free.”**’
Although delayed manumissions and self-purchase agreements led to freedom
for tens of thousands of Black Maryland residents from the 1780s onward, none

of the Ridgelys of Hampton within their lifetimes manumitted more than one or

two individuals.
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At Hampton, Charles Carnan Ridgely reversed a long established pattern of
enslaving ever larger numbers of African Americans. He mandated the gradual
manumission and dispersion of more than 300 people in his 1829 will. In the
meantime, however, enslavement continued for the workers who were dispersed
among Ridgely’s heirs. The men were to be freed at 28, the women at 25. How
many of the 300 were ever freed remains unclear.

There were moments of uncertainty after Charles Carnan Ridgely died as to
the future of the enslaved population when two of Carnan's sons-in-law
challenged the will, petitioning the court to sell all the enslaved workers and
divide the proceeds among the heirs. This, plus knowledge of delayed rather than
outright manumissions, may have been the catalyst for 13 escapes from Hampton
during August 1829. One was from the farm, and 12 were from the forges. Each
group headed south to the city of Baltimore where all were recaptured and
detained in the Baltimore jail.'*® Although the limited possibilities of
manumission resulting from Charles Carnan Ridgely's passing were welcomed by
many enslaved at Hampton, it is highly possible that most escaped because they
harbored doubts whether they would ever be free. Continuing in their repeated
quests for freedom, Sam Howard and Lloyd Russell, two of the 12 who worked at
the forge, would escape again the following year. Another enslaved worker of
Charles Carnan Ridgely, identified in the jail docket as simply Jacob, also fled in
1830 although he was recaptured and subsequently delivered to his master James
Howard."*

The Maryland state archives contains multicounty volumes of freedom
records with entries dating from 1806 to 1869, making it clear that manumission

was a cheaper alternative to self-purchase and less dangerous than escape as a
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relief from bondage.' Patience, forbearance, hope, and most importantly, trust
were the primary requirements on the part of the enslaved. Because Maryland
neither abolished slavery as its neighbors further north had done nor limited
private manumissions as had the states to the south, Maryland experienced a high
rate of manumissions.™"

Often the death of the slaveholder introduced instability and uncertainty
in the lives of enslaved workers. Insolvency and family disagreements could bring
disaster. If manumission had not been part of the enslaver’s planned legacy, then
death of slaveholders also presented a different, self-liberating opportunity to
seek freedom. In 1827, when the administrator of Joseph Gunthrow’s property
finally arrived to inventory the estate, he discovered that one of the enslaved
females was absent. After a thorough and diligent search, he learned that she had
“absconded and run away.” As was often the case when the enslaver died, she
had taken advantage of the confusion, breakdown of discipline, grief or conflict
among the family, or communication failures. Because of her timing, the
administrator concluded she had too great a head start and therefore should not
be considered as part of the inventory of the estate. He wrote her off as a total
loss. ™

Ten days after Charles Carroll of Carrollton quietly died in November 1832,
an heir, Charles Carroll of Homewood arrived threatening to use force to back
up his demands on the estate. In the ensuing widespread, rapid, and chaotic
breakdown of order, the new supervisor quickly lost control of the situation.
Among other problems, the enslaved workers were “running at large.” Some
were lying out, others escaped together. Andrew and Moses, for example, told

others that this was their chance to make a break for freedom, although few were
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willing to go to that extreme. However, John did decide to join the two. The three
left for nearby Homewood plantation where they hid out in the cabin quarters as
they began to formulate their next plans. Within two weeks the three had been
apprehended. Andrew was jailed; Moses and John promised to reform
themselves if allowed to return. No sooner had they done so, Moses fled again.
This time he was jailed after his capture. Reflecting the fate of many a recalcitrant
enslaved worker, both Andrew and Moses were sold at auction. News of their
sale among the remaining enslaved workers was used as an example to get
control of the turmoil, although successful escapees could hold out hope.'*® Ever
vigilant for an expedient opportunity to escape slavery, African Americans

exploited slaveholders’ lapses and the breeches in slavery’s fortifications.
REPEATED ESCAPE ATTEMPTS

