Beneath the Underground:

Assisted Flight and the Conspiracy Against Slavery in Maryland,

1830 – 1860

Project Narrative

1.  Overall Concept

Underground Railroad historiography has seldom taken into account the broader contexts of slavery as an institution and resistance thereto.  Likewise, the historiography of slave resistance and flight has viewed the Underground Railroad within a restrictive definition.  Indeed, such an impressive and comprehensive a work as Franklin and Schweninger’s award-winning Runaway Slaves: Rebels on the Plantation (Oxford, 1999), made but two indexed references to the Underground Railroad’s existence.  This otherwise fine work seems to suggest the existence of a space between the Underground Railroad, and what may be termed, “assisted flight” – the Underground Railroad -like efforts undertaken by slaves themselves and their benefactors within the slave states.  The Maryland State Archives contends that by exploring more deeply the space between traditionally understood Underground Railroad efforts and seemingly more general assisted flight, a greater appreciation for the Underground Railroad will develop, bringing into view its true place within the cosmology of the slave community and the slave societies that existed in the antebellum American South.

For many Americans – slave and free, black and white – resistance to slavery represented a fundamental, often intuitive, approach to daily life and everyday scenarios. Opportunities to thwart, disrupt, or undermine slavery as an institution or as a personal experience were seldom passed up.  To be sure, however, subtle actions in this way greatly outnumbered the more dramatic and demonstrative.  This is especially true for African Americans. Whether enslaved or free, blacks worked against slavery at every turn within a broader philosophical approach of survival. Therefore, if we are to see the clandestine activity of the Underground Railroad from a vantage of two centuries later, we will have to look for the dramatic as well as the subtle; the everyday activity along with highly unusual. To appreciate the subtle and the everyday, we must likewise gain a sense of everyday folk and their routine activities in everyday environments – the slave holding environment, the free community environment, and the very fertile landscape for this type of work that lay between the two.

Indeed, there was the Underground Railroad of the vigilance committees, and then there was the eponym, “Underground Railroad”; that which was a part of the basic culture of slave communities and slave societies; the “taught” and “learned” methods of committing and/or assisting flight. After all, the function of vigilance committees was seldom to lure runaways out of the South.  Certainly, there were no raiding parties into the South to steal away blacks held in bondage.  Most often, slaves had to get themselves out of the South, first.  The vigilance committees more simply offered whatever assistance fugitives needed to reach their final destinations.  Yet, whether we consider the Underground Railroad of northern vigilance committees or the Underground Railroad as an eponym for on-going activity by whites and blacks in Southern states like Maryland, it was all continuous, purposeful, and likely repetitious activity by persons of conviction, persons placing life and property at risk. 

This project defines "Underground Railroad" work as an activity primarily of local organization.  It existed rather openly in the North, just beneath the surface of daily life in the upper South at least, and perhaps even in certain cities of the deep South.  In its most basic function, the Underground Railroad offered local services to fugitives on the run – food, financing, transportation, and shelter – assisting them from one point to another.  Thus, if we are to understand and grasp what was perhaps the truest Underground Railroad, we will have to look differently at seemingly innocuous examples of flight.  We will have to bring the penchant for looking at history, “from the bottom up,” which has greatly enhanced our perceptions in other fields of the discipline and apply it to Underground Railroad work.  

As stated, a good deal of Underground Railroad activity involved the providing of shelter, food, financial assistance, and transportation during the escape out of the South.  Equally critical and perhaps more basic was the providing or relaying of information because such often influenced the decision to flee or stay. Indeed, information was often needed first, before any other type of assistance. The willful education of someone intent upon running was critical Underground Railroad work of the first order.  To be clear, we do not refer simply to the enslaved’s efforts to free themselves. Rather, we refer to the ever-present conspiracy against slavery and slaveholders in Maryland. The conspirators were not only slaves, but also free folk, black and white alike. 

