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Few were found willing to engage in the dangerous work of 

assisting in operating the underground railroad. Some there 

were who favored the idea of immediate and unconditional 

emancipation, and aided, by pecuniary means, in keeping the 

rolling-stock in motion; but few, very few indeed could be found 

with the disposition or the necessary courage to stand by the 

throttle or conduct the trains.

—The History of Clinton County, Iowa 
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i n troduct ion

Between Slavery and Freedom

In late May 1848 a young man who had recently arrived in Salem, 

Iowa, hoping to improve his prospects decided it was time to bring 

his family to join him. But this man, a sturdy twenty-three-year-

old named John Walker, faced much greater obstacles than most, 

for, as he was later described in court records, he was a “mulatto”—

part black, part  white— who had recently run away from the Mis-

souri farm where he had been held in slavery by a man named Ruel 

Daggs.1 That farm was near Luray in Clark County, twenty miles 

south of the Iowa  border— twenty miles south of freedom. 

 The elderly Daggs and his wife worked four hundred acres 

with the labor of sixteen enslaved workers.2 Among them was 

Walker’s wife, Mary, a small woman, also twenty-three years old, 

who worked as a cook and spinner, and their four children: Mar-

tha, about eight years old; William, a “well-grown” boy about six; 

George, about four; and a one-year-old child whose name has been 

lost to history. John Walker aimed to bring them north to join him 

in freedom. Since arriving in Salem in April, he had found sup-

porters and made what plans he could. The time to act had come, 

and so he walked south. 

 Within a few days, John and Mary Walker walked back into 

Iowa, accompanied by their children and three others. But be-

fore they could reach safe haven in Salem, they were recaptured 

by slavecatchers in the employ of Ruel Daggs. Furious, the town’s 

antislavery residents, many of them Quakers, crowded around the 

captors and their victims and succeeded in helping some of the fu-

gitives escape again. The people of Salem also demanded that the 

slavecatchers prove before a justice of the peace that the runaways 
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were in fact enslaved before allowing them to be returned to Mis-

souri. Lacking the proper paperwork and intimidated by the locals’ 

hostility, the slavecatchers were forced to retreat. Enraged, Daggs 

organized a posse of his neighbors to invade Salem in search of 

his missing property. He also appealed to the law, suing those he 

believed had aided or hidden the runaways. 

 The Walker family’s risky flight toward freedom dramatizes the 

central themes of this book. Their story demonstrates that the con-

flict over slavery began long before South Carolina forces attacked 

the U.S. troops garrisoned at Fort Sumter on April 12, 1861. No-

where was that conflict more urgent and dangerous than in the 

Midwest, where slave states and free states lay alongside each oth-

er. In Salem in the summer of 1848, Americans from Missouri and 

Iowa, neighbors living within fifty miles of each other, nearly came 

to blows over the plight of nine people who were risking their lives 

to seek freedom. People readily took to the courts to enforce their 

support for or opposition to slavery. As Iowans grew increasingly 

opposed to slavery during the 1840s and 1850s and more willing to 

help those who were escaping from bondage, slaveholding Missou-

rians vigorously defended their property rights. American citizens 

on both sides of the border between slavery and freedom hid run-

aways in their barns or captured them and returned them to their 

owners.

 This book, the first full-scale history of Iowa’s underground 

railroad operations, gathers the results of my several years of re-

search while serving as director of a federally funded project of the 

State Historical Society of Iowa.3 The purpose of the project was 

to illuminate the historical details of Iowa’s substantial role in the 

abolition movement and, because of its border with slaveholding 

Missouri, its status as a battleground in the fight for emancipa-

tion. Scholars have interpreted the underground railroad story in 

various ways, from stressing its great role in bringing on the Civil 

War and destroying slavery to judging it relatively inconsequen-

tial to those battles. Related arguments concern how many or how 

few slaves actually escaped from slave states and crossed into free 

states, what effects such escapes had on slaveholders, and how for-
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mally organized underground railroad efforts were.4 On one point 

all agree, however: runaways and those aiding them, especially in 

border states like Missouri and Iowa, were the reason for the pas-

sage of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850.

 The 1860 census showed that Missouri led every state in fugi-

tive slave losses, with those escaping bondage presumably going to 

Iowa, Illinois, and Kansas Territory. Necessary Courage does not 

suggest that such losses either destroyed slavery or brought on the 

Civil War, but rather that the frequency of escapes from slavery 

was a symptom of disintegrating slaveholder control in slave states 

that adjoined free states and territories along the western frontier, 

areas where freeholder settlement was increasing. (“Free states” 

were those where slavery was illegal; “freeholders” were small 

farmers who owned no slaves.) Despite slave patrols, proslavery 

associations, and black codes restricting the migration of African 

Americans into free states, the rising free-state sentiment fostered 

anxiety among slaveholders, limiting their willingness to settle 

near border areas. The same circumstances gave enslaved workers, 

perhaps fearful of being sold south, the confidence that running to 

freedom might be possible. 

 In explaining Iowa’s involvement in these historical develop-

ments, this book underscores the work of various evangelical and 

other churches, and their members, that supported underground 

railroad activity even as the majority of Protestant Northern 

churches continued to tolerate slavery or avoided taking a stand 

on the issue.5 With Iowa a young and mostly unpopulated state in 

the 1830s, its political life had yet to be clearly defined. The rising 

force of the slavery issue in national politics during the 1840s and 

1850s led to arguments over allowing slavery’s extension into west-

ern territories, making Iowa a political battleground. At the same 

time, the growing influence of evangelical faiths in the North lent a 

moralistic tone to political arguments, casting slavery’s defenders 

not just as wrongheaded, but as wicked and immoral. This trend 

converted a political issue into an inflexible moral dilemma that 

drove the debaters toward extremes. As Northern activism faced 

Southern intransigence, Congress passed and the president signed 
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an act to open the Kansas-Nebraska territory to settlement. The 

ensuing turmoil upended Iowa politics. These developments frame 

the story told in this book.

 At the heart of the struggle over slavery in the Midwest were the 

slaves who risked everything to be free and the people who helped 

them, despite increasingly severe laws against doing so. In Iowa, 

the underground railroad that carried people to freedom was a 

chancy enterprise fueled by faith, bravery, and desperation. This 

is the story of some of the few who had the necessary courage to 

make it work.
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Iowa and the Politics of Slavery

Early Settlement in Iowa

Iowa’s first white American settlers arrived during the 1830s, and 

it became a state only in 1846, so it isn’t usually thought to have 

had much of a role in the tensions leading up to the Civil War. But 

a closer look at the involvement of Iowans in the underground rail-

road movement that helped runaways from the slave state of Mis-

souri find their way to freedom in Chicago or Canada, in the battles 

in Kansas during the 1850s, and in John Brown’s famous 1859 raid 

on Harpers Ferry, Virginia, shows that the state’s residents were 

a crucial factor in the antislavery struggle. To understand why 

this was so, we must look at who settled the state, especially in its 

southern border towns, and how their politics changed over time.

 In the 1830s Iowa settlers were living on the western frontier of 

the young United States (see figure 1). Unlike older states such as 

Ohio or New York, Iowa had few improved transportation routes, 

permanent buildings, or densely populated towns. Spectacularly 

endowed with beautiful prairies, streams, and woodlands, the new 

territory had more trails than roads, and most wended their way 

to bridgeless stream crossings. Much of the land west and north of 

Des Moines was swampy and largely uninhabited, except for the 

few remaining Native Americans, who were forced to cede their 

lands in 1830, 1832, 1837, 1842, and 1851. But by the late 1840s 

settlers were filling Iowa’s eastern and central stretches, looking 

to establish a farm, raise a store, start a law practice, or in some 

other way grasp a chance for success (see figure 2). Ministers joined 

the arriving throngs, working hard to set up frontier missions for 

people wanting a preacher of the same faith they had followed 
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back home. And once settled, the fresh-minted Iowans looked for 

new ways to boost their own status and that of their communities. 

Politics for these early settlers mostly focused on calling for better 

 roads— and by the 1840s,  railroads— so that they could buy and sell 

goods more easily.

 During the early years, most Iowa settlers took slavery for grant-

ed, considering it a fact of life in the country’s development. The 

United States had been a slaveholding republic since its found-

ing in the 1780s. Nonetheless, talk was in the air about the future 

of slavery, the conduct of slaveholders, and the civil rights of free 

black people. Many Americans were beginning to wonder whether 

slavery should be abolished, and if it could, whether the freed peo-

ple should be allowed to stay in the United States or would have 

to be sent back to Africa, where their ancestors had come from. 

Slavery was not legal in Iowa, but what its people thought about 

these questions depended a lot on where they had emigrated from 

and which church and political party they belonged to.

The Border between Slavery 
and Freedom

In 1820 Congress passed the Missouri Compromise, the first ma-

jor effort to resolve white Americans’ growing disagreement over 

slavery. The act admitted Maine as a free state and Missouri as 

a slave state, although it prohibited slavery north of the 36° 30' 

latitude line, which marked Missouri’s southern border. The act 

granted the state an exception so that slavery remained legal there. 

Where midwestern free states and slave states lay up against one 

another, the southern counties of free states typically were settled 

by pioneers from the South before the northern parts were settled 

by families from the mid-Atlantic and New England regions. Men 

in the southern counties of free states commonly voted the Demo-

cratic ticket and accepted, defended, or tolerated slavery, whereas 

in northern areas men were more likely to be hostile to the institu-

tion and to vote for the Whigs, the other major party of this era. But 

as long as slavery was not at issue in local or national politics, most 



Iowa and the Politics of Slavery  ::  7

border-state Midwesterners focused on the politics of westward 

expansion and development and ignored the slavery question.1

 Both national political  parties— the Democrats and the  Whigs 

— successfully minimized slavery as a political issue until 1848. 

Each party had Northern and Southern wings, so keeping the 

volatile slavery question out of debate was critical for maintaining 

party unity and thereby winning elections. The Whigs were most 

successful during the decades when the slavery question was side-

lined, and ultimately, the party’s failure to confront the issue head-

on destroyed the organization.

 Although no one in the 1830s could have foretold the demise of 

the Whigs, attitudes toward slavery were shifting. A person who 

spoke out against the institution during that decade might have 

been ignored as an irritating crank or oddball fanatic. By the 

1840s, however, supporters of slavery would brand such a person 

an “abolitionist”—someone who advocated the immediate end of 

 slavery— who deserved a beating, or worse. The increasing visibil-

ity and outspokenness of antislavery activists infuriated slavery’s 

defenders and repelled its apologists. As the 1840s closed, few peo-

ple remained indifferent. 

 Many factors contributed to the polarization of Americans’ at-

titudes toward slavery. Perhaps most important was westward 

expansion itself. By the 1810s Americans had come to disagree 

about whether slavery should be allowed in the newly won terri-

tories. At the national level, this dispute was temporarily resolved 

in the Missouri Compromise of 1820 and its establishment of Mis-

souri’s southern border as the northernmost limit of slavery in the 

as yet unsettled lands of the Louisiana Purchase. Then in 1836 the 

conflict over slavery flared up again when the Americans (mostly  

slaveowners) who had settled in the Mexican state of Texas re-

belled against Mexico with the aim of becoming part of the United 

States. They successfully expelled the Mexican forces in 1836 and 

declared Texas an independent republic.

 Over the next nine years, the question of whether the United 

States should annex Texas got tangled in the struggle over slavery. 

Opponents of annexation feared that making Texas a state would 
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increase the power of the slaveowning South, upset the balance of 

free and slave states, and provoke a war with Mexico, which did 

not accept Texas’s independence. Believing that annexing Texas 

was critical to the nation’s continued westward expansion, pro-

slavery Americans agreed that it would also strengthen the South, 

which they favored. In short, one’s position on annexation became 

a test of sectional (that is, Northern or Southern) loyalty and linked 

westward expansion to the spread of slavery. The political conflict 

reached a critical moment in 1844, when the growing division be-

tween North and South was intensified by the presidential election 

of that year. Democrat James K. Polk defeated Whig Henry Clay in 

part by promising to annex Texas (to appease Northerners, he also 

promised to seize the Oregon Territory from the British). Eventu-

ally, an expansionist Congress voted to annex the southern repub-

lic in December 1845. This decision moved the nation ever closer to 

crisis over the slavery issue.

 Against the background of these simmering tensions, some dra-

matic events sparked further moral indignation. When enslaved 

blacks overthrew the crew on the Spanish ship Amistad off the 

coast of Cuba in 1839 before it drifted up near Long Island, the 

press coverage and court proceedings laid the horrors of the slave 

trade before the public eye. Though the Amistad case also dealt 

with complex issues involving international law and treaties, many 

saw it for what it was to the enslaved defendants: a story of in-

humanity and injustice. One Burlington, Iowa, newspaper editor 

wrote, “The man who will not groan within himself if these al-

ready suffering, wronged and injured beings must be sent back to 

a bloody death in Cuba, deserves not himself to be free.”2

The Rise of the Abolition 
Movement

More consistently influential than singular events like the Amistad 

case in agitating the public about the issue was the American Anti-

Slavery Society, founded by William Lloyd Garrison and Arthur 

Tappan in 1833. Its members injected the question of slavery into 
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every conversation, whatever its political and social focus, mak-

ing the issue of human bondage less easy to ignore. Antislavery 

activists sought to “clank the chains” of slavery in the ears of both 

Southerners and indifferent Americans from other regions, and to 

increase public anxiety accordingly.3

 Through meetings, mass drives for petitions to Congress, mail-

ings of antislavery literature, and field lectures, the organization 

built a membership of 150,000 people in two thousand local chap-

ters by 1840. The number of antislavery newspapers mushroomed, 

the most controversial of them being the Liberator, established 

in 1831 by William Lloyd Garrison. This uncompromising radi-

cal called for immediate abolition and assailed slaveholders and 

gradual emancipationists alike. In the terminology of the time, 

people who shared Garrison’s “immediatist” views were known as 

“abolitionists.” “Gradualists”—or those who wanted to limit slav-

ery to the states where it already existed, supported measures to 

encourage slaveholders to voluntarily free their slaves, and sought 

to settle the former slaves outside the United  States— counted as 

“antislavery” activists. Antislavery advocates far outnumbered the 

more radical abolitionists. Garrison scorned the gradualists as 

people of “timidity, injustice and absurdity,” and he accused the 

federal government of collaborating with slaveholders.4 Despite his 

sometimes inflammatory rhetoric, he relied on moral suasion to 

awaken the conscience of enough people to change public opinion, 

and he rejected violence. 

 The emergence of slavery as a moral issue owed most, however, to 

a Protestant revival movement now called the Second Great Awak-

ening (the first had occurred about a century earlier). This Chris-

tian movement matured in the 1820s and 1830s in New England 

and inspired much social activism. Those “awakened” during these 

years discarded older Protestant doctrines of predestination and 

innate human depravity in favor of the belief that individuals could 

rescue their souls though personal faith and devotional service.5

 The Second Great Awakening contained a powerful perfec-

tionist impulse. It was not enough for an individual to be uplifted 

spiritually; the entire society needed to be uplifted through social 
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and political reform movements that would eliminate its flaws and 

therefore achieve perfection on earth. From this point of view, the 

charity given by “better people” to comfort the sick and the dis-

possessed was insufficient. People of religious conviction needed 

to improve society to reduce or eliminate such suffering in the first 

place by bringing the social order into accord with God’s benevo-

lence. Ending slavery would help do that, thought Northern evan-

gelicals, for it would establish true equality before the law while 

giving former slaves the chance to improve themselves through ed-

ucation and property ownership. From its origins in New England, 

the awakening also spread to the South, where itinerant ministers 

drew many people to camp meetings and fanned evangelical fer-

vor. But the social realities of the slavery system led Southern reviv-

alists to emphasize individual spiritual experience; one’s personal 

conversion and godly behavior was the aim, not social reform.

 As antislavery efforts picked up steam in the North, abolitionists 

felt justified in attacking churches that sanctioned slavery, accus-

ing them of contributing to human misery through their indiffer-

ence. The idea that slaveholding was not a sin, abolitionists held, 

was without a scriptural basis, as was the related view that slav-

ery was a secular, not a religious, issue. Under pressure to remove 

slaveholders from their congregations, several Northern churches 

gradually became more outspoken about their disapproval of slav-

ery, but the debate caused painful divisions. Some broad national 

denominations, including the Methodist, Baptist, and Presby-

terian churches, fractured into separate Northern and Southern 

wings.6 Among Northern evangelical churches, the more radical 

western Congregationalists, the Hicksites (which had split from 

the Society of Friends in the late 1820s), the Anti-Slavery Friends 

(which had split off from the mainstream Society of Friends in In-

diana in 1842), and the Free and Scottish Presbyterian sects were 

the most active antislavery groups. Significant additional support 

for ending slavery came from smaller churches such as the Wes-

leyan Methodists, the northern Baptists, and the United Brethren.
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The Proslavery Economy

But not all Northerners were willing to alienate Southern slave-

owners. Restraining antislavery efforts were strong economic ties 

between the Northern and Southern states. It was no easy mat-

ter for opponents of slavery to make headway among Northern 

shippers, for example, whose jobs depended on delivering food 

and goods to the Southern states, or with eastern merchants and 

financial institutions profiting from the capital they provided to 

Southern planters to grow cotton.

 Indeed, cotton bound the North and the South together and was 

one of the country’s most important exports during this period. 

Since the introduction of Eli Whitney’s cotton gin in the 1790s, 

Northern manufacturers and others had earned handsome prof-

its from the success of the cotton economy. The machine, which 

stripped the sticky green seeds from the white fibers more quickly 

and efficiently than people could, increased fiftyfold the amount of 

cotton that could be processed in a day. Consequently, the cotton 

gin multiplied the demand for enslaved blacks to work the ever-

increasing acreage devoted to cotton. A growing number of New 

England textile mills hummed with machinery weaving cloth from 

slave-picked cotton brought in by Boston and New York shippers, 

who also carried it on to Liverpool to feed Great Britain’s textile 

factories.7 

 And yet, Southerners were uneasy. They realized that, despite 

their cotton-based prosperity and strong commercial ties with 

Northern merchants and bankers, population and industrial 

growth in the free states was reducing their own national politi-

cal and economic power. People in the slave states were keenly 

aware of their relative economic inferiority. As one speaker before 

a Southern commercial convention in 1855 aptly put it:

From the rattle with which the nurse tickles the ear of the child 
born in the South, to the shroud that covers the cold form of the 
dead, everything comes to us from the North. We rise from between 
sheets made in northern looms and pillows made of northern feath-
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ers, to wash in basins made in the north, dry our beards on northern 
towels, and dress ourselves in garments woven in northern looms; 
we eat from northern plates and dishes; our rooms are swept with 
northern brooms; our gardens are dug with northern spades and 
our bread kneaded in trays or dishes of northern wood or tin; and 
the very wood which feeds our fires is cut with northern axes, helved 
with hickory brought from Connecticut or New York.8

Another writer of the time wrote that even “in the decline of life we 

remedy our eye-sight with Northern spectacles, and support our 

infirmities with Northern canes; in old age we are drugged with 

Northern physic; and, finally, when we die, our inanimate bodies, 

shrouded in Northern cambric, are stretched upon the bier, borne 

to the grave in a Northern carriage, entombed with a Northern 

spade, and memorialized with a Northern slab!”9 For many South-

erners, the most important means of lessening Southern depen-

dence on the North was extending slavery and the slave economy 

ever westward into new lands.

Democratic Iowa and 
the Black Laws

All this national ferment and discontent shaped the new society 

being established in Iowa during the 1830s and 1840s because of 

where the settlers came from. As New England industrial towns 

boomed because of their trade with slaveholding states, towns and 

rural areas there and in western New York continued to feel the 

pull of an evangelical fervor that cast slavery as a personal sin and 

demanded that slaveholders be denied membership in churches. 

When these people migrated to the Midwest, they carried their 

ideals with them, powerfully influencing the religious and politi-

cal temper of newly established midwestern states, including Iowa.

 That Iowans would embrace antislavery views or abolitionism 

was not a sure thing at the outset, however. Iowa’s earliest migrants 

did not share the evangelical fervor of many westward-bound New 

Englanders. Most of them hailed from Kentucky, Tennessee, and 

Virginia, Southern states whose people were often irritated by the 
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abolitionist evangelicalism of the New England and upstate New 

York migrants. The initial settlers in southern Iowa townships and 

counties for a time gave those localities a Southern and politically 

Democratic cast. The strong presence of Southerners in early Iowa 

gave them a larger voice in selecting who would sit in Congress or 

the state legislature, or who would hold the governorship (see fig-

ure 3).

 Having come from a slaveholding state, however, did not guar-

antee that a settler was proslavery in attitude. Most new Iowans 

had no desire to see slavery brought to their new home and had no 

particular sympathy for its growth elsewhere. But the Southern set-

tlers were accustomed to slavery and accepted it as an expression of 

natural human inequality. Like Sen. Henry Clay of Kentucky, one 

of the leading politicians of the period, most Iowans of Southern 

extraction thought that Northern abolitionists had no right to chal-

lenge constitutionally protected property relations in the South. 

Although the framers of the U.S. Constitution carefully avoided us-

ing the words “slave” or “slavery,” they did mention persons “held 

to service or labor” and included a measure stating that the laws of 

one state could not excuse individuals from the labor or service they 

owed in another state. Anyone who ran away from such an obliga-

tion was to be returned to the state he or she came from.

 Iowans’ attitudes toward slavery mainly showed up in antiblack 

sentiments. The Burlington, Iowa, newspaper editor who in 1837 

unblushingly declared slavery to be “the best condition” for Afri-

can Americans uttered an opinion widely shared among whites in 

states both north and south of the line dividing slave from free.10 

Such attitudes explain the public policies and laws of the time that 

restricted the migration of black people into Iowa and severely lim-

ited the political and civil rights of black residents. These so-called 

black laws or black codes are evidence of a common white intoler-

ance for black Americans, even in free states.

 Such laws spoke to white fears that runaways and free blacks 

from adjacent slave states might overwhelm whites.11 Black laws 

in Iowa initially appeared in 1839 when the first territorial legisla-

ture passed An Act to Regulate Blacks and Mulattoes. It required 
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“negroes and mulattoes” (that is, people of both African and mixed 

African and European descent) to obtain from a court a certificate 

stating they were free. They also had to post a $500 bond (about 

$12,500 in 2011) as guarantee of their good behavior. To hire or 

harbor a black or mulatto person who had no certificate or bond 

posted could cost the offender a fine of $5 to $100 (about $100 

to $2,500 in 2011). Moreover, the act allowed slaveholders to keep 

their slaves when passing through Iowa Territory, even though 

slavery was not legal there. Finally, the law stated that any fugitive 

slaves were to be arrested and returned to their owners.12

 The territory’s 1844 constitution was somewhat more moder-

ate: it did allow African Americans to settle in Iowa, but it denied 

them the right to vote, to serve in the state militia, or to sit in the 

legislature. These black laws carried over mostly unchanged into 

the early statehood period between 1846 and 1851, when the state 

legislature enacted an exclusion law prohibiting African Ameri-

can immigration into Iowa. Under this measure, those already in 

the state could remain, but any subsequent migrants were to leave 

within three days or face a fine of $2 a day (about $60 in 2011) and 

possible imprisonment.13

 Black laws, justified by notions of black inferiority and the desir-

ability of white-only settlement, aroused resistance among anti-

slavery activists and those promoting black civil rights, but chang-

ing the majority opinion took time. Attitudes began to change in 

Iowa in the same ways that they changed elsewhere in the nation: 

through religious and political activism. Few residents paid atten-

tion in 1841 when Iowa’s Congregational churches called for repeal 

of the Act to Regulate Blacks and Mulattoes. Also ignored that year 

were similar petitions sent to the legislature by Salem’s Quakers. In 

1842 the House judiciary committee defended the 1839 law as “es-

sential to the protection of the white population, against an influx 

of runaway slaves and out-cast blacks, from adjoining states.”14

 Undeterred, antislavery activists kept sending petitions. Resi-

dents of Denmark (Lee County), Iowa, sent in a petition much like 

that of the Salem Quakers. In 1842 petitions also went to the terri-

torial legislature from Henry, Jefferson, and Washington  counties 
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— all in southeast Iowa. The appeals got nowhere, being referred to 

legislative committees from which they never emerged. Whatever 

public protests were made against black law inequities, the territo-

rial and then the state legislators generally ignored them, respond-

ing instead to fears of and antagonism toward blacks.15

 The flow of petitions to the Iowa legislature and that body’s 

refusal to respond to them mirrored the struggle occurring at 

the national level during the same period. Southern members of 

Congress, angry over the flood of petitions from Northern church 

groups and others who judged slavery a noxious weed, took steps to 

choke off public debate. Between 1835 and 1844 the proslavery in-

terests that dominated the U.S. House of Representatives imposed 

various gag rules to block the body from receiving or discussing 

antislavery petitions. Former president and Massachusetts repre-

sentative John Quincy Adams and others used various stratagems 

to counter and circumvent the rules, ultimately winning repeal of 

them in 1844.16

 In Iowa, Democratic majorities preferred to focus on western 

development and keep silent on the slavery issue, despite ris-

ing concerns about it among some of the state’s residents. The 

party’s resolute focus on the issue that most Iowans could agree 

 on— development— doubtless helped it control Iowa during the ter-

ritorial and early statehood years. Whenever antislavery agitation 

raised its face, the majority decried it as disruptive, hostile, and in-

flammatory rhetoric spread by hated  abolitionists— using the word 

to brand even moderate antislavery advocates as extremists. True 

enough, Iowans agreed, slavery was an abomination, but because 

the institution did not officially exist in the state, it should not be 

discussed, to avoid inflaming passions.

 Those who dared to openly speak out for emancipation were 

rejected, or worse. For instance, when Andrew T. Foss, a lecturer 

from the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society, visited Clinton and 

Camanche, Iowa, in 1859, he found the church where he was sup-

posed to speak closed to his lecture. And at another stopping place, 

“threats of personal violence were freely made” against him, leav-

ing Foss “glad to escape with a whole skin and unbroken bones.”17
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 Hostility toward abolitionists and more moderate opponents 

of slavery in Iowa during the 1840s intensified along with the 

national polarization on the issue. Abolitionist talk, many held, 

would tear at the scab covering the Union’s fragile peace. The 1839 

comments of the Burlington Iowa Territorial Gazette are typical 

of many: “We are entirely Southern in our feelings, and hold that 

every attempt to agitate the abolition of slavery that does not come 

from the slaveholders themselves is an unwarranted interference 

in their domestic concerns, [and] should receive unqualified con-

demnation.”18 As one Clinton County abolitionist later put it, be-

fore the Civil War, “the boasted free press of the North avoided 

the antislavery question and the underground railroad as unclean 

things, and branded their advocates and adherents as wild fanatics 

and dangerous agitators.”19

 Wishing to be left in peace, newspaper editors, legislators, and 

other government officials readily connected the aims of abolition-

ists and antislavery advocates to public fears that free black people 

would migrate to Iowa. Abolitionists ought not to interfere with 

Southern states, such men thought, for the “peculiar institution” 

is “infinitely the best condition for the Negro,” providing African 

Americans with the paternalistic care they needed.20 In Iowa 

things were and ought to remain quiet on this question, in the view 

of many leading men. The Davenport Gazette’s editor noted as late 

as 1844 that the prevailing temper in the West (as the Midwest 

was then known) was “without the jar and discord that result from 

the existence of slavery in the Union and the efforts to abolish it. 

Though we hear the rumblings in the distance, we are spared the 

bitter word and rankling feeling that the discussion of this vexed 

question ever produces.”21

 But this  claim— clearly an overstatement, given the petitions that 

some Iowa churches had sent the  legislature— would soon cease 

to be true. The coming of the railroad and telegraph diminished 

Iowa’s frontier isolation and brought the national struggle over 

slavery closer to home. In 1848, the same year that John Walker 

and his family made their courageous bid for freedom, midwestern 

newspapers could report on an event in Washington, D.C., within 
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twenty hours of its occurrence, when a few years earlier they would 

have had to wait a week or more for the mail to deliver a capital city 

newspaper containing the report. By the late 1840s people reading 

local newspapers in Iowa expected to get up-to-date national news 

via the St. Louis papers, which received it via telegraph. 

 As a result of these advances in transportation and communi-

cations, sensational stories about slavery became more immediate 

than they had been before. Now, news of kidnappings, killings, 

beatings, shootings, and other forms of violence associated with 

slavery spread quickly, ricocheting through Northern newspapers. 

The accelerated news cycle made possible by the telegraph spurred 

public argument and drew people’s attention to small events of 

which they previously might have remained ignorant. And the 

highly charged opinions of commentators outside the Midwest 

helped to make the quarrels over slavery in Kansas and Iowa in-

creasingly rancorous.

The Politicization of Slavery 

in the 1840s and 1850s

By the 1840s, as Iowa was shaping its government, an organized 

antislavery political party had appeared on the national scene. A 

strong segment of the American Anti-Slavery Society abandoned 

the organization’s earlier policy of avoiding partisan politics and 

formed the Liberty Party in 1840. Dedicated to political agitation 

for slavery’s abolition, the inexperienced one-issue party initial-

ly polled only a small portion of the vote, but its presence could 

make a big difference in close elections. In Iowa and elsewhere, the 

Liberty Party hoped to swing the balance of power in tight local 

elections by attracting all those who saw slavery as the paramount 

issue.22

 Salem townspeople formed Iowa’s first local Liberty Party in 

the summer of 1843.23 In the next election, Henry County aboli-

tionists ran two candidates for the territorial legislature: Samuel 

Luke Howe, a Congregationalist in Mount Pleasant who operated 

an academy, and Joel Garretson, a farmer living north of Salem 
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in Jackson Township. Both made the worst showing in a field of 

five candidates. Over the next three years Liberty Party candidates 

also ran in elections in Des Moines, Johnson, Lee, and Scott coun-

ties.24 All harvested few votes, but the party did give men a way 

to vote their convictions, to punish the major parties for ignoring 

the issue, and to force the Whig  Party— which had only a timid 

antislavery plank and from which voters defected to the Liberty 

 Party— to pay attention to them in close elections. 

 Galvanizing both antislavery and proslavery activists was a se-

ries of national events that made the question of slavery unavoid-

able. In 1845 Congress voted to make Texas a state, thus bringing 

into the Union an enormous amount of land where slavery was legal 

and precipitating a war with Mexico. Antislavery activists quickly 

responded. Representative David Wilmot, a Democrat from Penn-

sylvania, proposed what became known as the Wilmot Proviso in 

1846. This amendment to an appropriations bill would have barred 

slavery from any territory conquered in a war with Mexico. Though 

the proviso was not adopted, it became a flashpoint in the wide-

spread sectional debate that followed. That debate was inflamed by 

the war with Mexico, which ended in 1848 with the United States 

appropriating half of Mexico’s land, including not just Texas, but 

the whole of what today we call the Southwest as well as what be-

came the state of California. Here was more land over which pro-

slavery and antislavery Americans would battle each other.

 A statewide Liberty Party formed at a convention in Yellow 

Springs, Iowa, in 1847, in the midst of the war with Mexico and 

thanks to the efforts of organizer Alanson St. Clair, a former abo-

lition lecturer, fearless Congregationalist, and skilled infighter.25 

The new party endorsed John P. Hale for the presidency, con-

demned the black laws, and launched a newspaper, the Iowa Free-

man, under St. Clair’s editorship.26 On May 24, 1848, the members 

of the newly born Liberty Party met in Salem, Iowa, for their state 

convention. The party chairman, Eli Jessup, and executive com-

mittee members such as Asa Turner and George Shedd of Den-

mark and Samuel Luke Howe of Mount Pleasant discussed the 

party newspaper and how to combat the weak stand that the Whig 
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Party, their former political home, had taken against slavery at its 

recent convention.27

 The Liberty Party was short-lived, however. A few days after St. 

Clair left Iowa for his home near Chicago in July 1848, exhausted 

from constant field work and lectures, a national convention in 

Buffalo, New York, launched a more broadly attractive organiza-

tion called the Free Soil Party. Its platform called not for abolish-

ing slavery, but simply for resisting its extension into new territo-

ries. The latter position appealed to far greater numbers of white 

Americans than did abolition. Iowa’s Free Soil Party, officially 

known as the Free Democracy Party, took over the Iowa Freeman 

and shifted its operation to Mount Pleasant, where schoolmas-

ter Samuel Luke Howe became the editor. Free Soilers attracted 

disaffected members of both the Democratic and the Whig par-

ties, including William Penn Clarke of Iowa City and Dr. John H. 

Dayton of Muscatine. It also developed a strong “conscience Free 

Soil” wing made up of Iowa’s former Liberty Party men, many of 

them from antislavery towns and townships in southeast counties. 

The Free Soil Party made the slavery issue a regular factor in Iowa 

politics.

 On the national level, to resolve the intensifying crisis over slav-

ery, Congress passed the Compromise of 1850 after long debate. It 

included several measures intended to lessen the growing hostil-

ity between North and South over extending slavery into the ter-

ritories. The compromise abolished the slave trade in Washington, 

D.C., and admitted California as a free state to offset the entry of 

slaveholding Texas. The law also established territorial govern-

ments in Utah and New Mexico and settled a boundary dispute 

between New Mexico and Texas. Finally, to satisfy Southern bor-

der states, Congress strengthened the Fugitive Slave Act, which 

required people in free states to arrest fugitive slaves and return 

them to their owners. The 1850 Compromise, hailed as the final 

answer to slavery in the territories, received the vote of Iowa’s en-

tire congressional  delegation— Democrats all.

 In Iowa, Democrat and Whig alike hoped by this grand bargain 

to quench sectional fires, neutralize antislavery feeling, and allow 
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the state to focus on economic development. But those residents 

who were strongly opposed to slavery saw it differently. To them, 

the united vote of Iowa’s congressional delegation was an act of 

Southern conciliation and a win for proslavery forces.28 It breathed 

life into Free Soilers, who urged repeal of the Fugitive Slave Act. 

