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What was the Underground Railroad?
The “Underground Railroad” was a clandestine
network of aid and assistance for freedom
seeking enslaved people in the U.S.
Between 1815-1860, approximately 80,000 100,000 freedom seekers escaped to the North
via the Underground Railroad, with an
estimated 50,000 of them eventually reaching
safe harbor in Canada

Was the Underground Railroad actually a railroad?
●

NO...it was a metaphor, not an entirely physical railroad

●

Means of travel included on foot, by horse & carriage,
boat, and in a number of cases, freedom seekers did
use actual trains

●

Trains presented a high risk / high reward gamble:
There was a greater chance of being detected, however
the journey was much quicker

●

Freedom seekers often used a combination of several
means of travel

Underground
Hatfield House
OrientationRR: a theory of the name
The origin of the name is uncertain, but one of the prevalent theories is that it began
in Columbia PA, a city with a large Free Black population, including prominent
businessmen such as William Whipper who operated a lumber company. Freedom
seekers were hidden among the cargo (mainly lumber) being shipped to Philadelphia
on the Columbia Railroad.
In his book Station Master on the Underground Railroad: The Life and Letters of
Thomas Garrett, James McGowan describes Columbia name origin:
"Slaves were hunted and tracked as far as Columbia, PA. There the pursuers lost
all trace of them.The most scrutinizing inquiries, the most vigorous search, failed
to deduce any knowledge of them. Their pursuers seemed to have reached an
abyss, beyond which they could not see, the depth of which they could not
fathom, and in their bewilderment and discomfiture they declared there must be
an “underground railroad” somewhere. This gave origin to the term by which this
secret passage from bondage to freedom was designated ever after." (McGowan,
p. 4)

Some terms to clarify
●

“Enslaved” rather than “Slave”

●

“Freedom Seeker” rather than “Fugitive”

●

The “Underground Railroad” and the “Regular Railroad”
- William still used this distinction between the metaphor and the real
form of transportation in his writing, so we will also use it

CODE LANGUAGE of the UNDERGROUND RAILROAD:
Agent: coordinator who plotted courses of escape and made contacts.
Baggage / Bundles of wood / Freight / Parcels: freedom seekers in transit
Conductor: Person who directly transported freedom seekers
Station: Place of safety and temporary refuge, a safe house
Station Master: Keeper or owner of a safe house

William Still

●

●
●
●

Chair of “Vigilance
Committee” to assist
freedom seekers.
His wife Letitia Still sewed
clothing & raised money
Received Henry “Box”
Brown
"The Underground
Railroad" was
self-published in 1872
exhibited at 1876
Centennial Exposition in
Fairmount Park

“Father of the
Underground Railroad”

B. October 7, 1821, Shamong Township, NJ
D. July 14, 1902 (aged 80), Philadelphia, PA

STOP 1:
P&C Marker +
Sleeper stones

1832- construction complete of an 82 mile
railway, from Columbia (on the Susquehanna
River), Lancaster, Merion, and down an
“inclined plane” at the Belmont Plateau, and
terminating at Philadelphia (at Broad & Vine)

Phila & Columbia R.R.

Conductors in
Columbia:
William Whipper &
Stephen Smith

Successful black businessman in Columbia,
PA named William Whipper owned a lumber
yard and his home was on the east end of
the Wrightsville-Columbia bridge, so was
excellently placed to watch the bridge for
freedom seekers in need. It is documented
that Whipper and fellow Columbia
businessman Stephen Smith coordinated
their eﬀorts to send freedom seekers toward
Philadelphia in the hidden compartments of
their privately-owned railway cars on the
Philadelphia & Columbia Railroad.

Stephen Smith

WILLIAM to WILLIAM
Correspondence between
Still & Whipper
from The Underground Railroad

References to Railroad Travel in Still’s Records

STOP 2: Simpson House & Simpson Statue
Born on the Ohio frontier to parents who sold and traded weavers' reeds, Matthew Simpson became
a doctor. 1852, Simpson was elected as an American Bishop of the Methodist Episcopal Church.
Bishop Simpson was an inﬂuential leader and friend of President Abraham Lincoln. He contributed
greatly to Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation and delivered the eulogy at Lincoln's funeral.
During the Reconstruction Era after the Civil War, Simpson supported “radical” policies that favored
the Freedmen (former slaves) and distrusted the Southern whites. His biographer calls him the "High
Priest of the Radical Republicans."
Simpson House, established in 1865, is the oldest Retirement Community in the world. Mrs. Jane
Henry, widow of a Philadelphia Methodist minister had the dream of a home for elderly persons with
limited resources. She approached Bishop and Mrs. Matthew Simpson, who created the “Methodist
Episcopal Home for the Aged.” The name had several diﬀerent forms over the years and was
renamed Simpson House in 1972.

STOP 3: Chamounix Drive Tunnel Song
This engraving is from William Still’s “The Underground Railroad”
Twenty eight slaves banded together and ﬂed Cambridge, Md. plantations October 24, 1857
armed and ready for battle if necessary.

OH FREEDOM!
Oh, freedom, Oh, freedom,
Oh freedom over me.
And before I'd be a slave
I'd be buried in my grave
And go home to my Lord and
be free.
No more weepin,(don't you
know), no more weepin,
no more weepin over me.
And before I'd be a slave
I'd be buried in my grave
And go home to my Lord and
be free.
Oh freedom,
Oh, freedom, Oh, freedom,
Oh freedom over me.
And before I'd be a slave
I'd be buried in my grave
And go home to my Lord and
be free.
And before I'd be a slave
I'd be buried in my grave
And go home to my Lord and
be free.