In the first half of the eighteenth century when the indenture system was
still in operation and the color line had not yet ossified, several Blacks made their
escape in the company of White indentured servants. In the spring of 1754, a
Black man from Annapolis, for example, joined two white “convict servants.”
Demonstrating the danger and perilous nature of the alliance, the three men
joined together to rescue another person of color as well as a White man, murder
a sea captain, and then make their way toward freedom in the captain’s small
boat.™*

Eighty-four individuals named in runaway slave advertisements between

1745 and 1790 were the subject of 181 advertisements. Virtually all represented at

least two escape attempts and several fled three times or more. During this
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period, it is difficult to determine whether enslavers made it a practice to spend
their advertising money on habitual escapees or whether most escapees made
multiple attempts. As the new nation formed, advertisements for escapees
advertised in Maryland newspapers revealed the soaring nature of the problem
after the Revolutionary War years.

Charles Ball was born into slavery in Maryland near the end of the
eighteenth century, the son of a kidnapped African. When he was close to 30
years old, he was sold away from his wife and children in Maryland to work on
the cotton plantations of Georgia, a young colony that had repealed its ban on
slavery in 1750 and become one of the harshest slave colonies. Ball escaped twice
before finally settling in Pennsylvania, where he wrote an anonymous narrative
entitled Fifty Years in Chains; or, The Life of an American Slave.

Although escape to Pennsylvania held obvious advantages, Baltimore also
held allure. As a young boy, Hamilton began escaping from the Maryland
plantation where he had been enslaved and headed for Annapolis or Baltimore.
He had a promise of emancipation at some future date, but by the time he turned
18 in 1846, he had already escaped a number of times, only to be found “in some
House Occupied by free negroes, hiding out with other slaves, or frolicking in the
city.” He had been arrested on two occasions and held in Slatter’s jail in
Baltimore. On different instances, the overseer, the enslaver himself, and the
plantation manager all had travelled to “fetch the runaway.” Apparently,
Hamilton was among a number from that plantation who ran away to Annapolis
or Baltimore. Another young man from a farm in Anne Arundel County made his
way to Baltimore on three separate occasions. He was arrested, jailed, and
returned each time; he was never punished, however. Although he was warned
that he would be sold if he continued, he ignored the threat. Another enslaver

commented of a youth he held in bondage, the “Negro is well acquainted with
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the road to Baltimore & your petitioner believes that it will be utterly impossible
to keep the said [N]egro at work on the farm.**

A woman named Bet or Betty from Hampton, described in an advertisement,
was captured and jailed in Belair, Harford County, after a prolonged struggle. Betty,
a girl of 16, first fled in the summer of 1814. She eluded her captors a second time,
and “was taken up...near Peach Bottom,” a few miles inside the Pennsylvania
border. Although “afterwards made her escape.” She stopped near “the Peach
Bottom and York road...and was afterwards seen passing the Brogue tavern toward
York.” It was thought that Betty was “accustomed to live in a town,” and that she
would be found in “York, Columbia, Marietta, or Lancaster.” In May of 1815, her
escape attempts failed. She was captured in Lancaster, where she had been jailed as
arunaway and admitted being enslaved by Charles Ridgely.'*°

Betty's naming of Charles Ridgely possibly reflected a view that returning to
Hampton was her only viable choice. Had she possessed a bit more knowledge of
Pennsylvania law, she might have acted differently. In Maryland, as Betty no doubt
had learned during her jail time in Belair, suspected runaways were advertised
under procedures mandated by state law, and then sold to the highest bidder if no
one came forward to claim them."’ A runaway could offer up or withhold an
owner's name and location, and thereby have some influence over his or her fate.

But continued slavery would be part of the future.

%> Anne Arundel County Register of Wills (Petitions and Orders) 1860-1874, 63-64, Petition
James Wilson to the Orphans Court, November 5, 1861, reel #CR 63, 128-2, MSA; Anne Arundel
County Register of Wills (Petitions and Orders) 1851-1860, 194-195, Petition of Dennis Claude Jr
to the Orphans Court, April 3, 1855, reel #CR 63, 128-1, MSA; Anne Arundel County Register of
Wills (Petitions and Orders) 1840-1851, 323-325, Petition of William H. Bird to the Orphans
Court, December 11, 1849, reel #CR 63,127-132 MSA cited in Franklin and Schweninger,
Runaway Slaves, 126-127.

