
 

 “Am I Not A Man and A Brother?” 

 
The Underground Railroad, which was, in fact, no railroad at all, but a figurative 

railway system that operated for many years before and during the Civil War as a 

secret organization dedicated to assisting black runaway slaves from the South.  Its 

ultimate goal was to accomplish the safe arrival of runaway slaves to Canada, 

the final destination, where the long arm of the law could not reach them.  The 

Railroad did not consist of a cohesive body, but an ever-evolving organization 

devoted to one cause: protection of one's fellow men and women.  The tale of 

this awesome phenomenon is one of cooperation, coordination, and brotherly 

love. 

 

Popular emblem depicting the Underground Railroad 

Slave Catchers 

 



Not only did fugitive slaves fear starvation, but 

there were also threats presented by their 

surroundings. While traveling for long periods of 

time in the wilderness, they would have to fend off 

wild animals wanting to kill and eat them, cross 

treacherous terrain, and survive severe 

temperatures.  Their biggest fear, however, was 

being captured by slave catchers.  Slaves traveling 

north on the Underground Railroad were still in 

danger once they entered northern states. The 

Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 allowed and encouraged 

the capture of fugitive slaves due to the fact that they 

were seen as stolen property, rather than abused 

human beings.       

 

In order to entice others to assist in the capture of 

these slaves, their owners would post reward posters 

offering payment for the capture of their property. If 

they were caught, any number of terrible things 

could happen to them. Many captured fugitive slaves 

were flogged, branded, jailed, sold back into 

slavery, and even killed. 



Development of Escape Routes to Canada 

 

 

 

Slaves knew perfectly well freedom lay to the north, and they knew how to locate 

north by identifying the North Star, or as it is more correctly named, Polaris, 

which is the brightest star in the night sky and lies directly north in the sky.  As soon 

as they were old enough to understand, slave children were taught to locate Polaris 

by using the stars of the Big Dipper, also known as “The Drinking Gourd” because 

it resembled a bowl and ladle used to drink at that time.  

 

 

 



Because simply walking towards 

the North Star caused the runaway 

slaves to risk walking into 

impassable or dangerous terrain, 

escape routes, which stretched 

from the southern slave states into 

the North and on to Canada, had to 

be devised. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Transportation to Stations 

Conductors were people who guided runaway slaves to freedom. They would show 

them the way to the safe houses and help them get supplies and help on their 

journey northward.  While we celebrate such important figures as Harriet Tubman 

and Frederick Douglass, thousands of antislavery campaigners, both black and 

white, risked their lives to operate the railway. 

 

 

 



A strong runaway slave could reach Canada in as little as two months.  However, it took 

many fugitives as long as a year to reach their final destination.  Unlike modern times when 

there are several options for traveling- vehicles, trains, ships, and airplanes- there weren't very 

many ways for journeying in the 1800's.  Runaway slaves, also known as passengers, could 

only walk or catch a ride to the north from one station to another on covered wagons or 

carts with false bottoms.  Traveling on foot was dangerous because bounty hunters were 

everywhere and stations were sometimes hard to find.  It was safer to catch a ride because the 

bounty hunters and masters would not typically stop the wagons. While riding in wagons, 

slaves hid in coffins, boxes, and sacks and would get carried to the north. Even though it was 

dangerous, thousands of fugitives made it to Canada both on foot and by catching rides by boat, 

wagons, or trains.  

 

 

Coded Spirituals 



 

Utilizing their African tribal customs of creating songs to transmit factual information, slaves 

turned coded songs such as “Follow the Drinking Gourd” into travel instructions that secretly 

transmitted information they wished to keep from whites, and passed these songs from plantation 

to plantation. 

Follow the Drinking Gourd 

 
When the sun comes back, 

and the first Quail calls, 

Follow the drinking gourd, 

For the old man is waiting 

for to carry you to freedom 

If you follow the drinking gourd.  

Chorus: 

Follow the drinking gourd, 

Follow the drinking gourd, 

For the old man is waiting 

for to carry you to freedom 

If you follow the drinking gourd.  

The riverbank will make a very good road, 

The dead trees show you the way. 

Left foot, peg foot traveling on, 

Following the drinking gourd.  

The river ends between two hills, 

Follow the drinking gourd, 

There's another river on the other side, 

Follow the drinking gourd.  

When the great big river meets the little river, 

Follow the drinking gourd. 

For the old man is waiting 

for to carry you to freedom 

If you follow the drinking gourd.  



 

Times to Escape 

 

Traveling along the Underground Railroad was a long a perilous journey for fugitive slaves to 

reach their freedom. Runaway slaves had to travel great distances, many times on foot, in a 

short amount of time.  Slaves who fled during summer months had to endure the blistering heat 

of the summer sun.  However, they had the advantage of eating berries and small animals.  

The disadvantage of fleeing in the summer months was that slave catchers were more abundant 

and active in summer months, and it was easier for hunters to follow them, which made it 

difficult for them to cross rivers.   