Belmont Plateau in the mid-1800s

STOP 4: Belmont
Inclined Plane
View of the two-track inclined
plane that ran 2,805 feet from
Belmont Plateau to the Schuylkill
River’s western bank, lowering one
foot in 15 for a total descent of 187
feet. Once down the plane, the
train crossed the Columbia Bridge
and terminated at Broad & Vine
Streets. The Belmont Inclined
Plane used a stationary steam
engine and rope to pulling the
railcars.
When the city-bound trains came
to a stop to be pulled down the
inclined plane, this was the time
and place for freedom seekers to
furtively escape into the woods
and farmlands of the Belmont
Plateau before the Vine St. Depot,
where bounty hunters awaited.

1835 map

STOP 5:
Columbia Bridge
●

●

The Columbia Railroad Bridge, one of the oldest railroad
bridges in the United States, was completed in 1834
after being commissioned by the state legislature for the
Philadelphia & Columbia Railroad.
Designed as a 7-span white pine covered bridge

●

●
●

1886: to accommodate increasingly heavy
freight loads, Reading Railroad replaced with
wrought iron truss & column design
1920: current concrete version built.
The original 1834 stone abutments still remain
on either side

1859 stereoscopic photo showing the Columbia Railroad Bridge, one of the oldest railroad bridges in the United States, completed in 1834.

Runaways
in a place of

Recreation
This 1842 print shows two
sculling barges on the
Schuylkill River in
Philadelphia. Each barge
has a crew of eight and a
coxswain. In the
background are Peter's
Island and the Columbia
Railroad Bridge. A boat
house is on the shore of
the island and a train is
seen exiting the covered
bridge. This print was
used as a sheet music
cover for “Schuylkill Boat
Song” Poetry by Thomas
Dunn English M.D.

STOP 6: Peter’s Island

Man walking with
mule on a footpath
along the shore of the
Schuylkill River with
Peter's Island on the
left and the Columbia
Bridge just ahead.
Memorial Hall Art
Gallery for the 1876
Centennial Exposition
is under construction
in the background.
By James Fuller
Queen

STOP 7: Boelson Cottage
Tom Moore’s or Aunt Cornelia’s?

This tiny cottage is the oldest surviving structure in Fairmount Park. Built
between 1678-1684 on land granted to John Boelson (or Jan Boelsen in some
documents) in 1677 by the colonial Swedish authorities.
Composed of wood and ﬁeldstone in Dutch and Swedish-style, the house has
changed ownership and its name many times over its existence.
Also known as Belmont Cottage, Pig's Eye Cottage, and often as Tom Moore's
Cottage because the Irish poet Thomas Moore purportedly stayed here during
his visit to Philadelphia in 1803 - 1804.
However, there's no evidence he
stayed at the cottage named after him.
Belmont Mansion has found evidence
that freed African American Cornelia
Wells was the occupant at the time, yet
her story is seldom told and images
always name “Tom Moore”

Cornelia
Wells

●
●
●
●

purchased in 1811 by Judge Peters as an indentured servant
Purchased the freedom of herself and daughter Jane. Moved to the Boelson Cottage
Hid and fed freedom seekers arriving to the area by train and by boat
Ran her own restaurant, selling spruce beer and ginger cakes

~~ CORNELIA'S GINGER CAKE RECIPE ~~

Ingredients
2 1/2 cups ﬂour all-purpose
2 Tablespoons ginger root grated
2 sticks unsalted butter
3 large eggs
1 cup whole milk
1 cup white sugar

1 cup brown sugar
1 teaspoon vanilla extract
2 teaspoons baking powder
2 teaspoons ground ginger
1 teaspoon ground cinnamon
1/2 teaspoon salt

Instructions
~ Grease and ﬂour two bread loaf pans.
~ Preheat oven to 350 degrees Fahrenheit
~ In large bowl hand mix ﬂour, baking powder, ground ginger, cinnamon and
salt.
~ In another large bowl, cream butter and sugars until light and ﬂuﬀy with a
mixer.
~ Add in eggs, one at time, the grated ginger root and vanilla into the butter
mixture.
~ Add the milk, mix in the ﬂour mixture until incorporated.
~ Pour 1/2 the batter into a prepared pan and repeat with the other half.
~ Bake 45 to 50 minutes, or until a toothpick inserted into the center of the
cake comes out clean.
~ Let cool in pan for 10 minutes, and then turn out onto a serving plate.

STOP 8: Belmont Mansion
Built in 1742, Belmont Mansion is one of the ﬁnest
examples of Palladian architecture in the United
States.
The property became part of Fairmount Park in 1869.
Currently operated as the Underground Railroad
Museum by the American Women’s Heritage Society.
The AWHS is a non-proﬁt historic preservation
organization
To tour the museum, please visit their website at:
belmontmansion.org or call 215-878-8844 for details
and up-to-date information.

Belmont Mansion & a colonial abolitionist
In 1742, an English loyalist named William Peters brought the Belmont from the Penn family. The property next
went to his son Richard Peters, a prominent State Senator and judge with ties to the Founding Fathers.
Peters became
one the ﬁrst
non-Quakers
member of the
local abolition
movement and
frequently
bought enslaved
people to free
them and also
hid fugitives.