Another consideration that shapes this project is that slave resistance, flight, and UGRR activity within a slave society like antebellum Maryland, differed greatly from what developed in Ohio, Pennsylvania, New York, or elsewhere in free America.  While it is true, for example, that the Friends Meetings remained active in Baltimore, and that Elisha Tyson and others pursued legalistic abolitionism for much of the antebellum era.  But is equally true that the most open and most hostile adversaries of the slavocracy had been run out of town with Lundy and Garrison in the 1820s.  Does this mean that efforts to assist slaves escaping ceased? Certainly, we know better. No less than Frederick Bailey had helped numerous others work out their escape plans long before attempting to run himself.  And when he did run, he did it with assistance.

Even within slave societies, it can also be argued, the environments in which black Marylanders found themselves encouraged flight or the assistance of flight (no matter how subtle).  Among Maryland’s advantageous characteristics in this way are its varied terrain (mountainous in the West, large waterway in the Central and the East); its large urban populations (Washington, D.C., Cambridge, Baltimore, Frederick, Cumberland), its varied economies, many of which served to encourage the natural flow of people from somewhere to somewhere else; its man-made transportation systems (roads, canals, railways), and its ever-expanding free black population (from 1820 through 1860, census figures show that state-wide free blacks made up 27%, 34%, 41%, 45%, and 49% of all blacks).  In fact, an examination of Maryland’s 21 counties and Baltimore City circa 1860 reveals that eleven had more slaves than free blacks, and eleven more free than enslaved.  Yet, of Maryland counties where enslaved blacks outnumbered free blacks the average slaveholder held fully 8; for the top 5 slave holding counties in 1860 (Prince George’s, Charles, Anne Arundel, St. Mary’s, and Montgomery), the per capita holding was better than 10.  In fact, vis-à-vis statewide numbers, 48% of all Maryland slaves were held in just these five counties.  Prince George’s County alone held 12, 479 blacks in clusters of 15 slaves per slaveholder, accounting for fourteen percent of the state total enslaved population. All of this suggests considerable clustering of the black population, slave and free, and the advantages that such might lend to the acts of flight or assisted flight.

Thus, one organizing question for studying this subject, especially in Maryland, must address the degree to which members of Maryland’s sizable free black population risked their own personal freedom for the sake of others seeking escape from slavery.  Likely, it varied from county to county, from person to person. We know this for certain, however: seemingly run-of-the-mill, everyday folk were willing to risk much that they held dear – property, personal safety, free status – to help blacks slaves get out of Maryland.  Though many were motivated by other sources, religious conviction being high on that list, it is likely that simple human compassion, and intraracial empathy served as a catalyst in many cases.  

Another organizing question of our Underground Railroad research concerns the types of assistance that the enslaved of Maryland could offer each other in planning and executing flight.  Again, it likely varied throughout the state, but on the large plantations a fugitive from elsewhere might actually be sheltered.  The hired-out slaves, or slaves in urban areas could afford others certain benefits in planning, execution, and/or communication efforts vital to the success of flight. Larger estates, greater physical proximity between slave quarters and supervision, greater likelihood of hire-outs with knowledge-of/connections to cities like Washington or Baltimore – these provided daily opportunities for autonomy, or at least surreptitious activity.

Though the inspiration of the Underground Railroad lies in the emotion of its successes, its humanity – its truths – cannot be understood without seeking to grasp its failures, too.  Therefore, the Maryland State Archives is proposing to undertake the tedious work of looking in the extant dockets of selected county courts of representative value across the state.  We propose to mine the records of the slave jails.  We would look in the Pardon Records of the Secretary of State.  We would strip census data that reveals population locations and clusters, slave and free.  In our Underground Railroad work, we would delve into local newspapers of those selected counties, which are on microfilm in our collection.  In sum, we propose to marry the Maryland-specific environment and experience with the richness of primary, public artifact documents.

