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 During the Antebellum period, the Underground Railroad operated from the Deep South 

to Canada as a method for fugitive slaves to escape from bondage. Delaware was the last 

slaveholding state that these brave men and women had to cross through before they reached 

freedom. History is often skewed when researching the Underground Railroad. It emphasizes the 

white Americans who allowed their homes and businesses to be used as stops. However, 

attention is rarely given to those brave free African Americans that were critical in the operation 

of the Underground Railroad. The free African American population in Delaware was absolutely 

critical to the operation of the Underground Railroad, and without them, many historians argue 

that there would have been far less successful passages into the North.  

 After the Revolutionary War, Delaware had already begun to make changes to its policies 

on slavery. The three counties in Delaware were notably different in their views on slavery. New 

Castle County was the most urbanized part of Delaware, and was bordered by the two free states, 

Pennsylvania and New Jersey.  Kent County had a number of plantations, including those of 

Caesar Rodney and John Dickinson, two prominent political figureheads in Delaware. Kent 

County had a small number of slaves, even after the Constitution was signed. Sussex County is 

Delaware’s southern most county. It shares the Delmarva peninsula with Virginia and Maryland, 

both of which maintained the practice of slavery and served as a model for Sussex County’s 

slave holding practices. 
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 On the eve of the American Civil War, Delaware hosted the largest percent of free 

African Americans in the country. Free African Americans represented 92% of the African 

American population in Delaware, making it the slave state with one of the largest proportions of 

free African Americans in the Union1. As slavery declined in the state, the rest of the country 

continued to battle over the issue. The Underground Railroad began as a method to help slaves 

escape from bondage in the South and make the journey north towards freedom. Many 

abolitionists and sympathizers to slavery would aid in the cause, but it was truly the free African 

American communities that would become the backbone of the Underground Railroad, 

especially in Delaware.  Some of the greatest achievements made by free African Americans in 

Delaware was their participation and unyielding support of the Underground Railroad. The road 

that fugitives traveled ran from the Deep South to the shores of Canada. Delaware was the last 

stop on one of the two main routes that led to freedom. One route ran through Ohio and Indiana 

and ended in Canada. The other traveled through Maryland, Delaware and Pennsylvania. 

Following the North Star, fugitives made their way along these routes to Canada2. During their 

journeys, they were aided by supporters, some white, others black and many of them were 

women3. 

 The existence of an Underground Railroad in Delaware was not evident until after the 

Revolutionary War4. 1776 was a turning point for the institution of slavery. Most Northern states 

gradually abolished slavery between the years of 1777 and 18045.  After many states north of the 

Maryland-Delaware line became free states, enslaved people were able to create new methods of 

                                                 
1 Dalleo, page one. 
2 Lerone Bennett Jr. Before the Mayflower: A History of Black America. Penguin Books: New York, New York. 

1988. page 154.  
3 Ibid. page 154. 
4 William J. Switala.  The Underground Railroad: in Delaware, Maryland, and West Virginia. Stackpole Books: 

Mechanicsburg, PA. 2004. page 34.  
5 Slavery North, Page 1. 
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escape6. Now, fugitive African Americans had to make it just about 15 miles north of Delaware 

to Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, which hosted the largest free black urban community in the 

nation. According to Antebellum newspaper announcements, only fifty-two slaves fled from 

their masters between 1785 and 1795 in Delaware. 90% of them were males and their median 

age was 277. Younger males tended not to have as many family attachments, making it easier for 

them to escape. Those who had family commitments, especially mothers, had a harder time 

escaping and therefore decided to remain with their families. The thought of and process of 

escaping was much more difficult to do when there were family connections at their homes on 

the plantation. There was a much greater chance of enslaved African Americans being released 

by their masters in the state of Delaware, and therefore many of them decided to remain instead 

of fleeing8. Abolitionists in Delaware, with the support of free African Americans, began 

legislative processes that would attempt to abolish the practice of slavery within the state. They 

hoped they would succeed because Delaware had a small number of legislatures that were 

slaveholders, unlike many other states where they were a dominant force9.  

 Free African Americans understood slavery and its oppressive nature, so they became 

incredibly active in their support for the abolitionist movements that took place in the state.10 

Many joined local branches of abolitionists, some signed petitions to be presented at state 

legislature and others formed their own groups within newly built African American churches. 

Free African Americans functioned in several key roles. Fugitives were more likely to stop at the 

home of a free African American.11  Many fugitives in Delaware had free African American 

                                                 
6 Ibid. page 34 
7 Switala, page 34 
8 Ibid. page 34 
9 Dalleo, page 2.  
10 Ibid. page 2. 
11 Bennett, page 154.  
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families within the state.12  Sometimes instead of heading north, these fugitives would instead 

hide in the homes of their free relatives. For example, a fugitive slave named Titus Anderson 

from Kent County escaped from his master in 1806 and was sheltered by his family within the 

same county for a number of years13. Fugitive slaves in Delaware had an advantage unlike any 

other. With the large proportion of free African Americans throughout the state, they were more 

able to blend in, and therefore less likely to be caught. In most southern states, it was assumed 

that any African American walking around was a slave. Any white person in the South was 

allowed to approach any African American and demand proof that they were free. So fugitives in 

Delaware were at times able to escape and live among large free black communities without 

leaving the state. 