Indeed, although most Iowans were relieved to see Congress enact 

the compromise, a substantial number also felt that the act was a 

lot to stomach. And in fact, a growing number of Iowans decided 

not to obey the law.



Iowa Becomes Antislavery
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How did Iowa go from being a strongly Democratic, proslavery 

state to hosting major stations along the underground railroad and 

sending money, arms, and men to fight in the mid-1850s battle over 

whether Kansas would be a free state or a slave state and later in 

the Civil War? The answers lie partly in the settlement of several 

southern Iowa towns by people from Ohio, Illinois, New England, 

and New York who belonged to strongly evangelical and increas-

ingly antislavery churches. And partly the answers lie in the deci-

sions that individuals made when a fugitive came to them asking 

for help.

The Underground Railroad

A tap comes on the door. It’s night, several miles out of town amid 

a humble settler’s fields of wheat, corn, flax, and vegetables and 

pens holding some hogs, a horse, and a milk cow. Standing on your 

doorstep are three weary black runaways. They ask for food and 

shelter as they describe their flight from Missouri to Iowa. You 

have to ask yourself which direction they came from. You wonder 

whether the neighbors to the west spotted them, and if so, will they 

pass word to the slavecatchers who are, inevitably, dogging the fu-

gitives’ footsteps?

 One of the three runaways says that they crossed the creek from 

the south, and they came to your door because they heard you 

were antislavery and might help. It’s illegal to help them, and just 

last year the Fugitive Slave Act imposed stiff criminal penalties 

on those who harbor fugitives or hinder their capture. Despite liv-
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ing in a free state, most Iowans, even those opposed to slavery, are 

highly unfriendly to abolitionists and will gladly report runaways. 

What happens if someone finds out that these desperate travelers 

are here? What decisions do you make now?

 Many Iowans who lived on the state’s southern border had to 

make such decisions in the 1850s. A growing number of them, 

convinced that slavery was wrong, accepted the risk thrust upon 

them. In many cases, such as this one, they might have nervously 

put some leftover biscuits, a few potatoes, and a chunk of cooked 

meat into a bag for the fugitives and then directed the three to 

hide in a nearby thicket for the night. The next day they might have 

given the runaways directions to the farm two miles distant that 

was owned by a man who, it was said, was willing to help people 

escaping slavery.

 Contrary to popular myths about the underground railroad, in 

Iowa fugitives were not hidden in caves or tunnels. Most records 

show that the people who aided runaways commonly hid them 

in nearby brush or timber, tall grass, a cornfield, or an adjacent 

 outbuilding— a crib, a hay shed, or the occasional small barn.1 

There are only a few examples of runaways being hidden in some 

spare space of a house, such as an attic or cellar. The tales of quilts 

containing secret codes for the journey to freedom are likewise 

apocryphal; all the accounts of the underground railroad in the 

Midwest indicate that runaways made use only of spoken direc-

tions or traveled with the people assisting them on their northward 

flight.2

 Fugitive slaves’ prospects for a safe journey across Iowa depend-

ed heavily on their own ingenuity, on people who spontaneously 

befriended them along the way, and on the direct, planned help of 

antislavery residents who were more committed to a “higher law” 

than to the law of the land. Of course, before runaways even got to 

Iowa, they had to devise a plan of escape and summon the courage 

to carry it out, adjusting plans in transit, following hunches about 

who could be trusted, and appealing for help as needed. Typically, 

people fleeing from slavery took things a step at a time, having only 

the name of a single helpful person to inquire after based on direc-
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tions from a local black resident or abolitionist they met along the 

way. One contact hopefully led to another on the long, slow journey 

northeast toward Chicago and on to safety in Canada. Perhaps, 

if they were lucky, they would run into someone belonging to the 

loosely organized underground railroad network, who could usu-

ally make the escape a little easier. The fugitives’ flight expressed 

a pattern of defiance that bedeviled slaveowners and constantly 

belied their argument that African Americans were happy to be 

slaves.3

 For those who assisted the runaways, the pride of helping some-

one in desperate need could be mixed with bitter regret if the 

escape attempt failed. Clark Smith met his first runaway in 1857 

when he was just fifteen years old and living with his family in the 

new settlement of Amity in Page County.4 He was driving the fam-

ily’s cattle to the fields to graze when “immediately before me out 

of the high grass arose a tall, black negro.” Startled at seeing the 

twenty-five- to thirty-year-old man, later estimated to weigh about 

175 pounds, Smith “banally asked if he had stayed there all night.” 

No, he said, he had “traveled all night” until he saw a house up 

ahead and decided to hide until daylight “in the tall grass.” Unsure 

what else to say, Smith asked whether the man had eaten break-

fast. No, the runaway said, he had not eaten for many days. 

 “You come with me,” said Smith, “and my folks will give you 

some breakfast.” When they arrived at the boy’s house, “the colored 

man sank down upon the woodpile as though more than grate-

ful for this momentary safety and provision.” Once breakfast was 

ready and the boy invited him in to eat, “the negro drew back hesi-

tatingly” until “Mother then went to the door and said gently, ‘that’s 

all right. Come right on in, we will be glad to have you.’” Receiving 

this invitation, “his objections ceased; and the slave sat down to the 

table along [with] the white folks for the first time in his whole life. 

And how that poor, half-starved negro did eat! It certainly did our 

hearts good to see the relish with which his food disappeared, and 

to feel a gratified sense of our own instrumentality in alleviating 

to some extent his sufferings.” He “told us he had come from more 

than a hundred miles south of St. Joseph, Missouri; that he had 
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no family ties; and that his master, a young man, had paid twen-

ty-four hundred dollars for him about two years previous.” But he 

noticed that the growing hostilities over slavery in Kansas were 

“convincing the slave[holding] element there was trouble ahead,” 

and so he feared “his master was about to sell him south” where 

slavery was more secure. Fearing this strengthening of the chains 

of slavery, the man “decided to risk running away.”

 Unfortunately, about two weeks after leaving the Smiths’ place, 

the man was captured. Amity’s residents learned that the “slave’s 

owner, accompanied by an officer, had passed through the country 

on the fugitive’s trail and had posted offers of reward at Marysville 

and at Clarinda.” A prominent businessman in Clarinda discov-

ered the slave’s whereabouts and “took a rig and followed his trail.” 

Within a day or two he and some friends retrieved him, “turned 

him over to the civil officer at Marysville and notified the owner by 

courier where his property could be found,” afterwards sharing a 

$300 reward (about $8,000 in 2011). 

 In short, the underground railroad was but a rickety, impromptu 

network of people offering general assistance (see figure 4). Events 

altered its direction and speed, and operators adjusted their plans 

depending on how close behind them the slavecatchers were. The 

length of the runaways’ journeys between stations depended on the 

friendliness or hostility of the residents of each neighborhood, the 

distance between one safe haven and another, and how often fugi-

tives came seeking help. Distances between stopping points natu-

rally lengthened in the more sparsely settled areas of the Midwest. 

Eastern Iowa Organizes

Given the risks and the bitter consequences of being discovered, 

why did some Iowans choose to help slaves escape? The answer has 

to do with where those who settled along the border migrated from 

and whom they chose to be their religious and secular leaders. The 

southeastern Iowa town of Denmark is a good example. In the fall 

of 1837 a group of New Englanders settled in a hamlet they named 

Denmark on the west side of the Mississippi River in the newly 
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opened Black Hawk Purchase of Wisconsin Territory (soon to be-

come Iowa Territory). The next spring they looked into organizing 

a Congregational church, and turning to Illinois missionaries for 

guidance, they invited Asa Turner (see figure 5) and Julius Reed 

to assist them. With many settlers moving into this forty- to fifty-

mile strip of newly opened land, the missionary preachers saw an 

opportunity to plant the first Congregational church on the west-

ern side of the Mississippi.

 Early the next May, in 1838, thirty-two people crowded into a 

twenty-by-twenty-four-foot rustic “shanty sanctuary” to hear Asa 

Turner, standing before a pulpit built of cottonwood with a wal-

nut board nailed on top, open the church. All pledged to show 

“satisfactory evidence of Christian character” to meet the test of 

membership and promised to “maintain family prayer, support the 

church, keep the Sabbath holy, and to refrain from ‘all vain and 

sinful amusements.’ ” The new congregation at once asked Turner 

to be their pastor, and he as quickly accepted.5 Turner’s quick ac-

ceptance likely had something to do with his uneasy relationship 

with the congregation he had left behind in Quincy, Illinois.

 For eight years a trailblazer for the Congregational and Ameri-

can Home Missionary Society, he had lectured on antislavery and 

temperance as he ministered to the needs of his Quincy flock and 

traveled among the state’s scattered frontier settlements. Every-

where he went, he preached, organized new churches, and helped 

set up antislavery  societies— for he was the Illinois state manager 

for the American Anti-Slavery Society as well as a minister.

 Turner’s antislavery activism had not been welcome in Quincy. 

Things took a turn for the worse in the spring of 1836, when Turn-

er befriended and helped protect Dr. David Nelson, the man the 

proslavery residents in northeast Missouri hated most.6 Nelson, a 

one-time slaveowner, had organized the First Presbyterian Church 

in Hannibal, Missouri, in 1832. Influenced by Theodore Dwight 

Weld, a noted abolitionist lecturer and an architect of the 1830s 

antislavery movement, Nelson became an open advocate of aboli-

tion. His activities as agent of the American Anti-Slavery Society 

so angered his Missouri neighbors that a mob broke up one of his 
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revival meetings in May 1836 and sent him scurrying across the 

river. Two of Asa Turner’s church members helped him escape and 

took him to Quincy.7 Arriving wet and muddy just ahead of the 

pursuing mob, Nelson was grateful to get support from Turner’s 

church and others who rallied to him. Undeterred by the violence 

he had barely escaped, Nelson decided to start a Mission Institute 

near Quincy to continue his campaign against slavery.

 Turner’s own activism brought him to another altercation over 

slavery, this one in Alton, Illinois, in late October 1837, just after 

his first visit to Denmark. Publisher Elijah Lovejoy, angry after 

a St. Louis mob destroyed his printing presses and expelled him 

from the city, had called upon antislavery leaders to meet in Alton. 

Asa Turner chaired the meeting, which organized the Illinois Anti-

Slavery Society.8 Alton residents grew fearful and angry that Love-

joy, who had been converted to the cause by none other than David 

Nelson, seemed determined to publish an antislavery newspaper 

and make Alton a center for abolitionism. Local anti-abolitionists 

retaliated ten days after Turner’s meeting ended. On November 7, 

1837, a mob gathered once again to destroy Lovejoy’s latest print-

ing press. This time, someone fatally shot him. Walking past his 

corpse into the warehouse, the mob then threw the press out into 

the street and broke it into pieces.

 Lovejoy at once became a martyr in abolitionists’ eyes, but a 

newspaper editor in Burlington, Iowa, expressed the feelings of 

most white Americans when he wrote three weeks before the mur-

der: “We are no advocates for mob-law. We set our faces against 

it in every shape and form, but, we confess, we can feel but little 

sympathy for the man who will persist in his ‘iniquitous doings’ in 

defiance of the public feeling and the public will. Abolitionism is 

neither useful [n]or desirable in Alton. Its population is not trou-

bled with slavery.”9 Despite the anger, Asa Turner and the Illinois 

Anti-Slavery Society continued their meetings elsewhere.

 Turner remained strongly opposed to human bondage, but he 

doubtless saw more trouble ahead from hotheads among the ma-

jority in the Quincy area who detested abolitionists. This man of 

immovable convictions is said to have had a respectful and sympa-



Iowa Becomes Antislavery  ::  27

thetic nature, and he probably welcomed shifting his work to the 

less turbulent new Denmark church.

 In late summer of 1838, Turner, with his wife Martha and two 

children, crossed the Mississippi to take up his duties in Denmark. 

Within three or four miles of this hamlet of a few dwellings and a 

meetinghouse on green prairie lived a few dozen farming families. 

The Turners received two out-lots (that is, parcels of land apart 

from those already designated as part of the town) for a residence, 

and Turner also bought a tract of land on which to farm. As he 

had done previously in Illinois, he pursued his calling and kept 

food on the table by combining ministerial tasks with farming and 

traveling for the Congregational and American Home Missionary 

Society. He became a leading figure on this advancing frontier by 

establishing missions and churches. The extensive travel also kept 

Turner closely in touch with kindred spirits in Illinois and back 

East, and he continued to be active in the Illinois Anti-Slavery So-

ciety, returning to Quincy in the fall of 1839 to attend the state 

meeting.

 Others in Iowa who felt as he did toward slavery soon joined 

Turner. In Denmark, staunch support for antislavery and under-

ground railroad activity came from Isaac Field, George Shedd, and 

Theron Trowbridge. Field, a Denmark merchant, and Turner be-

came the designated Iowa managers of the American Anti-Slavery 

Society in 1839. Early the next year they and thirty likeminded 

neighbors established the Denmark Anti-Slavery Society.10 Phy-

sician George Shedd became especially active in antislavery and 

underground railroad work. He arrived in Denmark at age thirty-

two, after having graduated from Dartmouth College and earned 

a degree at the Medical Institution of Cincinnati, Ohio. A hard-

working country doctor who traveled throughout the area, Shedd 

led an active life and had a bold and stubborn nature. His son de-

scribed him as “a man of firm convictions, sturdy principles, with a 

quiet taste for fighting evildoers.” He had “something of the Scotch 

obstinacy and of the Puritan piety and zeal, with perhaps a little 

of the intolerance of both.”11 The doctor spoke openly about his 

abolitionist sentiments and joined in antislavery politics. Theron 
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Trowbridge, a plasterer in town, became the leading conductor of 

runaways, often taking them in his light rig to Burlington, where 

others helped them on to Galesburg, Illinois.

 A major addition to Iowa’s Congregationalist congregations 

came in 1843 when, in response to Turner’s pleas on behalf of the 

Congregational and American Home Missionary Society, nine 

new Congregationalist pastors arrived in Denmark from Andover 

Theological Seminary in Massachusetts. Turner helped them es-

tablish new congregations in the territory. Coming to be known 

as the Iowa Band, these men founded churches and jointly estab-

lished Iowa College, which began in Davenport in 1846 and moved 

to Grinnell in 1859. All were antislavery in spirit and actively fos-

tered abolition and temperance activity in the state.12

 During the 1840s, Denmark and three other settlements, Yel-

low Springs, Salem, and Washington Village (part of a township 

in Washington County), became the core antislavery communities 

in southeast Iowa. Many of the residents were Congregational-

ists, New School Presbyterians, and  Quakers— all denominations 

with strong antislavery convictions. But the process of commu-

nity building did not always go smoothly, and sometimes it was 

the slavery issue that divided new settlers. First settled between 

1834 and 1840, Yellow Springs Township in Des Moines County 

lay fifteen miles north of Denmark. Its mostly Presbyterian resi-

dents, especially in and around the town of Kossuth, organized 

the Round Prairie Presbyterian Church in 1839, the first church of 

that denomination in Iowa. But within two years numerous fami-

lies, stirred by the slavery issue, left this Old School Presbyterian 

church to organize their own, antislavery congregation.

 This division mirrored the national split among Presbyteri-

ans that occurred after 1837. Old School doctrinal conservatives 

(mostly in the mid-Atlantic and Southern states) fought the more 

evangelical New School progressives (mostly in New England, New 

York, and the frontier West), who had been influenced by Congre-

gationalism and antislavery sentiment. The new Yellow Springs 

church openly condemned slavery and refused membership to peo-

ple who owned slaves. Some church members risked taking part 
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in antislavery and underground railroad activities, among them 

William Rankin, the congregation’s first New School minister, and 

four farmers: Frederick Heizer, John and William McClure, and 

Levi Anderson, whose son Jeremiah would die at Harpers Ferry in 

John Brown’s raid (see chapter 7).13 

 Fifteen miles west of Yellow Springs, another branch of Pres-

byterians, the Seceders (so-called because they had seceded from 

the Church of Scotland), had come from Indiana, Ohio, and Penn-

sylvania to settle in the southeast quarter of Washington County. 

In 1841 the outspoken minister George Vincent organized the As-

sociated Presbyterian Church to serve a Seceder congregation in 

the village of Washington (Washington Township), three months 

after a local antislavery society started up. During that same pe-

riod Seceder settlers in adjacent Crawford Township organized a 

church and shortly thereafter began antislavery society meetings. 

The well-known convictions of people in the area led Washington 

Village to host an annual meeting of Iowa Territory’s Anti-Slavery 

Society in 1844.14

 Fifteen miles south of Washington and fewer than fifteen miles 

from the Missouri border, in southwest Henry County, grew the 

town of Salem, where John Walker would go when he escaped 

from slavery in 1848. This Quaker community, the first in Iowa, 

had entered the Black Hawk Purchase at the same time as the Con-

gregationalists who founded Denmark. Aaron Street, in partner-

ship with his son, Aaron Street Jr., and his daughter’s husband, 

Peter Boyer, staked out the town site in 1835, naming it for Street’s 

family place in Ohio.15 Soon, likely thanks to Boyer’s promotional 

work, word of the new town had spread to members of the Cher-

ry Grove Monthly Meeting of Friends in Randolph and northern 

Wayne counties in northeastern Indiana (the home of Levi Cof-

fin, a famed underground railroad leader).16 Several Friends rode 

on horseback to see the newly founded Salem for themselves and 

returned to Randolph with favorable reports. Nine families put to-

gether a wagon caravan in the spring of 1836 and, with consider-

able livestock, made a four-week journey to establish new homes in 

Salem. Others soon followed from the same vicinity in Indiana.17
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 Among the Quaker settlers, three became Salem’s leading op-

ponents of slavery: Aaron Street Sr., Thomas Frazier (father of the 

Thomas Clarkson Frazier who would later play a role in the Walker 

family’s 1848 escape attempt), and Henderson Lewelling, whose 

home would later house the justice of the peace who heard the argu-

ments about whether the men pursuing the Walkers had the proper 

paperwork. Street, Frazier, and Lewelling and members of their 

families engaged in nearly every antislavery agitation event that 

touched the community. Aaron Street Sr., aged fifty-seven when 

he and his twenty-four-year-old son started promoting the Salem 

town site, had always been of independent mind and spirit. By the 

1840s he was deeply committed to antislavery work, through both 

writings and involvements outside the Society of Friends. 

 When the Salem Friends built their first meetinghouse in 1840, 

Thomas Frazier, who with his family had come from Indiana’s 

Cherry Grove Monthly Meeting, became their first minister. With-

in two years, a split occurred over slavery in the Orthodox Yearly 

Meeting in Indiana with which the Salem Friends were affiliat-

ed. Frazier was one of eight purged as “troublemakers” by lead-

ing Indiana Quaker townsmen from the Meeting for Sufferings of 

the Yearly Meeting (another of the eight being Levi Coffin). The 

1842 break brought forth a new Indiana Meeting of Anti-Slavery 

Friends, including a chapter in Salem, Iowa.18 Henderson Lewel-

ling, thirty-four years old and a successful nurseryman in Salem, 

sided with the breakaway Anti-Slavery Friends and later chaired 

meetings of the Salem Anti-Slavery Society. The larger story of Sa-

lem’s antislavery activities is the subject of the next chapter.

Proslavery Missourians Respond

Friends of slavery in northeastern Missouri did not welcome the 

influx of new antislavery settlers into western Illinois during the 

1840s, especially those from New England. Anti-abolitionist Mis-

sourians not only ran Dr. David Nelson out of Missouri to Quincy 

and then forced Elijah Lovejoy to flee to Alton, both in Illinois, but 
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also in 1841 they caught and helped convict in a Marion County, 

Missouri, court three radical abolitionists who had attempted to 

free slaves. Now they saw communities hostile to slavery sprouting 

in  Iowa— Salem, Denmark, Yellow Springs, and one founded by a 

group from Cincinnati, Ohio, led by John H. B. Armstrong, north-

east of Croton in Lee County (see chapter 4).19

 Adding to Missouri slaveholders’ unease was alarm about the 

unsettled national scene during the 1840s. The storm over admit-

ting Texas into the Union and Wilmot’s Proviso calling for a ban 

on slavery in the new territory acquired from Mexico sharpened 

North-South divisions. Slave states might ignore the American 

Anti-Slavery Society as a mere fringe group and pay no mind to 

unsuccessful Liberty Party candidates, but increasingly many in 

the Southern border states feared that the old political arrange-

ments might be crumbling.

 As the northwestern-most slave state, Missouri was especially 

vulnerable to challenges to slavery. Its population and geography 

limited the usefulness of slave labor there, thus constricting its 

strength in supporting the proslavery cause. Unlike other slave 

states, Missouri had relatively few large slaveholders. Only 4 per-

cent of those owning slaves in the state had twenty or more, where-

as in states farther south, some 12 percent of slaveowners held 

twenty or more people in bondage. The few large Missouri opera-

tions could mainly be found in areas that raised hemp, livestock, 

and tobacco in the fertile Missouri River bottomlands in the cen-

tral and western parts of the state, as well as along the tributaries 

to the Mississippi River. Most slaveholders in Missouri were small-

scale farmers rather than planters, and two-thirds of them had 

only one to four slaves. Overall, Missouri ranked eleventh among 

the fifteen slave states in the percentage of slaves in the total popu-

lation in 1850 (see figure 6). Only 12 percent of Missourians were 

slaves, compared with an average of 33 percent of residents in all 

slave states. Moreover, the proportion of slaves in Missouri was de-

clining (from 17 to 12 percent between 1830 and 1850) because of 

the influx of freeholders without slaves. In contrast, the proportion 
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of slaves to free residents held constant in the South as a whole 

during this period.20

 The thousands of nonslaveholding immigrants moving to the 

state and the expansion of St. Louis as a hub for further westward 

migration were making Missouri as much western in agenda and 

outlook as it was Southern. Compounding this transformation was 

the conversion of the growing city of St. Louis into a citadel of free-

labor sympathies, populated by people who opposed the extension 

of slavery. Within the state, the politics of slavery grew more and 

more antagonistic. While Missouri senator and later representa-

tive Thomas Benton tried to avoid the whole issue of slavery by em-

phasizing and encouraging white immigration, Sen. David Atchi-

son favored slavery and later would prevent Northern migrants 

from going to Kansas, the main battleground of the 1850s.21

 All these accumulating influences, national and statewide, wor-

ried Missouri slaveholders, especially in counties along the borders 

with Illinois and Iowa. It took only a few antislavery or abolition-

ist events to move the slaveholders from mere anxiety to active re-

prisal. And in the minds of northeastern Missourians in the late 

1840s, no one in Iowa was more dangerous than the fanatics in 

Salem and the surrounding settlements in Henry County. Anti-

slavery residents in that county, on the other hand, saw themselves 

as a beleaguered minority. As one county resident put it, there is 

“not enough of the Northern element in our population to give tone 

to its public sentiment,” for “our larger towns are on the river, and 

their constant intercourse with Southern cities and States pre-

vents anti-slavery from gaining any ground in them.” The writer 

despaired that “we have but two really Liberty towns in the State, 

Denmark and Salem.”22 Their vulnerability became abundantly 

clear in the process of John Walker’s attempt to lead his family to 

freedom. Indeed, the events that unfolded after the confrontation 

in Salem show just how contentious the slavery question had be-

come along the Missouri-Iowa border by the late 1840s.
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The Escape

When John Walker went back to Missouri to rescue his wife and 

four children in late May 1848, he found three other people ready 

to risk the journey to freedom because they had heard rumors 

that Ruel Daggs planned to sell his human property. Perhaps the 

most valuable to Daggs was Sam Fulcher, a large man in his mid-

forties who served as a tanner, shoemaker, and cooper and who 

could write and keep accounts. He was well-respected in the rural 

neighborhood around Luray. Joining him was his forty-one-year-

old wife, Dorcas, who worked as a weaver, spinner, seamstress, and 

cook. The Fulchers’ pregnant eighteen-year-old daughter Julia 

also joined the runaways.23

 On Friday night, June 2, 1848, the group of nine quietly crept 

away from the Daggs farm and headed northward to the border. 

Fortunately, the twenty miles they had to walk was sparsely settled. 

They made it as far as the lonely farmstead of Richard Liggon, an 

isolated eccentric who lived with one slave, one free black woman, 

and her four children, before stopping for the night. A downpour 

helped hide their tracks, but it also trapped them there until the 

following night, when Liggon took them to a point just south of 

Farmington, Iowa, where they could cross the Des Moines River. 

Running high from the rainstorm, the river forced a delay as the 

Fulchers and the Walkers searched for, or perhaps built, a raft. On 

this rude vessel they crossed to the Iowa shore and then hid in the 

thickets. Sunday morning, some young men driving a covered wag-

on picked up the runaways. This meeting was no accident; John 

Walker had planned this part of the escape with the help of some 

local Quakers before returning to the Daggs farm. The runaways 

now faced a twenty-mile ride north to safe haven in Salem.

 Meanwhile, Ruel Daggs soon discovered his missing slaves and 

sought help from his sons, William and George. William enlisted 

the aid of neighbor James McClure to search the farms and houses 

around the Daggs homestead. In return for McClure’s help, the 

Daggs family promised to cover his expenses. William Daggs and 
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James McClure rode through the rain on Saturday toward Farm-

ington, Iowa, not far from where the Walkers and the Fulchers 

were risking their lives to cross the river that same night. In Farm-

ington William Daggs hired a man named Samuel Slaughter be-

fore returning home. McClure and Slaughter stayed overnight at 

the house of a Mr. Way near Farmington.24

 Sunday morning the two men found “a fresh wagon track, and 

followed it for several miles when [Slaughter] came in sight of [the 

wagon].”25 He spurred his horse after the fast-moving vehicle and 

finally found it stopped in some bushes half a mile from Salem. 

Looking inside, Slaughter found a young man who identified him-

self as Jonathan Frazier and two of his friends, but no runaways. 

The hired slavecatcher accompanied the three men to town and 

waited for McClure to catch up.

 That afternoon in Salem, McClure recruited two more men for 

the hunt: twenty-three-year-old Henry Brown, who knew Ruel 

Daggs, and Jesse Cook. After spending the night in Salem, Mc-

Clure and Slaughter began searching the brush around town the 

next morning, Monday, June 5. Then Slaughter decided to go back 

to where he had overtaken the wagon on the previous day. There, 

within two hundred yards of the road, Slaughter and McClure 

“found the negroes in a thicket of hazel brush under and about 

a large tree near Doctor Siviter’s.”26 All but John Walker agreed 

to surrender. McClure stayed with them while Slaughter hurried 

back to town to get Henry Brown and Jesse Cook to help overcome 

the rebellious Walker.

 When the slavecatchers returned to the spot of the recapture, 

they were not alone. Slaughter, Brown, and Cook arrived at the 

hazel thicket just ahead of about fifty to one hundred Salem resi-

dents, many of whom were calling for the Fulchers and the Walkers 

to be allowed to go free. Undeterred, Brown drew his pistol and 

demanded John Walker’s surrender. Facing the threat of immedi-

ate death, the man complied, but the crowd now surrounding the 

runaways and their captors continued to demand the release of the 

runaways. Salem resident Moses Pervis shouted that Brown ought 

to watch how he carried himself. The outnumbered slavecatchers 
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were “pulling and hauling and shouting some for [the captives] to 

come this way and some that way” as they tried to get onto the road 

heading to town.27 

 Finally, McClure and Slaughter managed to force John Walker 

to mount a horse, and they turned their own mounts to take the 

recovered slaves immediately back to Missouri. But the crowd was 

not about to let that happen. Elihu Frazier warned McClure that 

“if [he] took the Negroes from that place [he] must take them over 

[their] dead bodies.”28 Henry Johnson told Walker to knock down 

Slaughter if he touched him again. Amid the tumult, McClure and 

Brown heard one man yell that he “would wade up to his knees in 

Missouri blood before [the runaways] should be taken back.”29

The Letter of the Law

Most of the Salem residents, however, insisted on following the 

letter of the law instead of fighting. Johnson, Elihu Frazier, and 

Thomas Clarkson Frazier argued that a magistrate in town must 

decide whether McClure and Slaughter could legally take the 

Walkers and the Fulchers back to Missouri. Seeing little choice, the 

two men relented and let the crowd escort them and their captives 

down the road to Salem. Nearing town, Sam Fulcher persuaded 

Slaughter to allow two of the women, Dorcas and Julia Fulcher, 

and two of the Walker children, Martha and George, to rest by the 

roadside, after assuring him that all would return to Missouri with 

Slaughter if only Sam Fulcher, John and Mary Walker, and their 

two youngest children continued into town with the slavecatchers.

 A chaotic, highly emotional scene greeted all at the edge of town. 

The slavecatchers, their captives, and their hostile escort slowly 

passed through a crowd of a hundred or so people filling the streets 

at the south end of Salem. Townsfolk directed the riders toward 

the office of the justice of the peace, Nelson Gibbs, who adminis-

tered the law from the Henderson Lewelling house, vacated the 

previous year when the Lewellings moved to Oregon (see figure 7). 

As the group neared the house fence, Mary Walker, carrying her 

baby, pulled away and vanished into the crowd. Then John Walker 
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said he was thirsty. When someone pointed him to the open gate 

through which he could go to get a drink, he too disappeared.30

 That left Sam Fulcher, who had been wrenched from Slaugh-

ter’s hold by the crowd back down the road, and little William 

Walker. The man sat down and held the six-year-old boy as they 

shared some bread and a drink of water. Coming up to Slaughter 

and Fulcher, an old woman said a prayer for both. Other women 

called upon crowd members to pray aloud for Slaughter and the 

runaways. Not all were so peaceful. One woman shouted to Mc-

Clure that “if the [Salem] men had the same spirit she had they 

would take [him] off that horse and grind [him] in the dust.”31 To 

quiet the angry crowd, Rueben Dorland, a teacher and antislavery 

man who had joined the throng as it passed by the school, climbed 

atop a pile of boards and called for the crowd’s attention. He urged 

that everyone should “go before a Justice, and if the negroes were 

proved to be slaves their claimants should be permitted to take 

them.”32 Most of the Salem residents seemed to agree with Dor-

land, and their fury at the slavecatchers momentarily calmed.

 In his office across the street from Tunis Tavern, Justice of the 

Peace Nelson Gibbs launched the inquiry into the legality of taking 

the Fulchers and the Walkers back to slavery in Missouri. Crowd-

ing into the small room were James McClure, Sam Fulcher, Wil-

liam Walker, and Albert Button, a local attorney. It soon became 

apparent that the office was too small, and at Button’s suggestion, 

all agreed to shift the meeting to the Anti-Slavery Friends meet-

inghouse located nearby. Accompanied by the townspeople, the 

four walked east past Tunis Tavern and toward the meetinghouse, 

a block away. On the way, McClure asked Button whether he would 

serve as his counsel, but the attorney declined, saying he was work-

ing for the other side. He then went up the street with Justice Gibbs 

to the meetinghouse. Local anger began rising again as the time 

for the hearing drew near. To the crowd, Elihu Frazier declared, 

“Nothing short of a decree unsealed from God Almighty can take 

these negroes back to Missouri.”33

 Walking through the door of the meetinghouse were the four 

who had been in Gibbs’s office, along with McClure’s men, Samuel 
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Slaughter and Henry Brown. Button had separated the slavecatch-

ers from their captives, saying “out with the Negroes.”34 Also pres-

ent was Aaron Street Jr., who, along with Button, acted as counsel 

for the Walkers and the Fulchers. Townspeople filled the rest of the 

room, eager to see whether the justice of the peace would resolve 

the situation in favor of slavery or freedom.

 Button rose first to ask whether the slavecatchers could estab-

lish that Ruel Daggs had authorized them to retrieve his runaway 

slaves. He also asked whether the blacks now found in Salem were 

indeed enslaved. Slaughter said that McClure’s testimony would 

prove that they had authority to act for Daggs, but when Slaugh-

ter and McClure were asked whether they could show a certificate 

from a clerk of court in Missouri indicating that the Walkers and 

the Fulchers were escaped slaves, the slavecatchers could not do 

so. One of the lawyers for the escaped slaves then demanded Sam 

Fulcher’s release, saying, “Gentlemen, make way and let this free 

man pass!” The attorney then cautioned the onlookers not to let the 

angry Henry Brown out of the building, but the young man drew 

his pistol and made his way out the door undisturbed.35

 Button did not let the matter rest with a victory over the slave-

catchers on technical grounds. In addition to requesting that the 

runaways still in the court’s custody be removed from the proceed-

ings, he asked the justice to issue a writ for kidnapping and hold 

McClure until the writ could be issued. The attorney then followed 

Fulcher and little William out of the meetinghouse.

 Although Justice Gibbs did not act upon Button’s call for a writ, 

the demand had the desired effect. Slaughter and McClure, now 

thoroughly rattled, lacking legal counsel, and without legal proof 

that they were Daggs’s agents, were appalled to be portrayed as 

mere kidnappers. They had had enough. Worn out by the day’s hos-

tilities, they told the justice that they were willing to back down on 

their claim to the Walkers and the Fulchers. Justice of the Peace 

Gibbs then closed the proceedings by finding that, since the sup-

posed runaways had not been brought properly before him, he had 

no jurisdiction over the matter. He declared that the runaways 

were “free as himself for all he knew.”36 Not everyone was satis-
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fied with this muddled denouement to the day’s long confrontation 

over slavery. When Sam Fulcher and William Walker stepped out 

of the meetinghouse, Henry Brown was standing there with his 

pistol half drawn, grumbling that he would “shoot that d——d son 

of a b——h.”37 But he did not follow through on his threat.

 Outside, John Pickering approached Fulcher and the young boy. 

Pickering’s horses had drawn the wagon that carried Fulcher and 

his family and friends from the Des Moines River toward Salem. 

As Pickering watched, Fulcher walked across the road where a 

man had a horse unhitched, with the reins thrown over its head. 

Fulcher mounted the horse, and another man passed William up to 

him. They rode off, following Salem resident Paul Way, who rode a 

short distance ahead. Within a few minutes they were out of sight. 