Digital imaging of artifact documents will allow for web-based access to artifact documents by individuals and institutions throughout the nation and around the world.  As well, our annual summer internship program for college students will continue to provide an on-going opportunity for students to work with materials and assist in interpreting the historical significance of these materials.  Furthermore, using our collections to interpret the Underground Railroad will be a singular focus of the work for the internship classes of 2003, 2004, and 2005.

For efficiency in our effort, and because we are working to produce a research model as much as any narrative understanding of assisted flight, we are limiting the scope of this project to five Maryland counties chosen as representative of certain of the state’s regions and population characteristics.  

1. Somerset County, on Maryland’s Lower Eastern Shore
2. Kent County, on Maryland’s Upper Eastern Shore
3. Anne Arundel County, in Southern Maryland
4. Montgomery County, in Central Maryland
5. Allegany County, in Western Maryland

For each of the five Maryland counties, record stripping and data collection activities will be undertaken with two goals in mind: the identification of case studies of assisted flight, and the construction of a more nuanced historical and demographic context to judge the possibilities of flight.  Court dockets, records of slave jails, pardon records, and local newspapers will be mined for case studies, while census data, plats, land records should reveal historical and demographic context

Record stripping activities that result in new case studies suggest answers to the traditional questions of Underground Railroad – “who tried to get out, and when?” – and promise to bring greater texture to our understanding of the locales and conventions of Underground Railroad work, while simultaneously sketching a composite picture of fugitives and those who aided them in a slave society like antebellum Maryland.  The work will shed at least some light on what slaveholders and their supporters understood about the conspiracy against them, including runaway patterns, motivations for flight, and goals for flight.

Efforts that result in plotting population clusters on maps will enhance our ability to “read” the landscape in the way that fugitives may have understood it, and deal with more theoretical concerns (“How could one get out, and through where?”).  The historiography of slave culture and community is full of references to “nearby plantations” or “communities of free blacks” and the benefit that such spatial arrangements brought to the experience of enslavement.  Our work will show specifically were these cluster lay in Maryland, affording hypotheses as to what these population patterns did or did not represent in the decision making processes of those on the run.

The proposed project would link the concepts and perceptions of flight to the locales of slaveholders, and reveal the struggles, the participants, and the terrains of Americans resisting slavery through flight and the assisting of flight as having been truly national, if not international.  It would also take steps toward replacing agency for slave flight back were it more probably originated, among the enslaved communities of slave holding states like Maryland.  And finally, by reinvigorating a Southern context for Underground Railroad work, new work would likely result in site preservation and interpretative efforts that before lacked a recognizable Underground Railroad context.

It is hoped that this projects value will be in encouraging further research in the State of Maryland and throughout the former slaveholding states of the antebellum era.  Our project is offered as a model of Underground Railroad research in this heretofore underrepresented region.  It is likely that routes may be uncovered, or at least revealed as highly likely.  With this information broader, more comprehensive searchers for unknown sites and participants will likely result.  

The expected results of our project are multi-tiered.  We expect to uncover new case studies of individuals who ran (successfully and unsuccessfully), who assisted others (or attempted to assist others), or who were connected to the Underground Railroad, slave flight, and the hysteria created thereby.  We also expect to plot population tracts of enslaved and free blacks on a county-by-county level revealing proximities to each other as well as proximities to landscape features, public works instillations, and transportation systems traditionally associated with Underground Railroad activity.  Lastly, the possibility exists that our project will render a clearer, more specific grasp of actual flight patterns or routes.
2.  Public-Private Support

We are fortunate in our many partnerships, and our Underground Railroad research efforts benefit greatly because of them.  Among our most important partners are the Commission to Coordinate the Study, Commemoration, and Impact of Slavery's History and Legacy in Maryland, Morgan State University, Goucher College, Maryland Public Television, and the National Park Service.  Morgan and Goucher have both supplied funding and students to our annual summer internship program, which will focus for the next several summers on the Underground Railroad.  Likewise, the Commission to Coordinate the Study, Commemoration, and Impact of Slavery's History and Legacy in Maryland has made available a portion of its financial resources to hire additional students toward the summer’s work.  With respect to Maryland Public Television, which also is funding the internship program this summer, our continuing relationship carries forward the momentum from an earlier effort that saw us assist MPT in the development of its web-based treatment of the Maryland Underground Railroad, entitled “Pathways to Freedom.”  The National Park Service has recognized value of the Maryland State Archives and our collections in bestowing designation as a research facility in its National Underground Railroad Network to Freedom Program.

