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In the 1830s, when 
Tice Davids decided 
he wanted to be free 
from slavery, he left 
his owner’s Kentucky 
p l a n t a t i o n  a n d 
headed across the 
Ohio River. Davids’ 
owner jumped in 
his boat and hurried 
after him—but by the 

time he reached the shore in Ripley, Ohio, Davids had 
disappeared. The owner stared in disbelief and concluded 
that Davids must have taken an underground road. He had. 

No one really knows when the Underground 
Railroad began, but we do know this network of blacks, 
whites, Native Americans, and others helped thousands 
of escapees reach free land. Find out about the secret 
world of conductors, agents, and stations that helped 
enslaved people in North America gain freedom, 
from the mid 1600s through the end of the Civil War. 

African American men, women, and children traveled 
by night seeking freedom from slavery.
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No one really knows when the Underground Railroad began aiding enslaved 
people on their quest for freedom. Some researchers say it began in 1804 when 
a man named General Thomas Boudes of Columbia, Pennsylvania, hid a fugitive 
slave and refused to give her up to law enforcers. Others say the organization 
began much later, in 1830 or 1831, when an enslaved man named Tice Davids 
escaped his owner’s Kentucky plantation. Tice ran and jumped in the Ohio 
River before his owner could stop him. Swimming as fast as he could, Tice 
made it to shore in Ripley, Ohio, just moments before his owner’s boat reached 
the Ohio side of the river. But when Tice’s owner looked for him, all traces of 
the runaway had disappeared. When the owner retold the story to others, he 
said that Tice “must have gone off on an underground road.”1 

The term underground road was revised to Underground Railroad after 
the invention of steam railroads in 1830. Trains fascinated Americans, so 
people who helped escaped slaves decided to use railroad terms to secretly 
describe their work. The “Underground Railroad” was a group of people, safe 
houses, and hiding places that helped runaway slaves escape to freedom. A 
“passenger” or “package” was a fugitive slave in need of assistance from an 
“agent,” a person who knew the routes escaped slaves should take. A “depot” 
or “station” was where an escaped slave could find help. Stations were houses, 
churches, and businesses. Escapees also met “conductors” who helped them 
get to the next safe place. Escape routes led to the North, even into Canada; 
south into Mexico and the Caribbean; and west beyond the borders of the 
Union. 

Many enslaved people learned about the Underground Railroad from 
conductors. Some conductors from the North went south to tell enslaved people 
about it. People all across the country worked on the Underground Railroad. 

Running on the Railroad
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The Story of the Underground Railroad

For example, after his escape from a plantation in Maryland, Frederick Douglass 
began speaking out against slavery and eventually began hiding escapees in 
his home in Rochester, New York. 

The town in which Tice Davids went “underground”—Ripley, Ohio—
was known for having citizens who were dedicated to helping escaped slaves, 
such as John Rankin, a local minister, and John Parker, a free black man. A 
few years after John Parker bought his freedom in 1845, he began traveling to 
the border of Kentucky, a slave state, to look for enslaved people who wanted 
to cross the Ohio River on their way to freedom. Once he helped them across, 
he showed them how to get to the next station, usually John Rankin’s house, 
where Rankin’s wife and thirteen children welcomed them with food and clothes. 
Parker helped at least one escapee a week across the river.2 

Cincinnati, Ohio, also had a number of citizens devoted to the Under-
ground Railroad. In fact, it was the home of Levi Coffin, the man known as the 
president of the Underground Railroad. Coffin and his wife, Catherine, helped 
thousands of escapees, hiding them in secret places throughout their home.3 

By helping freedom seekers, conductors and agents were breaking the 
law. They risked being arrested, jailed, and fined. Historian James O. Horton 
writes, “It was dangerous to be involved with the Underground Railroad no 
matter what color you were. There were white people who spent years of their 
lives in jail.”4 