The dispirited James McClure left town immediately, and Samuel 

Slaughter followed shortly thereafter. But they did not leave empty- 

handed. They took with them the four runaways who had rested 

outside town: Dorcas and Julia Fulcher and Martha and George 

Walker. 

The Invasion of Salem

If Salem’s antislavery activists thought themselves and at least 

some of the runaways victorious in this battle, they quickly learned 

that the battle was not yet won. To their surprise, two days after 

the confrontation in the meetinghouse, on Wednesday, June 7, 

one hundred Missourians, accompanied by a few supporters from 

Farmington, Iowa, rode into town. It is likely that Henry Brown 

had rushed ahead of James McClure and his captives to get news 

of the events in Salem to Ruel Daggs. Whoever delivered the news, 

it had electrified the slaveowner’s neighbors in Clark County. An-

gered by the actions of the Salem residents and urged on by Daggs’s 

offer of a $500 reward (about $14,700 in 2011) for the return of the 

runaways, the Missouri men who rode into Salem on June 7 came 

armed with rifles, pistols, and knives.38

 Stationing some of their number on each road that entered and 

exited the town, they divided into groups and began to search every 
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building. Under the threat of violence, the townspeople felt obliged 

to permit the searches as long as no one got hurt. Yelling, threaten-

ing, and keeping their guns ready to hand, the Missouri vigilantes 

turned the townspeople’s houses upside down but came up dry: 

Sam Fulcher, John and Mary Walker, and the two Walker children 

were nowhere to be found. During the search, Henry Brown identi-

fied certain townsfolk who had prevented McClure and Slaughter 

from taking the runaways back to Daggs’s farm two days before, 

and the Missourians arrested them. Using a handful of blank war-

rants received from a justice of the peace at Hillsboro, Iowa, they 

took into custody John H. Pickering, Thomas Clarkson Frazier, 

Erick Knudson, Elihu Frazier, Isaac C. Frazier, John Comer, and 

others. Paying no heed to the men’s protests, the vigilantes took 

them to a hotel and confined them there under guard overnight.

 Despite the Missouri posse’s efforts to close Salem down, two 

residents had managed to slip out of town during the search, one 

riding north to Mount Pleasant (ten miles away) for the county 

sheriff and the other going east twenty miles to Denmark, Iowa, for 

help. The sheriff arrived on Thursday morning, June 8, and, finding 

no legal basis for the Missourians’ arrests, ordered the men being 

held at the hotel to be freed. After releasing the anxious townsmen, 

the invaders then prepared to sit down for dinner at the hotel, but 

the sheriff declared that all the Missourians had fifteen minutes to 

leave town. They grabbed what food they could carry along with 

their belongings and rode to the village of Washington (by then 

generally known as Hillsboro), six miles away. There, according to 

one news report, “they visited a grocery and drank up all the li-

quor they could find” and “threatened to return to Salem, set fire to 

the town and hang some of the abolitionists, if they did not recover 

their negroes.”39 As it turned out, they had gotten out of Salem just 

in time to avoid worse violence. Not long after they fled, some forty 

armed rescuers from Denmark arrived. In the end, the only result 

was that Henry Brown, the local man who had joined forces with 

the slavecatchers, was forced to leave Henry County.40

 And where had all the runaways gone? The details reveal as 

much tragedy as triumph. The editor of the Chicago Western Citi-
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zen stated confidently that the armed Missouri mob would have had 

to travel “as far as Canada to accomplish their object” of bringing 

Sam Fulcher and the Walkers back to Missouri and then “go back 

with fleas in their ears,”41 but Dorcas and Julia Fulcher and Mar-

tha and George Walker had been forced back into slavery. John and 

Mary Walker, with their one-year-old, had fled into the crowd. Sam 

Fulcher and six-year-old William Walker had left town on a horse 

provided to them after Justice Gibbs declared that the slavecatch-

ers’ claims could not be verified. Salem resident Rachel Kellum lat-

er wrote that as a girl she had helped shelter and feed Fulcher and 

the boy near the farm owned by her father, Nathan Kellum.42 

 After Paul Way took the two runaways to the Kellums, Rachel 

writes that they were “taken to an old lime kiln about three miles 

northeast of town and hidden.” They stayed that night and the next 

day at the kiln, while Rachel and her sisters made fresh clothes for 

William. Following a brief stay in the Kellum home, Fulcher and 

the child then hid in a straw rack hastily put together for the two by 

the Kellums’ neighbor, Francis Shelldan, until men from Denmark 

came that evening to speed them on their flight. Whether John and 

Mary Walker and their baby joined Sam Fulcher and William in 

Denmark for the next leg of their journey toward freedom is un-

known. What is clear, though, is that freedom for the five came 

at a very high cost. Sam Fulcher had lost his wife and daughter, 

while John and Mary Walker lost two of their four children back to 

slavery.43

Public Response

Initial newspaper coverage of the battle over the fugitives revealed 

no sympathy for the Salem abolitionists, portraying their acts in 

helping Mary and John Walker, two of their children, and Sam 

Fulcher escape from slavery as shameful and criminal. While Mis-

souri newspapers naturally wrote of the “Abduction of Slaves,” 

Iowa papers described the events as a “Riot at Salem,” the work of 

“a gang of felons,” a “flagrant outrage” and “foul robbery”—mean-

ing the antislavery activists, not the slavecatchers.44 The editor of 
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the Keokuk Valley Whig and Register expressed disbelief that “the 

citizens of Iowa could be induced to violate the right of his neigh-

bor,” but if the allegations were true, he felt that “he who entices 

away or conceals a negro slave, so that his master may not get him 

again, is as criminal, as if he had stolen that man’s horse.” Certain-

ly, wrote the editor, “We have yet to see a single person who does 

not condemn the act as a shameless violation of private rights.”45

 After two weeks, less strident but more telling commentary re-

placed the emotional editorials. To dispel “odious, slanderous and 

false reports” about what had happened, nine Henry County citi-

zens wrote to explain that there was blame enough to go around 

and that “a few of our citizens and vicinity suffered their sympathy 

for the captive slaves to take the place of their better judgment, and 

on the occasion acted very imprudently.”46

 Meanwhile, Clark County Missourians remained angry about 

what had happened. Two days after the Missouri mob returned 

home from Salem, men met in Alexandria, Missouri (a few miles 

from Daggs’s farm), to talk about how to recover runaway blacks 

and how to prevent future escapes through Iowa. They decided to 

hold a larger meeting of concerned citizens on June 21 at Farm-

ington, Iowa.47 There, William Daggs and other Clark County and 

Farmington residents met at Tom’s Mill and adopted seven resolu-

tions to prevent what they called “negro stealing.” These they sent 

to the Keokuk Telegraphic Weekly Dispatch, requesting that the 

paper print them. Among the resolutions were the following: that 

Clark County slaveholders organize to prevent the escape of slaves, 

that they band together to ensure the speedy recovery of any escap-

ees, and that slaveholders raise a tax among themselves to reward 

people who apprehend “felons suspected of negro-stealing.”48

Going to Court

But Ruel Daggs was not about to let things rest there. Three 

months after the events of June 1848, he filed suit against nine-

teen Salem townsmen.49 Daggs sought $10,000 (about $294,000 

in 2011) for the loss of the runaways’ services, claiming that the 
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Salem residents had prevented his agents from retrieving the fugi-

tives, then harbored and concealed them, and ultimately enabled 

their escape. However, then as now, lawsuits were not quickly re-

solved. The suit dragged on from term to term in the U.S. District 

Court and, because of procedural mistakes, was amended along 

the way.50

 Throughout, the Salem defendants did all they could to delay. 

They questioned legal procedures, filed various motions to test the 

legal sufficiency of Daggs’s case, and claimed irregularities in the 

collection of witnesses’ sworn testimonies outside court in prepar-

ing for trial. When the court’s June term convened in 1850 in Bur-

lington, the defendants led off by arguing to have the witnesses’ 

depositions excluded. Judge John J. Dyer, who had practiced law 

for twelve years in Virginia and then two years in Dubuque before 

President James K. Polk appointed him U.S. District Court judge in 

1847, granted the defendants’ motion.51 The depositions had been 

gathered, he agreed, without obtaining advance court certification 

of the reasons for their collection, and they had been completed 

without filing proper paperwork. Immediately the plaintiff sought 

a continuance in order to bring the deposed witnesses in court. This 

Dyer denied, and he ordered the case to trial the next day.

 Without the depositions, David  Rorer— Daggs’s counsel, a for-

mer Virginian and noted Iowa  lawyer— could see his client’s chanc-

es for success fading.52 Of the men Daggs had hired to retrieve his 

fugitive property, James McClure was no longer available, having 

moved to Rusk County, Texas, and Henry Brown could not be lo-

cated, since he was on his way to chase gold in California. Without 

their depositions, Rorer fell back on asking the court for permis-

sion to dismiss several defendants from the suit and then immedi-

ately subpoenaed them as witnesses.

 A jury was selected, and with Burlington’s courtroom in Mar-

ion Hall packed full of listeners, the first day’s trial began June 

6, 1850. Rorer’s newly subpoenaed witnesses turned out to be less 

useful than he had hoped, but at the end of the day their testimo-

ny lent some support to the charge of harboring and concealing 

slaves. Testimony came from witnesses Samuel Slaughter and Wil-
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liam Daggs and several Salem residents: attorney Albert Button, 

Jonathan Pickering, Francis Frazier, and schoolmaster Reuben 

Dorland.

 Then came the closing arguments. J. C. Hall, a Mount Pleasant 

attorney working on behalf of the defendants, described this case 

as “truly  novel— the first suit of the kind ever brought west of our 

mighty river.” In his lengthy statement, he denied that the evidence 

showed defendants to have harbored or concealed the runaways. 

Rather, he argued that attorney David Rorer had “counted upon 

prejudice” that “sought in the signs of the times, for a feeling in 

your bosoms which would predispose you to convict the defend-

ants. The Union is at  stake— agitation is covering the land; rebuke 

the one and sustain the other. You are called upon for a victim. My 

clients are demanded for a sacrifice.”53 In short, he argued his case 

by placing it in the context of the national antagonism over slavery. 

The members of the jury should not convict his clients just because 

they don’t like abolitionists, Hall insisted; rather, they should ren-

der their judgment on the basis of the evidence.

 As Rorer rose to give the plaintiff ’s concluding argument, he 

agreed that this was an important trial. All the people involved 

in the escape of the Walkers and Sam Fulcher knew that “every 

State was bound by the Constitution to deliver up fugitives when 

claimed.” And yet, “here are men who have established a law of their 

own. Like all fanatics, they assume that there is a moral law, para-

mount to the Constitution, and even to the oracles of God himself.” 

He did not hesitate to tar the Salem rescuers with the controversial 

word “abolitionist,” and he called the Anti-Slavery Friends meet-

inghouse the “Abolition Meeting House.” This place, whenever not 

used for worship, he claimed, was desecrated “by the intrusion of 

abolition  sentiments— when converted into the ‘Committee Room’ 

of the ‘under-ground rail road’ company.” All the circumstances of 

the case and people involved, said Rorer, showed the defendants 

to be guilty. And he, too, placed his case in the context of national 

divisions: “The very subject upon which you are called to decide, 

is now agitating the country from Washington to the most distant 

borders. It has been a source of contention and distrust among the 
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people of both North and  South— of slave-holding and non-slave-

holding States. Your verdict will show whether there is just ground 

for this suspicion, as to us. Whether fanaticism is to be encouraged 

among us of the North, or the wild and maniac cry of disunion in 

the South.”54 

 Judge John J. Dyer then sent the case to the jury. He acknowl-

edged that it was

a case well calculated, at this time, to create some degree of interest 
in this community. For, while our whole country is agitated upon 
the subject of  Slavery— while towns, counties and States, have been 
and are arrayed against each other in an almost warlike attitude, 
and this great Confederacy is thus threatened with destruction, and 
the fears of citizens in various portions of the Union are exciting and 
inflaming their minds, and driving them to acts, which, it is feared, 
will have soon, if they have not already, brought us to the very verge 
of  Destruction— I repeat, it is not strange that there should be some 
interest manifested in the result of this case.55

 Dyer instructed members of the jury that their role was to decide 

whether any of the runaways “owe service or labor, according to 

the laws of the State from which they fled, to the person claiming 

him,” whether the slavecatchers were actually agents of Daggs, and 

whether the defendants knew these facts at the time of the alterca-

tion in June 1848. On the charge of “harboring and concealing,” 

the judge said the jury must decide whether statements made by 

the slavecatchers amounted to sufficient notice for Salem residents 

to avoid taking steps to “defeat the means of the claimant to se-

cure the fugitives.” When attorneys for the defendants and Daggs, 

the plaintiff, then requested certain additional instructions, Dyer 

granted a crucial one to Daggs: “That there need not be positive 

proof to enable plaintiff to recover, but circumstantial proof is suf-

ficient, if satisfactory in the minds of the jury.”56

 Fewer than two hours later, jury members returned a guilty 

verdict. They found “the defendants, Elihu Frazier, Thomas Clark-

son Frazier, John Comer, Paul Way, John Pickering, and William 

Johnson, guilty upon the first, second, third and fourth counts 
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of the declaration, and assessed the damages at twenty-nine 

hundred dollars.” As to the fifth and sixth counts, the Jury 

found the defendants not guilty. (The first two counts were that the 

defendants had rescued the slaves from Daggs or his agents; the 

second two, that the Salem residents had harbored and concealed 

the Walkers and the Fulchers; and the final two, that the accused 

men had prevented Daggs from recovering his property.) The next 

morning, June 8, 1850, the defendants argued for a new trial based 

on lack of evidence for some of the counts. Judge Dyer denied their 

appeal, stating that although the verdict was bad on the first three 

counts, it was sound on the fourth, which concerned concealing 

the fugitives. Dyer additionally ruled that Daggs could collect the 

costs of the suit from the defendants in addition to receiving the 

$2,900 judgment (about $86,000 in 2011).57

 Daggs’s supporters and proslavery Missourians doubtless felt 

vindicated by what turned out to be perhaps the last federal case 

decided under the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793.58 The editor of Mus-

catine’s Democratic newspaper praised the result as one that 

“should convince our southern brethren that the people of Iowa are 

mindful of their duties under the Constitution, and are ready to 

maintain the rights of every portion of our fellow-citizens.” 59 Join-

ing him was Iowa’s Democratic senator, Augustus Caesar Dodge, 

then in the midst of congressional deliberations on measures that 

in September would become the Compromise of 1850, including a 

new, stronger law requiring all Americans to return fugitive slaves 

to their masters. He believed that the Daggs ruling showed his fel-

low Iowans’ determination “to discharge their constitutional du-

ties” and to make sure Iowa’s “laws and its conduct speak a lan-

guage . . . that cannot be misunderstood.”60

 The editor of the Burlington Hawk-Eye saw it differently. Yes, 

slavery issues aroused strong public interest in 1850, and the trial 

“created much excitement in Henry, Van Buren and Lee counties 

in this State, and in Clark County Mo.,” but the editor questioned 

the verdict: “It may be somewhat puzzling to the readers of the evi-

dence as it has been to us, how a jury could find a verdict of 2,900 

dollars, with the costs running up to about a thousand more, in 
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favor of the plaintiff. It certainly shows a disposition to give to the 

South all they can possibly claim; and all this clamor about the 

necessity of more stringent laws to catch runaway slaves, as far as 

Iowa is concerned, is all a humbug.”61

 When it came to Daggs’s getting the money the defendants owed 

him, however, the Clark County slaveholder’s work had just begun. 

For the next three years, his attorneys faced one delay after an-

other while paying numerous fees to have their writs served, even 

as the defendants filed their own affidavits and depositions chal-

lenging the efforts to collect. Also, the defendants had little wealth 

for Daggs to confiscate because, knowing they might lose the court 

case, they had sold off or transferred most of their assets before 

and during the trial. Finally, when a chancery court judge on May 

16, 1853, found Daggs’s supplemental bill to be inadequately sup-

ported by the various documents, arguments, and exhibits pre-

sented, Ruel Daggs gave up. For all his legal efforts, payment of 

numerous court costs and attorney fees, and a verdict in his favor, 

he never collected a dime.62

 The June 1848 confrontation in Salem clearly signaled to slave-

holders in northeastern Missouri that times were changing. Iowa 

threatened to become a refuge for runaways, and if it did, its prox-

imity to Missouri would encourage more enslaved people to seek 

freedom. “These enthusiasts,” wrote the editor of the Hannibal 

Journal, “these fanatics, as they are called by some, but who de-

serve no softer appellation than thieves, have commenced their 

operations in a new quarter.” He recognized that “heretofore our 

only danger has been from Illinois, in which direction we had some 

safeguard in the fact that the Mississippi River intervened. Now a 

more dangerous outlet is opened in the North in the facilities of 

getting to Salem in Iowa, which is said to be the head quarters of 

these depredators and in which direction there is no similar bar-

rier, the River Desmoin[es] almost at all times being easily crossed 

by an individual without assistance from others.”63
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Jim White’s Story

Northeastern Missourians were not wrong to worry. The battle 

over the Walkers and the Fulchers was just one of many struggles 

over fugitive slaves during the late 1840s and early 1850s. Often, 

as in that case, the legal conflict hinged on proving whether a per-

son was enslaved or free. That question was rarely as simple to an-

swer as it now seems. To give an example, about the same time 

that Daggs’s slaves escaped from his farm with the help of people 

in Salem, a young black man named Jim White arrived in the city 

today called Muscatine, then a town of about two thousand people 

and known as Bloomington (until about 1850). In this Mississippi 

River town, situated on a great bend at which all steamboats land-

ed, White found work at the American House, a hotel owned by 

James Borland.1

 Five months later, in early November 1848, Horace M. Freeman 

arrived from St. Louis and got a room at the hotel. Late the next 

afternoon, when he noticed a steamboat coming toward the moor-

ing dock, he left his room to check out in the hotel lobby. Paying his 

bill, he asked Borland whether he happened to know of a black boy 

named Jim. When told that Borland had just such a young man 

working for him in the kitchen, Freeman immediately headed 

there. He spotted Jim working with Borland’s wife and grabbed 

him by the collar. To the accompaniment of Mrs. Borland’s startled 

screams, Freeman began dragging Jim from the room.2 

 James Borland rushed to the kitchen and demanded to know 

what Freeman was doing. Jim had escaped from slavery in St. 

Louis, Freeman shouted, and he meant to get the fugitive back to 
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his master there. When Borland demanded to know Freeman’s au-

thority to do this, Freeman pulled from his pocket a letter showing 

that he held power of attorney for Thomas R. Hughes, supposedly 

Jim’s owner. That was not enough, replied Borland, who directed 

Freeman to turn the boy loose and get out of his hotel. If Jim was 

in fact a runaway slave, Borland insisted, Freeman needed to get a 

warrant for his arrest from the justice of the peace based on proven 

ownership. Freeman bellowed he would “be d——d if he would do 

any such thing; that he intended to take him to Saint Louis and 

try him there, and if any man interfered, he would blow his brains 

out”—all this as he continued pulling Jim toward the door. When 

Borland stepped in to prevent Jim’s removal, Freeman drew a pis-

tol from his pocket, and in turn Borland grabbed a set of tongs.

 News that a hotel guest was aiming a pistol at Borland’s breast 

and threatening to shoot him spread through the house and 

brought two other people running in to help the hotelkeeper. See-

ing himself outnumbered and unable to take Jim on his own, Free-

man grudgingly backed off and agreed to get a warrant. But Bor-

land arrived first at the office of D. C. Cloud, justice of the peace, 

where he filed a warrant for the arrest of Horace Freeman, charg-

ing him with assault with a deadly weapon. Then in walked a man 

named Lowry who, acting on Freeman’s behalf, wanted a warrant 

to apprehend an escaped slave. Cloud told him that the writ for 

Freeman would require that some preliminary steps be taken. 

More importantly, “he had better get an attorney because, from 

the feeling that was aroused, he would have difficulty in getting the 

Slave.” Cloud ordered the arrest of Freeman, who posted bail, while 

Jim was held in jail until trial.

 Word of Jim’s arrest spread quickly, causing considerable pub-

lic excitement. The next morning, crowding into Cloud’s twenty-

by-twenty-six-foot office were as many people as could fit. Many, 

Cloud remembered, were there not so much to listen as to “take 

sides for or against ‘Jim.’ ” The trial took two days, and each day at 

noon and in the evening, proslavery and antislavery friends con-

stantly buttonholed Cloud to persuade him one way or the other.3

 One friend awakened Cloud (a widower who slept in a room ad-
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joining his office) by rapping at his door at midnight. The man, an 

old Virginian, asked where the situation stood, and they discussed 

the matter briefly. Then, turning to leave, he urged Cloud to find 

that “that nigger is as much property as a hoss, and I hope you will 

not deprive the owner of his property.” And hardly had Cloud left 

his room the next morning when he “was almost besieged by the 

friends of Jim.” That group left unsure about where Cloud stood 

concerning the young man’s fate, so its members went on to see S. 

C.  Hastings— then a judge of the Iowa Supreme Court. They want-

ed to arrange for a writ of habeas corpus on Jim’s behalf in case 

Cloud ordered Jim into Freeman’s custody.4 (Such a writ would re-

quire a court to determine whether the government had the right 

to continue detaining the prisoner.)

 Entering the crowded courtroom to open proceedings, Cloud 

could see that both parties were well-represented by Bloomington’s 

finest legal  talent— Freeman defended by Ralph P. Lowe and Jacob 

Butler, and the state by W. G. Woodward and J. Scott Richman.5 

Tempers soon flared. Woodward alleged that if Freeman got Jim 

back to St. Louis and sold him, Thomas Hughes would give him 

one-half the price received. And he wanted his opinion known: “If 

Freeman gets any part of this money I hope it will burn up his 

soul.” “Amen,” yelled Dr. C. P. Hastings (brother of Supreme Court 

justice S. C. Hastings). Ralph Lowe retorted, “That Amen came 

from an Abolitionist.” Hastings replied, “You are a liar,” and only 

the tightly packed crowd prevented them from coming to blows.

 This being Cloud’s first slave-related case, the thirty-one-year-

old justice of the peace moved carefully through the facts and legal 

arguments during the two days of the early November trial.6 In the 

end, he had to rely on a single precedent, which had arisen from a 

case heard by a justice of the peace concerning an enslaved man 

named Ralph in 1839.

 What we know of Ralph’s life begins in 1830, when Jordan 

Montgomery, a northeast Missouri slaveholder, bought the man, a 

field hand, from his father. Three years later Montgomery struck a 

deal with Ralph to buy his own freedom. In a written agreement, 

the slaveowner allowed Ralph, now in his late thirties, to move to 
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Iowa Territory and work off his servitude for $550 (about $13,800 

in 2011) by the end of 1838. But when the contract came due, Ralph 

had not yet earned enough working in Dubuque’s lead mines to pay 

his way out of bondage. Montgomery, short of money, hired two 

men for $100 (about $2,500 in 2011) to get Ralph back. The two 

men requested and received an order from the justice of the peace 

at Dubuque directing the sheriff to arrest Ralph. Having done so, 

the sheriff steered clear of town as he brought the handcuffed man 

down to Bellevue harbor for the agents to deliver him downriver, 

back into slavery.

 The sheriff was wise to avoid going through town, because Ralph 

was well-liked in Dubuque and his arrest had not gone unnoticed. 

Lead miner and grocer Alexander Butterworth hurried to Judge 

Wilson, a local district court justice who also served on the territo-

rial Supreme Court, and successfully pleaded for a writ of habeas 

corpus so that Ralph would have to be taken before the court to 

determine whether he had been afforded due process. The sheriff, 

on receiving the writ, retrieved Ralph from the steamboat.

 Within a month the case moved to the Iowa Supreme Court, and 

arguments were heard on July 4, 1839. Ralph benefited from the 

rhetorical skills of lawyer David Rorer, the native-born Virginian 

and experienced attorney who had been living in Iowa Territory 

for four years and later acted on behalf of Ruel Daggs (see chapter 

2). Rorer argued that the conditions of Ralph’s case did not fit the 

laws for reclaiming an escaped slave because the man had not es-

caped servitude. In fact, he had been allowed to enter Iowa, which 

forbade slavery, to find work to meet an obligation. Furthermore, 

Iowa’s 1839 Act to Regulate Blacks and Mulattoes, which required 

blacks settling in Iowa to post a bond of $500 and show evidence 

that they were free, did not apply here because Ralph had arrived 

before the law went into effect and, moreover, was not a slave but a 

worker under contract.

 Montgomery’s lawyer argued that Ralph should be considered 

a fugitive slave because he had failed to buy his freedom. But the 

two-judge tribunal was not persuaded. By day’s end, they ruled in 
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Ralph’s favor. Chief Justice Charles Mason wrote that when Ralph 

entered Iowa for work, it was under a contract for debt, not as a 

fugitive slave. And since slave property did not exist in Iowa, Mont-

gomery had no basis to assert rights of ownership over Ralph. (The 

U.S. Supreme Court’s Dred Scott decision nineteen years later 

would reach the opposite conclusion about the status of a slave in 

a free state.) Ralph continued to live in Dubuque and even struck a 

valuable deposit of lead, but then he succumbed to smallpox while 

caring for another at a pest house.7

 On the basis of this precedent, Cloud rendered the verdict that 

Jim White should be considered a free man and that Freeman was 

guilty of assault and battery and must pay a fine of $20 (roughly 

$600 in 2011) and court costs. The story might have ended there, 

with the happy outcome of a once enslaved man set free, except that 

events before and after the trial made it more  complicated— and 

more interesting.

 Horace M. Freeman had not, in fact, gone to Bloomington on the 

off chance of finding Jim. He knew very well that the young man 

was there and intended to rush him down to the steamboat just at 

departure time. Since 1844 Jim had been owned by Thomas R. and 

Sarah Lowry Hughes. He had come to be the Hughes’s property 

through Sarah’s side of the family. As a child, Jim had been raised 

in St. Louis under the direction of Catherine M. Merry, wife of Dr. 

Samuel H. Merry, a physician. She had had three children by an 

earlier marriage to a man named Lowry, one of whom was Sarah. 

By 1844, however, the Merry family had decided to move north to 

the area around Bloomington, Iowa, where other family members 

lived.8 Moving to a free state meant that Catherine Merry had to 

either free Jim or sell him. She persuaded nineteen-year-old Sarah 

to buy him for $500 (about $15,500 in 2011), since the younger 

woman intended to remain in St. Louis after her upcoming mar-

riage to Thomas R. Hughes. Mother and daughter apparently also 

agreed that Jim would eventually buy his freedom by working on 

a steamboat that operated on the lower Mississippi between St. 

Louis and New Orleans.9
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 The plan went awry when Jim quarreled with a steamboat stew-

ard and went away from the fight with a severe head injury. The 

Hughes family sent him upriver to Dr. Merry’s at Bloomington for 

treatment. Not long afterward, the physician decided that Jim was 

growing insolent and ordered him off the farm, evidently expect-

ing him to return to his stepdaughter, Sarah Hughes, back in St. 

Louis. Instead, Jim drifted into Bloomington where American 

House proprietor James Borland hired him. Jim’s risky decision 

to work for himself left the St. Louis family members in a predica-

ment, having neither their slave nor their $500. The Merrys, seeing 

the Hughes family’s continued ownership of Jim at risk, evidently 

advised them to retrieve Jim. By early November their agent, Hor-

ace M. Freeman, was on a St. Louis steamboat making his way to 

Bloomington, with the results described above.10

 When Cloud convened his proceedings, Freeman’s assault charg-

es came up first. After listening to considerable preliminary dis-

cussion among the parties, Cloud decided to refrain from issuing a 

ruling, wanting to examine first the charge that Jim was a fugitive 

slave. The main witness for this part of the case proved to be Cath-

erine M. Merry. Her testimony suggested that she alone within the 

family was Jim’s owner. Indeed, it had been her seventeen-year-

old son, Samuel Lowry, who went to Cloud’s office for a writ to ar-

rest Jim as a fugitive. Catherine testified that Jim had been, and 

remained, under no one’s control but hers both before and after 

his transfer to the Hughes family in 1844. Admitting to her habit 

of “interfering between Jim and his mistress, Miss Lowry [Sarah 

Hughes],” Catherine acknowledged that Jim had accompanied her 

upriver from St. Louis to Bloomington four months earlier without 

having the consent of his legal owner, Sarah. Catherine had in fact 

known where Jim was living in town, and she concluded her testi-

mony by expressing her intent to free him by refunding the $500 

Sarah had paid for him.11

 Because Catherine had known where Jim was the whole time, 

argued the claimant’s lawyers, her testimony proved that Jim had 

left the Hughes household without permission and therefore was a 
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fugitive subject to forcible recapture. Not so fast, claimed lawyers 

for the state. Freeman had illegally attempted to take him directly 

to St. Louis without having had a hearing before a justice in ac-

cord with Iowa law. Furthermore, because Hughes knew of Jim’s 

whereabouts thanks to Catherine Merry’s actions, Hughes had 

essentially consented to her decision that Jim could go to Iowa. 

Justice Cloud agreed with the lawyers for the state and therefore 

charged Freeman, as noted above, $20 and costs for his forcible 

and threatening actions. As for Jim, Cloud found that “there was 

an implied consent on the part of Hughes, if not a direct allowance, 

that the young man, Jim, might come to Iowa” under Mrs. Merry’s 

authority, and so the young man need not be returned to slavery in 

Missouri.12

 Freeman took the decision poorly, exclaiming, “Well this is a hot 

abolition hole; it is worse than Chicago; I suppose I will have to go 

to jail.” To that, Cloud abruptly replied, “Certainly, unless you pay 

up.” Hearing this, the old Virginian merchant who had made the 

midnight visit to Cloud’s place came forward. “Sa,” said he, “you 

shan’t go to jail, I will pay the bill.”13 Not yet ready to give up, Free-

man remained in town. Jim, meanwhile, kept out of sight, fearing 

another attempt to snatch him away. One of Jim’s most dedicated 

protectors was a twenty-two-year-old African American barber, 

Alexander Clark, who had lived in Bloomington for six years. Am-

bitious and businesslike, Clark had begun to invest in woodlot 

properties so he could supply firewood to the passing steamboats. 

More importantly, because of his eloquence and general likeability, 

Clark was rising in local esteem and becoming active in civil rights 

issues and religious and fraternal life.

 The newly married Clark hid Jim in the loft of his house fol-

lowing Cloud’s decision (see figure 8). Worries about Jim’s plight 

sharpened when a local fellow informed Clark that an elderly man 

in town named Michael Greene was about to drive his team to 

Chicago and had offered to take Jim with him. Suspicious of the 

proposal, Clark came up with a way to avoid antagonizing Greene 

while at the same time saving Jim from what he thought was prob-
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ably a trap. He arranged with Greene that, before nightfall, Greene 

would cross the Mississippi River and wait at a particular spot un-

til dark, when Jim would come across in a skiff.14

 At twilight two of Clark’s friends rowed out on the river and an-

chored their boat at a point hidden from shore. As nightfall deep-

ened, Clark and Jim pushed off in a skiff toward the Illinois side, 

and upon arriving where his friends sat waiting mid-river, the two 

transferred into their boat and let the skiff float down toward the 

Illinois shore. In the quiet they heard the sounds of other boats 

crossing, and as they rowed back toward the Iowa shore, the four 

smiled to know that the slavecatchers would spend hours poking 

through the Illinois brush in search of Jim. Greene returned to 

Bloomington the next morning, having decided not to make the 

trip to Chicago after all.15

 Meanwhile, Horace Freeman decided to take the steamboat to 

Dubuque. This time he appealed for and received a warrant for 

Jim’s arrest from U.S. District Court judge John J. Dyer. Return-

ing to Bloomington the night of November 13, he had Jim arrested 

the next day. Jim’s supporters then sought and obtained a writ of 

habeas corpus from Judge Serranus C. Hastings (also referred to 

as S. C. Hastings), acting chief justice of the Iowa Supreme Court, 

who eventually decided on technical grounds against the legality 

of Freeman’s arrest of Jim. He ruled that because Dyer’s court had 

concurrent jurisdiction with that of Justice Cloud in Bloomington 

under the U.S. code of procedures, Dyer’s order could not apply 

after Cloud had decided the case. Additionally, Hastings denied 

Freeman’s request for an appeal of Cloud’s decision, putting an end 

to further legal action. Shortly thereafter, standing on the steps of 

the American House, Dr. C. P. Hastings placed his hand on Jim’s 

shoulder and declared to onlookers, “Here is a free man.”16 Once 

again, antislavery activists had succeeded in using the law to free 

someone. Thereafter, Jim remained for some time in Bloomington 

and became a member of the town’s African Methodist Episcopal 

Church.17
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Growing Violence

Reports of Iowans’ interference with the return of people whom 

Missourians saw as fugitives invariably soured the attitudes of pro-

slavery people toward the state. The year after these 1848 events 

in Salem and Bloomington, both Missourians and Iowans began 

to hear tales of more slave escapes and increased violence, rein-

forcing some people’s belief that African Americans had to be 

held in bondage to keep white people safe. In late October 1849 a 

chill went through Marion County, Missouri, when a slave named 

Ben killed two white farm children. A week later an armed posse 

caught up with twenty-seven people just preparing to escape north 

to Iowa from Lewis County. After brief resistance, this large group 

surrendered. And when three months after that a Marion County 

slave burned down a stable in town before riding off toward Iowa, 

people became even more alarmed.18

 A Muscatine newspaper editor, learning about a woman and 

her child who had reportedly escaped from Dr. W. T. of Monroe 

County, Missouri, and gone to Iowa along with her husband from 

another household in a nearby county, lamented that it would 

“create a panic among slaveholders”—and, he argued, would work 

against the interests of abolitionists, too. In addition to nourishing 

“a dangerous feeling of hostility in one section towards another,” 

the editor believed that the unsettled circumstances along the 

midwestern border between slave and free states meant that “the 

first ‘nigger trader’ that comes along can pick up plenty of first rate 

bargains.” He concluded that although abolitionists might gain 

“the freedom of some negroes,” their actions were causing “many 

more [slaveholders] to sell [the bondspeople] into worse slavery, 

further South.”19 “As each year passed,” writes Hannibal, Missouri, 

historian Terrell Dempsey, public meetings about runaways and 

abolitionists attracted more people and “the measures adopted to 

restrain slaves became harsher.” No more did people talk of gradu-

ally ending slavery in the state.20
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The Pyles Family

Catherine Merry and her daughter and son-in-law were not the 

only family members to fight over human property. While slavery 

ripped apart African American families, it also caused no small 

amount of strife among slaveowners. Five years after the Jim 

White case took place, a partially enslaved family from Kentucky 

arrived in Keokuk through Missouri. What happened to the Pyles 

family became a story well-known in Keokuk.21 

 Harry M. Pyles was a free man of mixed heritage who worked in 

the harness- and shoe-mending trade near Bardstown, Kentucky. 