The Maryland African American Museum Corporation, and its new complex, the Maryland Museum of African American History and Culture, located in Baltimore, Maryland, eagerly awaits the findings and product of the project under consideration.  In fact, they hope to incorporate our Underground Railroad work into the Information Resource Center (valued at $700,000.00) to be included in the complex, as well as developing an exhibit using in part the artifact documents we uncover. Indeed, the interest and enthusiasm of all our partners for the Underground Railroad work we are doing gives us confidence that the work is of value.

3. Endowment

The Maryland State Archives benefits from a general endowment fund, though it is unrelated to this project directly.  Efforts will be made to create an endowment to fund any and all shortfalls in the costs of the on-going operations of the project after 2005, when Department of Education support would expire.  At present, the possibilities for success in this way are not readily apparent.

4. Satellite Centers 

The Maryland State Archives enjoys recognition from the National Park Service as a research facility in the National Underground Railroad Network to Freedom Program.  While this affiliation alone brings us into close association with probably the largest and most diverse community of historians, preservationists, and others working to recover and reclaim the Underground Railroad story, the possibility exists that future partnerships with libraries, historical societies, archives, and research centers across the State of Maryland and throughout the nation may be developed for the purpose exhibiting some of the more critical artifact documents from our collection.  In the immediate future, the new Maryland Museum of African American History and Culture appears promising in this way.  The museum is constructing a seven hundred thousand dollar Information Resource Center as part of their larger complex and hopes to incorporate our Underground Railroad work into center, as well as developing an exhibit using in part the artifact documents we uncover.

5. Electronic Links and Web-Accessible Resources

The Maryland State Archives is the repository for the records of state, county, and municipal governments within the state of Maryland, dating from 1634 through the 1990s.  Records are housed at the State Archives in the Hall of Records Building, Annapolis.  The State Archives also holds special collections of business records, government publications and reports, maps, newspapers, photographs, records of religious denominations, and private papers.  Through the Internet (www.mdsa.net), electronic access to information about Reference and Research, and Education and Outreach also is provided by the State Archives. Of special interest to teachers and students are the decade-old “Documents for the Classroom” series, which has been a successful aid to teachers by allowing them to introduce original source materials into their lectures and lesson plans, and Archives of Maryland Online (www.aomol.net).  Additionally, the “Museum without Walls” gives access to exhibits and speeches relating to Maryland history.  Therefore, digital imaging of artifact documents will allow for web-based access to artifact documents by individuals and institutions throughout the nation and around the world.  A web-environment based on the Archives of Maryland theme will be developed and dedicated to the Underground Railroad work.

6.  Project Personnel

The primary work of the project will be undertaken by four individuals currently on the MSA staff.  Jennifer Hafner (Research Archivist II), Karen Hare (Research Archivist II), Jamal Booker (Reference Archivist II) and Dana Sutton (Archival Intern), are all experienced researchers and knowledgeable as to the holdings of the Maryland State Archives, and will devote 100% of their time to project research.  The make-up of the project team also insures that a diversity of perspectives – male and female, black and white – will be brought to bear and shape its product.  

Also, for the 10 weeks each during the summers of 2003, 2004, and 2005, respectively, eleven college interns (seven funded by the Department of Education) will be brought on board to participate in the research effort.  Selection of the interns will be competitive.  Final selections will be based upon each applicant’s academic record and relevant experiences.  For their efforts, not only will these students be compensated monetarily, but more importantly they will receive valuable, hands-on experience in the use and interpretation of primary materials related to flight and the Underground Railroad.

