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How to Become A Member
n

n

Have a site, program, or facility with a verifiable
association with the UGRR
Complete Application Process
n
n
n

n

Applications due January 15 and July 15
Must have consent of owner, manager, or director
Consult with your Regional Manager throughout the
application process.
Applications should “Speak for themselves”
Application and Instructions are available at: www.nps.gov/
ugrr
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Benefits of Listing a Site, Program, or
Facility in the Network to Freedom
n
n

n
n
n
n
n

National recognition
Verifies that there is a documented association with
the UGRR
Encourages and supports local preservation efforts
NTF Grants
Access to technical assistance
Promotes tourism and economic development
National Park Service Passport Program
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Type(s) of UGRR Association(s)
n

n
n

n
n

n
n

n

n
n
n

Legal challenge to the Fugitive Slave Act and/or other laws punishing fleeing
slaves and those who helped them
Rescue of captured runaway from authorities or slave catchers.
Associated with a person who actively harbored, assisted, or legally
defended freedom seekers.
Location of enslavement (residence or work) from which runaways escaped.
Landscape used by freedom seekers in their escape (river crossing, cave,
swamp, port, etc.)
Location where freedom seekers were either sheltered, rested, or settled.
Location where person was imprisoned or held after being captured for
their participation in Underground Railroad.
Location where person is kidnapped and forced into slavery. (Reverse
Underground Railroad)
Site where person associated with Underground Railroad activity is buried.
Church with active congregation.
Commemorative site
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The UGRR Railroad: A Definition

“Resistance
to enslavement
through escape
and flight.”
n

1847 Runaway Slave Advertisement
(St. Louis)
Courtesy: Library of Congress, Rare
Book & Special Collections Division,
African-American Odyssey
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Running Away
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What Constitutes UGRR Activism
n
n

n
n
n
n

People who ran away, resisting enslavement.
People who availed their homes and businesses
as places where freedom seekers could find refuge
(often a place to rest and eat).
People who helped transport freedom seekers.
People who donated money or goods.
People who provided medical care.
People who represented freedom seekers or those
who assisted freedom seekers in fugitive slave
cases.
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Underground Railroad?
n

Which one of the following would not be considered
Underground Railroad?
n

n

n

n

A) A ladies sewing circle that made clothing for freedom
seekers.
B) A doctor who treated a freedom seeker who arrived
to his town ill.
C) A plantation owner who freed his slaves and
purchased land for them to establish a settlement in
Ohio.
D) An escaped slave from Kentucky who upon reaching
the free state of Ohio was captured by slave catchers
and sold further south to New Orleans.
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SOURCES FOR
RESEARCHING THE
UNDERGROUND RAILROAD
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Secrecy and the Underground
Railroad?

The Sun (Baltimore, MD), 23
August 1848.

Cleveland Morning Leader, 31 August 1861.

The North Star (Rochester, NY), 16 June 1848.
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Primary vs. Secondary Sources
n

Primary Resources
n Accounts by participants, direct
witnesses, or first recorders of events.
n Created close to the time of the event the
account describes.

n

Secondary Resources
n Accounts by persons not present at the
time of the event.
n Created after the time period in which the
event occurred.
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Primary Sources
n
n

n

n
n
n

n
n
n

Family papers
Autobiographies, Memoirs,
Reminiscences and Slave
Narratives
Contemporary Newspapers
and Periodicals
Diaries and Journals
Letters
Organizational Records (i.e.
church, vigilance committee)
Plantation Records
Runaway Advertisements
Slave Lists, Bills of Sale

n

n
n
n
n
n

Government Records (i.e.
court records, military
records, census records,
Freedman’s Bureau,
Southern Claims
Commission Records)
Property Records
City Directories
Interviews
Maps
Oral Histories
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Runaway Advertisements

“Runaway Slave Advertisement,” The Underground Railroad in
the Kentucky, Ohio, Indiana Borderland, https://
urrrborderland.omeka.net/items/show/12.
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Information Provided in Slave
Advertisements
n
n
n
n

n
n

Name
Physical Description
Personality
Specialized Skills or
Talents
Items they took with them
Information about Slave
Owner

n

n

Personal History
n Former Slave Owner
n Previous Residences
n Previous Escapes
Escape Details
n Place they Escaped
from
n Means of Escape
n Items they took with
them
n Possible Destination(s)
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Secondary Sources
n
n

n
n

n
n

Non-Contemporary Newspapers
Local/County/State Histories
n County Atlases
n Biographical Histories and Sketches
Biographies
Publications by Historical and Genealogical Societies
n Magazines
n Journal
n Newsletters
Scholarly Articles and Books, Theses and Dissertations
Oral Histories
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Locating Sources
n