His wife, Charlotta (who was of Seminole, German, and African 

ancestry; see figure 9), and their twelve children were enslaved 

to Hugh and Sarah Gordon, whose farm was near Bardstown 

in central Kentucky. Fortunately for the Pyleses, the elder Gor-

don and his daughter, Frances Gordon, had become antislavery 

Methodists. Upon his death in 1834 Hugh Gordon left Charlotta 

and her children, plus the family plantation, to Frances for life, 

with the remainder of his estate split among his other children. 

Then in 1853 Frances’s brothers, Joel (a Baptist minister) and 

 William— administrators of the  estate— decided to end their fa-

ther’s arrangements. In response, Frances, now seventy-nine years 

old, undertook to move the Pyleses north and free them in accord 

with antislavery Methodist teachings. Her brothers would have 

none of that and connived to block her efforts.22

 They first kidnapped Benjamin, one of the Pyles’s children, and 

sold him to a Mississippi slave dealer, who in turn took him to 

Missouri’s hemp-raising country. Now alerted that her brothers 

posed a greater threat to the Pyles’s emancipation than she had 

supposed, Frances rushed to shield the rest of the family by leaving 

for Minnesota Territory. To foil her plans again, the brothers sued 

in September 1853, charging that their aging sister had become 

incapable of managing her affairs. But after she appeared in court 

and clearly asserted her rights to do with her slaves whatever she 

wanted, including take them north and free them, the jury agreed 
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that her senses remained intact. Hence, she kept control of her 

property.23

 The next month, the brothers, now joined by other relatives, 

tried again to have the court intervene. They filed another suit on 

October 22, 1853, this time questioning Frances’s ownership and 

her right to transport the slaves outside Kentucky, questions the 

court dismissed the following March. By then, however, she and 

the Pyles family were gone. In the fall of 1853 the group of at least 

eighteen people (including five of Harry and Charlotta’s grand-

children) had left Kentucky in a covered wagon drawn by three 

horse  teams— the household goods in the wagon bed and family 

members stuffed in around  them— with four extra horses tied to 

the back of the wagon. Led by Frances and assisted by a white Ohio 

minister named Claycomb, they passed through Louisville, contin-

ued by steamboat to St. Louis, and then traveled by covered wagon 

toward Iowa, crossing the Des Moines River into Keokuk just as 

cold weather set in.24

 Deciding to stay in Keokuk instead of going on to Minnesota, 

Harry Pyles, then sixty-seven years old, began building a small 

brick house. The winter was trying, though, because the large fam-

ily found it difficult to make ends meet with only Harry employed 

as a leather worker and the oldest son as a teamster. Charlotta (age 

fifty-four) then conceived a way out of their desperate straits that 

would also reunify two of her daughters with their still-enslaved 

husbands, who had been left behind. If the sons-in-law were freed, 

they could contribute to the family income. Charlotta decided to 

seek $3,000 (about $90,000 in 2011) from helpful antislavery 

citizens to buy the men’s freedom for $1,500 each. With letters of 

recommendation in hand, she traveled east to deliver her plea to 

sympathetic audiences, first in Philadelphia, then New York and 

New England.

 Aided by notable antislavery activists over the next six months, 

this remarkable, uneducated woman traveled through unfamiliar 

territory, giving speeches and asking for donations. She returned 

to Iowa with the entire amount needed and then went to Kentucky, 
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where she bought her two sons-in-law out of slavery. The success 

came with heartbreak, however, for her son Benjamin, whom the 

Gordon brothers had kidnapped and sold before he could go north 

with his family, had learned of her fundraising effort and asked her 

to buy his freedom instead of that of one of the sons-in-law. When 

she ultimately chose to redeem the two sons-in-law because each 

had a wife and children while her son was single, she never heard 

from Benjamin again. Historical records show that he later mar-

ried, had four children, and lived in Waverly, Missouri.25

 In the aftermath of these struggles, Frances Gordon spent her 

final years living with the Pyleses in Keokuk. Two of Charlotta’s 

daughters eventually worked with a Quaker family in Salem, Iowa, 

in exchange for board and access to schooling; and one of her 

grandsons, Geroid Smith, became in 1880 one of the first African 

American high school graduates in the state of Iowa.26

Thomas Rutherford’s 

Missing Slave

Despite northeast Missouri’s efforts to restrict slaves’ movements 

and suppress antislavery talk, during the 1850s the expansion of 

settlement in Iowa gave enslaved people new escape routes to the 

North, and they seized the opportunities, sometimes gaining pub-

lic notice as a result. When a black stranger rode up to the West-

ern Hotel in Burlington, Iowa, on a quiet midweek evening in June 

1855, hotel and boardinghouse loungers turned their heads to 

watch. Folks near the corner of Fourth Street and Jefferson (the 

town’s principal business street) naturally began to gossip about 

whether the fellow might be a runaway slave. The next morning, 

when the man came down and called for his horse, the hotel pro-

prietor refused to release it.27

 The stranger, now on foot, by and by found someone in town who 

either suggested he look for Dr. Edwin James or, more likely, took 

him by wagon up the bluffs surrounding Burlington and to James’s 

stone farmhouse, five miles southwest of town (see figures 10 and 

11). The next morning, early risers looking toward the Mississippi 
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River landing might have seen Dr. James in his open buggy, wait-

ing to cross to Illinois on the ferry. Beside him on this Saturday 

morning sat the same black fellow who had earlier stayed at the 

Western Hotel. Once the ferry reached the Illinois shore, James 

drove his buggy onto the landing and took a less traveled path. At 

that moment, two men approached. They had likely crossed on 

the other ferry from Burlington and now blocked the buggy, com-

manding the driver to stop. James ignored them and started to 

push his way forward, but when the two men drew revolvers and 

knives to back up their demand, he was forced to pull his horse to 

a halt.

 The  slavecatchers— for that was what they were, two men named 

William C. Young and Solomon  Rose— insisted that the man seat-

ed next to James belonged to Thomas Rutherford, a wealthy fif-

ty-year-old Scotchman who had begun farming in Clark County, 

Missouri, in 1829.28 James refused to hand him over. The standoff 

ended only when the two slavecatchers agreed to have the ferry-

boat operator return everyone to Iowa where they could take up 

their claim with the authorities. As James drove his rig back to-

ward the landing, another Burlington man who had overheard the 

rising argument walked up to the group and asked whether the 

slavecatchers had papers proving they were Rutherford’s agents. 

When Young and Rose could show none, the man declared that 

James ought to go on his way. But the buggy was already onboard, 

and the slavehunters quickly persuaded the ferry operator to re-

lease the boat tie. Before anyone could disembark, the ferry shoved 

off toward the Burlington side of the river.29

 From the Iowa shore James drove up to Jefferson Street. Three 

blocks farther west he came to a stop at the post office on Third 

and Washington streets. One slavecatcher and a few likeminded 

townspeople stood guard over James and his black companion 

while the other went to find someone who could grant them the 

legal authority to take the alleged fugitive back to Missouri. Other 

Burlington residents went in search of a lawyer for Edwin James 

and the stranger, both of whom remained silent while they sat for 

an hour in the buggy. Most passersby and those in the gathering 
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crowd sympathized with the unnamed man’s plight and wanted 

to make sure the slavehunters were given no leeway claiming their 

prize.30

 James’s quiet bearing had become well-known locally in recent 

years. He had been an active young man, working as a physician, a 

botanist with the scientific expedition to the West that Stephen H. 

Long had led in 1820, an army surgeon, and an Indian agent. He 

was also an author, having translated five English-language works 

into Ojibwa. Upon leaving public service, he did land surveys and 

in 1836 established his farm at what was known as Rock Springs 

near Burlington. But life’s disappointments had taken their toll. At 

age fifty-eight Edwin James lived largely withdrawn from society, 

a near recluse, with strong political  opinions— opposition to alco-

hol, concern for Indian welfare, and a hatred of  slavery— that not 

many shared.31

 So when on June 23 the black man walked down the lane that 

separated a forested ravine from the open prairie toward James’s 

farm, he met an unusual character. Some described James as gen-

tle, “tall, erect, with a benevolent expression of countenance and 

a piercing black eye.” He was also, in the words of Burlington’s 

Congregational minister, William Salter, something of “a mystic, 

a recluse, an abolitionist,” who was “an underground conductor 

for men ‘guilty of a skin not colored like his own.’ ” 32 This was just 

the sort of man the black caller  needed— but the slavecatchers had 

caught up with him despite James’s help.

 The scene unfolding in front of the post office caught the eye of 

thirty-four-year-old attorney George Frazee. Gazing out the win-

dow of his second-story office at the street below, he saw how the 

excited and growing “crowd hovered about the wagon in which sat 

Dr. James and the negro, both quiet and cool, seemingly careless 

as to what was said or what might eventually be done. They did not 

appear to take any part in the talk that was noisily going around 

and about them.”33

 The editor for the Burlington Weekly Hawk-Eye observed that 

“most of the spectators were anxious to see the colored chattel run” 

and protect himself “with the well loaded revolver with which he 



The Struggle Intensifies  ::  61

was armed.” Others declared that the crowd must remain “sound 

on constitutional questions” concerning any interference with 

slavecatchers retrieving a runaway.34 Of the townspeople’s divided 

opinions, George Frazee later recalled that some were eager “to 

take sides with the Missourians. Every man in the crowd who was 

himself a native of the slave-region, or the son of such a  native— and 

there were many such in  Burlington— seemed to be very zealous 

in his manifestations of sympathy with the slave claimants.” Al-

though most were “of the class in the South that never owned a 

slave” and had “come here to better their condition,” they nonethe-

less “brought with them all their local prejudices and habits, and 

especially their imbibed hatred of the negro who chanced to be-

lieve that he had quite as good a right to his personal liberty as the 

man who claimed to be his master and owner.” Any black people 

who thought otherwise, such men thought, deserved “prompt and 

decisive punishment” for their insolence.35

 Of the respectable Northerners in the crowd, though few would 

have considered themselves abolitionists or would have been in-

clined to interfere with slavery where it existed, many saw the 

black man in the wagon as the victim of a system that was “inhu-

man” and “obnoxious because of its political influence.” Forced to 

confront the pernicious institution of slavery in person, they “were 

roused to action” and insisted that the slavehunter must “prove his 

claim to the fullest extent and in the most strictly legal manner.”36

 Within an hour of the wagon’s stopping by the post office, Wil-

liam Young came out of Marion Hall, Burlington’s five-year-old 

county courthouse (see figure 12). The slavecatcher had been joined 

by Milton D. Browning, a strong-featured, “grave and thought-

ful” Kentucky-born attorney and active Whig Party leader. The 

two walked down Third Street toward Frazee’s office, because he 

served as the appointed U.S. commissioner empowered under the 

Fugitive Slave Act to review such cases. Entering the small wood-

en building a block away, Young and Browning climbed a narrow 

flight of stairs to meet with Frazee.37

 The two men filed a complaint against the alleged fugitive, 

whom they called “Dick.” They asked Frazee to issue a warrant 
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for Dick’s arrest on grounds that he had escaped on June 21 from 

service owed to Thomas Rutherford of Clark County, Missouri. 

Having pursued the man to Burlington, Young asked that he, as 

Rutherford’s agent, be authorized to reclaim the fugitive and con-

vey him back to Missouri. Frazee issued a warrant and handed it 

to the just-arrived U.S. marshal, Frederick Funk, directing him to 

arrest the man alleged to be Dick and bring him upstairs to the 

office. While doing this, Marshal Funk also confiscated from the 

man “a huge, old-fashioned pistol, such as horsemen used to carry 

before Colt invented the revolver” (in other words, before 1836).38

 Joining the black man at Frazee’s office was T. D. Crocker, a 

young lawyer someone had hastily hired to represent the supposed 

runaway at this hearing. To keep onlookers from going up to the 

commissioner’s office, Burlington’s city marshal stood atop the sec-

ond-floor stairs and warned the people gathering below to remain 

where they were and be peaceful, for he “did not want a fight.”39 

Straightaway, Crocker requested that Frazee’s examination of evi-

dence be put off until Tuesday so that the alleged runaway could 

find a more qualified attorney, and Milton Browning, Young’s law-

yer, immediately agreed, probably because the delay might enable 

the slaveowner, Thomas Rutherford, to attend. The marshal took 

“Dick” into custody in the county jail until the examination and 

trial could be completed.

 This action left slavecatcher Young in an uneasy position. To re-

inforce his claim that he had nabbed the right person (and there-

fore would quickly get his reward after “Dick” was released to him), 

he had at one point professed to be Rutherford’s son-in-law and 

said that Dick had run away while working for him. But, Frazee 

recalled, upon questioning it became apparent that Young “was en-

tirely ignorant of [Dick’s] personal appearance, and had assumed 

that the Negro he found with Dr. James must be the Dick he was 

hunting for,” on the basis of Rutherford’s description. Perhaps not 

wanting to risk taking an oath about the arrested man’s identity 

but still wanting to clinch the case, Young hurriedly went back to 

Missouri to bring Rutherford’s son to Burlington so that he could 
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prove that Young’s prey was in fact the fugitive Dick, property of 

Thomas Rutherford.

 Meanwhile, leading citizens took steps to defend “Dick.” Iowa 

governor James Grimes, writing from his Burlington home, 

dashed off a letter to his wife, who was visiting friends in Maine. 

“Exciting times here,” he wrote, and amid all this great excitement 

“several personal collisions have grown out of it. How it will end 

no one knows.” He assured her, “It has been determined that the 

negro shall have able counsel, and a resort to all legal means for 

release, before any other [course of action] is resorted to.” He also 

confessed that “if not in office, I am inclined to think I should be a 

law-breaker” on behalf of the alleged fugitive.40 Much had changed 

in Iowa since the territorial legislature had so easily ignored anti-

slavery petitions in the early 1840s.

 Grimes and others arranged for Ralph Lowe of Keokuk, a judge 

and attorney who would himself serve as governor of Iowa in the 

near future, to come to town on Monday night with a writ of ha-

beas corpus ready, in case Tuesday’s trial brought an adverse deci-

sion. Also, Grimes revealed to his wife that he had told his “friends 

and the friends of the slave to be present at the trial,” including 

Presbyterian abolitionists from Yellow Springs and Huron town-

ships. Two leading men in particular joined Grimes to round up 

support. One was David Rorer, the intense and animated Burling-

ton lawyer who had won Ralph his freedom in 1839 and had repre-

sented Ruel Daggs in the 1850 suit against the men who helped the 

Walkers and Sam Fulcher escape from slavery. The second, Henry 

Fitz Warren, was a thirty-five-year-old Whig businessman with 

undisguised contempt for slavery. In fact, he had resigned his as-

sistant postmaster-general position in disgust after President Mil-

lard Fillmore agreed to sign the Fugitive Slave Act. Earlier in 1855 

he had been in the running for U.S. senator from Iowa.41

 Tuesday morning, U.S. Commissioner Frazee convened his in-

vestigation proceedings at the district courtroom in Marion Hall 

amid an air of excitement. The case of the alleged fugitive versus 

the slavecatchers had attracted throngs of people wanting to see 
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the proceedings. The crowd kept the U.S. marshal and the city 

marshal busy filling the seats and then turning away all those still 

standing outside who wanted in. Frazee, unaware of Governor 

Grimes’s personal involvement, knew of Warren’s work to gather 

sympathizers at the court. He also knew that Judge Lowe had been 

summoned. Seated with the slavecatchers was the attorney Milton 

Browning and next to him an unidentified man. To represent the 

man accused of having fled slavery, David Rorer had joined T. D. 

Crocker. Frazee, a reserved man of a scholarly and kindly tempera-

ment, called the proceedings to order and waited as the lively as-

semblage quieted down. 

 After a few preliminaries, the doors opened to bring the sup-

posed escaped slave into the packed courtroom. Marshals prompt-

ly shut the doors, and the mayor remained as guard to keep the 

crowd outside from pushing in. Commissioner Frazee called upon 

Browning to bring his witness to the stand. The man identified 

himself as the son of Thomas Rutherford. Browning swore him in. 

Frazee recalled what happened next:

Mr. Browning asked that the negro, who occupied a seat some dis-
tance from the witness, might be required to stand up, so that the 
witness might obtain a clear view of him. Without any hesitation 
Dick assumed a standing position and boldly confronted the wit-
ness. Mr. Browning then interrogated the witness as to the identity 
of “Dick.” The answer was a surprise to all present, quite as much 
to me as to anyone. Instead of affirming that Dick was his father’s, 
the witness promptly responded that the negro before him was not; 
that he did not know him and that he had never seen him before.42

Rorer at once moved that the man be released from custody, which 

was done, and a jubilant shout sprang from the courtroom audi-

ence, much to Frazee’s shock.

 The infectious jubilation continued into the street, where some 

one thousand people accompanied the man who was not Dick 

down to the levee. He climbed into Dr. James’s buggy once again 

and, along with several others, boarded the ferry, rode across to 

Illinois, and went on to a rail stop, where he caught a train to Chi-
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cago. By the time writs and warrants for kidnapping and assault 

could be prepared against the two professional slavehunters, they 

had skipped town, probably also thinking to evade paying Brown-

ing’s legal fees.

 Throughout the proceedings, the behavior and bearing of Dr. 

Edwin James suggested that he had anticipated this outcome and 

had counseled the alleged runaway to keep silent, because all he 

needed to do to guarantee his release was not to be Dick. This si-

lence evidently extended to the man’s own attorneys, Rorer and 

Crocker, who both appeared as surprised as everyone else at young 

Rutherford’s testimony. James returned to his life of solitude and 

seclusion. Six years later he died when he fell from a wagon loaded 

with cordwood that then ran over him. Today, only ruins remain 

of his house, although a modern marker inscribed to him stands 

nearby at Rock Springs Cemetery.43

 This 1855 case, in which James played such a large part, was the 

only one heard under the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 in Iowa. Its 

outcome gratified Gov. James Grimes. Seeing it as evidence that 

Iowa citizens were newly disposed to oppose slavery, Grimes wrote 

his wife the day after the nameless man’s release: “How opinions 

change! Four years ago, Mr. _____ and myself, and not to exceed 

three others in town, were the only men who dared express an 

opinion in opposition to the fugitive slave law, and, because we did 

express such opinions, we were denounced like pickpockets. Now I 

am Governor of the State; three-fourths of the reading and reflect-

ing people of the county agree with me in my sentiments on the 

law, and a slave could not be returned from Des Moines County 

into slavery.” 44 Grimes was seeing the benefits of changing pub-

lic opinion thanks to the increasing number of settlers from the 

Northeast moving into Iowa and to national arguments over slav-

ery’s future in adjacent territories. By 1855 it did indeed seem that 

Iowans were beginning to think about slavery in new and different 

ways.



A Hole of Abolitionists
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Slavery and Antislavery Sentiment 

in South-Central Iowa

In the winter of 1852–1853, a black Missouri teenager helped to set 

the underground railroad in motion in south-central Iowa. Only 

sixteen, this young man had seen his brothers and sisters sold off 

one by one upon reaching maturity. He and a friend had vowed 

this would not happen to them and, whenever chance allowed, 

they would escape north. The opportunity came that winter, when 

the Clark County slaveholder who owned the sixteen-year-old 

and his mother received a visit from his own son, who lived sixty 

miles south. Upon rising the next morning, they discovered that 

the son’s costly horse had gotten out of the stable and presumably 

headed for home. The father told his  slave— the sixteen-year- old— 

to eat quickly and straightaway take the master’s own swift horse 

to retrieve the missing animal. Seeing his chance for freedom, the 

young man gulped down his breakfast as he divulged the plan to 

his approving mother.

 With no time to inform his friend, he set out on his own. First 

riding several miles south, he then turned onto a less traveled road 

and drove the horse not toward the Mississippi River, but instead 

toward the less settled northwest. Afraid to stop, he kept going for 

two straight days until he reached the house of John H. B. Arm-

strong across the Missouri state line in Appanoose County, Iowa. 

He and the horse were both exhausted.1

 Armstrong and his family had just moved to Appanoose County 

from northwestern Lee County, Iowa, where he had farmed and 

operated a sawmill for thirteen years. In this new settlement, 
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which would become the town of Cincinnati, he bought two thou-

sand acres of land and built the largest house in the vicinity, a log 

residence one and a half stories high, soon to have a porch in front 

and a shed in the rear. How the young runaway happened to come 

to Armstrong’s place is unknown, but it proved blessedly fortunate 

to this freedom-bound fugitive.

 Armstrong took the teenager in, gave him food to eat, and lodged 

him until the next night. The forty-two-year-old farmer then took 

him north toward Centerville, where Armstrong’s brother-in-law 

John Calvert lived. While riding along, the young black man sud-

denly let loose a great laugh. When Armstrong turned sharply to 

warn him about the need for silence, the young man reportedly ex-

plained with a chuckle, “How mas’r will be disappointed when he 

goes to look for dis chile.” Despite the boy’s desire to keep his stolen 

horse, Armstrong and Calvert insisted that the animal be released 

near the Missouri state border. Someone subsequently found the 

stray horse and took it to a justice of the peace, who happened to be 

none other than John H. B. Armstrong. He judged it either stolen 

or lost, and after being kept a year it was sold to cover the expense 

of its upkeep.2

 Armstrong and his brother-in-law were two of a small number of 

opponents of slavery in Iowa’s south-central counties in the 1850s 

who were willing to help fugitives. Although southeast Iowa coun-

ties tended to be somewhat antislavery, the two or three counties 

west of them had greater percentages of Southern-born settlers 

who were hostile to those who opposed slavery. Having so many 

residents who hailed from Kentucky, Tennessee, Virginia, and the 

southern parts of Indiana and Illinois guaranteed Democratic po-

litical dominance in Davis, Appanoose, Wayne, and Decatur coun-

ties. In the words of one Davis County pioneer history: “most of 

the young men growing up, had nursed at the breasts of Southern 

parents, and imbibed Southern ideas. It never occurred to them 

that their fathers were wrong, or that there were two sides, or any 

need for two political parties.”3

 Although Southern migrants to south-central Iowa had no time 

for those who would meddle in the right to own slaves elsewhere 
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and would not help blacks in any way, they did not necessarily en-

dorse slavery. These conservative Democrats did not want Iowa 

to adopt the institution, but they did not especially care if it was 

adopted by settlers in the western territories, as long as residents 

there approved it. They also strongly opposed free blacks moving 

into Iowa. In the face of the hostility of the majority, the minority 

of antislavery-minded settlers in the area became acquainted with 

each other at church and political gatherings. Drawing on these 

connections, a daring few, like Armstrong and Calvert, put togeth-

er a loose network of people willing to risk helping blacks escape 

enslavement in Missouri.

 The historical record offers evidence of few escapes from slav-

ery into the south-central counties, but it is clear that a line of the 

underground railroad ran through Appanoose and Davis coun-

ties. In particular, a route began around Cincinnati in southwest 

Appanoose County near the Missouri border and ran toward 

Drakesville in northwestern Davis County. From there the routes 

branched either toward the Quaker settlements in Henry County 

(such as Salem) or northeast toward Washington County and then 

on to Burlington or Muscatine, where fugitives and their allies 

would cross the Mississippi River on their way to Chicago.

 Like Salem, the town of Cincinnati soon developed the reputa-

tion of being a “hole of abolitionists” for Missourians and those in 

south-central Iowa who upheld the right to own human beings. This 

reputation was deserved, for Armstrong and his likeminded Lee 

County neighbors figured prominently in slave escape operations.4 

As early as 1839 Armstrong was one of forty members of a group 

of intermarried  families— Adamson, Henkle, and  Shepherd— from 

the Cincinnati, Ohio, vicinity who moved to western Lee County, 

Iowa, and who assisted runaways crossing the Des Moines River 

near Croton. Thirteen years later, members of these same families 

accompanied John H. B. Armstrong to southern Appanoose Coun-

ty, and there they continued to aid people escaping from slavery.

 Like many settlers in Iowa and elsewhere, the families drew 

on personal connections in deciding where to settle. In this case, 

Luther R. Holbrook, a longtime Lee County neighbor of the Arm-
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strong clan and a fellow underground railroad participant, had 

moved his family to this part of Appanoose County in 1850, build-

ing his sixteen-square-foot log house south of what would become 

Cincinnati. The next year his twenty-seven-year-old brother, Solo-

mon Holbrook, arrived. Then, in 1852 the sight of people driving 

ox-drawn wagons and other livestock past Holbrook’s place an-

nounced the arrival of John H. B. Armstrong and the associated 

Henkle, Shepherd, and Adamson families to their unplowed prai-

rie claims. Others from western Lee County and elsewhere soon 

joined them. By 1855 Samuel Holbrook and Daniel and John Mc-

Donald were planning a new town to be called Cincinnati. Solidly 

antislavery in outlook, these Lee County transplants gravitated 

into Wesleyan Methodist, Congregationalist, and Free Presbyte-

rian churches in their new Appanoose County home.

 Family ties and religious communities here, as in so many un-

derground railroad operations elsewhere, explained how the par-

ticipants were able to organize their covert efforts and keep some 

very dangerous secrets. The strong ties of blood and belief that 

bound antislavery activists together made it extremely difficult for 

slavery’s defenders to uncover and expose rescue operations un-

less they happened to spot runaways and their helpers on the road 

while an escape was in progress.

 Kin and creed soon linked Cincinnati’s antislavery activity to 

that of Drakesville, about thirty miles northeast. As soon as Cin-

cinnati’s Wesleyan Methodist church members began meeting in 

the twenty-by-twenty-four-foot hewed log schoolhouse just west of 

town, arch-antislavery man John Elliott of Drakesville came on 

foot every two weeks to lead services. John and his brother, George 

Elliott, and their blood relations, the Corner family, comprised the 

leading underground railroad operation in Drakesville.5 Nearly all 

surviving stories of slaves escaping through Cincinnati indicate 

that runaways were guided northeast to the Drakesville area. (The 

exception was Seth B. Stanton, who in the course of his business 

dealings in Missouri would carry escapees to Ottumwa in Wapello 

County.)
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Flights and Rescues

We see these connections in the story of Davy Crockett, not the 

famous frontiersman, but a free black man living in Missouri. 

Frightened by his white neighbors’ continuous demands that he 

prove he was not a slave, Crockett decided in 1861 to relocate to 

Iowa. After entering the state, he had not gone far before running 

into a suspicious proslavery resident who, after stopping him, then 

pointed him in the direction of John H. B. Armstrong’s place. On 

his way there, Crockett happened to meet a Wesleyan Methodist 

man (his name lost to history) who advised the Missouri man to 

instead stop by his place for supper. Once darkness fell, he would 

guide Crockett to Armstrong’s.

 In the intervening time, the proslavery man gathered some forty 

men who showed up at Armstrong’s house an hour before mid-

night, demanding to search the large barn. The small, thin Arm-

strong boldly replied that they would enter “at their peril,” but af-

ter a protracted argument during which Armstrong insisted that 

he knew nothing of a fugitive, he relented, allowing the party to 

satisfy themselves that he harbored no runaway.6 Soon after they 

left, Armstrong’s brother-in-law, John Calvert, came by with Davy 

Crockett, but given the night’s events it seemed unwise to shelter 

him there. They escorted their visitor to Daniel McDonald’s farm, 

and from there McDonald took him two days later to their Drakes-

ville colleagues.

 But if Cincinnati and Drakesville were “a hole of abolitionists” 

in the sense of being home to conductors on the underground rail-

road, the south-central counties were also shot through with holes 

in the sense that relatively few people yet lived there. The nameless 

sixteen-year-old and Crockett were fortunate to find people to help 

them. Most people running from slavery through Missouri’s un-

settled northern frontier found the passage more difficult. In the 

1850s northern Missouri and southern Iowa were still largely emp-

ty of farms and towns. The vast unfenced prairies, woods, streams, 

and marshlands offered the runaways little food or shelter, leaving 
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many in a weakened, half-starved condition by the time they ar-

rived at Cincinnati, Iowa.7

 Two runaways, John and Archie, quickly encountered difficulties 

as their escape from central Missouri proved easier to plan than to 

accomplish. As they struck north toward the Iowa state line, they 

had to move more slowly than they had expected because John suf-

fered from muscle and joint pains. Archie stayed with his friend 

even as the trip they thought would take only a few days stretched 

into three weeks. Finally they entered the woods near the Arm-

strongs’ house. While John rested, Archie went and knocked on 

the door in hopes of finding help. His timing could not have been 

worse.8

 Isabel Armstrong, John’s wife, opened the door to see a black 

man in need, but at that very moment a neighbor unfriendly to 

the underground railroad sat in the next room. She quietly hurried 

Archie into the bedroom, where he waited until the visitor left. The 

relieved Armstrongs then gave him some food to eat and learned 

from him that his suffering companion lay in the nearby woods. 

John Armstrong had a dependable neighbor take the fugitive John 

some food while arranging for the two runaways to be taken that 

evening to the farm of John Shepherd, Isabel’s brother. While feed-

ing them supper, the Shepherds overheard Archie say to his buddy: 

“My good God, John! Who’d have ever thought we’d set down to a 

meal like this?” Rested for the night, the two traveled with Shep-

herd the next morning to their next stop at Drakesville.

 The underground railroad crew living around this town did not 

just wait for deliveries from Cincinnati; they also acted on their 

own. In the 1890s old-timers especially remembered the compli-

cated escape of an enslaved family through Davis County in 1860 

that brought angry Missourians north into their community.9 It 

began in March, when two white men showed up at the farm of 

George Elliott. Near the long, low log house he had built for his 

wife and six children, Elliott had established a nursery, and the vis-

itors were interested in seeing what he had to offer. As they looked 

over the orchard stock, one mentioned they were from Lancaster, 
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Missouri, twenty-one miles south of Drakesville and just five miles 

from the Iowa state line. The man went on to say they knew a black 

family who urgently and repeatedly had asked them for aid in es-

caping north. Would he be willing to help?

 A strongly religious man whose every meal began with a prayer 

for the powerless slave, George Elliott arranged with his visitors a 

specific night to bring the family across the border to a fork in the 

road about six miles south of Bloomfield, Iowa, where the north-

bound road from Lancaster, Missouri, joined one heading east. El-

liott promised that help would be waiting for the fugitives there, 

but he would not be among the rescuers. George was already fifty-

seven years old when he agreed to help, and, as in so many instanc-

es when Iowans aided people escaping from slavery, it fell to the 

young men of the community, excited by the prospect of adventure 

to further a great cause, to carry it off.

 George consulted with his sons and his older brother, John El-

liott, and together they devised a plan. To lead the venture they 

chose twenty-one-year-old George Elliott Jr. and Albert Corner, 

the twenty-eight-year-old son of John Elliott’s brother-in-law, 

Arthur Corner. Accompanying them on the first leg of the rescue 

would be Dave Hardy, son of James Hardy, a Wesleyan Methodist 

church member and staunch abolitionist. According to the plan, 

once they picked up the fugitive family at the crossroads, they 

would go directly to John Elliott’s house. Waiting there would be 

John’s nephew, William E. Conner (age eighteen), whose father was 

also a Wesleyan Methodist minister, and his friend Adbell C. Truitt 

(age twenty-five). William Conner later recalled being notified af-

ter a church meeting to go to his Uncle John Elliott’s house because 

word of fugitive slaves was “in the air,” and, upon mentioning it to 

Truitt, learning that he was already in on the secret. The two were 

to accompany the runaways through the next several stops. As the 

plan matured, the ringleaders arranged for additional help along 

the projected journey eastward.

 When evening came, George Elliott Jr. and Dave Hardy drove a 

shabby-looking covered wagon to the appointed junction, accom-

panied by Albert Corner on horseback. There they waited. Hours 
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went by. Then about two o’clock in the morning, they heard what 

sounded like a runaway team of horses. Riding toward the sound, 

Corner suddenly met someone riding a  mule— the pilot for the run-

aways. “We are a little late but all right,” he gasped, as Corner took 

out a white handkerchief and blew his  nose— the all-clear signal. A 

minute later the wagon pulled up with what the rescuers described 

as five “light colored mulattoes”: a man driving the team with his 

wife and four children in the wagon box. 

 They had arrived late, explained the Missourian pilot, because 

the McQuitty family, who owned the fugitives, had gone off to 

church in the family wagon. Not until they returned and retired 

to bed could the runaways slip off to the barn, harness the team, 

load the wagon, and be on their way. During these preparations, 

the pilot’s uncle watched from bushes nearby to give the alarm in 

case the escape activities had aroused the McQuittys’ notice. Once 

all were aboard, the nervous father quietly drove the wagon to the 

main road, then pushed the horses hard for several miles. At last 

they arrived at the assigned meeting place, the team winded and 

soaked with sweat.