7.  Management Plan

The project benefits from the insights and expertise of a capable and accomplished Advisory Board.  Ira Berlin, Ph. D., Ms. Nikki D. Smith, and Ms. Agnes K. Callum are members the Commission to Coordinate the Study, Commemoration, and Impact of Slavery's History and Legacy in Maryland.  Jerry Hynson is president of the Maryland Genealogical Society.  The advisory board will meet periodically, and offer feedback and guidance to the project work.  

Day-to-day supervision and direction will be provided be David Taft Terry, the Project Director.  Mr. Terry is the Research Associate in the History of Slavery at the Maryland State Archives, and will direct the project under consideration for the duration of the effort.  This project will be undertaken over the course of three years (156 weeks).  By limiting the scope of the project to five Maryland counties (Somerset, Kent, Anne Arundel, Montgomery, and Allegany), record stripping and data collection activities may be undertaken thoroughly.  

Daily meetings and problem-solving sessions will allow the personnel to work as a team, and promises a better product.  Project personnel will make monthly reports to the Project Director.  The Project Director will, in turn, make periodic reports to the Advisory Board.  Dr. Edward C. Papenfuse, State Archivist, will also provide periodic consultation to the project team.  Furthermore, in approaching the project on a county by county basis, with six months being allotted for record stripping and case study generation for each county, the project will move along systematically as each milestone of completing a county is reached (see Table 7.1).  

Table 7.1 – County-by-County Work Schedule, Oct. 2002 – Oct. 2005.

	Dates
	County

	10/2002 – 4/2003
	Somerset County

	4/2003 – 10/2003
	Anne Arundel County

	10/2003 – 4/2004
	Montgomery County

	4/2004 – 10/2004
	Kent County

	10/2004 – 4/2005
	Allegany County

	4/2005 – 10/2005
	Evaluation, Review


At the end of the research phase, nearly six months will have been retained for reevaluation and review.  

8.  Project Evaluation

It is hoped that our approach to the subject might serve as a model of sorts for similar studies in the Upper South states, if not throughout the region.  Historians, historical interpreters, and those involved in historical preservation must begin to develop and implement paradigms that will allow for the enslaved themselves and their world, and the world of the slaveholders, to be brought more fully into the Underground Railroad story.  The Underground Railroad story is incomplete without as full a treatment of who and what the enslaved were running from as we have traditionally sought for where they ran to (and who helped once they arrived).  This is not a call so much for a fuller treatment of slavery, but an attempt to glean a greater understanding of the obstacles (and likely benefits) that a fugitive moving through Maryland – and the wider South – considered when deciding to run or not to run.  We have to look beneath the Underground Railroad, below the Mason-Dixon Line.  We have to look more closely at the “underground” of those enslaved in the South – the taught and learned processes of survival within slave societies – and ascertain how such may have shaped movement out of bondage.  

With that in mind, project evaluation will be an on-going, two-tiered aspect of the project work.  The first tier consists of several elements of evaluation.  The on-site Project Director will provide daily oversight, coordination, and direction of the project personnel.  Weekly meetings will be held between the Project Personnel and Project Director to insure uniformity of approach and to preserve the team research method.  Each member of the Project Personnel will submit a monthly written report on work done, problems encountered, and suggestions for improvement of the effort to the Project Director.  The Project Director will submit periodic written reports to the Advisory Board.

At the conclusion of the primary research phase, during Spring 2005, the Project Personnel, the Project Director, and the Advisory will undertake a review and reevaluation of the project, with an aim toward uniformity and consistence.  Aspects of presentation, web-based technical concerns, graphics generation, etc. will be addressed also at this time, with fully six months remaining before the deadline.  We are confident that a diligent and consistent approach to project evaluation will result in a well-researched and prepared project.
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