156 See the Baltimore American, August 1814, and Lancaster Journal, February 17, 1815 for the
runaway ads. The Ridgely ledger notes Caple's payment of the 50 dollar reward for Betty on May 29,
1815.

157 State law specified that county sheriffs advertise runaways in the Baltimore American, the Easton
Star, and the National Intelligencer of Washington, DC, for at least three weeks; most also placed ads
in their local newspaper. See the Hagerstown Maryland Herald, June 15, 1814, for an example, re
Jerry Carter, a runaway from General Ridgely.
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Freedom seekers made their escape from all areas of the state, most
particularly from Annapolis and Baltimore. Some like J.W.C. Pennington were
able to plan a bit in advance and prepare the small bundle of clothing, food, and
other essentials so ubiquitous in the stereotype icon used for runaway slave
newspaper advertisements. Others fled, hoping to escape oppression for a day, a
week, or with good fortune, forever. Presaging nineteenth century patterns, slaves
with craft skills or knowledge of the roads and waterways were more likely to
command the courage and self-confidence to flee their enslavers; carpenters,
smiths, wagoners, and especially boatmen appeared far more often in runaway
advertisements than their numbers would predict, as the Ridgelys and their
managers at Northampton Furnace would discover.'*® Frederick Douglass is
perhaps among the most famous of those freedom seekers who made more than
one attempt to escape slavery. Known for his more famous escape by train from
Baltimore, and for the subsequent help he received from black abolitionist, David
Ruggles, Douglass’s first escape attempt was a major failure.

Douglass had been enslaved by the Lloyd family on Maryland’s Eastern
Shore. When, after "the many resolutions and prayers I have made, in behalf of
freedom,” he found that he was on “this first day of the year 1836, still a slave, still
wandering in the depths of spirit-devouring thralldom.” In his first month of
being hired out to Captain Thomas Auld and his second year of enslavement by
the kind and gentlemanly William Freeland, he “was earnestly considering and
advising plans for gaining that freedom, which, when I was but a mere child, I had
ascertained to be the natural and inborn right of every member of the human
family.” Douglass continued, “I hated slavery, always, and the desire for freedom
only needed a favorable breeze, to fan it into a blaze, at any moment. The thought
of only being a creature of the present and the past, troubled me, and I longed to
have a future -- a future with hope in it.”

Therefore he took a vow that the year should not end “without witnessing

an earnest attempt” to gain his liberty. He, along with two companions, began to

158 Morgan, Slave Counterpoint, 341-342, 349.
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plan their escape. Over time, he “succeeded in winning to my (what slaveholders
would call wicked) scheme, a company of five young men, the very flower of the
neighborhood, each one of whom would have commanded one thousand dollars
in the home market,” and 1,500 dollars in New Orleans, Louisiana. Douglass
induced Henry Harris, John Harris, brother to Henry, Sandy Jenkins, Charles
Roberts, and Henry Bailey to escape.

I was the youngest, but one, of the party. I had, however, the advantage of them all, in
experience, and in a knowledge of letters. This gave me great influence over them.
Perhaps not one of them, left to himself, would have dreamed of escape as a possible
thing. Not one of them was self-moved in the matter. They all wanted to be free; but the
serious thought of running away, had not entered into their minds, until I won them to
the undertaking. They all were tolerably well off -- for slaves -- and had dim hopes of
being set free, some day, by their masters. If any one is to blame for disturbing the quiet
of the slaves and slave-masters of the neighborhood of St. Michael's, I am the man.

Their weekly Sunday night “meetings must have resembled, on a small scale,
the meetings of revolutionary conspirators, in their primary condition. We were

plotting against our (so called) lawful rulers....” Of the logistics, Douglass noted,

We all had vague and indistinct notions of the geography of the country... No man can
tell the intense agony which is felt by the slave, when wavering on the point of making
his escape. All that he has is at stake; and even that which he has not, is at stake, also.
The life which he has, may be lost, and the liberty which he seeks, may not be gained.