 

Although extremely dangerous and freezing cold, the winter months were the most active for 

the Underground Railroad.  The advantages of fleeing in the winter were that the rivers were 

frozen and one could cross them by walking on the ice, and there were less bounty hunters 

looking for fugitives during the cold, winter months.  The slaves oftentimes ran away during 

Christmas time when their masters would be at parties.  The disadvantages of winter travel 

were that it was extremely cold, and there was oftentimes not enough food or animals to hunt.  

Many fugitives who hid in freezing root cellars, hollowed-out bookcases, crawl spaces, and 

tunnels leading from attics and cellars, died of exposure in the dead of winter, and were buried 

in shallow graves under the floorboards.   

 



Provision of Shelter from Weather and “Slave Catcher” Search Parties 

 

 

Fugitives typically referred to as freight, usually traveled secretly at night, scaling the 

mountains, fording the rivers, and threading the forests.  They were hidden during the day in 

'safe houses', which were referred to as stations that consisted of barns, haylofts, attics and 

secret compartments such as cupboards, floorboards, trap doors inside closets leading to 

secret rooms, secret underground tunnels, indoor wells, and underground caves located 

underneath buildings.  Stations were usually about twenty miles apart, and could be 

identified by a brightly lit candle in a window, and on the outside of the houses, white 

bricks on the top of chimneys, a lantern, flag, or a quilt with secret escape codes stitched 

into them to guide the fugitives to freedom- were prominently displayed.  

                               

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

Words and 

Phrases 

 

Abolitionist A person who demanded immediate emancipation of slaves 

Agent Coordinator who plots escape routes and makes contact with Station 

Masters 

Cargo Food for runaway slaves 

Conductor One who, because of  love for his brother, guided fugitives to safety and 

freedom 

Heaven or 

Promised land 

Canada 

Passengers/Freight Runaway slaves/fugitives 

Station Place of safety and temporary refuge, also known as a safe-house 

Station Master The keeper of the safe-house 

Stockholder Donor of money, clothing, or food to the Underground Railroad 

“The wind blows 

from the south 

today” 

Warning of slave bounty hunters nearby 

“A friend with 

friends” 

A password used to signal arrival of fugitives with the conductor 

“The friend of a 

friend sent me” 

A password used by fugitives traveling alone to indicate they were sent by 

the Underground Railroad network 

Load of Potatoes, 

Parcel, or Bundles 

of Wood 

Fugitives to be expected 

 

 

 

 

 



Provision of Food and Other Necessary Supplies for the Journey 

 

Levi Coffin was a key leader of the Underground Railroad, and claimed to have helped an 

average of 100 escaping slaves in his own home in Cincinnati every year for 33 years.  He wrote:   

Sometimes when the fugitives came to us destitute, we kept them several days, until they could be 

provided with comfortable clothes. This depended on the circumstances of danger. If they had 

come a long distance and had been out several weeks or months -- as was sometimes the case -- 

and it was not probable that hunters were on their track, we thought it safe for them to remain 

with us until fitted for traveling through the thinly settled country to the North. Sometimes 

fugitives have come to our house in rags, foot-sore and toil-worn, and almost wild, having been 

out for several months traveling at night, hiding in canebrakes or thickets during the day, often 

being lost and making little headway at night, particularly in cloudy weather, when the north 

star could not be seen, sometimes almost perishing for want of food, and afraid of every white 

person they saw, even after they came into a free State, knowing that slaves were often captured 

and taken back after crossing the Ohio River. 

Such as these we have kept until they were recruited in strength, provided with clothes, and able 

to travel. When they first came to us they were generally unwilling to tell their stories, or let us 

know what part of the South they came from. They would not give their names, or the names of 

their masters, correctly, fearing that they would be betrayed. In several instances fugitives came 

to our house sick from exhaustion and exposure, and lay several weeks. One case was that of a 

woman and her two children -- little girls. Hearing that her children were to be sold away from 

her, she determined to take them with her and attempt to reach Canada. She had heard that 

Canada was a place where all were free, and that by traveling toward the north star, she could 

reach it. She managed to get over the Ohio River with her two little girls, and then commenced 

her long and toilsome journey northward. Fearing to travel on the road, even at night, lest she 

should meet somebody, she made her way through the woods and across fields, living on fruits 

and green corn, when she could procure them, and sometimes suffering severely for lack of 

food. Thus she wandered on, and at last reached our neighborhood. Seeing a cabin where some 

colored people lived she made her way to it. The people received her kindly, and at once 

conducted her to our house. She was so exhausted by the hardships of her long journey, and so 

weakened by hunger, having denied herself to feed her children, that she soon became quite 

sick. Her children were very tired, but soon recovered their strength, and were in good health. 

They had no shoes nor clothing, except what they had on, and that was in tatters. Dr. Henry H. 

Way was called in, and faithfully attended the sick woman, until her health was restored. Then 

the little party was provided with good clothing and other comforts, and was sent on their way 

to Canada. 

 



  

The thing that hath been, it is that which shall be; and that which is done is that which shall 

be done: and there is no new thing under the sun- Ecclesiastes 1:9. 

 

HEAVENLY SKYWAYS, The Underground Airline for Believers 

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ecclesiastes+1:9&version=KJV