Historical and Genealogical Societies
n
n

n

Archives
n

n

n
n

n

Oberlin College Archives (Oberlin, OH)

Libraries
n

n

Ohio History Connection (Columbus, OH)
Western Reserve Historical Society (Cleveland, OH)

Hudson Library and Historical Society (Hudson, OH)
Smith Library of Regional History (Oxford, OH)
Union Township Library (Ripley, OH) Archives

Clerk of the Courts Offices
County Recorder Offices
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Locating Sources (cont.)
n

Internet
n

n

Doc South (University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill
http://docsouth.unc.edu/Ohio Memory
n
n

n
n
n

GoogleBooks
Library of Congress, Chronicling America
Genealogical Databases
n
n
n

n

Siebert Collection
Ohio History Connection Selections

Ancestry.com
Familysearch.com (census, burial, marriage, death)
Fold3 (census, military records, and city directories)

Private Collections
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Siebert Collection

Wilbur H. Siebert
(1866-1961)

Interview with Samuel A. Cherry of Marysville [Ohio,
Union County], 10 November 1894.
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EVALUATING AND
INTERPRETING SOURCES
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Evaluating a Source
n

When was it created?
n

n

Time elapsed between the event and the time it was
recorded.

Who created it?
n
n

n

Directly Involved
Related to a family or friend of an individual who was
directly involved
Public Memory
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Evaluating a Source (cont.)
n

Why was it created?
n
n

n

Purpose
Intended Audience

Can its details be corroborated?
n

Compare Sources
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Oral History
Credi
n

n

n

Refers to the involvement of
particular individuals, specific
event or place.
Source of the story is someone
with direct connection to
UGRR, either participated in
the events themselves or
personally knew someone who
was involved.
Details provided can be
corroborated.

Bad
n
n

n

n

n

Focuses on hidey places.
Recorded long after events
occurred.
Source of account cannot be
traced.
Source is traced back to
someone without direct
connection to UGRR events.
None of the provided details
can be corroborated.
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Direct vs. Indirect Evidence
n

Direct Evidence
n States outright that something occurred.
n Provides direct proof that does not require any inference.
n Provided by someone who directly observed or experienced
an event.

n

Indirect (Circumstantial) Evidence
n Provides indirect evidence. Implies rather than states
outright.
n Evidence that allows one to make a reasonable inference
based on other facts that have been proven.
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Underground Railroad?
n

Which of the following would be considered
circumstantial evidence?
n

n

n

n

A) A report of a court case where a man was put on trial for
violating the Fugitive Slave Law.
B) A woman believed to be involved in Underground Railroad
activities is listed as a member of a church that was known to
be anti-slavery and have connections to the Underground
Railroad.
C) A diary where a man talks about his involvement in the
rescue of enslaved man.
D) A newspaper story recounts the story of a woman visits a
jail and trades clothes with a woman who was being held
under suspicion of being a fugitive slave, allowing her to
escape.
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Evaluating the Credibility of
Sources
n

Highly Credible
n
n

n

Probably Credible
n

n

n

Evidence of organizational, business, religious, or family associations that connect
to Underground Railroad.
First person/eyewitness account dated after the time of the Underground Railroad.

Questionable
n

n

n

Direct first-person/eye-witness account.
Contemporary account.

Evidence of organizational, business, religious, family, political associations that
connect to anti-slavery.
Third-person account dated after the time the after the time of the Underground
Railroad by someone who was personally acquainted with the person involved
(i.e., fellow church member, business partner, etc.).

Not at all Credible
n
n

Source of information is unknown.
Corroborating evidence is lacking.
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Underground Railroad?
n

Order the following from least credible to most credible.
n A) A court summons, dated 1848, summoning a known
abolitionist to appear before the court on the charge of
violating the fugitive slave law.
n B) A newspaper article from the 1920s by a local historian
discussing the use of a complex tunnel system used for the
Underground Railroad.
n C) An autobiography published in 1869 by a freedom seeker
who escaped on the Underground Railroad during the Civil
War.
n D) A local history, dated 1880, based on interviews with
participants that detail a secret fraternal organization that
directed Underground Railroad activities in the area.
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Underground Railroad?
n

Local tradition holds that a house with a secret room
was a stop on the Underground Railroad. Research
uncovers that the house was not built until 1880.
n
n
n
n

A) The story is highly credible.
B) The story is probably credible.
C) The story is questionable.
D) The story is not at all credible.
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Follow-Up
While the actual house located on the property was not involved in
the Underground, the person who inhabited the house or the
property where the house was built could be associated with the
Underground Railroad.
n

n

n

Look to see if the owner of the house had connections to anti-slavery
and the Underground Railroad prior to residing in the 1880s house.
Look to see if there was another house located on the property prior to
the 1880 house that dates to the period of the Underground Railroad.
If there was another house previously located on the property, check to
see who owned/lived in the house.
n
n
n

n

Property Deeds
Census Records
City Directories

Did the person who owned/lived in the previous house have connections
to anti-slavery or Underground Railroad activities?
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Underground Railroad?
n