 The Underground Railroad developed a system that involved positions such as 

conductors, engineers and agents to ensure a smooth operation when carrying fugitives north. 

Conductors were the transporters who ensured that the fugitives reached their final destination. 

Sometimes, there would be more than one conductor on the journey.14 Another role was the 

agent. Agents were those that either put up their home, business or offered some type of service 

to aid the fugitives before they made the rest of their journey north, but were not necessarily 

predetermined stops on the railroad.15 The engineers were similar to agents, but they were often 

scheduled transition points. Conductors would leave a group of fugitives at the engineer’s 

location, and then return south. The engineers would then have a new conductor or agent bring 

                                                 
12 William H. Williams. Slavery and Freedom in Delaware, 1639-1865.  
13 Ibid. page 165. 
14 Switala, page 35. 
15 Ibid, page 31. 
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the group of fugitives to their next stop16. Each position on the Underground Railroad was 

critical to the successful delivery of fugitives to freedom. 

 There were several key stops in Delaware on the Underground Railroad, many of which 

were hosted by free African American communities. In Wilmington, there was the Mother 

African Union Protestant church which was comprised of a free black worship community17. 

They had a very large connection to the Underground Railroad, as many of the African American 

churches during this time did. Reverend Peter Spencer established this church as a significant 

stop.18  Reverend Peter Spencer was a critical member of the Underground Railroad. He was the 

founder of the Black Independent Church movement in Delaware and was known for singing 

songs such as “Swing Low Sweet Chariot” and “Go Down Moses” to alert the congregation that 

fugitive slaves would be moving through19.  

 Wilmington was one of the most ideal areas for stops on the Underground Railroad 

because of its large free black population and their communities, as well as the Quaker and 

abolitionist groups. Wilmington is at the northernmost part of the state, bordering Pennsylvania 

and New Jersey, making it the last official stop on the railroad in Delaware. Another 

Underground Railroad site in Wilmington was the home of Thomas Garrett. Garrett worked for 

forty years aiding fugitive slaves on the Underground Railroad, and is credited for helping over 

2,700 slaves in conjunction with Wilmington’s free African American community escape to 

freedom in the north.20 Free African Americans often lent a hand in the transportation of 

fugitives for some of the white engineers. There was a man identified as the free black, Davy 

Moore, who worked for Garrett. Davy would drive a wagon that was full of fish, peaches and 

                                                 
16 Switala, page 32. 
17 Ibid. page 23 
18 Switala, page 23 
19 Dalleo, page 4. 
20 Switala, page 25 
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fugitive slaves to Chester County in Pennsylvania where he handed over the fugitives to another 

engineer.21 Another African American conductor who worked for Garrett named Jackson led 

runaways from Wilmington and Delaware City to the Cox home in Longwood, Pennsylvania.22   

 Thomas Garrett is highly acclaimed in Delaware for all of the fugitives that he helped 

escape to the north. However, there is little evidence that suggests that Garrett ever transported 

the fugitives himself across state lines. William Switala cites in his book Underground Railroad 

in Delaware, Maryland and Virginia that Garrett had contact with agents and conductors all over 

the state, and that his carriages were often used to convey fugitives to Pennsylvania.23 As it has 

already been mentioned, Garrett had several free African Americans handle the transportation of 

the fugitives from his home in Wilmington. This evidence proves that free African Americans 

played an important and dangerous role in the Underground Railroad because they physically 

transported the fugitives north.   

 Many free African American men and women in Delaware worked on their own and 

were not agents for white men like Thomas Garrett. Many free blacks in the area used their 

private homes as stops. There was Henry Craig, a brick maker, and Joseph Hamilton of 

Wilmington who offered up his home as a regular stopping place for those fleeing to 

Pennsylvania24. Abraham Shadd was considered one of the most important African American 

leaders during the 19th century25. Shadd was a mulatto of German and African American descent 

who worked as a shoemaker. Together with Reverend Peter Spencer, he operated Underground 

Railroad stops from his home in West Chester, Pennsylvania, often meeting up with conductors 

                                                 
21 Ibid, page 56. 
22 Ibid, page 56. 
23 Ibid, page 56. 
24 Ibid, page 55.  
25 The Underground Railroad: Delaware, Garrett, Sill, and Tubman. 

http://www.whispersofangels.com/biographies.html.  
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along the Delaware border26.  With the help of many free African Americans and church 

communities in Wilmington, the final stop in Delaware was able to boast a high success rate for 

the transportation of fugitive slaves to the North.  