In 1848, Thomas Garrett, an abolitionist in Delaware, was convicted 
of helping enslaved people hide, disguise themselves, and find transportation. 
Being punished for breaking the law did not stop him. Moments after hearing 
how he would be punished, he said he would continue to give food, money, 
clothes, and shelter to help slaves obtain freedom. Many of the slaves Garrett 
helped were sent on to the Antislavery Office in Philadelphia. Some of the 
slaves he helped get to Philadelphia were escorted by Harriet Tubman, a free-
dom seeker who escaped to Pennsylvania in 1849. After escaping from 
Maryland, she traveled back South numerous times to help others obtain free-
dom. Once in Philadelphia, Tubman usually took the freedom seekers to the 
Pennsylvania Society for the Abolition of Slavery, where William Still, a free 
black man who helped about sixty fugitive slaves a month travel along the 
Underground Railroad, was waiting.5 
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The freedom seeker was also breaking the law, so the work of the Un-
derground Railroad had to be secret. Most information about escaping had to 
be memorized. According to historians Jacqueline Tobin and Raymond G. 
Dobard, it was “passed on only by word of mouth, using codes, signs, and signals 
created by slaves and shared only with those who could be trusted.”6 Sometimes 
the conductor and passengers used a hoot-owl sound to communicate at night; 
at other times, they used secret knocks and coded notes. In August 1843, for 
example, John Stone of Belpre, Ohio, sent a note with codes in it to David 
Putnam. The note read, “Business is arranged for Saturday night be on the 
lookout and if practicable let a carriage come & meet the carawan [caravan] 
JS.”7 

According to historian J. Blaine Hudson, in the beginning, escapees 
were mostly young men who escaped “in reaction to or to avoid brutality, sexual 
exploitation, separation from family—and in response to broken promises, or 
simply because freedom beckoned.”8 Later, once the Underground Railroad 

The Underground Railroad, painted in 1893 by Charles T. Webber. The painting 
shows leading abolitionists in Cincinnati, Ohio—Levi Coffin, the “president” of 
the Underground Railroad; his wife, Catherine; and Hannah Haydock—helping 
a family find freedom in the North. 
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became more organized and talked about, women and children began to run 
away more often. Sometimes entire families sought freedom together. It is be-
lieved that Harriet Tubman made nineteen trips as a conductor. Some of the 
300 people she led to freedom were family members. In 1857, she helped her 
parents escape. They were too old to walk, so she drove them through the woods 
in a wagon. 

No one really knows how many slaves actually found freedom through 
the Underground Railroad. However, scholars estimate that the total number 
of enslaved people who traveled through Philadelphia alone during the colonial 
period and the antebellum period, the period before the Civil War, was probably 
more than 9,000. The total number of escapees who made it to a free state in 
the North or to Canada is estimated to be between 20,000 and 100,000.9 

Running away was dangerous and the punishment was severe. Slave 
catchers or hunters made their living locating and returning runaway slaves. 
Runaway slaves generally traveled at night because they did not want to be 
discovered. They often used the North Star to direct them north. During the 
day, they hid wherever they could. 

The routes changed over time, so freedom seekers took different routes 
throughout the years. Escapees went through small towns and large cities while 
traveling on the Underground Railroad. They were also likely to travel over 
rivers, valleys, and mountains to get to a station. 

When conductors carried escapees to the next safe house, escapees 
sometimes hid under fruits and vegetables on wagons. The stations were usually 
ten to twenty miles apart, just close enough so that a person on foot, or someone 
in a wagon, could cover the distance in one night. Once at the safe house, an 
escaped slave might hide in a cellar or attic, or behind a trapdoor. 
The freedom seeker would stay in one 
safe house for a while and then 
move on until he or she fi nally 
made it to a place where free-
dom was possible. 

escaped slave might hide in a cellar or attic, or behind a trapdoor. 
The freedom seeker would stay in one 
safe house for a while and then 
move on until he or she fi nally 
made it to a place where free-

Home of Levi Coffi n,
a stop on the

Underground Railroad
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