 As the full wagon came to a stop, the Missouri man and Al-

bert Corner unhitched the horses, removed the harness to toss it 

in the wagon, and took the animals down near a river to be set 

loose. Meanwhile, George Elliott Jr. and Dave Hardy pulled their 

own covered wagon alongside the other one. The fugitive family 

stepped across into the hay-filled wagon box, and then Elliott and 

Hardy grabbed the cover and dropped it over them. With the run-

aways ready to go on into Iowa, the Missourian pilot and his uncle 

left for home as the rest quickly turned onto the road north. With-

in two hours they drove into the farmyard of John Elliott, a mile 

and a half northeast of Drakesville. Awakened by one of Elliott’s 

daughters, William Conner and Adbell Truitt hastily dressed and 

climbed aboard with the group. (Ten miles out, Conner noticed 

that he and Truitt, in the rush to dress in the darkness, had mis-

takenly put on the other’s pants.) When the group reached James 

Hardy’s farm a mile away, his son Dave changed the teams and 

replaced Albert Corner, who rode home.
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 Dave Hardy drove the wagon through the timber into Wapello 

County toward Blakesburg, a small hamlet reputed to be “a ter-

rible proslavery neighborhood.” Near there lived the father-in-law 

of William Clinger, John Elliott’s neighbor, who had a fresh team 

of horses ready for the next leg of the journey. Hardy drove off with 

Clinger alongside on the seat. In the meantime, George Elliott Jr. 

and William Conner had lightened the wagon load by climbing out 

and saddling two small mules, on which they rode in advance of 

the procession moving toward Eddyville.

 At Eddyville was the only bridge anywhere in the area over 

which a wagon could cross the Des Moines River, and the crossing 

was a toll  bridge— meaning the rescue party would have to bear the 

tollhouse keeper’s scrutiny. Elliott and Conner hurried their mules 

forward in the early morning light and crossed over to the toll-

house on the other side. When the two young men casually asked 

what he charged, the tollhouse keeper said ten cents. Just then the 

shabby-looking wagon began to cross the bridge, and the two said 

they would pay for the wagon as well. They handed the man a half 

dollar and got five cents in change. The satisfied tollhouse keeper 

paid no attention to the covered wagon as it rolled by, instead re-

turning to his hut.

 The party drove through Eddyville’s quiet main street with no 

trouble, but no sooner had they left town than the going got tough 

on the eastbound road. The wagon’s wheels sank into heavy yellow 

sand, and as they climbed up a ridge the passengers had to get out 

and walk, despite the danger of their being seen, until the team got 

beyond it. By eleven o’clock in the morning, they reached the next 

station. The drivers unhitched the weary horses, put them into the 

stables, and joined the rest of the party for dinner, William Conner 

recalling that the runaways until this time “had been as still as death 

all the way.” After dinner, they hitched the wagon to a fresh team, 

with Clinger now taking the reins and Dave Hardy heading home.

 Toward dusk, after going through the small hamlet of Kirkville, 

they pulled up at the farmhouse of Anfel and Margaret English 

in southeastern Mahaska County. When Margaret came to the 

door, she told them her husband was out working somewhere on 
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the farm, but as soon as she learned about the wagon’s passengers, 

she told Clinger to pull into the barn lot. By the time the horses 

were unhitched, Anfel English had returned. He told them Marga-

ret would get supper for them all while he rushed to find his uncle, 

Alexander Pickens. When the two returned, the underground rail-

road crew had already sat down for their meal. Anfel then brought 

in the passengers, whom William Conner recalled looked “like 

scared quails, but they done justice to the supper.”

 As night settled in, English and Pickens hitched their own fresh 

team to the old covered wagon, and the weary fugitive family 

climbed into the back and started the next twelve-mile leg of their 

journey. They arrived early the next morning at the farm of a Mr. 

Durfus, who lived near what would become the town of Hedrick 

in southwestern Keokuk County. Durfus was just leaving to do his 

threshing, however, so the drivers went three miles farther to the 

house of an elderly preacher, who then took them to Washington 

County near the town of Washington. From there, others drove the 

family to Davenport and placed them on a train going to Chicago, 

and eventually to Canada.

 The next day, as soon as English and Pickens came back with 

the old covered wagon, the Drakesville men left for home. William 

Conner and George Elliott Jr. traveled on their mules by way of 

Ottumwa, and William Clinger with the wagon and team went 

through Eddyville and Blakesburg. But while the fugitives were 

well on their way to freedom, the repercussions of the rescue were 

just beginning. The returnees found the Drakesville vicinity “over-

run with Nigger hunters, as they were called,” although William 

Conner remembered that “none ever suspected we had anything to 

do with the darkies.” The Missourians, initially numbering some 

forty men, searched people’s houses and passed out handbills of-

fering $1,400 in gold (about $39,000 in 2011) to anyone with in-

formation leading to the recovery of the escaped slaves. Convinced 

the runaways were still hidden in the neighborhood, several slave-

catchers kept an eye on the houses of reputed abolitionists for two 

weeks. Conner had fun with them, freely admitting that he had 

taken the enslaved family away, but they did not believe him.
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 The slavehunters’  difficulty— one faced by many others crossing 

from familiar ground in Missouri to potentially hostile territory 

in  Iowa— was how to track runaways when the locals refused to 

give them any information. Plenty of Davis County residents had 

no sympathy for blacks or abolitionists and would inform on them, 

but plenty of antislavery people knew how to get around their pro-

slavery neighbors. In this case, two of the Missouri searchers knew 

perfectly well who the perpetrators were, for they were the same 

men from Lancaster who had first suggested the rescue to George 

Elliott.

 From them the Drakesville men later learned that when the  

slaveowner, McQuitty, found out that his slaves were gone, he had 

men follow the trail. Where the wagon had been abandoned, they 

found his horses grazing fewer than a hundred feet away. Uncer-

tain about the direction the escapees had taken from that point, the 

slavecatchers searched several Des Moines River crossings without 

luck. Not surprisingly, as William Conner summed it up, “when we 

were eating our dinner at or near Blakesburg, they were eating din-

ner at Bloomfield and that is as near as they ever got to the Dark-

ies”—that is, about twenty-five miles. In the end, the fugitive family 

members all made it to freedom. George Elliott received a letter 

from the husband not long after his arrival in Canada, expressing 

his deepest thanks for their help.10

Kidnappings

To their anger and dismay, antislavery people in southern Iowa 

would occasionally learn of neighbors who helped capture and re-

turn a fleeing slave to Missouri. Page County residents saw this 

happen in late October 1859 when an African American described 

as a “bright, intelligent looking” man about eighteen years old 

walked into Clarinda and inquired the way to Hawleyville, located 

a few miles farther northeast. No sooner had he walked beyond 

Clarinda’s town limits than a local man caught up with him. Ap-

pearing friendly and good-willed, the local fellow invited the 

traveler to his house. As evening came on, three other white men 
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drove up with a team and jumped the young black man. Ignoring 

his pleas for their sympathy, they tied him up, loaded him into the 

wagon, and drove south to find the man’s Missouri owner. When 

word got around town, many condemned what happened and what 

it said about their community. “Those who were engaged in the af-

fray,” a county newspaper editor predicted, will find “that in their 

anxiety to serve the Slave interests, they have incurred a penalty 

for which they have been but poorly compensated”—the penalty of 

having earned the community’s disrespect and disgrace.11

 Even worse was the kidnapping of free African Americans so 

that they could be taken into Missouri and then “sold South” into 

states where bondage was more secure than it was in Missouri. 

Across southern Iowa ominous stories surfaced of such activities. 

In the summer of 1860 a short item in the Des Moines Iowa State 

Register reported: “Some two to three weeks since, a negro was ar-

rested in Clark County, by slavehunters from Missouri. The negro 

. . . claims that he is free. Without any process of law he has been 

hurried away from the free State of Iowa into hopeless slavery.” 

When no one came forward to claim him as property, the sheriff 

simply had him sold at auction.12

 What attracted kidnappers to southern Iowa was in part the 

rapidly rising prices for slaves and in part the region’s nearness 

to Missouri, where the victims could quickly be sold. All of the 

Northern border states saw this kind of crime, as many newspaper 

stories of the time attest. Iowa suffered its share of kidnapping at-

tempts, and locals also foiled a few. Abductions were not limited to 

free states on the border, either, as Davy Crockett knew. Kidnap-

pers in slave states would snatch free black residents in one part of 

the state and sell them into slavery in another. The constant danger 

of abduction kept free blacks in southern Iowa and Missouri wary 

and uncertain. 

 Schemes were not limited to simply grabbing someone un-

awares and driving off. Sometimes whites lured African Ameri-

cans who trusted them into the hands of a slavetrader, often with 

confederates lying in wait to overwhelm the victim. In a more in-

sidious variation, kidnappers employed a free black person as a 
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decoy, arranging to ambush those who approached him or her.13 

In big cities like Chicago and St. Louis,  gangs— some including 

 policemen— exploited the unsettled nature of slavery along the 

border to fleece slaveholders, but such schemes also, of course, be-

trayed the suffering slaves. While some gang members helped en-

slaved people escape, their co-conspirators would bring them back 

to their owners and claim a reward.14 In Indiana a group of men 

organized into a company that cashed in by recovering runaways 

they found traveling rail lines.15

 Another common tactic was to capture a free black person and 

have bogus witnesses ready to swear in court that the victim was a 

runaway slave and that any legal papers demonstrating his or her 

freedom were forgeries. The nameless man accused of being the 

fugitive Dick was fortunate that the slaveowner called to testify to 

his identity was honest (see chapter 3).16 Crafty kidnappers would 

also throw a black person into their hometown jail and then ad-

vertise for a slaveowner. If no master came forward, the captors 

and jail operator would sell the person into bondage and split the 

proceeds. There are also recorded instances of slavecatchers and 

lawyers working together. In this scheme a lawyer forged slave bills 

of sale so that an accomplice could sell abducted people into slav-

ery without questions asked about their status. The attorney and 

his accomplice shared the profits.17 In Ohio the increased activity 

among kidnappers in 1857 prompted the legislature to impose a 

sentence of hard labor for no fewer than three years or more than 

seven on those convicted of the offense.18 Iowa had no such laws.

 Certain kidnappings in the southern half of Iowa caused par-

ticular public excitement. “Deep indignation,” wrote a Burlington, 

Iowa, newspaper editor, characterized talk on the street about the 

kidnapping of John Pembleton. Described as a “light-skinned mu-

latto” in his mid-twenties, Pembleton had escaped from slavery 

in Palmyra, Missouri, in 1856. In August 1858 he was a respected 

blacksmith with a shop on the upper end of Main Street when a 

man he had known in Missouri began stopping by to cultivate his 

friendship. A few days later this man asked the blacksmith to join 

him on a Sunday carriage ride to look at some possible mule pas-
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turage. Once out of town, the man and some accomplices ensnared 

the former slave, handcuffed him, and headed off toward Missouri 

to collect a reward of $500 (about $14,000 in 2011) for delivering 

him to his former master. Rumors spread that one of Burlington’s 

police officers had participated in Pembleton’s capture. Indignant, 

the Daily Hawk-Eye’s editor declared that such a man should not 

“be allowed to run at large” for “he could be hired to cut his neigh-

bor’s throat for money.”19 Within less than two weeks, however, 

John Pembleton returned to Burlington. The person to whom he 

belonged had agreed to accept $400 from the blacksmith in return 

for his freedom.20

 Kidnappers occasionally entangled themselves in their own 

schemes and got caught. John L. Curtis and James B. Little are 

good examples. Two young African American girls named Mary 

and Versa Old had been born into slavery in Tennessee. When 

Nancy R. Curtis married John Curtis in Missouri, she inherited 

the girls and took them with her to Iowa in 1856 when John es-

tablished a large farm in southern Johnson County. Because they 

had moved from a slave to a free state, the girls now became free, 

but Curtis retained his control over them by obtaining guardian-

ship. This the county court granted on the condition that he board, 

clothe, and educate the girls, who were now considered indentured 

servants. But the Curtises, having reared the girls as slaves, contin-

ued to treat  them— now aged thirteen and  fourteen— as property. 

At least this was the way it looked to some people in the township 

who became concerned about the girls’ welfare and thought they 

ought to be removed from the Curtis family. When John failed to 

send the children to public school, his antislavery neighbors judged 

him to be holding them in ignorance, contrary to the requirements 

of his guardianship, and petitioned the county judge to do some-

thing about it.21

 The county court served notice on Friday, January 27, 1860, for 

Curtis to appear the following Monday and show cause why the 

county judge should not appoint a different guardian. Curtis indi-

cated he would be there to defend himself, but events soon demon-

strated that he had made other plans. Early Sunday morning, some 
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forty-four miles south of Iowa City, a two-horse carriage pulled up 

at an inn owned by a Mr. Allen. John L. Curtis and James B. Little 

stepped down with two young black girls to enter Allen’s place for 

breakfast. Unaware that they had entered what Democrats de-

scribed as “a rank and rabid abolition neighborhood,” Curtis talk-

ed about keeping the children out of bad “abolitionist” hands by 

taking them to Missouri, where his relatives would keep the girls 

“in peace and in safe keeping.” Three locals  inside— Mr. Allen, Mr. 

Vincent, and Mr.  McCoy— grew suspicious as they observed the 

visitors’ manner. Their suspicions deepened as they listened to the 

guests talk about having traveled the entire night southward to-

ward Missouri.22

 After the party resumed its journey south, Allen, Vincent, and 

McCoy followed at a distance. Upon reaching Fairfield, thirty 

miles farther, the three pursuers sought out a justice of the peace 

to issue a warrant to stop the progress of the Missouri-bound 

party. Early the next morning in Iowaville (a small Des Moines 

River village some twenty miles from the Missouri border), Curtis 

opened his eyes in startled surprise to see Deputy Sheriff Cunning-

ham standing before him. Accompanied by five men from nearby 

Brighton, the deputy held papers sworn out at Fairfield for the ar-

rest of Curtis and Little. He duly arrested the two men, according 

to the editor of the Page County Herald, after “a scuffle and the 

handling of a loaded pistol.” The deputy accompanied the carriage 

back to Fairfield and jailed Curtis briefly until a local man turned 

up to post bail. When Johnson County constable A. T. McElvaine 

arrived, he shackled Curtis, the man responsible for the children, 

and took him and Little to Iowa City on the charge of kidnapping.

 Curtis posted bond, and the next day, February 3, Judge Miller 

heard his response to the kidnapping charge. Representing him 

were three attorneys led by J. D. Templin, an eloquent but windy 

local Democratic leader and onetime Methodist minister who by 

summer would become publisher of the Democratic Party’s Iowa 

State Reporter.23 Representing the state was William Penn Clarke, 

one of Iowa’s most highly respected attorneys and an outspoken 

antislavery man who took the case without compensation. Joining 
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him was Theodore M. Davis, who would soon afterward become 

Clarke’s legal partner. When the trend of testimony increasingly 

showed that Curtis had no interest in the children’s welfare, just 

as his neighbors had suspected, the defendant’s lawyer stood up to 

propose that Mary and Versa Old be interrogated as witnesses.

 Doubtless Curtis’s lawyer soon wanted to swallow his words, for 

at the appearance of the two girls William Penn Clarke “broke out 

into one of those electrical bursts of eloquence—(thrilling the large 

audience that crowded the court room),” because he was “inspired 

by the sight of helpless beings exposed to nameless perils which 

mercenary men would drag them to through artless words spoken 

by their own mouths.” His stirring appeal to consider the two girls 

as victims of ruthless men riveted the attention of those in atten-

dance, as Clarke “for a while surpassed himself, and spoke with an 

eloquence befitting his great  theme— human liberty.”24

 When Templin and local Democrats tried to depict the events as 

nothing more than excessive abolitionist zeal, their opponents im-

mediately responded that they should “forego the pleasure of cry-

ing ‘nigger,’ and prating about ‘abolitionism,’” and instead “stand 

up for justice before politics.”25 Curtis, seeing himself portrayed as 

exploiting Mary and Versa Old’s value as slaves, understood that 

his efforts to defend his actions had come apart and his lawyers 

could do little about it. The next day, Judge Miller ruled that al-

though Curtis could resume custody of the children, he would be 

required to post bail of $1,000 (about $28,000 in 2011) and await 

the action of a grand jury. Three days later the county judge re-

turned Mary and Versa Old to Curtis, but with the proviso that 

he educate them and pay bail of $1,500 (about $42,000 in 2011).26 

(Whether one payment replaced the other or whether Curtis had to 

pay both is not clear.)

 Democrats labeled the Iowa City kidnapping case “another in-

stance of the mad and despicable policy of abolition interference 

with other people’s business” and called the judge and jury “nigger-

worshipers” who were attempting to “strip John Curtis of his rights, 

his liberty and property, rob him of his wards and entail thousands 

of dollars expense upon Johnson County.” The editor of the Demo-
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cratic newspaper, the Reporter, added sarcastically that at least the 

verdict permitted Curtis “to enjoy the privacy of his own home, and 

to regulate his domestic institutions in his own way” and to “leave 

town without being dogged.”27 For those opposed to slavery, the 

case meant that Curtis’s right to take his “Negro property” wher-

ever he wanted had been defeated. Antislavery activists claimed 

that Democrats “are ready at any time to run a negro or mulatto 

into slavery; but, not only would not lift their finger to rescue a hu-

man being from a life-long bondage, but are ready to sneer at and 

denounce every effort to do the same.”28 The issue was property 

rights versus human rights: a central theme of the war to come a 

little more than a year after these events.

 But this particular court case was not the end of the matter 

for those most intimately involved in it. Determined to maintain 

ownership of Mary and Versa Old, John and Nancy Curtis filed 

adoption papers for the girls on February 13, 1860. According to an 

1883 recounting of the events, within a few months of the adoption, 

“Curtis again took the girls off south, being accompanied this time 

by David Lopp, of Fremont Township, and sold them in Memphis, 

 Tennessee— one for $500 and the other for $800.”29 At last he had 

succeeded in exploiting the children’s value as property.

 Hardly had this Iowa City controversy faded when another kid-

napping occurred close by, with even more tragic consequences. 

Jerry Boyd and his wife, Mary, whom Jerry had bought out of slav-

ery from a St. Louis clothing merchant, had lived in Galena, Il-

linois, since 1840. He was known as “an honest, industrious and 

inoffensive colored drayman.” In the late summer of 1860 two 

strangers visited Boyd in Galena and invited him and his family 

to move to Des Moines, Iowa, to live on a farm and work at a hotel 

in town. Persuaded it would be a good change, the hopeful couple 

prepared to leave. Accompanying the two were a twelve-year-old 

child and also a white child whom Mary took care of and whose 

mother had given them permission to take with them.30

 They left Galena about September 27 in a covered wagon, guided 

by the two recruiters. Three days later people living north of Iowa 

City, in the Solon area, noticed four blacks and two whites stay-
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ing overnight at a vacant house. A few days after that, locals dis-

covered a dead black man three-fourths of a mile from the empty 

house where the travelers had stayed. An inquest showed the man’s 

skull had been fractured. In his pocket was found a receipt for $20 

(about $560 in 2011) paid by Jerry Boyd of Galena. When officials 

telegraphed an inquiry to Galena, they received a reply on Octo-

ber 14 stating that “Boyd & family, smallest girl white, others free, 

Kidnapped here, Five hundred (500) dollars reward for arrest of 

kidnappers and return of family.”31 Galena had already learned of 

the Boyd family’s fate from another source.

 That source turned out to be a person in St. Joseph, Missouri, 

who had spoken to Mary Boyd and then contacted officials in Ga-

lena. Mary said that they all just had been sold as slaves, although 

money had yet to change hands. After they had been kidnapped, 

her husband had been killed and then the rest of them taken to St. 

Joseph for sale, along with the young white child, who was being 

presented as Mary Boyd’s child. Whether the person who contact-

ed Galena was an interested buyer looking to verify the status of 

his potential human property or simply a person reporting a crime 

is unknown.

 The news set off intense public anger in Galena. Hastily, the 

townspeople collected $500 (about $14,000 in 2011) and sent two 

trusted Galena citizens to St. Joseph with the money: W. W. Weigley, 

a lawyer whose housekeeper was the mother of the white child be-

ing cared for by Mary Boyd, and the “fearless” Sam Hughlett, a Ken-

tuckian.32 From a circuit court judge they obtained a writ for the 

arrest of two men (a Mr. Goodwin, a Canadian, and a Mr. Bolton, 

a Caldwell County Missourian) who had apparently tried to sell 

the captives to a slavetrader. Authorities first arrested and jailed 

Bolton, charging him with kidnapping and murder. As he awaited 

trial or extradition to Iowa, they tracked down Goodwin in St. Jo-

seph, Missouri.33

 Under pressure, Bolton admitted to his part in the kidnapping 

scheme. His father-in-law and others, in exchange for a share of 

the take, had put up money for him and Goodwin to travel to Can-

ada and seize some people who had escaped the family’s ownership 



84  ::  ch a p t er fou r

years back. Instead, Bolton and Goodwin got only as far as Ga-

lena before deciding to trick the Boyd family and then to steal an 

African American woman they knew to be living near Dubuque. 

Bolton’s story was that the morning after the group’s stopover at 

the vacant house near Solon, Jerry Boyd began loading his revolver 

in view of the others, causing Goodwin to reach for his shotgun 

and Bolton a revolver. Bolton’s shot cut Boyd down in front of his 

wife and child. Mary Boyd’s shriek of anguish caused the killers to 

throw a blanket over her head and threaten to kill her unless she 

stopped screaming. From there, the two kidnappers carted their 

four captives across Iowa to St. Joseph, Missouri, where, after they 

confided to their friends what had happened, one or more of them 

informed the authorities.34

 After the sheriff in St. Joseph located Goodwin and loaded him 

on the train bound for Galena, he soon lost control of the situation. 

The numerous citizens who boarded the train along the  way— some 

looking to lynch Goodwin and others trying to help  him— distracted 

the sheriff’s attention from the prisoner, who, as the train neared 

Hannibal going some thirteen miles an hour, slipped his shack-

les and leaped out the window, thus evading prosecution in Iowa. 

Despite the mixed outcome of efforts to bring the kidnappers to 

justice, with the help of the St. Joseph informants, Weigley and 

Hughlett succeeded in returning to freedom Mary Boyd and her 

child, along with the little white girl who lived with the Boyds and 

the woman kidnapped from Dubuque.35

 The kidnapping trade, though lucrative, was also an unpredict-

able and dangerous one. As people poured westward into Kan-

sas Territory during the 1850s and the struggle over slavery grew 

bloody there, a growing number of slaves seized the opportunity 

to escape from bondage. Some headed west into Kansas, along 

with many free African Americans seeking work. The members of 

this floating black population, often traveling in unfamiliar places 

among strangers, were especially vulnerable to kidnapping. The 

practice would not end until slavery itself was destroyed.
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Political Change in Iowa
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James Grimes for Governor

In May 1854 President Franklin Pierce, a Democrat, signed the 

Kansas-Nebraska Act. By superseding the Missouri Compromise 

of 1820, which had prohibited slavery in the Louisiana Purchase 

lands west and north of Missouri’s southern border, the new law 

heightened the growing tensions over slavery. Now the question 

of whether human bondage would be legal in the newly opened 

western territories took center stage in national and local politics, 

transforming both in the process.1 In Iowa, the Kansas-Nebraska 

Act seemed like good news to those who thought opening lands 

to the west would encourage railroad development. Others feared 

that the Democratic action might result in Nebraska Territory’s 

becoming another slave state on Iowa’s borders. One who quick-

ly glimpsed the act’s political implications was James Grimes, a 

prominent Burlington, Iowa, lawyer who had just entered the up-

coming race for governor on the Whig ticket (see figure 13).

 Odds for him at the time seemed poor. Democrats had always 

controlled Iowa’s elected offices, and they dominated Congress and 

held the presidency. Nationally, the Whig Party was disintegrat-

ing because of the dispute over slavery: its Northern wing gener-

ally opposed it, while its Southern wing supported it. Antislavery 

Whigs were defecting to a variety of third parties, including the 

Free Soil Party, while proslavery Whigs drifted reluctantly toward 

the Democrats. Things did not look good for the Whigs in Iowa 

either. The Whig Party convention that nominated Grimes on Feb-
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ruary 22, 1854, was deeply divided and faction-ridden. It seemed 

unlikely that the Iowa Whigs would unite behind their candidate.

 Although a forceful leader with many supporters in his party, 

Grimes had a direct manner that had gained him enemies and 

detractors as well. Two Northern conservative Whig  factions— the 

“Silver Grays,” who were fearful of losing control of the party to 

abolitionists, and the “Cotton Whigs,” who were eager to avoid is-

sues that might alienate party members who sympathized with the 

 South— refused to support him. Although they admired his natu-

ral abilities, they detested his outspoken opposition to slavery. To 

Grimes’s further consternation, within a month of the convention, 

three men selected as Whig candidates for other state offices de-

clined to run. 

 Facing his party’s virtual paralysis, Grimes sought an alliance 

with the Free Soil  Party— just as other antislavery Whigs were do-

ing throughout the Northern states. A meeting at Crawfordsville, 

Iowa, on March 28 produced an unstable coalition between the 

antislavery Whigs who supported Grimes and the Free Soilers, 

whose political agenda centered on opposing slavery’s extension. 

Some leading regular Whigs denounced this partnership. And, of 

course, the Southern and border state settlers who likened anti-

slavery sentiment to abolitionism remained a large proportion of 

Iowa’s population. What Grimes had going for him was the great 

question of the  day— the Nebraska Bill, which came to be called the 

Kansas-Nebraska Act after Congress passed it two months later.

 Not one to play it safe, within two weeks of the pact between 

Grimes’s faction of Whigs and the Free Soilers, Grimes presented 

an “Address to the People of Iowa” in which he tried to discredit 

the Democrats.2 Selecting commentary and events from the na-

tional scene that reverberated among Iowans, he laid out two lines 

of attack. First, to erode the Democratic Party’s past advantages, 

he blamed its leaders for plunging the country into renewed agita-

tion over the expansion of slavery by proposing the Nebraska Bill, 

which would overturn the Missouri Compromise. If, as the Demo-

crats claimed, no one expected that “slavery will take possession of 



The Kansas-Nebraska Act and Political Change  ::  87

Nebraska,” then, he asked, “why the strenuous effort to repeal the 

Missouri Compromise?” Iowa would reap vast benefits if it enjoyed 

a “free, enterprising population on the west,” but, said Grimes, 

“with a slave state on our western border, I see nothing but trouble 

and darkness in the future. Bounded on two sides by slave states, 

we shall be intersected with underground railroads, and continu-

ally distracted by slave-hunts. Instead of having a population at 

the west who will sympathize with us, we shall find their sympa-

thies and interests constantly antagonistic to ours.”3 The battles 

over fugitives and kidnapping victims in southern Iowa during the 

1840s and 1850s demonstrated to many how right Grimes was.

 Second, to rouse German American hostility toward Democrats, 

Grimes pointed out that the proslavery advocates of the Nebraska 

Bill had also wanted to deny German immigrants in Kansas the 

right to vote, while granting that right to the territory’s native-

born slaveholders.4 And who had written this anti-German mea-

sure? Grimes fingered Missouri senator David Atchison. In doing 

so, he meant to associate this key border-state support of slavery 

with anti-immigrant sentiment, in the hope of prying German and 

German American voters away from the Democratic Party.5

 In his address and through the summer campaign, Grimes put 

to good use the fact that Iowa’s two Democratic senators, Augus-

tus C. Dodge and George W. Jones, both favored the Nebraska Bill. 

The gubernatorial candidate pointed out that “on every question 

affecting the rights of free labor and free territory, the extreme 

South shall find its most willing and devoted supporters in the 

[Democratic] senators from this free state.”6 These points Grimes 

repeated over and over again in the thirty-one speeches he deliv-

ered during an extensive tour of towns across the state. And he was 

not alone in his fears about the effect of overturning the Missouri 

Compromise. Iowans held several “anti-Nebraska” mass meetings, 

adding to the worries of the hitherto dominant Democratic Party.7



1. Density of U.S. population, 1850. 
Source: G. O. Paulin, Atlas of the Historical Geography of the United States (Washington, DC: 
Carnegie Institution of Washington, 1932), plate 77a. Courtesy of the Carnegie Institution of 
Washington.
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4. Routes and stations of the underground railroad in Iowa, with locations 
of related museums. The size of the arrows indicates the relative extent of 
underground railroad activity in the area. 
Created and © by Lowell J. Soike.

3. Iowa townships with 20 percent or more citizens born in the South, 
1856. Created and © by Lowell J. Soike. 

2. Settlement of Iowa, 1840–1870. 
Source: Robert R. Dykstra, Bright Radical Star: Black Freedom and White Supremacy on the 
Hawkeye Frontier (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993), inset in map 1.1, xvi. 





5. Reverend Asa Turner, a Congrega-
tionalist leader in Denmark, Iowa. 
Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, 
Iowa City.

6. Percentage of slaves in U.S. population, 1860. 
G. O. Paulin, Atlas of the Historical Geography of the United States (Washington, DC: Carn-
egie Institution of Washington, 1932), plate 68B. Courtesy of the Carnegie Institution  
of Washington.



8. Alexander Clark’s house (on the right with stairs) at Third and Chestnut 
streets in Muscatine, Iowa. Clark hid Jim White from slavecatchers here 
during the fall of 1848, when the town was known as Bloomington. 
Photograph by J. G. Evans, 1866–1867, from the collections of the Musser Public Library, 
Muscatine. All rights reserved.

7. Henderson and Elizabeth Lewelling’s house, where Salem’s justice of 
the peace began discussions with slavecatchers who were attempting to 
retrieve the Walker and Fulcher families for Missouri slaveholder Ruel 
Daggs.  Courtesy of Lewelling Quaker Museum, Salem, Iowa.



10. Edwin James, a naturalist and abolitionist who 
lived near Burlington, Iowa. 
Source: Johnson Brigham, Iowa: Its History and Its Foremost 
Citizens, vol. 1 (Chicago: S. J. Clarke, 1918), 215.

9. Charlotta Gordon Pyles, who 
escaped from slavery in Kentucky 
along with her family and their former 
owner, Frances Gordon. They settled 
in Keokuk, Iowa. 
Courtesy of Lee County Historical Society, 
Keokuk, Iowa.



12. Marion Hall (in the center of this 1866 photograph) once stood at North 
Fourth and Washington streets in Burlington, Iowa. The fugitive slave 
hearing in 1855 about the runaway named Dick took place here, as did the 
federal trial involving Ruel Daggs and the townsfolk of Salem. 
Courtesy of the Burlington (Iowa) Public Library.

11. Edwin James’s house, where runaway slaves often found help. The house 
is in ruins today, but this 1938 photograph, taken by the Federal Writers’ 
Project (Iowa), shows what it originally looked like. 
Source: Federal Writers’ Project (Iowa), A Guide to Burlington, Iowa (Burlington, IA: Acres-
Blackmar, 1938), 51.



14. Dr. Ira D. Blanchard operated a station of the 
underground railroad at Civil Bend on the Missouri 
River in southwestern Fremont County in Iowa. 
Courtesy of the Kansas State Historical Society, Topeka.

13. Iowa governor James W. Grimes. 
Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, Iowa City.



16. William Maxson provided room and board to John 
Brown’s recruits while they trained for battle near Spring-
dale, Iowa, during the winter of 1857–1858. 
Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, Iowa City.

15. Stephen F. Nuckolls, a founder 
of Nebraska City, Nebraska, was the 
owner of Eliza and Celia Grayson, who 
escaped to Chicago despite his deter-
mined efforts to get them back. 
Courtesy of the Nebraska City Historical Society.



18. The twelve people John Brown and his men liberated in December 1858 
stayed in this Tabor schoolhouse for several days in early February 1859. 
Courtesy of the Kansas State Historical Society, Topeka.

17. William and Hanna Maxson’s house. Imagine how crowded this modest 
homestead would have been when it housed the seven Maxsons and eleven 
of John Brown’s men. 
Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, Iowa City.



20. Josiah B. Grinnell, about 1889, an outspoken abolitionist who often 
gave sanctuary to runaway slaves, prompting the Democratic press to label 
him and the other residents of the Congregationalist town he founded and 
named after himself as fanatics. 
Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, Iowa City.

19. James Jordon, a farmer and 
Iowa state senator at the time 
that John Brown’s men and 
twelve fugitives stayed at his 
house overnight on February 17, 
1859. 
Courtesy of Special Collections, State 
Historical Society of Iowa, Des Moines.



21. Sam and Jane Harper were two of the twelve people whom John Brown 
and his men liberated from farms in Vernon County, Missouri, on Decem-
ber 20, 1858. In Springdale, Iowa, where the fugitives rested before head-
ing for Canada, the Quaker justice of the peace, John Painter, conducted 
their marriage ceremony. 
Courtesy of the Kansas State Historical Society, Topeka.



22. William Penn Clarke, a promi-
nent lawyer, politician, and abolition-
ist, aided John Brown and runaway 
slaves seeking help. 
Courtesy of the State Historical Society of 
Iowa, Iowa City.

23. Jesse Bowen, an abolitionist and active member of the 
Kansas Central Committee of Iowa at Iowa City. 
Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, Iowa City.



24. Jesse Bowen’s house, where John Brown spent an evening in early 1859 
and then was spirited out of Iowa City toward Springdale to evade men on 
the lookout for him.
Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, Iowa City.

25. Edwin (left) and Barclay (right) Coppoc of Springdale joined John 
Brown in the attack on Harpers Ferry. Edwin was captured and hanged, 
while Barclay escaped and returned to Iowa.
Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, Iowa City.

26. Gov. Samuel Kirkwood delayed Virginia’s 
effort to extradite Barclay Coppoc for his role in 
the raid on Harpers Ferry while Iowa legislators 
warned the young man of his imminent arrest. 
Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, Iowa City.



28. The Reverend John Todd’s house, one of the few surviving reminders of 
Congregationalist Tabor’s involvement in the antislavery movement. It is 
now a museum run by the Tabor Historical Society. 
Photograph by John Zeller, State Historical Society of Iowa, Des Moines.

27. Jefferson Logan escaped from 
slavery in Missouri and moved 
to Des Moines, where he later 
achieved local prominence and 
respect within the community. 
Courtesy of Special Collections, State  
Historical Society of Iowa, Des Moines.



30. The house of James Jordan, an active antislavery man, who offered 
sanctuary here to runaway slaves and to men like John Brown who helped 
them. Today a museum with an exhibit on the underground railroad, the 
house is run by the West Des Moines Historical Society. 
Photograph by John Zeller, State Historical Society of Iowa, Des Moines.