Douglass’s anticipated escape was uncomplicated. “The plan of escape
which I recommended, and to which my comrades assented, was to take a large
canoe, owned by Mr. Hamilton, and, on the Saturday night previous to the Easter
holidays, launch out into the Chesapeake bay,” where the group might be
“regarded as fishermen, in the service of a master,” and “paddle for its head -- a
distance of seventy miles with all our might. Our course, on reaching this point,
was, to turn the canoe adrift, and bend our steps toward the north star, till we
reached a free state.” The week before the intended start Douglass “wrote a pass
for each of our party, giving them permission to visit Baltimore, during the Easter

holidays.”**® When the morning finally arrived to execute their escape plan,

19 Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, 286. University of Virginia Library,
Electronic Edition. http://etext.virginia.edu/etcbin/toccer-
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Douglass was understandably full of tumult and anxiety about the possible

outcomes and the consequences.

The reader will please to bear in mind, that, in a slave state, an unsuccessful runaway is
not only subjected to cruel torture, and sold away to the far south, but he is frequently
execrated by the other slaves. He is charged with making the condition of the other
slaves intolerable, by laying them all under the suspicion of their masters -- subjecting
them to greater vigilance, and imposing greater limitations on their privileges.

In the end, the plan met with betrayal. Treachery and disloyalty were not
uncommon fates for conspirators. Both Denmark Vesey and Gabriel
Prosser were ultimately betrayed by one of their co-conspirators. Upon
discovery, Douglass and his four companions were bound together and
taken to the Easton jail. Ultimately, Douglass was sent to Baltimore to live
with Hugh Auld—the enslaver from whom he finally did accomplish, with
the help of his future wife, Anna Murray, his more famous solitary escape
in 1838.1%° Repeated escape attempts, such as those by Douglass, were
common. His first attempt would have been all but forgotten, allowed to
lie fallow in the sheriff’s record book had he not achieved success on the
Underground Railroad and then written about his second attempt and his

subsequent life.
UNSUCCESSFUL ESCAPE ATTEMPTS

In 1755, when Sam departed from Prince George’s County, he managed to
take away with him, “one Cotton Coat lined with blue, one red waistcoat and
Breeches, one blue Silk coat, one light Cloth Coat, some five shirts, and one or
two good Hats.” Although many bondsmen came out of slavery with nothing
more than the clothes on their backs, clearly Sam understood that proper

clothing was one badge of freedom that helped ensure a successful escape.'®!

new2?id=DouMybo.sgm&images=images/modeng&data=/texts/english/modeng/parsed&tag=pu
blic&part=21&division=div2.
1% Ibid, 303.
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Many dreams of liberation, however, went unfulfilled for the majority of
escapees who tried to make their way to freedom. Even living in a border state
such as Maryland, did not ensure success. Most who lived in the Chesapeake
region more than likely had experiences that mirrored Willis Burgess’s, who had
been hired out by an estate. Burgess headed northwest into Baltimore County
when he escaped from his employer in Anne Arundel County in 1836. Moving
swiftly along as he traveled to Hanover, he turned toward his Pennsylvania
destination in York. Later that night, he was captured and held in the Baltimore
city jail. After this episode, the executor of the estate that had hired Burgess out
decided it was “most prudent” to sell him, and within a few days he was placed on
the auction block. Sixteen-year-old Nathaniel met a similar fate although he
made it further on his quest for freedom than Burgess. As Nathanial approached
the Pennsylvania line in mid-July 1858, he was overtaken by a slave catcher. As
had been the case with Burgess, his pursuit of freedom had lasted fewer than 24
hours. Another 16-year-old, William Henry Thomas, whose term of enslavement
was to end when he was 33, was arrested in Harford County after leaving
Baltimore in an attempt to make his way to “a free state.” Yet another teenager,
Melichoir Moore made an unsuccessful attempt to flee Harford County on his
way to Pennsylvania. His attempt failed; he never made it to his destination and
was ordered sold.'®

Historical documents frequently chronicle unsuccessful escape attempts.
Runaway advertisements in effect announce the incident of escape, and sheriff’s
records often capture the arrest. Escapes that were neither advertised nor

thwarted are far more difficult to trace. With none of the glory of successfully

1! Vincent Harding, There is a River: The Black Struggle for Freedom in America (New York:
Harcourt Brace & Co., 1981), 37.

