


I have never approved of the very public 
manner in which some of our western 
friends have conducted what they call 
the underground railroad, but which, I 
think, by their open declarations, has 
been made most emphatically the 
upperground railroad. … I, however, can 
see very little good resulting from such a 
course, either to themselves or the slaves 
escaping… They do nothing towards 
enlightening the slave, whilst they do 
much towards enlightening the master.

- Frederick Douglass (1845)



Stage 1: Colonization 
(1810s-1820s)

1816: American Colonization 
Society formed, has 
Congressional funding

Thomas Jefferson (1820): 
“We have the wolf by the ear, and 
we can neither hold him, nor 
safely let him go. Justice is in one 
scale, and self-preservation in the 
other…”

Texas and the 
Mexican War

Post-Mexican War 
Crisis

Conclusion



Stage 2: Immediatism 
(late 1820s-1830s)

William Lloyd Garrison



1837: Liberty Party founded
● James G. Birney runs for president as Liberty Party 

candidate in 1840, 1844. Barely register at polls.

1846: US invades Mexico

Stage 3: Political Antislavery (late 1830s-1840s)





Wilmot Proviso and “Free Soil”

“I make no war upon the South nor upon slavery in 
the South. I have no squeamish sensitiveness upon 
the subject of  slavery, nor morbid sympathy for the 
slave. I plead the cause of  the rights of  white 
freemen. I would preserve for free white labor a fair 
country, a rich inheritance, where the sons of  toil, of  
my own race and own color, can live without the 
disgrace which association with… slavery slavery 
brings upon free free labor…..”

– David Wilmot (Pennsylvania congressman), 1847





David Ruggles
“Practical Abolition”



Vigilance 
Committees

Networks of Black and white 
activists who coordinated aid to 

runaway slaves, powered the 
Underground Railroad



Vigilance Committee Records

Nov 10th [1855] Harriet with her five 
children youngest about 3 yrs of age & oldest 
about 17 all slaves of John Dewar, living near 
Chestertown, Md…. borrowed two carriages 
& a pair of horses… & started on the night of 
Oct 26th for a free country… loitered about 
for a while till they met a colored man whom 
they asked to direct them to a Quaker… took 
them to Thos. Garrett

(Sydney Howard Gay, Record of Fugitives, 
Columbia University)



Vigilance Committee Records

List of “Runaway Negroes” 
in Michigan farmer 
Zachariah Shugart’s Farm 
Book (Huntington Library)



Vigilance Committees: 
Public-Facing Side

● 1838: New York City’s Vigilance Committee 
(led by Ruggles) reports that it had aided 522 
runaways over the past three years

● 1859: the “ladies of Syracuse” announce that 
Jermain Loguen “has been appointed to this 
work of Superintending the affairs of the 
Underground Railroad in this part of the 
State, and his house the Depot where he and 
his family have cared and found homes for 
between one and two hundred fugitives during 
the last year.”

Douglass’ Monthly (February 1859)



Slave’s Refuge Society 
(Gettysburg, PA, 1841)

“We feel it our indispensable duty 
to assist such of our brethren as 
shall come among us for the 
purpose of liberating themselves, 
and to raise all the means in our 
power to effect our object, which 
is to give liberty to our brethren 
groaning under the tyrannical 
yoke of oppression.”



Personal 
Liberty Laws

Northern state laws designed 
to protect free Black residents, 
and make it difficult for slave 

owners to recapture runaways 
in the North



1850 Fugitive Slave Act: part of Compromise of 
1850; best understood as a proslavery 
Southern response to Northern states’ 
personal liberty laws and the successes of the 
vigilance movement/Underground Railroad.

Made federal government responsible for 
recapturing and returning enslaved people. 
Special hearings, rulings not subject to appeal. Virginia senator James Mason

author of the 1850 Fugitive Slave Act