29. The Reverend George B. Hitchcock’s house in Lewis, Iowa, where the 
Congregationalist minister sheltered Missouri fugitives from slavery during 
the 1850s. Today the house is a National Historic Landmark and is open to 
the public. 
Photograph by John Zeller, State Historical Society of Iowa, Des Moines.
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The Civil Bend and Tabor Stations

Even as tensions over slavery began to rise across the nation and 

throughout the state, Iowa’s local communities continued to strug-

gle with the issue, especially along the border. Southern Fremont 

County, which had been part of Missouri from 1837 until 1848, 

when the state boundaries were adjusted, was particularly vulner-

able to conflict, even before the turmoil over the Kansas-Nebraska 

Act in 1854. For example, there is the story of Joseph Garner and 

his family, free blacks who moved to the small, isolated frontier 

hamlet called Civil Bend in the southwestern corner of the county, 

a few miles north of the Missouri line.8

 Perhaps what drew Garner to this small cluster of settlers was 

the presence of two people he already knew, Ira Blanchard and 

his wife (see figure 14). Until moving to Civil Bend in 1848, the 

Blanchards had operated a Baptist Indian mission near present-

day Bonner Springs in the as yet unorganized Kansas Territory. 

The tough-minded Blanchard cosigned paperwork enabling Gar-

ner to purchase twenty-five acres of land.9 Lester and Elvira Platt, 

former missionaries to the Pawnee in Nebraska Territory (similar-

ly not yet organized), also lived in Civil Bend, having moved there 

about a year before the Blanchards arrived.10 In addition, settling 

in the hamlet for a time were members of an abolitionist Congrega-

tionalist group from Oberlin,  Ohio— a town already famous for its 

racially integrated, coeducational college. Led by George Gaston 

(Elvira Platt’s brother), they had arrived in late 1848 with the idea 

of creating a new  community— an Oberlin in the West.

 As Joseph Garner built his cabin near the banks of the Missouri 

River, Elvira Platt and another teacher from Oberlin opened a local 

subscription school. In the fall of 1850 the teacher invited Garner 

to send his school-age children for day school and Sunday school. 

Not everyone in Civil Bend was so open-minded,  however— some 

20 percent of the population had come from Southern states where 

slavery was legal. When news got around that black children were 

attending the school, opposition erupted in the neighborhood. On 

New Year’s Eve, the schoolhouse burned down, and some blamed 
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those who opposed allowing the Garner children to attend.11 And 

this was far from the worst that the Garners would face (see chap-

ters 6 and 8).

 Perhaps because of such hostilities, but more likely because the 

area around Civil Bend sat in the Missouri River’s floodplain (a 

fact made clear by the severe floods of 1851), the antislavery Con-

gregationalists led by George Gaston moved to higher ground to 

build their “Oberlin” dream college community. After taking sev-

eral lengthy rides beyond the bottomland sloughs and ponds in 

search of a suitable place, they found it twenty miles away in the 

county’s northern reaches. There, on higher ground on the open 

prairie, they started to build their new town of Tabor. By summer’s 

end they had two cabins up and by the next year added a few more 

for new family arrivals from the East. Early in 1854, just before the 

passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, the small group of residents 

decided to build a schoolhouse, passing the hat for subscribers to 

pay for building materials. With a half-dozen new families living 

in Tabor by late spring, their few carpenters were busy working on 

the schoolhouse as well as their own houses and barns.

 Amid the bustle of a newly founded town, surely it was not sur-

prising when three covered wagons drew up on the Fourth of July, 

1854. Driving the first wagon was a white man with his wife and 

daughter. More surprisingly, the other wagons contained several 

black  people— a man and wife about thirty years old with two young 

children, a young man about twenty-one, and an elderly woman. 

These newcomers did not intend to settle in Tabor. Residents soon 

learned that the leader, Mr. Dennis, was a Mormon elder from Mis-

sissippi who was on his way to Utah and meant to camp in town 

only overnight. As the Dennises set things up for the evening on 

the west side of what was marked out as Main Street, between Elm 

and Orange streets, Samuel H. Adams, the town’s thirty-year-old 

lead carpenter, strolled up to chat with one of the black members 

of the party. Having confirmed his suspicions that they were en-

slaved, Adams whispered to them that, since they were in a free 

state, they could choose whether or not to continue their way to 

Salt Lake City. To this they replied that all but one would like to 
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escape their bondage, the exception being the old woman, who also 

could not be trusted to help them or to keep quiet about their plans 

to escape.12

 Adams took the news to the local minister, John Todd, telling 

him “the Lord had sent some of his colored children among us to 

see what we would do with them.” Given that the Tabor residents 

held monthly antislavery prayer meetings, Adams believed that 

the Lord evidently “was trying us to see if we were willing to help 

answer some of our prayers,” but Todd thought Adams’s sugges-

tion overzealous. There was nothing they could do, the minister 

advised, because the high proportion of proslavery men in this 

southwest corner of Iowa meant they would likely be betrayed in 

any effort to free the Dennis family’s slaves. But Adams decided 

at least they ought to try, and he got together with five others in 

town to plan the escape. This first underground railroad rescue for 

Tabor’s residents would set a pattern for their future efforts to help 

people escape from bondage (see chapter 6). 

 At nightfall, after Dennis and his wife and daughter retired to 

bed, five of the people they held in slavery slipped away to a nearby 

barn of George B. Gaston’s, where Adams and his friends were 

waiting.13 Then they walked east out of the village, trying all the 

while to cover their tracks through the easily trampled tallgrass 

prairie. They first cut south and then headed east across fields re-

cently broken for farming.14 Five miles out they came to the broad 

Silver Creek. Anticipating that they might have to haul each other 

across this unfordable tributary, they had brought a coil of rope 

along. It turned out to be unnecessary, however, because a large 

cottonwood tree had fallen across the water, allowing the fugitives 

to walk along its trunk.

 After concealing the runaways in a grove of trees, Adams and his 

allies left to get back to Tabor before daylight. To transfer the group 

to another stop, they made two arrangements. First of all, George 

B. Gaston recruited a few ladies for a morning buggy ride north 

to the cabin of Charles W. Tolles on Silver Creek, near present-day 

Malvern, to alert Tolles of the fugitives’ imminent arrival. Gaston 

knew of Tolles through Ira Blanchard, who had once employed the 
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man and his wife at the Baptist Mission in Kansas. Tolles agreed to 

take care of the runaways until they could be moved to their next 

destination. The Tabor collaborators also recruited two local men, 

the young William Clark and the older Cephas Case (a relative of 

Tolles’s wife, Sylvia), who lived not far from Tolles’s place, and gave 

them an old horse to help carry those less able to walk.

 Meanwhile, back in Tabor Mr. Dennis had awakened on July 5 

to find his livestock untended, no fires burning, no breakfast be-

ing cooked, and all but his oldest slave gone. Evidently aware that 

many people in Tabor opposed slavery, he questioned no one in 

town, instead finding slavery sympathizers in a neighborhood a 

few miles south who were willing to help chase down his runaways. 

Soon they spread handbills announcing the “accursed deed” done 

at Tabor and offering $50 (roughly $1,400 in 2011) for the return 

of each slave and $200 (about $5,600) for information about the 

whites who had aided in the escape. Slavehunters started scout-

ing the countryside, searching thickets and timbered areas along 

streams where the runaways might be hiding. Luckily, one of the 

slavehunters was sympathetic to the runaways and made sure he 

was the one who searched the most likely  areas— including the one 

where they were actually hiding.

 Within two days of the escape from the Dennis camp in Ta-

bor, William Clark and Cephas Case had escorted the fugitives 

to the next stop. While moving east to a place where they might 

ford the West Nishnabotna River and now traveling in daylight, 

they came upon a man on horseback. Noticing that he watched 

their group closely, they asked him about the road to  Quincy— a 

known antislavery town some thirty miles away in central Adams 

 County— and about where to cross the East Nishnabotna. But as 

soon as he departed, they struck north up the East Nishnabotna 

Valley toward a small Mormon settlement called Indiantown in 

southwest Cass County, near which lived the Congregationalist 

minister George B. Hitchcock. Upon their arrival that evening, 

Hitchcock fed them supper, but fearing for their safety and his 

own, he directed them toward a Quaker neighborhood (probably 

in the Quaker settlements in Dallas County) near the Des Moines 
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River. With the escapees now out of immediate harm’s way, Clark 

and Case returned to Tabor.

 Knowledge of the runaways’ journey beyond the Hitchcock place 

in Cass County would have been lost were it not for a reminiscence 

by a man named Felix Conner, recorded by his son William E. Con-

ner. William remembered that a man had brought the runaways 

to his father’s house, and then his father, an antislavery Method-

ist minister, took them southeast through Pella (Marion County) 

and into Mahaska County to the small hamlet of Fremont. Here he 

had old friends in the abolition movement: William Montgomery, 

Isaac Hockett, and Mathew McCormack. Montgomery took the 

runaways to Richland (Keokuk County), where others transported 

them to Washington and then Davenport to cross the Mississippi 

into Illinois.15

 Two clues have survived about what subsequently happened in 

Illinois. Samuel H. Adams recalled that Todd’s sister, who lived 

near Quincy, saw an advertisement for these runaways in a local 

newspaper. The ad included the editor’s comment that a “party an-

swering to that description was at our church last Sabbath and on 

Monday started for the Queen’s dominion”—in other words, Cana-

da. The second clue is a diary entry dated July 24, 1854, by Samuel 

G. Wright of Galesburg, Illinois, which noted that he had “received 

and carried on five fugitives who had escaped from their master as 

he was transporting them through Tabor.”16 Within twenty days, 

the escapees had made it all the way across frontier Iowa to the 

antislavery town of Galesburg in western Illinois.

 In the meantime, the man on horseback who had met William 

Clark and Cephas Case on their journey learned of the Dennis fam-

ily’s missing slaves and rode to tell Mr. Dennis that he had spotted 

them on their way to Quincy. Dennis pursued this lead to no result, 

but along the way he posted more handbills, determined to retrieve 

what belonged to him. Putting off his journey to Utah, he stayed 

just north of Tabor throughout the fall and winter. He even made 

trips to Chicago and Detroit, where he rightly guessed his miss-

ing property had gone. While in Chicago, he placed an advertise-

ment for the runaways in a newspaper there, which other papers 
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 reprinted— thus enabling Todd’s sister to see it in Quincy. The luck-

less slaveholder again returned to Tabor, complaining that “people 

had abused him all the way.”17 At some point during this time, he 

learned that Cephas Case had been one of the people who had 

helped his slaves gain their freedom. One day, upon seeing Case, 

Dennis nearly beat him to death with a cane before others came to 

his rescue. 

 Events like the one in Tabor continually brought the slavery 

question home to Iowans, white and black, and connected their lo-

cal struggles to state and national political turmoil. The escape of 

Dennis’s five slaves occurred just fifteen days after James Grimes 

had made a campaign speech in Sidney, eleven miles south of Ta-

bor.18 Two weeks later newspapers reported that Burlington pastor 

William Salter had just faced down slave kidnappers in La Salle, 

Illinois, 150 miles east of Burlington. While waiting for a train at a 

depot of the Chicago and Rock Island Railroad on the night of July 

13, 1854, he heard loud shouts on the platform. Walking out to in-

vestigate, Salter saw three white men grabbing two blacks who had 

purchased tickets for Chicago. Salter later reported that, among 

the threats and oaths in the air, he yelled out, “Are you officers?” 

The white men replied that they were not. “Have you served any 

papers?” Salter asked. Again they said no. The minister then said, 

“These men are not criminals, and they must go on.” Salter “used 

a little force, and a pistol was presented,” but in the end “the cars 

started and we with them” before a police officer arrived. Salter 

never knew whether the kidnappers ended up “secure of their prey” 

or whether the black travelers made it safely to Chicago.19

 The spreading conflict over slavery had a powerful effect on 

Iowa politics. When the August 1854 election results came in, 

Grimes had won a narrow 52 percent victory over his opponent, 

Democrat Curtis Bates. The Democrats’ complacent overconfi-

dence dissolved in the face of Iowans’ moral and political reaction 

against the Kansas-Nebraska Act, while it solidified the alliance 

between antislavery Whigs and Free Soilers.20 “I am astonished 

at my own success in this State,” Grimes wrote two months later 

to Sen. Salmon P. Chase of Ohio, a staunch opponent of slavery.21 
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Despite open opposition to him from certain old-line Whigs, he 

had received strong support from the more settled, populous areas. 

Additionally, enough Whig candidates got elected in the Iowa Gen-

eral Assembly to remove Sen. Augustus C. Dodge from office and 

replace him with an antislavery man, James Harlan. (At this time, 

U.S. senators were elected by state legislators, not by direct pop-

ular vote.) Grimes’s weakest showing was in the southern half of 

the state and in the less settled western counties, the very areas to 

which more people would flee from slavery, thus exacerbating the 

divisions among free people as the troubles in Kansas intensified.

The Battle for Kansas

With the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act in May 1854, “Kan-

sas was opened to slavery, subject to ‘squatter sovereignty,’ that is, 

that the squatters had a right to pass on the  subject— could have 

slavery if they wanted it.”22 The fact that Kansas settlers would de-

termine whether the state was slave or free galvanized people on 

both sides of the issue. Antislavery advocates in the New England 

states began organizing emigration societies, and proslavery Mis-

sourians, to deal with what they judged to be distant meddlers, did 

the same.23

 Missouri’s Southern element, led by Sen. David R. Atchison 

and former state attorney general Benjamin R. Stringfellow, had 

established by midsummer 1854 a squatters’ claim association to 

organize settlement in Kansas, as well as associated county self-

defense groups along the border to force Free Soilers and aboli-

tionists out of the newly opened territory. The proslavery people 

of western Missouri, while willing to let Nebraska become a free 

state, were convinced of “the fitness of Kansas for slave labor” and 

expected their institutions to be established there. After all, they 

“naturally . . . felt that they themselves should have the right to oc-

cupy the land in their neighborhood.”24

 Throughout 1854 and 1855 antislavery, proslavery, and other 

eager settlers raced to settle Kansas Territory. All wanted mainly 

to better their condition in life, but most were also aware of the 
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significance of the fight ahead. Proponents of slavery, while calling 

for Southerners to settle Kansas, also tried to subvert the demo-

cratic process. Beginning with the election for Kansas’s territorial 

delegate to Congress in 1854 and again during the elections for the 

territorial assembly in 1855, proslavery Missourians were urged to 

cross into Kansas and vote, even though they didn’t live there. Sen-

ator Atchison told a crowd in Platt County, Missouri, on November 

6, 1854, “When you reside in one day’s journey of the territory, and 

when your peace, your quiet and your property depend upon your 

action, you can, with an exertion, send 500 of your young men who 

will vote in favor of your institutions.” Crossing over to Kansas to 

vote would ensure that the question would “be decided quietly and 

peaceably at the ballot-box.”25

 By mid-1855 a combination of the intimidation of antislavery 

activists and ballot box fraud had given proslavery men control of 

Kansas’s territorial legislature. The legislators consequently passed 

strong laws to protect slave property, one of which would punish 

by death or ten years imprisonment any person who would “en-

tice, decoy, or carry away out of this Territory any slave belonging 

to another.”26 The outnumbered free-staters lived in fear of their 

neighbors. The Squatter Sovereign, a paper published in Atchison, 

Kansas, and owned by the Stringfellow brothers and Robert Kel-

ley, warned that antislavery advocates “may exhaust an ocean of 

ink, their Emigrant Aid Societies spend their millions and billions, 

their representatives in Congress spout their heretical theories till 

doomsday, and his excellency [President] Franklin Pierce appoint 

abolitionist after free-soiler as governor, yet we will continue to tar 

and feather, drown, lynch and hang every white-livered abolition-

ist who dares to pollute our soil.”27

 Despite such threats, free-state settlers hung on and began to 

fight back. In response to the fraudulent elections and interference 

by Missourians that produced the aggressively proslavery territo-

rial legislature, free-state leaders met at Big Springs in September 

1855. There they established a Free State Party. Then, in a radical 

move, they assembled at Topeka in late October to draft a consti-

tution, known as the Topeka Constitution, for a separate territo-
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rial government. To achieve consensus, the constitution banned 

slavery but also the migration of free blacks into the future state, 

and it allowed only white men and Indian men who had adopted 

white habits to vote. Voters ratified this constitution in a December 

election, setting the stage to seek congressional approval to make 

Kansas a free state. 

 Proslavery leaders decried the free-state men’s actions in Topeka 

as an insurrection against the territory’s established government. 

Even more troubling to them was the fact that the tide of immigra-

tion into Kansas seemed to favor those who opposed slavery. Rec-

ognizing this, the proslavery forces realized that the flow of settlers 

from the Northern states had to be choked off. The crucial year 

was to be 1856.

 The free-state cause was in desperate straits by May of that 

year, reeling from the strong-arm measures meted out by bands of 

proslavery men. On the twenty-first the friends of slavery sacked 

Lawrence, Kansas, a stronghold of the antislavery community. 

The attackers destroyed two newspaper offices, razed homes and 

shops, and leveled the Free State Hotel with cannon fire. Still not 

satisfied, the militants then set about closing the Missouri River 

to the transport of supplies and reinforcements for the antislavery 

settlers. The proslavery men stopped steamboats, searched passen-

gers’ goods, and turned back groups of migrants from Northern 

states on the river, as well as those crossing Missouri into Kansas 

Territory by wagon.

 Far from solidifying the proslavery forces’ hold on the territory, 

the sack of Lawrence and the closing of the Missouri River moved 

many antislavery Kansans to decide that enough was enough. 

Their lives insecure and troubled in every direction, their hoped-

for prosperity at risk because of the chronic violence, the flow of 

supplies endangered, and now the town of Lawrence ruined, they 

concluded that they had no choice but to fight. The more reckless 

young men began forming guerrilla bands to take the fight to their 

proslavery foes.28 Kansas exploded with violence, and many Io-

wans threw themselves into the battle.
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 In Lawrence, the main early antislavery guerrilla leader was 

Charles “Charley” Lenhart, who had immigrated to Kansas from 

Iowa in the spring of 1855. The lean twenty-year-old had worked as 

a printer for a Davenport newspaper and found similar work at the 

free-state Herald of Freedom in Lawrence. By 1856, however, with 

Lawrence under siege and proslavery irregulars running amok, 

Lenhart began to spend less time at work and more time fighting. 

“If there was any wild adventure on foot,” editor George W. Brown 

explained, “he was the leader and away!” Lenhart, a fearless dare-

devil, drew about him a band of some twenty equally bold young 

 men— including John Cook, who later joined John Brown at Harp-

ers  Ferry— and they regularly ambushed and generally harassed 

proslavery partisans. Soon their efforts forced the freewheeling 

proslavery bands to be more cautious about when and where they 

went to raid and burn free-state cabins, take captives, and drive off 

livestock.29

 Though Lenhart’s wild and reckless guerrilla group helped 

convert proslavery bravado to hesitation, it also infuriated local 

free-state leaders who opposed such violent tactics. It was too 

unrestrained for the likes of conservatives such as Charles Rob-

inson and editor Brown, who sought to keep the peace and avoid 

provoking the U.S. Army to move against them. They denounced 

Lenhart’s outfit as a nuisance for which antislavery leaders refused 

to be held responsible. But Lenhart’s band was not bothered by 

the criticism; it aligned itself with antislavery activists like John 

Brown and James H. Lane, who favored direct action. Lenhart’s 

guerrillas continued to prowl the territory on the lookout for armed 

proslavery marauders and successfully evaded capture by them.

 John Brown would soon become the most famous Kansas an-

tislavery fighter in the nation. A one-time businessman who had 

owned and operated tanneries and raised sheep for wool, he had 

become increasingly opposed to slavery since the murder of anti-

slavery newspaper editor Elijah Lovejoy in 1837. During the 1840s 

Brown lived in Springfield, Massachusetts, where he came to know 

many of the wealthiest antislavery advocates in the nation and 
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worshipped at St. John’s Free Church, which had been founded by 

African Americans and often hosted the leading abolitionists of 

the day. In 1850 Brown founded a militant antislavery group, and 

in 1855 he responded to calls for help from his sons, who had joined 

antislavery settlers in Kansas. Unlike many who opposed slavery, 

Brown believed that the institution could be overthrown only by 

violence, and he acted on that belief repeatedly between 1855 and 

1859.

 Three days after proslavery Missourians sacked Lawrence in 

May 1856, John Brown took the fight a chilling step further. He 

gathered together several men and rode through the night to the 

bottomlands of Pottawatomie Creek in Kansas, where a cluster of 

proslavery families had homes. There, Brown and his supporters 

executed five men by hacking them to death with broadswords. 

The massacre drove a shaft of terror through active proslavery 

communities, and in retaliation vigilantes sacked and burned the 

Brown family’s cabins and captured two of the old man’s sons, who 

were held in irons in the U.S. Cavalry camp nearby. Undeterred 

by the warrants issued for his arrest, Brown united his nine men 

with fifteen commanded by Capt. Samuel T. Shore, and the party 

successfully attacked Capt. Henry Clay Pate’s Missouri militia on 

June 2 three miles away in the Black Jack area. In the skirmish 

the antislavery forces captured Pate and twenty-four of his men, 

holding them for three days until the U.S. Cavalry insisted upon 

their release. Although the cavalry officers ultimately ignored the 

signed agreement between Brown and Pate to exchange his Mis-

sourian captives for Brown’s sons and an equal number of free-

state prisoners, the abolitionist fighter and his allies counted this 

first regular battle between proslavery and free-state forces a vic-

tory. It showed that free-state settlers had fight in them and that 

proslavery raids would no longer go unchallenged. As a result, the 

once powerful proslavery militias began losing some of their for-

mer swagger. 
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The Overland Route to Kansas

Nevertheless, the beleaguered free-state Kansans, crying out for 

provisions, guns, and more emigrants, needed to act quickly to 

improve their precarious situation. With Missouri and the Mis-

souri River closed to them, the only feasible course for reaching 

Kansas was a northern overland route through Iowa, the closest 

free state. Urging antislavery supporters to use it was James H. 

Lane, a former Indiana congressman who had served in the Mexi-

can War and was now an emerging free-state leader.30 Making this 

route more attractive was the rapid extension of the railroad. The 

tracks running from Chicago first bridged the Mississippi River at 

Davenport, Iowa, in late April 1856, with Iowa City then the west-

ernmost stop along the line. Within two months another rail line 

across southern Iowa reached from Burlington thirty miles west 

to Mount Pleasant, further shortening the distance that had to be 

traveled by wagon.

 A National Kansas Committee with headquarters in Chicago 

hurriedly formed to coordinate relief efforts through Iowa. Even 

as various Kansas aid organizations met in Buffalo, New York, the 

Kansas Central Committee of Iowa was busy mapping out a three-

hundred-mile overland route from Iowa City to the southwestern 

corner of the state, initially ending at Sidney, but the terminus was 

quickly changed to the antislavery town of Tabor.31 Shortly after-

ward, a team from Topeka, Kansas, undertook to survey a drivable 

road from Iowa to their town. They graded slopes at stream cross-

ings, blazed trees, and piled stones to mark the route.32

 Meanwhile, free-state companies, including parties that had 

been stopped and turned back on their steamboat journeys up 

the Missouri River, began to gather at the rail end near Iowa City. 

Many of these passengers had returned to Alton or St. Louis and 

from there came up the Mississippi River to venture west across 

Iowa. The number of antislavery settlers passing through Iowa 

City for Kansas soon grew into the hundreds. Well-prepared for 

the violence they would face, they brought with them cannons and 

firearms supplied by contributions from Chicago and other plac-
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es.33 Emigrant companies small and large camped on the prairies 

surrounding Iowa City. They scoured the town for, as one put it, 

“teams, wagons, tents, cooking utensils, and all necessary appur-

tenances for the pioneer life we were about to lead.” They competed 

for goods and equipment with the Mormon handcart companies 

that were encamped west of town preparing to depart for their 

long journey to Salt Lake City, Utah.34

 The free-state response to the river closure spread alarm through 

northwestern Missouri and “greatly excited and exasperated” pro-

slavery citizens in border counties. “A large body of armed emi-

grants are marching through Nebraska for Kansas,” warned pro-

slavery men. A writer to the St. Louis Gazette described Iowa City 

as “the central focus and hot bed of Kansas filibuster” and claimed 

to have seen as many as five hundred people “encamped in the 

grove east of the city.” This writer believed them to be a military 

expedition led by James H. Lane, the Indiana congressman, in the 

writer’s view a “fugitive traitor” who is “wild with excitement and 

exhibits a fury that strongly indicates insanity.” They “take cannon 

and arms, with munitions of war,” the writer insisted, “and are, in 

fact, organized into regular military squads of companies” paid for 

or “aided by contributions from Chicago and other places.”35

 Hoping to persuade the U.S. Army to halt the free-state migra-

tion, proslavery partisans painted the overland emigrant groups as 

highly organized paramilitaries “enlisting an army to exterminate” 

them. In contrast, a free-state organizer believed that his partisans 

were too few to “overawe” opposition and feared that “their provi-

sions and money [were] nearly exhausted.” The wagon parties, he 

wrote, were “designedly distorted by telegraphic dispatches and 

[Democratic] administration newspapers, into an organized army, 

under Gen. Lane, armed to the teeth with Sharp’s rifles, Colt’s re-

volvers and bowie knives!”36

 In fact, the wagons of a caravan from Worcester, Massachusetts, 

carried fifteen hundred muskets taken from the Iowa state arsenal 

informally after a key was left on Governor Grimes’s desk. This 

kind of under-the-table support for the free-state cause was not 

unique to Iowa; one of Ohio’s emigrant groups, led by S. N. Wood, 



The Kansas-Nebraska Act and Political Change  ::  101

also took to Kansas twenty boxes of borrowed militia muskets. On 

the proslavery side, Missouri activists took armaments from the 

U.S. arsenal in Liberty in November 1855 and the state arsenal in 

Jefferson in early 1856. In November 1856 Iowa’s governor secretly 

provided an additional two hundred arms to Robert Morrow, a 

member of the Kansas expedition led by Col. Shalor W. Eldridge, 

the route agent for the National Kansas Committee.37

 Eldridge’s was the first large emigrant train to depart, leaving 

Iowa City about July 4, 1856. It was composed of several smaller 

companies under his general direction. He had been the owner of 

the recently destroyed Free State Hotel in Lawrence, Kansas. A 

total of 396 people traveled in these initial caravans. Other parties 

that left separately later combined with each other along the way, 

all eventually congregating in western Iowa to enter Kansas in 

force.38 The journey across Iowa, “three hundred miles of sparsely 

settled country, unprovided with coaches, hotels, or the ordinary 

facilities for travel,” was far from easy, especially for individuals 

and families unaccustomed to crossing unsettled expanses of open 

prairie.39

 One member of the caravan who had “traveled the whole breadth 

of the State of Iowa” found it a “tedious journey, partly through a 

country so sparsely inhabited that we had to sleep two nights in 

our wagon.” 40 In dry weather, conditions were tough: there were 

no bridges over streams and no easy paths through swampy bot-

tomlands, and what trails existed were badly rutted. When rains 

moved in, wagons bogged down, slowed to a crawl, or worse, got 

completely stuck. “Compelled to travel on foot in the heat of July 

over the broad Western prairies,” the free-staters also suffered 

from the blazing summer temperatures. As one correspondent la-

mented, “the wild life which we are compelled to endure comes 

rather hard upon some of our party, who have been used to differ-

ent fare.” 41

 The overland route was tougher, more expensive, and more mo-

notonous than traveling on a Missouri River steamboat. Forced 

to abandon the comparatively “easy and safe journey” by river 

through Missouri for the “long and harassing march through the 
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uncultivated wilds of Iowa and Nebraska,” many migrants were 

bereft of resources and facing starvation as they neared the end of 

their journey. A newspaper editor noted that “the slender purse of 

the emigrant is in many instances insufficient for the long overland 

journey through Iowa and Nebraska.” 42 The weary settlers found 

the strongly antislavery village of Tabor a welcome way station 

where they could recuperate while waiting to safely enter Nebraska 

and Kansas. Some emigrant trains halted and camped in tents and 

wagons in the town square, while others proceeded over the ridge 

beyond the town onto the open prairie.43 

 From July through November 1856, as the free-state settlers 

streamed west toward Kansas and Nebraska, Tabor citizens did 

everything they could to help. Maria Cummings Gaston, wife of 

town founder George B. Gaston, later wrote:

That summer and autumn our houses, before too full, were much 
overfilled and our comforts shared with those passing to and from 
Kansas to secure it for Freedom. When houses would hold no more, 
woodsheds were temporized for bedrooms, where the sick and dy-
ing were cared for. Barns also were fixed for sleeping rooms. Ev-
ery place a bed could be put or a blanket thrown down was at once 
so occupied. There were comers and goers all times of the day or 
 night— meals at all  hours— many free hotels, perhaps entertaining 
angels unawares. After battles they were here for  rest— before for 
preparation.44

 The Kansas and Nebraska settlers remembered Tabor fondly. 

Massachusetts-based organizer Thomas Wentworth Higginson, 

who accompanied some of the wagon trains taking aid to Kan-

sas and later became a confidant of John Brown, commented to 

the New York Daily Tribune: “The citizens of Tabor are entitled 

to everlasting gratitude for their unwearied kindness to our emi-

grants. The sick have been cared for, clothing has been made, and 

every house, stable, and melon-patch, has been common property. 

Let the Eastern States hold this thriving little village in grateful 

remembrance.” 45 Similar credit to Tabor “for the sympathy and 

ready helpfulness of its people in supplying the needs of the forces 
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marching to the relief of the besieged free-state men” came from 

Shalor Eldridge. “Kansas,” he wrote, “will ever owe Tabor a debt of 

gratitude.” 46

 By late July the first wagon trains had crossed into Nebraska 

Territory at Nebraska City and were encamped some twenty miles 

past that town. They had halted after hearing that Missourians 

were gathering in large groups to stop them. The wagon master 

of the largest caravan, Milton Dickey, wrote to Gen. Persifor E. 

Smith, the U.S. Army commander in Kansas, requesting a military 

escort for their travel into that territory. Free-state emigrants had 

exhausted their provisions and money waiting for protection from 

proslavery forces. If the army refused to help, as some predicted, 

several thought Smith might try to drive them back, but most ex-

pected to wait until other parties came up to create a larger “armed 

body of emigrants who can force their way in.” 47

 Other wagon trains remained at Tabor, which had also become a 

safe haven for free-state fighters who were retaliating against pro-

slavery bands. Maria Cummings Gaston recalled:

General Lane once stayed three weeks secretly while it was reported 
abroad that he was back in Indiana for recruits and supplies, where 
came ere long, consisting of all kinds of provisions, Sharps rifles, 
powder and lead. A cannon packed in corn made its way through 
the enemy’s lines and ammunition of all kinds, in clothing and 
kitchen furniture, etc. etc. Our cellars contained barrels of powder, 
and boxes of rifles. Often our chairs, tables, beds, and such places 
were covered with what weapons everyone carried about him, so 
that if one needed and got time to rest a little in the day time, we 
had to remove the Kansas furniture, or rest with loaded revolvers, 
cartridge boxes, and bowie knives piled around them, and boxes of 
swords under the bed. Were not our houses overfilled? 48

 Word finally came in mid-September that the way was open 

and safe for all emigrants to pass into Kansas.49 Particularly ef-

fective in quieting the turbulence was the forceful new territorial 

governor, John W. Geary. He arrived in Kansas on September 9, 

1856, and soon directed all outside and unauthorized militias to 
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 disband— groups that his proslavery predecessor had earlier in-

vited in to put down “open insurrection and rebellion.” Geary’s 

vigorous actions also prompted the force under free-state leader 

James Lane to pull out of Kansas, retreating to Nebraska and then 

Iowa.50 On September 17, Rev. John Todd wrote his Congregation-

alist colleague, Rev. William Salter in Burlington, Iowa, to bring 

him up to date on happenings in Tabor: 

The wants of Kansas constitute the absorbing topic of interest here 
now. The Kansas forces had been congregating here for more than 
three weeks until yesterday. Our little village had been their head-
quarters on this side [of] the river ever since the arrival of Lane’s 
company. You are right in saying that men are wanted. Such was 
the call for men that it was much feared that our friends in the terri-
tory would be reduced to a state of suffering before a sufficient force 
could be raised to conduct safely to them the provisions which were 
here waiting to be conveyed. The road is said to be now open. Sever-
al skirmishes have taken place, & Lane is in command of the terri-
tory. Messrs. [Samuel Gridley] Howe, [Thaddeus] Hyatt, [Thomas 
Wentworth] Higginson &c have been here, & anything which can 
be done here to forward the cause of Freedom will be done most 
cheerfully.51

 While Geary worked to pacify Kansas, armed emigrants contin-

ued to arrive in Tabor in the fall of 1856. Preston B. Plumb’s com-

pany went there from Iowa City in early September with three wag-

ons, one containing relief supplies and travel provisions; another 

250 Sharps rifles, revolvers, Bowie knives, and ammunition; and 

the third a brass cannon and its carriage, dismantled and boarded 

up so it could not be seen.52 Their arrival in Tabor prompted a wel-

coming dinner by the community. 

 As General Lane and his company neared Tabor from Nebras-

ka Territory, John Speer, who had joined the group, recalled that 

Lane stopped the company outside of town and “admonished the 

men that in regard for the moral and religious principles of Tabor 

people, the men of the company were to conduct themselves with 

utmost decorum.” They camped on the public square, drilled daily, 

and engaged in various sports but avoided profanity and did not 
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steal any chickens.53 When they heard that the trouble had sub-

sided, they moved to Archer, Nebraska, before reentering Kansas.