%2 Anne Arundel County Register of Wills (Petitions and Orders) 1820-40, 515-16, Petition of
Charles R. Stewart to the Orphans Court, July 26, 1836, reel #CR 63, 127-1, SC, MSA; Baltimore
County Register of Wills (Petitions and Orders, Carville S. Stansbury vs. Negro Nathaniel, July 14,
1858, reel M-11,020, SC, MSA; Baltimore City Register of Wills (Petitions), Estate of William
Inloes, Orphans Court of Baltimore City, August 26, 1856, reel M-11,026, SC, MSA; Baltimore
City Register of Wills (Petitions), Amos Spencer vs. Melichoir Moore, Orphans Court of
Baltimore City, June 27, 1860, reel M-11,026, SC, MSA; Order of the Court, June 28, 1860 cited in
Franklin and Schweninger, Runaway Slaves, 116.
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arriving at the intended destination, with no one to aid and guide them, and with
full awareness of the outcomes that await them, unsuccessful freedom seekers
often suffered multiple consequences and frequently an even greater loss of

freedom.

EXAMPLES OF ASSISTED ESCAPES

Punishment proscribed for abettors in early Maryland laws makes it clear that
offering assistance to anyone escaping slavery had a long history in Maryland well
before the historic Underground Railroad. Quaker involvement also predated the
period of the historic Underground Railroad. In Maryland, Quakers such as Elisha
Tyson lent money to help enslaved Black workers buy freedom, provided assistance
to runaways, and helped found an abolition society in Maryland that urged the
legislature to take up the subject of gradual emancipation. Aiding Black individuals
seeking freedom constituted a major activity of the “Maryland Society for
promoting the abolition of slavery, and the relief of poor negroes and others
unlawfully held in bondage.” The Society could claim as many as 250 members in
the 1790s, preponderantly merchants and professionals from Baltimore and its
environs.'® Others preferred working alone or in small networks. Isaac Wilson, of
Havre de Grace, and William Worthington, who lived near Conowingo in Harford
County, ferried Black people across the Susquehanna river. Nicholas Smith, a
cooper living west of Baltimore in the 1840s, hid slaves in the barrels that he made

and carried his concealed cargo north in his freight wagon.***

163 The Society was founded in 1789. See Ira Berlin, Slaves Without Masters, 28, for an occupational
breakdown of the Society's original members. See Gordon Finnie, "The Anti-Slavery Movement in
the Upper South Before 1840,” Journal of Southern History 35 (1969): 322-325, for a discussion of the
Society.

164 Washington Post, February 20, 2001; Ellen Nibali, Woodlawn, Franklin, and Hebbville, (n.p., 1977),
36,42,48.
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THE RIDGELYS OF HAMPTON

Flight presented problems for multiple generations of Ridgelys at Hampton.
The family’s record books and a variety of other sources including newspaper
advertisements, sheriff's committal notices, court petitions, and plantation
documents contain examples of enslaved African Americans fleeing Hampton.
Over the years, approximately 100 people attempted to escape from various
family and business locations. Given that none of the people escaping
enslavement at Hampton appear to have received any assistance and the several
of the escapes occurred outside the historic Underground Railroad period,
resistance to slavery at Hampton has not been included within the Underground
Railroad genre.

In the 1760s, Colonel Charles Ridgely and his son, also named Charles
advertised for a dozen runaways from the ironworks they developed at
Northhampton Furnace and its associated forges. Between 1760 and 1774, the
Ridgelys placed advertisements in the Pennsylvania Gazette. In the summer of
1765, a few months after Captain Charles Ridgely had purchased him in
September, Dick, a “country born Negro Man. ..about 25 years of Age” escaped
from Northhampton Iron Works. Dick’s escape was the first recorded among
approximately 100 escapees who tried to liberate themselves from slavery at the
hands of the Ridgely family.'®

Many of Charles Carnan’s son, John Ridgely’s first purchases, and those
hired from other plantations, had local connections through John's dealing with
neighbors, family, and acquaintances. So the more recent additions to the
enslaved population in 1829 and the early 1830s were probably no strangers to
Baltimore County. A few of them wasted no time and fled, seemingly, at the first
opportunity. “Argalus” or “Argabus” escaped mere weeks after being purchased

in March 1830. He was bought, ran away, recaptured, and sold within a two-month

1% Maryland Gazette, Annapolis, August 8, 1765, reprinted in Lathan Windley, Runaway Slave
Advertisements: A Documentary History from the 1730s to 1790, Volume 2: Maryland (Westport,
CT: Greenwood Press, 1983), 60.
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span.'®® Connier Argalis (otherwise known as Thomas Connier) absconded but
was capture