


1 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



2 
 

 



3 
 

 
 

The Underground Railroad  
 

Conductor 
 
 

 
 
 

Tom Calarco 
 

 
 
 

A Guide to 
Underground Railroad sites in eastern New York 

and a Companion to 
The Underground Railroad in the Adirondack Region 

 



4 
 

 
Published by 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Cover and Book Design by Tom Calarco 

All Photographs and maps by Tom Calarco 

All other artwork from the Public Domain 

 

 

 

Copyright © 2003 by Tom Calarco 

ISBN: 0-9742993-0-8  

 
 
 
 

 
 

Printed and bound in the U.S.A.  All rights reserved.  No part of this book may 

reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means without express 

permission of Tom Calarco 

 

 
 

TRAVELS THRU HISTORY 

SCHENECTADY, NY 12303 
 
 
 



5 
 

 
 

Foreword 

  
 
 
This small book was written as a companion to my larger book, The Underground 
Railroad in the Adirondack Region. Not only does it serve as a good introduction to the 
Underground Railroad in New York State, but it will serve as a tool to help the student 
better use the large amount of information provided in the other book for further 
research. In keeping with this objective, a chapter with tips on researching the 
Underground Railroad is included. In addition, there are road maps and directions to 
legendary sites throughout northeastern New York, which can be used, for instance, 
by teachers to plan field trips for their students. Numerous photos and graphics not 
included in the larger book have been added. What is missing is an index, which the 
larger book contains and which is not as important in a small book like this.  
  What makes these new books unique is that they are the first attempt to map 
out extensively the routes of the Underground Railroad.  Though I make no claim that 
there was any preordained route, the identification of stops along the way to Canada 
shows that there were indeed trunks as they called them, with many options available. 
These books also are the first to collect and publish the story of the Underground 
Railroad in eastern New York and contain much information that cannot be found in 
published form anywhere. 
 There have been many who have helped make this book and my other book 
possible. They have been acknowledged in The Underground Railroad in the Adirondack 
Region, and I thank them again. I hope you will find this book useful and enjoyable, 
and that it will spark your interest enough so that you will want to learn more about 
the Underground Railroad. Not only is it a fascinating part of our history, but more 
importantly it shows that blacks and whites can work together to make the world a 
better place. 
 
 
                                                                            Tom Calarco 
                                                                            Schenectady, NY                         
                                                                            June 11, 2003  
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Chapter One 
  

The Underground Railroad in New York State 
 

As most students of history know, the Underground Railroad 
was not a real railroad but a metaphoric one, the name given to a 
clandestine operation that aided fugitives from slavery during the years 
before the Civil War. Slaves had been fleeing from their masters since 
time immemorial, and it was no different in America. Quakers were 
the first to publicly condemn slavery in America, and the Philadelphia 
Abolition Society, one of the first groups organized to help them, was 
a Quaker organization. It formed in 1775 with Benjamin Franklin one 
of its leading members. A 1786 letter of George Washington refers to 
it: “And if the practice of this Society . . . is not discountenanced, none 
of those whose misfortune it is to have slaves as attendants, will visit 
the city if they can possibly avoid it . . .” (Boller 84). 

It was common for slaveowners to publish advertisements 
with descriptions of their slaves, offering rewards for their recapture. 
The first Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 was passed to assist to them. It 
imposed a fine of $500 (about $5,000 today) on those convicted of 
helping fugitive slaves. 

These rewards, as well as the provision that denied alleged 
fugitive slaves the right to testify in their own behalf, induced 
unscrupulous individuals not only to hunt runaways but to kidnap free 
blacks and sell them into slavery. As Frederick Douglass wrote, “All 
the great turnpikes, leading northward, were beset with kidnappers, a 
class of men who watched the newspapers for advertisements for 
runaway slaves, making their living by the accursed reward of slave 
hunting” (Douglass 33). In response, free blacks organized to protect 
themselves and it is largely from this that the Underground Railroad 
developed. 

After 1835, these groups took the form of vigilance 
committees, whose purpose was to provide comfort, aid, jobs, and 
transportation to runaway slaves, whom we shall hereafter refer to as 
freedomseekers.1   

 

1. The author first heard the use of this term by historian Judith Wellman. It 
certainly carries a radically different connotation than fugitive slaves, which 
implies wrongdoing, whereas their act was actually one of heroism and 
courage. 
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The first important vigilance committee, credited as being the 
model for all future Underground Railroad organizations, was the New 
York Committee of Vigilance, an all-black group that formed in 1835. 
In the northeast, other similar organizations existed in Philadelphia, 
Boston, New Bedford, Rochester, Syracuse, and Albany.2 The latter 
shared members with the New York Committee and was actively 
involved in transporting freedomseekers in steamboats that traveled 
daily between New York and Albany. After 1845, these committees 
became more evenly integrated and the leadership was taken over in 
some cases by whites. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2. In 1838, the American Anti-Slavery Society recommended that all cities and 