 In late September Colonel Eldridge led a large expedition to-

ward Tabor from Mount Pleasant. Some eighteen wagons loaded 

with small arms, edged weapons, munitions, tents, and provisions 

were accompanied by two hundred volunteers organized into ar-

tillery and rifle companies and equipped with a field gun. They 

met Lane’s group at Quincy, Iowa, fifty miles east of Tabor, and 

marched into that town on October 1 to spend two days drilling 

and reorganizing.54

 Tabor’s public square accommodated both Eldridge’s and Lane’s 

militias. John Todd recalled that Eldridge’s company

proceeded directly to the southwest corner of the public square, 
where they proceeded to pitch their tents. It must be remembered 
that there was not a tree then on the public square, nor any fence 
around it. They camped in front of the parson’s gate, placing the 
mounted cannon in the center, and hoisting on it the stars and 
stripes. The 18 covered wagons were arranged in a circle, around the 
national banner. Outside the wagons was pitched a circle of tents, 
and outside the tents campfires were built, and still outside of the 
fires were placed armed sentinels. . . . On the next day about 200 
men drilled on the public square, a report of which was carried by 
the passengers in the stage coach to St. Joe [St. Joseph, Missouri], 
only the numbers were multiplied  tenfold— the 200 had become 
2,000.55

 Todd also reported that General Lane and his men had some 

trouble. “There was not the best feeling” among the eastern free-

state emigrants toward Lane because they had not received the 

Sharps rifles promised them first at Albany, then Cleveland, then 

Chicago, and finally at Tabor. Nevertheless, wrote Todd, General 

Lane “mounted the cannon carriage and, calling the men around 

him,” was able to “pacify” and “prevail on them to go forward” into 

Kansas Territory on October 4.56

 The Kansas antislavery fighter John Brown encountered the El-

dridge company on its march into Kansas. Heading east, Brown 

led a party with two wagons, one pulled by a four-mule team and 
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the second a one-horse covered wagon that carried inside the ail-

ing Brown himself and a runaway slave. Acting as teamsters were 

three of his sons, John Brown Jr., Owen, and Jason; another son, 

Frederick, had been killed by proslavery vigilantes on August 30. 

With John Jr. and Jason now released from imprisonment and rel-

ative peace enforced by Governor Geary, Brown was returning east 

to raise additional funds. “The mule team,” Jason recalled, “was 

full of arms and ammunition that father was taking out to Tabor.” 

The Browns arrived there on October 10.57

 “Here he stored arms he had brought with him,” wrote biogra-

pher Oswald Garrison Villard, “and this place he chose as the com-

ing headquarters of the band of one hundred ‘volunteer-regulars’ 

for whom he now planned to raise funds in the East.” He would 

train them here “for war-service against forces of slavery.” The men 

who supported John Brown in 1856 were mainly his relatives and a 

few free-state neighbors, working together on occasion with other 

groups. But as news of his exploits spread, antislavery fighters from 

Kansas Territory, Iowa, and elsewhere joined his militia. Though 

Kansas was momentarily at peace, Brown expected more conflict 

in the spring, and he wanted to be ready to fight. The sons contin-

ued on their way while John  Brown— ill with  dysentery— spent a 

week in Tabor recuperating among friends.58

 When Brown got to Chicago on October 22 or 23, he learned that 

his sons Salmon and Watson had joined the wagon train led by Col. 

Milton C. Dickey and Dr. J. P. Root that was bearing freight and 

goods from Mount Pleasant, Iowa, to Tabor and thence to Kansas. 

His sons intended to avenge the death of their brother Frederick. 

John Brown turned back to Iowa to meet the train and sent word 

to his sons to wait at Tabor.59 On October 30, Watson Brown wrote 

his family from St. Charles, Iowa, that they were well and “in the 

company of a train of Kansas teams loaded with Sharps rifles and 

canon [sic]. I heard a report that Father had gone east. The travel 

very slow. You can write to us at Tabor. On our way we saw Gar-

ret [Gerrit] Smith, F. Douglas [Frederick Douglass] and other old 

friends. We have each a Sharps rifle.” 60 Upon reaching Tabor, Wat-



The Kansas-Nebraska Act and Political Change  ::  107

son Brown stayed to wait for his father while Salmon went on to 

Kansas.61

 Dickey and Root’s  train— the final such caravan of 1856—arrived 

in Tabor in early November. The freight included the much-desired 

Sharps rifles, but antislavery leaders were uncertain about wheth-

er they could get them through to Kansas at the time, so they de-

cided to store the arms and supplies in Tabor. These two hundred 

rifles, donated by the Massachusetts State Kansas Committee to 

the National Kansas Committee, were added to other items being 

stored there along with the older arms just brought by John Brown 

from Kansas.62 Thus by late fall 1856, arms, equipment, and other 

goods “overfilled,” as Maria Gaston had written, every conceivable 

storage place in and around Tabor, including the Todd house. The 

presence of such military supplies in town was just one sign of the 

increasing effectiveness of the Iowa route opened that year, and of 

the impending storm.

 Proslavery partisans now knew that the tide of Northern emi-

grants could not be quashed by simply closing Missouri River ac-

cess. In fact, by shutting down the river, western Missouri pro-

slavery men had angered St. Louis riverboat interests and lost the 

support of merchants in the other Missouri River towns. And not-

withstanding proslavery efforts to gain the upper hand by plead-

ing with Southern states to send more emigrants, the number of 

arriving Southerners failed to offset free-state settlers. These fail-

ures, joined with the emergence of free-state guerrillas willing to 

fight against proslavery militias, sharply deflated the Southerners’ 

cause.



Escapes and Rescues
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Escaping through Tabor

When the last wagon train, led by Milton C. Dickey and J. P. Root, 

left Tabor for Topeka toward the end of 1856, things settled down 

in the village for about six weeks. Then on December 18 came three 

men from Jackson County, Missouri, looking for two runaway 

slaves. Knocking at George Gaston’s door to ask what the family 

had seen, the slavecatchers learned nothing, but as they stepped 

away one made the parting remark that they had great fears for Ta-

bor. Villagers expected to see them again, this time with warrants 

to search the town. If that happened and the men took a close look, 

they would discover the arms and ammunition being stored there 

for antislavery forces in Kansas.1

 In addition to this danger, the community actually already knew 

about the two runaways the slavecatchers were seeking. Just that 

fall Dr. Ira Blanchard of Civil Bend had been to Topeka, where he 

met with a group to plan the use of the new emigrant trail north 

across Iowa for aiding runaways. Shortly thereafter, the two people 

who had escaped from Lexington, Missouri, were on their way to-

ward freedom, the slavehunters hard on their trail.2 But this first 

effort went awry. Although Civil Bend folks listened for and heard 

“the far-off whistle of a coming train [on the underground rail-

road],” one of the waiting recipients admitted, “the rails are newly 

laid, and there are no tried conductors, over the long, uninhabited 

prairie between us and the Kansas bondmen.” Consequently, “days 

and nights were passed of anxious watching for the arrival of the 

passengers,” but they never came.3 
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 What had gone wrong? The two men escaping from Missouri 

had gone via Kansas City into Kansas and then moved northward 

into Nebraska. But as they journeyed toward Civil Bend, Iowa, 

they lost their way and the slavecatchers caught up with them. 

Fearing that the fugitives had been seized, some Kansans winter-

ing in Civil Bend with Elvira and Lester Platt went on a night res-

cue ride, but when they reached the prearranged meeting site, they 

found they were too late. The slavecatchers had taken their quarry 

into northwestern Missouri. At Linden (twenty-five miles south-

east of Civil Bend), the captors lodged the captives temporarily in 

the hamlet’s small jail.4

 Caged inside a log  calaboose— part of which was  underground—  

the runaways soon discovered that some of the lower logs were de-

cayed. After one of the men complained of severe chills and fever, 

they received from their captors a kettle of coals, which they used 

to burn through the logs. Then they dug themselves out. Disre-

garding the slavehunters’ warning that Civil Bend and Tabor “peo-

ple got rich by selling slaves to New Orleans,” the two continued 

north through the brush and icy marshes of the Missouri River 

bottom. They were within a few miles of Civil Bend when a snow-

storm came on. One of the two stopped to build a fire while the 

other went on, perhaps scouting out shelter, and they got separated 

from one another.5

 Meanwhile, the Kansas boys, unaware of what had happened 

to the runaways and fearing the two would perish in the harsh, 

driving snowstorm, went out again and searched until dark. Mis-

fortune nearly claimed one of the searchers, who got lost and had 

to grope through the snow until he found a deserted cabin. Soon he 

was inside pulling up floorboards to make a fire. Without matches 

and having no luck striking sparks with his knife, he tried firing 

his revolver into a bit of combustible material without success. 

Cold and weakened, he finally pulled out some cotton filling from 

his coat and got it ignited. The next morning his companions were 

highly relieved to see him open the door at the Platts’s home.6 Pres-

ently they learned that one of the runaways had made his way not 
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to Civil Bend, but to Tabor. There, while awaiting word of his com-

panion’s fate, he stayed at George Gaston’s place and helped cut 

wood for the household in a nearby forest.7

 The other fugitive, they later heard, had gotten turned around 

during the snowstorm and was headed back where he had come 

from. At length he came to a cabin whose occupants treated him 

well. He stayed several days doing work for the family, but one 

night, having drunk too much for caution, the family members 

revealed their plans to return him to jail for the reward money. 

The runaway immediately took flight and, although followed for 

some time by a woman in the family, was able to make his way 

to Civil Bend. In his rush to get away, however, he had lost a shoe 

and was forced to walk several miles barefoot in crusted snow. At 

Civil Bend residents attended to his condition, and by the next day, 

warmly clothed and with fresh shoes, he traveled with a townsman 

to Tabor to rejoin his companion. No sooner had the fugitive and 

his helper left for Tabor than Civil Bend folks “heard the blood-

hounds on the track. We suffered them to scent and search and 

yell all they chose, well knowing they were not keen enough to find 

their prey.”8

 The next passenger on the underground railroad who came 

through Civil Bend arrived three months later in late winter. It 

went easier this time, with Kansas guide John Armstrong (not 

to be confused with abolitionist John H. B. Armstrong of Appa-

noose County) taking his passenger, Judy Clarke, all the way to Ira 

Blanchard’s place.9 During the previous year Judy had been en-

slaved to the notorious George W. Clarke, who shared ownership 

with the equally notorious proslavery guerrilla H. T. Titus, who 

lived nearby in the vicinity of Lecompton, Kansas. George Clarke, 

a stocky, loose-talking proslavery man of some influence and a vio-

lent temper who had killed a free-state man, Thomas W. Barber, in 

December 1855, was a federal agent for the Pottawattamie Indians.

 Clarke came into full control of Judy in late 1856 when Titus 

left for Nicaragua after free-state men attacked and burned his 

stronghold. It was not long before Clarke, angered by something, 

beat the enslaved woman severely with a chair. When she ran away, 
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he advertised a reward for her return. Judy escaped detection for 

about six weeks and when caught by slavecatchers feigned happi-

ness to be returning to her master. On their way to deliver her to 

Clarke, her captors stopped at a hotel for the evening. They sent 

Judy to work in the kitchen, and she used that opportunity to es-

cape out the back door. Helped by a physician making house calls, 

she reached John Armstrong’s house south of Lawrence and spent 

a few weeks in hiding there until late February, when they could 

risk traveling north.

 Like Tabor’s residents, those in Civil Bend continued to aid run-

away slaves whenever they could despite the danger from proslav-

ery militias. Elvira Platt recalled how haste, chance, luck, and risk 

coincided during underground railroad episodes. On one occasion, 

she remembered: “We had retired for the night and were just sink-

ing into the arms of sleep, when there was a knock at our door and 

without waiting for a response the question came, ‘Are you going to 

Tabor to-morrow? I have a passenger for you, can you take him? He 

is a young mulatto [and] the last to escape’” his slaveholder. Elvira 

and her husband recognized the voice as that of Dr. Ira Blanchard 

and opened the door to discuss how best to move the runaway from 

his place to their wagon.10

 Lester Platt had nearly completed manufacturing two wagon-

loads of shingles for delivery to Tabor. He and Elvira decided that 

he would drive the fully loaded wagon and she the second, par-

tially loaded one, which would have “packages of shingles on one 

side while on the other they placed a comfortable bed of  straw— all 

being covered with a large wagon sheet.” The next morning, once 

Lester had things ready, Elvira got onto the driver’s seat and drove 

one-half mile north to Blanchard’s house, where, as her husband 

waited on the road, she turned into Blanchard’s drive and parked 

close to the door. The young runaway crept out of the house and 

climbed into the wagon bed. With a snap of the reins, she moved 

her team and wagon onto the main track and proceeded north-

ward behind her husband’s wagon. Two neighbors who were in on 

the secret “stood in the door of their house waving their dish-tow-

els to cheer [her] on in [her] perilous undertaking.”
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 As soon as they reached uninhabited grassland, the runaway 

took the chance to sit up in the wagon for a while. But no sooner had 

he done so, revealing what Elvira considered a “little and symmet-

rical form” with “great pathetic eyes,” than Lester spotted “a man 

mounted on a mule” galloping behind them, “apparently bent on 

overtaking our teams.” Elvira hastily signaled the fugitive to hide 

once again. The approaching rider caught up with the wagons and 

“slacked the speed of his mule and kept pace with our teams for 

sometime, eyeing us closely but saying nothing.” After a while, he 

spurred his mule past the wagons, and the Platts continued on their 

way until reaching the small settlement of Plum Hollow. There at 

the lone store in town was the traveler’s mule hitched in front.

 Lester called out that he needed to stop at the store for some-

thing, and so Elvira moved past, driving along at a relatively slow 

pace so that Lester would be able to catch up with her. The Platts 

knew that most people in Plum Hollow were “of Southern proclivi-

ties and of course were never entrusted with a knowledge of the 

movements of the Underground trains,” even though the store’s 

owner was genial and friendly. Hardly had Lester gone into the 

store than Elvira looked back to see that the rider of the mule had 

walked out, “mounted, and rode after me.” As Elvira worried:

For sometime he kept behind the  wagon— then rode up on one side, 
now and then casting furtive glances into my face but not even ven-
turing a greeting. I had asked the young man who harnessed my 
team [that morning], to give me the black-snake whip, which was 
loaded,11 as I might need it for protection, and while this stranger 
followed in this suspicious way, I was nerving myself for the expect-
ed contest, feeling so strong I was sure that with one blow from the 
end of my whip I could lay him senseless, should he endeavor to take 
my passenger from me.

But soon, “spurring his splendid great mule,” the man “rode rapidly 

away, while I found my tense muscles so relaxed I could scarcely 

have killed a mosquito.” Upon reaching Tabor, Elvira turned into 

the hay barn of J. L. Smith, where the runaway slipped out of the 

wagon and climbed the ladder into the loft. From Tabor, one of the 
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townsmen took him to the next station at Lewis, in Cass County, 

some sixty miles away.

 Although Elvira never learned whether the runaway ended up 

in Chicago or Canada, she did learn more about her “pursuer” on 

the journey to Tabor. She happened to be visiting two years later 

with the storekeeper at Plum Hollow when the subject turned to 

life on the frontier. She mentioned liking the “independence of 

choosing our work” and gave this example: “I often preferred to 

turn teamster that I might drink in the pure oxygen rather than 

the heat of the cooking stove.” He replied, “Yes . . . and you some-

times travelled in the interest of the Underground Railway, did you 

not?” As Elvira looked at him for further explanation, the Plum 

Hollow merchant told her that “the man on the mule was a friend, 

secretly, to our  cause— that he had in some way learned that the 

young mulatto was on the road, and in a kind of instinctive way, 

such as came to all of us in those days he knew the boy was in our 

train, had stopped to tell the merchant and for his own amusement 

had rode on before my husband to test my ability as a conductor.”12

Dred Scott and the Founding 
of the Republican Party

The Kansas-Nebraska Act and the resulting bloodshed in Kan-

sas transformed national politics. The same divisions that James 

Grimes exploited to win the 1854 gubernatorial election in Iowa 

increasingly appeared on the national level. By the mid-1850s the 

Whig Party was largely destroyed by its partisans’ disagreements 

over slavery. In 1854 two-thirds of the Northern Democrats who 

had voted in favor of the Kansas-Nebraska Act lost their seats when 

angry constituents turned against them. The Know Nothings, 

so-called because the party’s sponsor was a secret society whose 

members were supposed to claim they “knew nothing” if asked 

about it, enjoyed a brief run of success in 1854–1855 by preying on 

anxieties about  Catholic— mainly German and  Irish— immigration 

to the United States. But the party faltered because it alienated 

newly naturalized voters and failed to address the burning issue of 



114  ::  ch a p t er si x

slavery. Indeed, when the battle for Kansas made the slavery issue 

seem like the main threat to the republic, the irreconcilable dif-

ferences between proslavery and antislavery Know Nothings sank 

the party’s national prospects even as a new party committed to 

preventing the spread of slavery grew. 

 More and more antislavery politicians, whether originally Whigs 

or Democrats, took the same path that Grimes had: they allied 

themselves with Free Soilers and anyone else who opposed human 

bondage. In 1854 several such tentative coalitions dubbed them-

selves “Republican,” and the name stuck. Nevertheless, the new 

party’s future did not seem especially bright, and it did not make 

much of a showing in the midterm elections of that year. But by 

1856 the party had won important elections in Ohio and Massa-

chusetts, and it held its first national convention.

 For the 1856 presidential election, the Democrats nominated 

James Buchanan, a party stalwart who had conveniently been out 

of the country serving as ambassador to England during the strug-

gle over the Kansas-Nebraska Act. The Know Nothings, amid their 

death throes, nominated former president Millard Fillmore. The 

Republicans put forth a cautious platform, saying nothing about 

slavery where it already existed but calling for Kansas to be a free 

state and for all territories acquired in the future to be free as well. 

The new party’s candidate was the hero of the 1846 conquest of 

California, John C. Fremont.

 Democrat Buchanan won the three-way race with a plurality, 

but the Republicans made a good showing, coming in second. 

More important, as observers noted fearfully, the nation had di-

vided largely on sectional lines: most of the Northern states (in-

cluding Iowa) went Republican, while all of the Southern ones (ex-

cept Maryland, which voted Know Nothing) went Democratic. In 

fact, the Republicans were not even on the ballot in the slave states. 

In the few Northern states that voted for the Democrats, the party 

won just barely half the vote.

 Once in office, Buchanan sought to shift the problem of slavery 

to the  courts— specifically, to the Supreme Court, where the case 

Dred Scott v. John F. A. Sandford was pending. This case began in 
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the 1840s when Dred Scott sued the man who owned him for his 

freedom. Born into slavery, Scott had lived in the free state of Il-

linois and the territory of Wisconsin (including near Davenport in 

the part that became the Iowa Territory in 1838) with his master, 

an army doctor. He argued that he should have gained his freedom 

by virtue of living in areas where slavery was  illegal— indeed, ar-

eas where slavery was forbidden by the Missouri Compromise. A 

lower court agreed, but a state court reversed the decision and was 

sustained by the federal circuit court, and so the case arrived in 

Washington, D.C., in February 1856.13

 The court, led by Chief Justice Roger B. Taney of Maryland, a 

supporter of slavery, could have decided the case in several dif-

ferent ways. Three of those ways would have minimized the case’s 

implications for the current political unrest plaguing the country: 

upholding the lower court’s ruling, ruling that Scott was a nonciti-

zen who had no standing to sue in a U.S. court, or deciding the case 

on its merits without setting a precedent. The fourth option was to 

issue a bold opinion that would address the constitutionality of all 

federal and territorial laws concerning slavery. Buchanan, hoping 

to avoid a fight in Congress, urged the court to think big.

 In March 1857 Chief Justice Taney and six of his colleagues 

heeded Buchanan’s call for a broad decision. Their opinion denied 

that Scott had the right to bring suit because he, and all African 

Americans (slave and free), belonged to an inferior class of beings 

who were not citizens and had no political or civil rights. More-

over, Taney continued, the federal government had no right to re-

strict its citizens’ property rights in any respect. This meant nei-

ther Congress nor any territorial  government— for example, that 

of  Kansas— could prevent slaveholders from bringing slaves to or 

keeping them on federal land or in the territories. This opinion not 

only nullified the Kansas-Nebraska Act but also the Compromise 

of 1850 and the Missouri Compromise of 1820. It threw out nearly 

four decades of efforts to resolve the slavery issue through political 

means.

 President Buchanan cheered the decision, believing that it 

cleared the way for a resolution to the conflict in Kansas, but many 
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people thought quite differently. Antislavery Kansans had already 

drawn up and passed the Topeka Constitution, which barred slav-

ery, in December 1855. Following the Scott decision in September 

1857, proslavery Kansans drafted the Lecompten Constitution, 

permitting slavery. The territorial governor correctly judged that 

the antislavery forces outnumbered their foes by then, and in the 

October 1857 elections, free-state candidates won control of the 

territorial legislature. Well-aware that a majority of Kansas voters 

opposed the proslavery Lecompten Constitution, its backers for-

warded it directly to Congress for approval. When Buchanan sup-

ported it, Northern Democrats protested mightily, nearly breaking 

the party in two. The president’s credibility was shredded, and the 

nation grew increasingly polarized.

 By the end of 1857 Americans who opposed slavery began to 

feel much as those in Kansas had felt during the bloody summer 

of 1856: besieged by the supporters of slavery, who not only refused 

to accept any limit on their ability to own other human beings, but 

also had no respect for the democratic process. Political solutions 

to this impasse seemed ever more unlikely, and many gave up on 

them altogether.

The Transformation of Iowa’s 

Political Landscape

Antislavery advocates in Iowa benefited from but also struggled  

in the political crosscurrents of the mid- to late 1850s. Amos Bixby 

wrote to his brother from Grinnell in 1855: “the miserable ‘Know 

Nothings’ has arisen just at this time to distract and divide the 

anti-slavery sentiment of the county. The truth is, the old political 

parties are dead as a door nail, and from their decaying remains all 

sorts of new parties are springing up, like toadstools from a sum-

mer dung heap.” 14

 In this time of political realignment, Iowa Democrats, divided 

after suffering heavy losses following the passage of the Kansas-

Nebraska Act, still banked on denouncing abolitionists and “black 

Republicans” (as they labeled members of the antislavery party) 
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as threats to the Union. During elections, both parties held mass 

meetings and sponsored torchlight processions, bonfires, and 

bands. They hung banners and sang songs, and of course they sent 

out the stalwarts to do plenty of stump speaking in county seat 

towns and at local festivals to arouse popular interest.

 This electioneering style was clearly evident in the 1859 cam-

paigns for governor. Iowans from around the state went to several 

southern towns to see and hear Samuel Kirkwood, a former Demo-

crat who had recently joined the Republican Party, debate Augus-

tus C. Dodge, a Democrat and former U.S. senator who had just 

returned from four years as ambassador to Spain. At Washington, 

Iowa, the candidates’ differences became starkly evident. Amid a 

procession with a brass band,  Dodge— a proper gentleman of the 

old school, dignified in  bearing— came riding into the town square 

in the town’s finest carriage pulled by four splendid white horses. 

Kirkwood’s supporters, looking to portray Dodge as an aristocrat, 

brought their own  candidate— common, plainspoken, with simple 

manners and careless in  dress— into the public square riding atop 

a lumber wagon bearing a hayrack and hitched to a yoke of oxen. A 

grinning Kirkwood chuckled “clear to the square at the homespun 

humor of it.”15

 Fugitive slaves were a chief topic of the Kirkwood-Dodge de-

bates, with both candidates thinking they could benefit from the 

issue.16 Kirkwood was trying to establish his antislavery creden-

tials and capitalize on growing public antislavery sentiment while 

offsetting his prior affiliation with the Democratic Party and his 

slaveholding father and brothers.17 Dodge aimed to stir up voter 

anger against abolitionists’ failure to admit that slavery was con-

stitutional and legal. At the Oskaloosa debate, Dodge asked Kirk-

wood whether he would obey the Fugitive Slave Law, to which the 

Republican replied, “I would not resist the enforcement of that 

Law, but before I would aid in capturing a fugitive slave I would 

suffer the penalty of the law, but I would not aid into carrying it 

into execution.” Then Kirkwood asked Dodge whether he would 

assist in capturing a runaway slave, to which the Democrat replied: 

“I would. I would do whatever the law requires me to do.”18
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 Kirkwood sharpened these questions at their debate two days 

later in Bloomfield. Attorney James Baird Weaver attended the 

event and wrote of it:

Kirkwood drew a picture of a slave mother with a babe in her arms 
fleeing from bondage with her eye on the North Star. In close pur-
suit was her cruel master with his bloodhounds hard after her, just 
as she crossed the Iowa line from Missouri. Clenching his fists and 
advancing toward Dodge he demanded to know if he under such 
circumstances would turn that fleeing mother and her infant back 
to her pursuing master. Before the breathless multitude Kirkwood 
shouted at the top of his voice “Answer my question!” Dodge re-
plied, “I would obey the law.” Kirkwood retorted, “So help me, God, 
I would suffer my right arm to be torn from its socket before I would 
do such a monstrous thing.”19

All this resonated with those at the debates, for they had been read-

ing plenty about “fugitive slave” happenings in their  newspapers— 

 and some of them no doubt had been directly involved in either 

aiding or catching such fugitives.

 As the political pendulum swung against defenders of slavery, 

Iowa Democrats attempted to divert voter attention from the is-

sue to Kirkwood’s personal character. The Republican candidate, 

they claimed, “smells rank and strong of sweat and dirt” and “don’t 

know enough to keep himself clean.” His supposed habit of “dress-

ing like a scare-crow, or smelling like a cod-fish,” they said, showed 

disrespect for others. His politics, like his habits, were old-fash-

ioned, according to the Democrats: “the time has gone by when 

the contemptible trick of wearing a coat out at the elbows, or pants 

with a hole in the seat, can produce the least effect upon the voters 

of this state.”20

 In addition to underscoring Kirkwood’s personal idiosyncrasies, 

Iowa Democrats worked to excite racial fears, encouraging the en-

trenched prejudice against blacks. Their best chance came in May 

1859 with news of an ostensible scheme to encourage black migra-

tion into Iowa. Democratic newspapers picked up the story from 

the Ohio papers, which reported that an Iowa man, the Reverend 
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John S. Prescott, was telling black Ohioans that they would have a 

better life if they settled with him in northwestern Iowa.21 Prescott 

had arrived in Iowa at the Spirit Lake vicinity shortly after an In-

dian group had killed settlers there in March 1857. His aim was 

to buy land and lay out a town, with the proceeds from land sales 

helping him establish an academy and a college. He purchased 

some of the slain settlers’ property and on May 11 conducted the 

first religious service in the county at the former Gardner family 

cabin. 

 Considered by his audience “a speaker of extraordinary ability 

and one to whom it was a pleasure to listen,” Prescott was remem-

bered by a fellow Methodist colleague in his earlier Wisconsin 

ministries as a skillful fundraiser and “a man of sharp, decisive 

movements, sometimes angular in his opinions and measures, but 

full of energy and not afraid of hard work.”22 Locally in Dickinson 

County, Prescott also came to be known as someone who “lacked 

discretion, was impatient and excitable, and while he was very en-

thusiastic in everything he undertook, he was, at the same time, 

visionary and often unpractical and impracticable.” His outspo-

ken support for the antislavery movement was well-known back 

in eastern Wisconsin, where he had “strenuously and vehemently 

opposed the repeal of the Missouri Compromise” and the “outrage 

in Kansas and Nebraska.” In May 1859 people in Iowa learned just 

how radical his views were.23

 In that month, many Democratic papers reprinted portions of 

articles from an Ohio Republican paper, the Xenia Torchlight, 

describing an evening meeting at an African American Baptist 

church in town. There, Dr. Prescott had detailed “the inducements 

that North Western Iowa offered for their [the congregants’] emi-

gration.” As he had done at similar meetings in Washington, Phila-

delphia, and Pittsburgh, he explained what he called “the liberal 

laws of Iowa with regard to colored residents.” Prescott showed 

“how, in that new country, they could occupy whole counties, to 

the exclusion of the whites, becoming land owners and respectable 

farmers instead of mere day- laborers— hewers of wood and draw-

ers of water.”24
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 Another meeting followed four days later at which “the church 

was crowded by a large colored audience” to hear a committee re-

port and resolutions. Those leading the meeting began by noting 

that “the colored people aspire to something more than the posi-

tion of menials in Northern towns; that they wish to rise to the 

dignity of cultivators of the soil, and independent land-owners, but 

that the high price of land, and the unjust prejudices of the whites, 

render this impossible here,” and so if “they can settle in a com-

munity by themselves, with the power to manage their own affairs, 

they would thus vastly improve their condition.” They resolved to 

cooperate with brethren in the East and Cincinnati “to organize a 

system of Western emigration to the cheap and fertile lands.”25

 Prescott’s politically incendiary action in Ohio handed Iowa 

Democrats a golden opportunity to stoke racial fears. “White Men 

of Iowa,” asked the Leon Pioneer editor, “are you prepared for this? 

We know that many of you have voted the Republican ticket, but 

we have no knowledge that any of you ever voted it to your own 

degradation.” The idea of black migration to Iowa had just begun, 

he warned, so “let the people look to it. If they are not willing to 

be put on a level with niggers, let them, like white men, set forth 

their rights, and stand to them.” The editor’s rambling diatribe 

was followed by another in the next issue, in which he asked, “Will 

they permit the free niggers of the Union to be dumped among 

us?” He then linked this dire possibility to the Republicans, for in 

Ohio Prescott “was joyfully received by the Republicans of Xenia, 

and all encouragement was given him.” Why did the Ohio Repub-

licans cheer Prescott? Not, in the editor’s opinion, because of his 

efforts to help African Americans improve their lot, but because 

the blacks would, by going “to Iowa, burden and curse half a score 

of excellent counties with their filthy rabble.”26

 The Republican editor of the Dubuque Weekly Times defended 

Prescott. “The Negro race in the United States has at best a hard 

lot,” the newspaperman wrote, being “shunned and proscribed in 

Nineteen of the Thirty-four States, and enslaved in the remain-

der.” The mistreatment occurred even though “they are in the main 

an industrious, law-abiding and intelligent class,” and he claimed 
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that “if Iowa shall close its doors against them, it will commit an 

unjustifiable and un-Christian act.” Noting that “the editor of the 

Dubuque Times has a strong penchant for niggers,” the editor of 

the Davenport Daily Iowa State Democrat sourly countered that 

people of Iowa were not prepared to “embrace a colony of the off-

scourings of the world.” The editor of the Cedar Rapids Cedar 

Democrat joined in, writing, “If there are any negroes to colonize, 

send them to Africa, where God placed them”; and the editor of the 

Anamosa Gazette remarked: “we do not nor will not live among 

them. We want to live among white people. And when we cannot 

we will leave the state.”27

 The sly editor of the McGregor North Iowa Times saw in the im-

minent arrival of the African American settlers to Iowa hypocrisy 

on the part of Ohio abolitionists: “It may be that during the present 

summer and autumn the avenues of travel through northern Iowa 

will be enlivened by small armies of dark ‘citizens’ kindly furnished 

to our State by the excessively humane agitators of the east. These 

tender hearted fellows first agitate to get the negro to run away 

from a southern home and then they charitably beg money of the 

public to ship them out of their sight.”28

 Two of seven resolutions adopted by the Democratic Party state 

convention on June 23, 1859, opposed black immigration. These 

items charged that the Republican policy of inviting people of Af-

rican descent into the state would bring “cheap negro labor into 

direct competition with the labor of the white man” and that Iowa 

would “become the great receptacle of the worthless population 

of the slaveholding States, to the exclusion of an equal number of 

free white laborers.”29 Samuel Kirkwood weathered the Demo-

crats’ attack, successfully pleading ignorance of Prescott’s project 

and claiming it all to be “nothing but a Democratic trick to catch 

votes.” No evidence ever appeared that Prescott’s scheme succeed-

ed in prompting any groups of black emigrants to enter Iowa.30 

Kirkwood went on to win the governorship in October 1860, put-

ting Iowa firmly in the ranks of the Republican Party on the eve of 

disunion.
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The Otoe War

But even before Kirkwood’s election, the battle lines had hardened 

along the borders between Iowa, Missouri, and Kansas. Every new 

conflict between supporters and opponents of slavery embittered 

both sides. Late in 1858 occurred the incident most remembered 

by southwest Iowa antislavery activists, one they called the “Otoe 

War” because of the Nebraska county where the man at the center 

of the conflict, slaveholder Stephen F. Nuckolls, lived (see figure 

15).31 Nuckolls held five people in slavery, three of them female 

house servants, at his home in Nebraska City. Doubtless, given the 

unsettled status of slavery in the territory in 1858, he was aware 

that other slaveholders in the area were selling off their enslaved 

blacks south, where they would have a harder time escaping.32 But 

Nuckolls’s own servants remained unsold, perhaps because he had 

not gotten around to it or because he thought they would not be 

inclined, or not dare, to run. A confident man who was prosper-

ing from the massive westward movement of settlers up the Mis-

souri River and through Nebraska City, he did not foresee what 

was coming.

 Nuckolls was an ambitious Virginian who had moved to Mis-

souri in his early twenties and then founded Nebraska City in 1854. 