 Not all activity took place in Wilmington. There were also many stops in Kent County, 

and a large number of free African Americans who assisted fugitives. In Star Hill and Dover, 

Delaware, there were two more stops of significance on the Underground Railroad. Star Hill 

African American Methodist Episcopal Church was located in another free black community. 

William Brinkley lived in Camden, Delaware and gave use of his home to fugitives that were 

passing through. However, the story of Samuel Burris and the role he played on the Underground 

Railroad emphasized not only the will of the free African Americans to fight for freedom, but 

also the severe punishment that awaited them if they were caught in the act.  

 Samuel D. Burris was a conductor, born in 1801 in Kent County, Delaware. He moved 

with his family to Philadelphia, but traveled back and forth to Delaware to help African 

Americans escape27. He is credited for helping many slaves on their quest for freedom28. In June 

of 1847, Burris crossed the Mason-Dixon Line from his home in Philadelphia to help an enslaved 

woman named Maria Matthews of Dover29.  However, Matthews was caught by her master, and 

Burris was arrested and jailed in Dover for aiding in her escape30. He was also apprehended for 

the successful escapes of the slaves Isaac and Alexander a few months prior31. After he was tried 

and found guilty, he was sentenced to be sold back into slavery for a period of 14 years32. An 

                                                 
26 Ibid. page one. 
27 William, page 166. 
28 Ibid, page 166. 
29 Ibid. page 166. 
30 Ibid. page 166. 
31 Ibid. page 166. 
32 Ibid. page 166. 
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abolitionist community from Pennsylvania raised money to buy him at auction by an unknown 

white Quaker named Isaac Flint, and was again granted his freedom33.  

 While it has been known that free African Americans have aided in the Underground 

Railroad, little is known just how much participation has been put forth. One reason for this was 

the penalties that African Americans faced if they were caught harboring any fugitive slaves. For 

this purpose, the actions of the free African Americans remained much more behind the scenes 

for obvious reasons. Samuel D. Burris said upon his arrest that “helping slaves to regain 

freedom…in the State of Delaware is a crime next to that of murder, if committed by a colored 

man”34. Burris was fined five hundred dollars, and kept in jail for over 10 months35. When his 

jail time expired, he was sold back into slavery for 14 years36. African Americans faced 

significantly higher sentences if found guilty of harboring or aiding in the escape of a slave. For 

many white Americans such as Thomas Garrett, there were usually fines and the possibility of 

jail time. African Americans also faced jail time and fines. However there was the very real 

possibility of being sold back into slavery that haunted free African Americans if caught.  

 Heavier penalties were also being carried out on the federal level for anyone found 

assisting fugitive slaves. The Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 bound law enforcement and court 

marshals to aid slave owners across state line to retrieve their “property”37. Anyone who was 

found harboring or aiding in the escape of a fugitive slave was heavily fined and faced court 

charges on a federal level38. Free African Americans who were themselves living an already 

precarious life between the margins of slavery and freedom put themselves at such great risk by 

                                                 
33 Ibid. page 166. 
34 Ibid. page 166. 
35 Ibid. page 166. 
36 Ibid. page 166. 
37 National Center. The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850. http://nationalcenter.org/FugitiveSlaveAct.html 
38 Ibid. page 1. 
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participating in the Underground Railroad. However, it was their small glimpse of freedom that 

was motivation enough to carry on with the cause. 

 All of those who participated in the Underground Railroad, especially the free African 

Americans, placed themselves in an incredibly unstable situation. Wherever fugitive slaves 

might stop on their quest for freedom, they were usually able to find hospitable conditions in the 

hands of the free African American communities throughout the state. These brave men and 

women provided them with food and shelter, and worked hard to obstruct any attempts made by 

white authorities to apprehend them39. Free African Americans long understood the need for 

freedom and the price one must pay to achieve it. This is why the free African Americans in 

Delaware were crucial to the successful operation of the Underground Railroad. They could 

relate on a much deeper level than any white sympathizer or abolitionist, which is why they 

deserve more acknowledgment for the heroic efforts they put forth for the cause of freedom. 

 History often overlooks free African Americans, but further research shows just how vital 

a part they played in the journey to freedom and the fight for equality. Delaware was the final 

slave holding state in the Union before freedom could be granted to fugitives. The free African 

American population in this state has given Delaware pride for their accomplishments and 

bravery during this uncertain time in history. Eventually, history will stop being seen through 

white eyes, and praise and accomplishment will be given to all who deserve it. It is known for 

certain that without free African Americans in Delaware and all throughout the country, the 

Underground Railroad operation would not have had all the successes it boasts today.  

 

 

 
                                                 
39 Ibid. page 165. 
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