villages with abolitionists form vigilance committees to aid freedomseekers 
(“Vigilance Committees,” Emancipator  103). Six months earlier, the New 
York State Anti-Slavery Society called for such committees in Utica, Albany, 
Syracuse, Oswego, Rochester, Lockport, Buffalo, and Ogdensburg “and 
perhaps some other places, and open up a correspondence with the 
committees in New York.” (“Vigilance Committees,” Friend of Man 170). 
Also, about this time, some racial integration within the committees began. 
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As the network evolved, it took terminology from the railroad, the 
technological wonder of the age. This may have been because the 
railroad had captured the imagination of forward-looking people like 
abolitionists. Places of shelter came to be known as stations; persons 
who helped runaways, agents; and the supervisors in each locality, 
conductors. Another interesting term probably coined by 
freedomseekers was the "hidey-hoe," the hideaways behind fireplaces, 
under trap doors, or in attic crawl spaces, which sometimes were 
equipped with beds and other comforts. 

Many freedomseekers, especially during the early part of their 
journey, traveled on foot at night guided by the North Star along rivers 
and canals. The waterways were a common mode of travel and an 
informal communications network that was established among the 
many slaves who were boatman likely assisted many slaves out of the 
South (Hinks 138-140). 

The obstacles facing freedomseekers were formidable. Plantation 
owners had developed a rigid system to prevent slaves from running 
away. All slaves were required to carry a pass when off the plantation 
and nightly patrols were stationed to watch for runaways. Once free 
from the plantation, freedomseekers were prey to starvation, swamps 
infested by snakes and alligators, and trained bloodhounds, which were 
used in packs to hunt and sometimes kill them. If they were lucky to 
reach the North, there was no guarantee they’d find the Underground 
Railroad, as many had little knowledge of geography. Some didn’t even 
know that Canada existed (Gara 36). But if they did obtain the help of 
the Underground Railroad, they often were transported by agents who 
concealed them in specially constructed wagons and delivered them to 
the next station, often determined by the circumstance of the moment. 

From New York City, the Committee of Vigilance sent many 
freedomseekers up the Hudson River to Albany, where an 
organization of black barbers and boatmen, from which Stephen 
Myers emerged as its leader, was helping their brothers as early as 1831 
(Northern Star and Freeman’s Advocate 1). Later in that decade, a strong 
cadre of white abolitionists in Albany organized to help 
freedomseekers. The most militant were Rev. Abel Brown, Rev. 
Charles T. Torrey, Edwin C. Goodwin, James C. Jackson, and 
“General” William L. Chaplin and they were leaders in the formation 
of the Eastern New York Anti-Slavery Society [ENYASS], an adjunct 
of the Liberty Party,3  along with a dedicated group from Union Village 
[now Greenwich] in Washington County.  From Albany, runaways 
could travel in several directions: north through the Adirondack and 
Green Mountain regions, east through the Berkshires and up through 
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Vermont, or the most heavily traveled route, west to Syracuse and Lake 
Ontario. 

A second route through western New York, with a major terminal 
in Fredonia, evolved around 1835 and led to Niagara Falls and Canada. 
Fredonia conductor Eber Pettit who wrote a memoir about his 
experiences as an Underground Railroad conductor, described it as 
follows: “It had, like all, other railroads its offices and stations, 
engineers and conductors, ticket agents and train dispatchers, hotels 
and eating houses, open day and night, and well supplied with the best 
food the country afforded.  The managers availed themselves of all 
manner of facilities for traveling: railroad and steam engines, canal 
boats and ferry boats, stage coaches, gentlemen’s carriages and lumber 
wagons . . .” (Pettit XV). 

In 1850, largely because of the success of the Underground 
Railroad, a second and much stronger Fugitive Slave Law was passed. 
This panicked many blacks, who had been freedomseekers but had 
settled into normal lives in the North. It caused a mass exodus of 
blacks to Canada. It was during this period, a third route developed 
through Central New York that led up from Elmira—where the 
stationmaster was the freedomseeker John Jones4—and Owego, 
through the Ithaca area and up Cayuga Lake, eventually disembarking 
from the shores of Lake Ontario.  This route was used by Harriet 
Tubman. 

As Underground Railroad historian Wilbur Siebert wrote, "An 
Underground Railroad conductor had almost always a choice between 
two or more routes . . . . The underground path . . . formed an intricate 
network, and it was in no small measure because this great system 
converged and branched again at so many stations that it was almost 
impossible for slave hunters to trace their Negroes” (Siebert, From 
Slavery to Freedom  62). 
 
 
3. The Liberty Party was the first and only political party devoted solely to the 
cause of ending slavery. It waS composed of perhaps the most ardent abolitionists 
in the nation, many of whom became Underground Railroad conductors, and had 
its strongest following  in upstate New York. 
 
4. Legend maintains Jones, who escaped from slavery in 1846 and settled in 
Elmira, aided as many as 1,000 freedomseekers. 
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