A member of a church with a well-known abolitionist
preacher is believed to have been involved with the
Underground Railroad. Research shows that the
member migrated from New England and according to
meeting minutes was a member of a vigilance
committee.
n
n
n
n

A) The story is highly credible.
B) The story is probably credible.
C) The story is questionable.
D) The story is not at all credible.
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Follow-Up
n

n

n

Besides mentioning the member belonged to the vigilance
committee, what else do the meeting minutes indicate about his
Underground Railroad activities? How else might his involvement
be further corroborated in other sources?
Look where the member came from in New England to see if
there is any record of anti-slavery or Underground Railroad
activity there.
Look to see if there is evidence of other church members
participation in the Underground Railroad. How is the member in
question connected to other members of the church that are
documented participants?

EXPERIENCE

YOUR

AMERICA

Underground Railroad?
n

Local tradition holds that the inhabitant of a house
was an Underground Railroad operative. However,
according to an 1830 census, the inhabitant of the
house owned slaves before moving to Ohio from
Kentucky.
n
n
n
n

A) The story is highly credible.
B) The story is probably credible.
C) The story is questionable.
D) The story is not at all credible.
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Follow-Up
Being a former slave owner does not preclude one from
participating in the Underground Railroad.
n
n

n

n

n

Is there a specific UGRR incident he was involved with?
Look to see if the former slave owner freed or sold his slaves prior to
moving to Ohio.
Look to see if belonged to anti-slavery organizations prior to moving to
Ohio.
Where did the person settle in Ohio? Strong anti-slavery presence in the
place? On Underground Railroad route?
Look at organizations was associated with in Ohio.
n
n

n

Anti-slavery church?
Anti-slavery societies?

Who were his associates? Do they have ties to the UGRR?
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Underground Railroad?
n

According to county history, a respected African
American citizen who arrived in the county in 1858
had escaped from slavery. According to an 1860
census, the alleged freedom seeker was born in 1838
in New York.
n
n
n
n

A) The story is highly credible.
B) The story is probably credible.
C) The story is questionable.
D) The story is not at all credible.
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Follow-Up
It was not unusual for freedom seekers to say they were born in the
north when supplying information for a census taken prior to the
end of the Civil War.
n
Find out more information about the life of the freedom seeker.
n

Try and determine if the freedom seeker was actually born in New
York.
n
n
n

n

n
n

Check the 1850, 1870, and 1880 census.
Look for birth, marriage, and death records.
Look for an obituary for the freedom seeker. Does it talk about where
the freedom seeker came from? Does it indicate that the freedom
seeker escaped from slavery?

Did the freedom seeker write a slave narrative either before or after
the Civil War?
Was the freedom seeker ever interviewed?
Are there reminiscences/interviews with others alive at the time who
were personally acquainted with the freedom seeker that contain
information about his background?
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Underground Railroad?
n

A county history recognizes a Presbyterian minister’s
involvement in the UGRR discussing how a reward for
his capture was offered by southern states. However,
you find a newspaper article from 1890 in which the
minister says that he was not an abolitionist.
n
n
n
n

A) The story is highly credible.
B) The story is probably credible.
C) The story is questionable.
D) The story is not at all credible.
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Follow-Up
Sometimes people who were involved in Underground Railroad
activities would claim not have been an abolitionist after the Civil
War.
n

n

Look to see if can find the actual reward advertisement or contemporary
newspaper article talking about the offer of a reward for the minister’s
capture.
Look to see if there are any contemporary records which indicate that
the minister was involved in Underground Railroad activities.
n
n

n

n

Newspaper articles
Court Cases

Look for evidence that the minister was involved in organizations
connected to anti-slavery and/or Underground Railroad activities.
Look to see if reminiscences/interviews by other known Underground
Railroad operatives or people alive at the time mention the minister’s
participation.
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Researching the Underground
Railroad
n

n

n

n

n

n

Conduct a reasonably exhaustive search for all
information that will help to document the UGRR
story.
Completely and accurately cite every source of
information discovered.
Analyze and correlate the collected information to
assess its quality as evidence.
Resolve any conflicts caused by contradictory
information uncovered during research.
Create a coherent written narrative of UGRR based
on uncovered information.
Continue researching.
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If you have any questions:
Déanda Johnson
Phone: 402.661.1590
Email: Deanda_Johnson@nps.gov
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