Being “wealthy, energetic and enterprising” and having “many 

friends and sympathizers,” he was involved in a sawmill and con-

struction, banking, freight operations, and mercantile stores. He 

also had political clout (in 1859 he would serve in Nebraska’s ter-

ritorial legislature) and owned the Nebraska City News. But in 

November 1858 the thirty-three-year-old developer experienced a 

setback in his go-getting operations.33 

 On Thanksgiving evening, two of the women he held as slaves, 

Eliza and Celia Grayson, escaped from the home that Nuckolls 

shared with his wife, Lucinda. Awakening to find them gone, the 

couple were doubtless in an uproar, for, as one newspaper editor 

put it, “The Nuckolls family are naturally excitable, and strongly 

prejudiced against Abolitionists.”34 Stephen quickly advertised a 

reward of $200 (about $5,600 in 2011) in a handbill dated Novem-
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ber 26 and in the Nebraska City News on the twenty-seventh for 

the return “of [his] two negro women, who were enticed away from 

[his] house on the night of Nov. 25.”35

 On the morning of November 26, he and several other men rode 

down to his ferry, crossed the Missouri River to the Iowa side, and 

aimed for nearby Civil Bend, the place to which he suspected the 

Grayson women had been “enticed.” Arriving at the door of Dr. Ira 

Blanchard’s house, Nuckolls told him about the two runaways and 

asked that “if he saw anything of the fugitives, he would send them 

back to him.” But the doctor “could not promise to send them back, 

as that might require force, but if he saw them, he would send him 

word.”36 With this less than satisfactory assurance, Nuckolls and 

his men rode to Tabor, the reputed next stop on the underground 

railroad. He probably contacted his two brothers who ran a store 

in Glenwood (the next stage stop, fourteen miles north of Tabor) 

and another brother in Pacific City. Almost at once he also sent 

men to watch river crossings at Silver Creek and the Nishnabotna 

River.37

 At Tabor, the slaveowner inquired about his missing property 

while others in his group reconnoitered the town for clues. From 

what they learned, Nuckolls became “convinced that the girls could 

not have passed that way,” and, as Elvira Platt wrote a few days 

later, “he returned to our place with the firm conviction that we 

had them concealed in our midst.” Exasperated and believing that 

the runaways had not yet managed to escape the Missouri River 

bottom, he posted men “at different points to watch by  day— and 

at night the prairie grass was lighted, so that no object could move 

without being visible.” 38 A day and a night passed with nothing to 

show for it but some burned grassland and weary watchers. The 

slavehunters then started to suspect that free black residents of the 

Civil Bend neighborhood must somehow have had a hand in all 

this, an accusation Nuckolls leveled in an item in his newspaper.39

 Stewing on these rumors, by Wednesday, December 1, Nuckolls 

and his Nebraska City friends decided to storm Civil Bend. About 

twenty to thirty Nebraska City horsemen, described by one anti-

slavery man as “a mob of teamsters wintering in the city,” ferried 
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across the cold Missouri River to the Iowa landing and moved to-

ward the Civil Bend neighborhood.40 Alarm spread among locals 

that men armed with revolvers and clubs were descending on the 

town.

 The first part of the mob headed for the residence of the late 

Joseph Garner, a free black man whose family continued to live 

there. The slavecatchers found two young men, the Garner broth-

ers, Josiah (age twenty) and Henry (age nineteen). The pack of 

men pulled up the flooring and tore down adjacent outbuildings 

in search of Eliza and Celia Grayson. They then seized the two 

youths, and, under the pretense of taking them to jail in Sidney, 

the county seat, they took them to the nearby woods and assaulted 

them. Elvira Platt later wrote that Nuckolls’s men, “with the hope 

of extorting something from them,” grabbed hold of the Garner 

brothers and “commenced their tortures. One was stripped, tied 

to a tree and whipped with rods cut from the  forest— while another 

was hung till he was nearly strangled, and a fire built near him, ap-

parently with the intention of burning him, if he did not confess.” 

Terrified, one of the prisoners, desperate to ease his suffering and 

save his and his brother’s lives, gave the slavehunters the names 

of another young black man in Civil Bend, John Williamson (age 

twenty-three), and J. F. Merritt, a young white fellow, as those who 

had brought the runaways across the river.41

 Leaving two men to guard the two prisoners along with threats 

“to return and kill them if they had not told the truth,” the remain-

ing men “mounted and rode furiously toward the house of R[euben] 

S. Williams,” evidently thinking Williamson or the fugitives were 

to be found there.42 Williams, at work in a nearby field, noticed a 

crowd at his house and walked into his yard to find men leaving 

his house after searching it. When Williams told the slavecatchers 

that theirs was a mean, lawless business, Stephen Nuckolls drew 

his pistol and one of his brothers swung his cane hard against Wil-

liams’s head. The blow badly injured Williams and left him with 

lasting damage.

 The Nebraska City men then rode to the home of Dr. Smith, an 

enfeebled elderly man, and forced their way in. Inside they “sought 
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every nook and  corner— then out-houses, sheds and hay stacks 

were examined, and in order that no Yankee trick should be played 

on them, they not only stamped on the hay, but thrust pitch forks 

into it.” They did the same at the house of a man named Egbert 

Avery up the road. Elsewhere in Civil Bend, the invaders knocked 

down one person and fired at another while they went from one 

property to the next.43

 Meanwhile, another group of slavecatchers was on the hunt for  

J. F. Merritt, the other man whom Nuckolls’s prisoners had fin-

gered as having helped Celia and Eliza Grayson escape. In a letter 

to his brother on the heels of these events, Merritt reported that 

Lester Platt had rushed into his house to warn him that the posse 

was on its way. He remembered, “I took my gear and ran about 

two miles to get to a place of security.” In hot pursuit, Nuckolls’s 

vigilantes “surrounded [him] three times.” He was defenseless, he 

later told his brother: “I had no weapons and therefore [they] could 

do what they pleased; they were on horse and I on foot.” At one 

point they nearly did Merritt in: “They smashed me with clubs and 

fists until I broke and ran, when S[tephen] Nuckols fired at me, 

the ball passed to the right of my head.” Fortunately, it was nearly 

dark, and in the shadows Merritt got away.44

 At day’s end, the mob returned to Nebraska City by way of the 

Garner place, pausing to threaten all there that “if the whereabouts 

of the runaways was not discovered,” they would come back tomor-

row “to kill the boys and ‘clean out the Bend.’ ” 45 The next day, de-

spite ice now clogging the river, Stephen Nuckolls and some sev-

enty men crossed into Iowa again for more illegal searches. Sturgis 

Williams (Reuben’s nephew) of Tabor happened to be at the saw-

mill in Civil Bend when a man named Paul casually remarked that 

several men were riding up. A Nuckolls man immediately clubbed 

Paul over the head, “cutting a gash and causing the blood to flow 

freely” with a blow that “brought him to the ground.” 46

 On this second day of the search for the Grayson women, Ste-

phen Nuckolls again went to Dr. Blanchard’s house, where the in-

jured Garner brothers had been taken for safety and medical care 

during the previous night. Nuckolls, having heard that the doctor 
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had harbored runaways in the past, demanded to search his place. 

Blanchard acquiesced:

An underground room used for a kitchen, was most thoroughly 
 examined— iron pointed cans sounded the floor for a hollow spot, 
and as there was no place in the wall unexposed, except where a 
dish-cupboard stood, the dishes were all taken out, and that re-
moved, that they might examine the masonry behind it. No secret 
door, opening with a spring, as in days of old, being found, the 
men expressed themselves satisfied, and to prevent the necessity of 
such trouble thereafter, they wrote a notice stating that they had 
searched and were satisfied there was no passage into the Under-
Ground Railway behind that dish-cupboard.47 

 In the meantime, the Civil Bend residents had not borne the 

invasion from Nebraska City idly. They sent word to their Tabor 

friends via Egbert Avery and another man, while J. F. Merritt 

started for Sidney to get the county sheriff and district attorney. 

Avery pulled into Tabor an hour before midnight, and within the 

hour some twenty-five men collected at the house of George Gaston. 

They opened boxes of guns intended for the antislavery forces in the 

battle for Kansas, and soon they were on their way to Civil Bend.

 Hurrying toward Sidney on this deadly cold night, Merritt lost 

his way and did not get there until sunrise. Then, he later recalled, 

“I got the sheriff with two lawyers and hurried back. When we got 

to the school house, there were about 100 armed men of our party,” 

the men from Tabor having arrived. Most of the Nebraskans had 

already left, but during the next two or three days the antislav-

ery men rounded up some sixteen of Nuckolls’s rabble and served 

them with warrants filed with J. C. Larimor, justice of the peace at 

Sidney. The warrants, one of which was against the men who had 

tortured the Garner brothers, were “served on about 15 or 16 of the 

company, who immediately gave themselves up and accompanied 

the constable to the magistrate’s office.” Several of the prisoners 

appealed for and were granted postponement of the court exami-

nation. Most were allowed to go home across the river for the night. 

Other warrants were also written and issued during the evening.48



Escapes and Rescues  ::  127

 When court convened the next day, December 3, however, many 

onlookers but few of the accused were present. The court granted 

the defense motion to subpoena John Williamson, but only on the 

condition that a guard would accompany the officer bearing the 

subpoena to make sure the slavecatchers were not using the legal 

maneuver simply to get hold of the young black man. During the 

afternoon several men were brought in, including Williamson. 

Some were placed under guard, and others, who “agreed to enter 

into bonds for their appearance at Court,” were released. Stephen 

F. Nuckolls, claiming to be unable to cross the river, sent a letter 

requesting that a postponement be granted. Feelings ran high 

while people in Nebraska City and Civil Bend waited for the court 

to open, and a few who became primed with liquor “pitched into  

J. F. Merritt and gave him a beating.” 49

 During the evening of December 4, Stephen Nuckolls crossed 

the river by laying boards on the ice, accompanied by two attorneys 

and about forty-five supporters. Confident as ever, the slaveowner 

filed a warrant under the Fugitive Slave Act for arrest of his run-

away slaves. In compliance with the law, the authorities diligently 

but fruitlessly searched the Civil Bend neighborhood during the 

evening and next morning. When court convened on December 

5, the parties agreed to waive any examinations and dismissed 

all the men charged except for Stephen Nuckolls, W. B. Hail, and  

G. Hail, the three involved “in arresting and whipping the negroes, 

[who] entered into bonds to assure their appearances at Court.”50 

With that, court adjourned, and the Civil Bend invasion known as 

the Otoe War ended. The battles in court would continue long into 

1859, however, as would Nuckolls’s search for his property.

The Aftermath

So where had Celia and Eliza Grayson gone after escaping from 

the Nuckolls’s home? The Garner youth who had given his tortur-

ers the name of John Williamson while being beaten had told the 

truth. The Garner brothers’ buddy, a shrewd small-time trader who 

traveled back and forth between Civil Bend and Nebraska City 
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“buying butter, eggs, etc., of the farmers and selling cheap jewelry, 

trinkets, etc.,” had gotten to know the Grayson women during his 

sales calls. He and Merritt had helped them cross the river Thanks-

giving evening and had taken them to Blanchard’s place. By next 

morning’s light, Blanchard had taken the Graysons to Tabor and 

urged his friends to act with haste before hurrying home himself. 

Eliza and Celia stayed that day with a Mr. Ladd near Tabor, while 

Nuckolls and his men were searching the town for the first time. 

By evening the two women were on their way again, tucked in a 

covered wagon.51

 Their escorts, Origen Cummings (a deacon in the Tabor Congre-

gational Church) and a wagon driver whose name was not record-

ed, worked their way northeast, searching for places to cross the 

many streams and rivers. The going was slow, for it was a moonless, 

cloudy night and Cummings had to walk ahead of the team with 

a lantern in his hand so that the driver could see the road. Fortu-

nately, Silver Creek was passable, as was the West Nishnabotna 

River at White Cloud, both of which they crossed before Nuckolls’s 

scouts arrived. Once beyond these risky points, the party traveled 

through largely uninhabited land toward the Lewis settlement in 

Cass County, another Congregationalist outpost. Their destination 

was Oliver Mills’s farm, located one-half mile north of Lewis.52

 Believing themselves “closely pursued by Nuckolls and his men,” 

the next conductors quickly headed east, along a route of the un-

derground railroad that took fugitives across Cass and northwest 

Adair counties into southern Guthrie and Dallas counties before 

getting to the Des Moines vicinity, then on toward Grinnell in 

Poweshiek County and eventually across the Mississippi River into 

Illinois at Clinton or Davenport. The only other stop where the 

Graysons are known to have rested on their way to Chicago was 

in Clinton County, at the farm of Robert Lee Smith. Writing about 

his boyhood, Robert’s son W. L. Smith recalled that his father was 

an independent-minded farmer-blacksmith living near DeWitt in 

Clinton County. “The first black persons I ever saw were two girls,” 

he remembered, “whose names were Celia and Eliza.” They “stayed 
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in our house for weeks, waiting for the [Mississippi] river to freeze 

over at Camanche so it would be safe to cross on the ice.”53

 But the story of escape did not end here, for the court cases 

stemming from the invasion of Civil Bend remained to be heard. 

The trial of the men who had beaten and whipped Josiah and Hen-

ry Garner came first, in early June 1859, and was hotly disputed. 

Defending the arrested men, Nuckolls and W. B. and G. Hail, was 

a lawyer named Chapman, while the Garners were represented by 

Dr. Ira Blanchard, who had become guardian of the children af-

ter their father, Joseph Garner, had died. In short order Chapman 

and Blanchard were in “a warm dispute” that raised feelings “by no 

means friendly.” After each man accused the other of lying, “Chap-

man struck Blanchard in the face, whereupon he was tried upon 

the charge of ‘Assault and Battery,’ and fined fifty dollars without 

appeal, which not being able to pay, he was committed to jail.”54 

When the trial resumed in the September term of the Fremont 

County District Court, the jury delivered to the three defendants 

a verdict of guilty for carrying out “an assault with intent to com-

mit great bodily injury” and imposed fines: in addition to court 

costs, Stephen Nuckolls was required to pay $100 (roughly $2,800 

in 2011) and the Hails $50 (about $1,400) each.55

 Then there was the case of Williams v. Nuckolls concerning 

compensation for the Nebraska City slaveholder’s illegal, forcible 

search of Reuben S. Williams’s property and the permanent head 

injuries Williams received. Eventually in mid-1860 a jury found 

Nuckolls guilty and awarded Williams $8,000 (about $223,000 

in 2011), but in the end the slaveholder paid his victim just $2,500 

(roughly $69,800), plus jury fees. (Several years later when Nuck-

olls happened to be at Nebraska City visiting friends, the barn that 

Williams built with the money obtained from the verdict mysteri-

ously burned down.) The Garner v. Nuckolls case ended in a set-

tlement, with the slaveholder paying the Garners $6,000 (about 

$167,000).56

 The final court case stemming from the Otoe War began in De-

cember 1859, one year after Eliza and Celia Grayson had escaped, 
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when Stephen Nuckolls brought suit in the Second Judicial Court 

of Nebraska Territory against sixteen people, including Reuben S. 

Williams, George B. Gaston, and Lester W. Platt. He demanded 

$10,000 (about $279,000 in 2011) in compensation for the value 

of two slaves who, he alleged, had been abducted by these men. 

The defendants sought to quash the suit, objecting that Nuckolls 

did not have enough evidence to prove their involvement. But the 

judge overruled this petition, finding that the Nebraska man had 

enough information to file the charges. Ultimately, however, the 

case seems to have come to nothing.57 

 Even as the Graysons succeeded in reaching Illinois and Nuck-

olls and his allies faced legal action, the slaveholder continued to 

search for his human property. His luck seemed to brighten in No-

vember 1860, when he received a letter stating that Eliza Grayson 

was in Chicago and the letter-writer knew where to find her.58 At 

that time some 955 blacks lived in Chicago, making up less than 1 

percent of the city’s 109,260 residents. Eliza, described as a “stout 

and sharp girl,” had found work as a housekeeper with Mary Bee-

be, who operated a “house of ill fame” at 315 South Clark Street. 

The brothel was in a mainly residential neighborhood made up of 

single-story houses, several blocks south of Lake and Water streets 

(then the principal commercial roads). Here lived about three-

fourths of the black population, interspersed among the white 

inhabitants.59

 To one of the white prostitutes there, Eliza had told in confi-

dence “her story of escape and former condition.” Unfortunately, 

the woman let the tale slip to a man who saw in it a chance to make 

some money. He coerced Eliza into revealing the name of the man 

who had owned her and where she had come from. Then he and a 

confederate wrote to Nuckolls, asking $200 (about $5,600 in 2011) 

for Eliza’s return, which he agreed to. The plan hatched by the Chi-

cago men “was to go to the house in the night time, knock her down 

and render her senseless and then put her in the box of a peddler’s 

wagon and carry her out of the State in this manner.” But Nuckolls, 

uneasy about the idea, “determined to come here and obtain her.” 60

 Given his unhappy experience acting without a warrant at Civil 
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Bend, he decided this time to stop in Springfield, Illinois, to pro-

cure one from Stephen A. Corneau, U.S. commissioner under the 

Fugitive Slave Act. Despite taking a legal course, however, Nuck-

olls had miscalculated again. Although people in most of Illinois 

were helpful to masters recovering their runaways, those living in 

northern Illinois were far less so. Slavecatchers entered Chicago 

at their own risk. In this region, “successful returns were accom-

plished without legal action” and only if the slaveowner went about 

it “quietly and without being discovered.” 61

 Nuckolls, warrant in hand, went to Chicago ignorant of the 

strength of antislavery feeling there and handed the document to 

U.S. Commissioner Philip A. Hoyne, whose job included appoint-

ing a deputy marshal to assist in apprehending Eliza for her owner. 

But try as he might, Hoyne found no deputy marshal willing to 

serve the warrant. Finally, he turned to a muscular local politi-

cal hack, Jake  Newsome— a large man in weight and height who 

was affiliated with the Democratic Party. In the early evening on 

November 13, Newsome and Nuckolls drove an open two-wheeled 

carriage down South Clark Street to Mary Beebe’s house. They 

found no one at home except “a girl named Mattie and the colored 

girl, Eliza.” 62

 Seeing Nuckolls, Eliza immediately “begged of him that he 

would not carry her away,” and Mattie also pleaded on her behalf 

until one of the men drew a pistol on her. Eliza resisted stubbornly, 

but to no avail, for “in spite of her cries and implorings, she was 

dragged into a hack, stationed outside.” Holding Eliza between 

them, Nuckolls and Newsome drove toward the jail, intending 

to keep her there overnight. But it was not to be.63 Whether Mat-

tie ran for help or people nearby heard Eliza’s cries is not known, 

but somehow the neighborhood’s black residents fast awakened to 

what was going on and gathered to pursue the carriage. Quick-

ly changing plans “for their own safety,” Nuckolls and Newsome 

headed instead to the jail at the nearby armory. But despite their 

efforts, the carriage “came to a stand still in a literally ‘dark and 

angry sea,’ dark much, and getting angry very fast.” Over the surg-

ing crowd Newsome bellowed out “Police, Police,” and to his sur-
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prise some officers “actually came” and agreed to put Eliza “into 

the City Lockup, at the Armory. . . , quartered for the night with 

an inebriated Biddy.” Newsome and Nuckolls meanwhile quickly 

walked away.64 But the excited crowd continued to swarm about 

the armory. “You would have thought their ‘queen bee’ was shut 

up,” wrote the Tribune reporter, “but it wasn’t anybody’s queen, 

only a young colored woman named Eliza.”65 The Tribune was an 

antislavery paper, and its reporter clearly enjoyed the missteps of 

Nuckolls and his allies, while admiring the determination of Eliza’s 

black neighbors to rescue her.

 Nuckolls’s luck then went from bad to worse. Perhaps thinking 

the crowd would melt away by the time he returned, he went about 

getting a warrant from “Justice DeWolf against the girl, Eliza, 

for disorderly conduct, and Deputy Sheriff George Anderson, at-

tempted to remove her from the lock-up to the jail.” But the crowd 

had not given up. Anderson “had hardly got out of the door with his 

charge, however, before she was wrenched from his grasp and with 

the rapidity of lightning hurried down Adams street by the agents 

of the U. G. R. R. [underground railroad], and removed to a place 

of safety.” The sheriff “was left sprawling in the mud, his new elec-

tion hat battered out of shape, and an infuriated crowd of negroes 

with clubs, threatening his life. He at last managed to make his 

escape.”66 The crowd, still agitated, next headed up South Clark 

Street. Some had a mind to tear down Beebe’s brothel, while others 

wanted to rough up a man whom they believed to be implicated in 

Eliza’s seizure. Stephen Nuckolls “was only saved from violence by 

placing a policeman’s badge upon him and marching him under 

escort of a strong police force to the Briggs House [a hotel].” 67 At 

last, about midnight, the crowd broke up and people went home.

 The next day Stephen Nuckolls blamed Deputy Sheriff George 

Anderson for the loss of Eliza and demanded that the officer 

pay him the value of his slave. But others identified a more seri-

ous matter: Jake Newsome “never was sworn [in as a deputy] at 

all and served the writ without authority.” As a result, he would 

probably be investigated by the grand jury of the U.S. Court cur-

rently in session. On November 20 the grand jury brought in in-
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dictments against Justice DeWolf, who had issued the warrant for 

Eliza’s arrest; Deputy Anderson, who had executed it; and seven 

 others— three of them  black— for violating the Fugitive Slave Act by 

preventing Nuckolls from taking Eliza back into slavery.68 Nuck-

olls, however, was in no mood to accept anything less than the re-

covery of his lost property or reimbursement for her full value. He 

told a reporter he would “spend $20,000 ‘in following the thing 

up,’ if necessary.” The reporter continued: “He avers that he has got 

plenty of money and is willing to spend it in this way. He has two 

or three other fugitives formerly belonging to him now in this city, 

and says there are several more here who belong to his brother.”69

 Others shared his anger. A newspaper editor in McGregor, Iowa, 

viewed Eliza’s escape as the unlawful act of a mob, when “at 10 

o’clock at night the negro was got out amid the hurrahs of the 

crowd and is now in Canada without doubt. This we suppose is 

giving to the South her ‘rights under the Constitution!’ ” But that 

was tame compared with the Chicago Tribune reporter’s coverage. 

He mocked his paper’s competitor, the Times and Herald, for its 

exaggerated “daily moanings”:

In the presence of thousands assembled, a mob of drunken and in-
furiated negroes forcibly overrides the constituted authority of the 
constitution of the United States, and rescues a fugitive from the 
custody of the law, amid general rejoicings and midnight howls! 
Who can doubt henceforth the strength of the federal government? 
Who can question our loyalty to the constitution? Let the south 
dare to talk of seceding, with this glorious evidence of our fidelity to 
our obligations to the law? Grand government! Magnificent civili-
zation! Down with the lawless southern barbarians! Stocks rising! 
Illinois banks sound! Niggers going up! The jubilee of freedom ac-
tually come!
 Go it darkies! Hurrah for free speech, free homes, free mobs, and 
free negroes. The day of jubilee has come!70

 Even as he had multiple lawsuits pending in Chicago, Stephen 

Nuckolls still had plenty to worry about back in Nebraska City. He 

had scrambled to avoid the collapse of his Platte Valley Bank dur-

ing the Panic of 1857, a severe recession. And just six months be-
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fore he went to Chicago in search of his fugitive slaves, he suffered 

severe losses from a fire that swept through thirty-eight buildings 

in Nebraska City’s commercial area. These troubles, along with the 

Graysons’ escape, occurred just as he and his wife were moving to 

Denver, Colorado, to expand a freight and outfitting business and 

undertake some mining.71 Despite these troubles, Nuckolls lived 

to manage several other business enterprises and serve a term in 

Congress before dying in 1879. The ultimate fate of Eliza and Celia 

Grayson is unknown.

The Rescuers from Amity

Fugitive slaves often yearned for and attempted to rescue family 

members still in bondage. In the summer of 1859 one such man ar-

rived in Amity, Iowa, a strongly antislavery settlement in western 

Iowa’s Page County, about three miles from the Missouri line. He 

persuaded several young men of the town to undertake a daring 

raid into Missouri to free his entire family.72 Clark Smith, a son of 

Ammi Smith, the local Wesleyan Methodist minister and ardent 

abolitionist, described later what happened.73 

 What the runaway asked was far more dangerous than simply 

aiding someone who had already escaped from a slave state. Freeing 

his family would involve going sixty miles into Missouri to some-

how liberate several people and bring them safely back to Iowa, 

in the face of concerted efforts by slaveholders and their allies to 

prevent the rescue. Several of Amity’s young men, including Clark 

Smith, discussed the man’s plea and decided that five of them, one 

driving a wagon and four on horseback, would “undertake the pre-

carious task,” guided by the fugitive. The  raiders— Smith, George 

Gibbs, Martin Bisbee, Isaac Feltch, and Stover  Hilton— started 

on their way in the afternoon, planning to stop for the night after 

about twenty miles and by evening of the next day arrive at the 

farm where the fugitive’s family worked. Clark remembered the 

trip having both danger and “its frolicsome side.” Fortunately for 

the young men, much of northern Missouri was still uninhabited. 

But in their inexperience and hasty planning they also made a seri-
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ous miscalculation; by noon the second day they had used up all 

their provisions. The rest of the way to their destination plus all the 

way back had to be done without food for men or horses.

 When the five young men of Amity and their guide reached the 

farm where the man’s family lived, Clark stayed with the weary 

team while the rest went to smuggle out the family. He spent an 

hour or so in the “midst of heavy timber” where the “inky black” 

darkness exuded a “creepy loneliness,” before he saw “something 

white” approaching down the road. It turned out to be “the first 

installment of contraband [runaways] ‘toting’ its earthly [goods] 

all tied up in a white bundle. Soon another white bundle appeared; 

then another, and another.” As people came up, “their bundles were 

tossed into the wagon, and the children on top of them.” While 

Clark was helping one of the women, a heavy older one lost her bal-

ance and fell into the wagon bed, to the muffled snorts and waving 

legs of occupants, but without a word being spoken. Then, turning 

the team about, the rescuers “headed for Iowa and liberty as fast as 

their jaded strength would allow.”

 As soon as the sun rose, the Amity men saw that the wagon con-

tained some fifteen occupants, many of them small children. Most 

troubling to Clark was the young man carrying his “very pretty” 

sweetheart atop “a milk white steed whose flowing silken mane fell 

below his knees and whose heavy tail almost touched the ground.” 

The horse, the young men from Amity learned, had been brought 

“from France by way of New Orleans and [it] had cost one thou-

sand dollars” (about $28,000 in 2011). The weighty load and the 

conspicuous, expensive, stolen white horse gave serious pause to 

the rescuers, who worried that they had bitten off too much and 

began to fear for everyone’s safety. Consequently, they laid plans to 

protect themselves and the fugitives. They selected George Gibbs, 

“upon whose judgment, courage and ability [they] could absolutely 

rely,” as leader. He rode a quarter of a mile ahead of the wagon 

along with the young man on the white horse. Isaac Feltch, accom-

panied by the man who had instigated the raid, took charge of the 

horses and wagon. The others (Martin Bisbee, Stover Hilton, and 

Clark Smith) rode as a rear guard a quarter of a mile behind.
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 But the horses were hungry and tired, and the load they were 

pulling was heavy even when some of the runaways took the risk 

of walking, so the party traveled very slowly. Then the rescuers 

also became aware of another miscalculation on their part: they 

had failed to bring along extra relief horses for the wagon team, 

and their lighter saddle horses could not do the job. Their hasty 

preparations and ignorance of the number to be liberated under-

mined their efforts. These flaws in planning were offset only by 

good weather, decent roads, and the sparse settlement in this part 

of Missouri. By midafternoon, they knew they could not reach Am-

ity before nightfall, but they were relieved to see no sign of pur-

suit. Clark Smith, whose own horse was exhausted, proposed that 

he ride the white horse back to Amity ahead of the others to get 

food and fresh horses. All immediately agreed, and Clark got home 

by dusk, greatly surprising his father by riding in on such a mag-

nificent white steed. His father notified neighbors of the incom-

ing party, told them to spread the news to others, and asked them 

to bring to his place “plenty of eatables.” That ended Clark’s part. 

Feeling “all used up,” he headed in to get some rest.

 Once the party of runaways arrived in Amity, the residents di-

vided them among themselves and took them to several dwellings 

to eat and rest. The next day, everyone gathered at one house to 

find “the dining room table opened full length” and “piled with 

edibles, which were ravenously devoured by the hungry slaves.” As 

soon as they finished, “two men each with a team and wagon came 

up and dividing the cargo ‘shipped it’ to the next ‘station’ for relay 

eastward.” This daring rescue, like the Otoe War, demonstrated 

that Americans on both sides of the slavery issue had grown more 

convinced of their beliefs and bolder in acting upon them, regard-

less of the law. But nothing before the onset of civil war under-

scored Iowans’ growing disregard for the Fugitive Slave Act more 

than the aid they gave to the militant abolitionist John Brown.



Iowa and the Martyrdom of John Brown
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The History of John Brown in Iowa

John Brown, perhaps the most famous white opponent of slavery, 

was closely connected with Iowa’s antislavery communities, as his 

stay in Tabor in 1856 revealed (see chapter 5). He relied heavily on 

these connections between 1857 and 1859, as he planned an ambi-

tious national assault on the institution of slavery. Probably the first 

Iowa antislavery guerrilla to get to know Brown was Charles Len-

hart, since they met briefly after the Black Jack fight in 1856. But 

the first Iowans to join Brown’s militia in 1857–1858 were Charles 

W. Moffett (a Montour, Iowa, man who had captained a Topeka 

detachment of James Lane’s militia in 1856), George B. Gill, and 

Stewart Taylor. Of the three, Gill is better known to history be-

cause in his later years he wrote about his association with Brown. 

Back in 1856 he was a twenty-four-year-old freethinker from West 

Liberty, Iowa, who traveled with a wagon train crossing the state 

on the overland trail to Kansas. There he joined a free-state mi-

litia and participated in the August 30, 1856, battle at Osawato-

mie that Brown helped to lead. This experience is probably why 

Brown recognized Gill when in March 1858 he and Stewart Taylor 

approached the Old Captain, as Brown was known, in Springdale 

about joining his forces. 

 After the fight at Osawatomie, Gill had returned to West Lib-

erty, where he met Taylor, who had lived there since 1853 and was 

working as a wagonmaker in a blacksmith shop. By early October 

1856 the Old Captain, sick with the ague (malarial fever and dys-

entery), had retreated north to Tabor in two wagons driven by his 

three sons—John Jr., Jason, and Owen—and carrying a runaway 
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and some weapons. After storing the arms in town, John Jr. and 

Jason continued east, while Owen and the fugitive stayed to work 

among Tabor’s antislavery activists. After spending eight days re-

cuperating, John Brown departed by stage for Chicago and the 

East to raise money for the war in Kansas.

 Brown Sr. and Owen returned to Tabor nine months later, in Au-

gust 1857, to pick up a shipment of two hundred revolvers sent by 

the Massachusetts State Kansas Committee. In December of that 

year, the Old Captain also took two hundred Sharps rifles that had 

been provided by a Kansas aid organization and delivered to Tabor 

by the Dickey and Root wagon train in the fall of 1856. While in 

Tabor during the summer of 1857 the Browns lived at Jonas Jones’s 

house, awaiting the arrival of Hugh Forbes, who drifted in on Au-

gust 9. John Brown had hired this English adventurer and author 

of the Manual for the Patriotic  Volunteer— a textbook on guerrilla 

 warfare— to instruct the recruits he expected to join him in armed 

action in Kansas. Although the constantly needy, vainly arrogant 

Forbes grated on Brown’s nerves, the three men cleaned up the 

Sharps rifles and practiced shooting them in fields outside the vil-

lage. The abolitionist leader grew ever more mistrustful of Forbes, 

though, and they came to disagree about everything, including 

Brown’s latest plan: an attack on the federal armory at Harpers 

Ferry, Virginia, with the aim of raising the area’s enslaved popula-

tion in rebellion and founding a black-run republic. By November 

2, Forbes left Brown’s company.1 

 Despite his continual ill heath, Brown quietly went back to Kan-

sas in search of volunteers for his upcoming ventures. After touch-

ing base in Lawrence, he rode to Topeka and visited with John E. 

Cook, a sharpshooting friend of Charles Lenhart whom Brown had 

met after the Black Jack fight. Brown spoke in general terms about 

his plan to gather a group for military training to curb proslavery 

aggression along the Missouri line or elsewhere. Cook showed in-

terest and put him in touch with three others who might also be 

willing to participate, and they in turn connected him to still more 

men. By December, from long personal talks with some of them 



Iowa and the Martyrdom of John Brown  ::  139

and the word-of-mouth invitations of friends to friends, Brown 

brought together in Tabor nine men in addition to his son Owen.

 The nine recruits, unmarried men nearly all in their twenties, 

were impressed by Brown’s quiet but persuasive opposition to slav-

ery, which he expressed in a low-key manner. What he proposed 

also appealed to their adventurous leanings. The men included 

former soldier and 1856 fighter Aaron D. Stevens; talkative, genial 

John E. Cook, who had training in the law; well-read John Kagi, 

who kept up a vigorous correspondence with the newspapers; lit-

erary figure and journalist Richard Realf; short-tempered, impas-

sioned Charles P. Tidd; ingenious but rather wild young William 

H. Leeman; Charles W. Moffett, an Iowan who had fought for the 

antislavery forces in Kansas the previous year; an Illinois man 

named Luke F. Parsons, who had been a clerk at the Free State 

Hotel in Lawrence before proslavery forces razed it in 1856; and 

Richard Richardson, who had escaped from slavery in Lexington, 

Missouri.2

 By the time these men gathered in Tabor in early December 1857, 

John Brown feared that sentiment in Kansas Territory was turn-

ing toward peace and that the free-state leaders there seemed to 

be willing to make the best of the situation, so he turned his focus 

from the West to Virginia. But when he told his new recruits about 

the plan, they were startled. Cook, Realf, and Parsons balked, 

arguing that they had come to Tabor to train for Kansas border 

warfare and that they heartily disagreed with Brown’s proposed 

new field of battle. Since they had no money to return to Topeka 

and their newfound comrades pleaded with them to stay with the 

group, the three finally relented. Within a few days Brown’s group 

had two wagons ready, the weight of Sharps rifles distributed be-

tween them, with additional arms packed in one and travel sup-

plies in the other. By December 4 they were on their way.

 Apart from the wagon drivers, the rest walked across the bleak, 

snow-crusted hills toward the Quaker village of Springdale, some 

280 miles away in east-central Iowa. The party avoided main roads 

and camped off the trail at the end of each day to avoid notice. 
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Their evening’s chores, gathering feed for the mules and putting 

up a lean-to with a fire at the front to warm themselves and cook 

a meal, would frequently be followed by political discussions and 

singing. Three and a half weeks later, the weary crew finally ar-

rived in Springdale.

 Here, Brown had intended to sell the wagons and teams to pay 

for his men’s travel to Trumbull County, Ohio, for winter training, 

but this was not to be. The financial panic of 1857 was setting in, 

and no one had ready cash to buy the horses and wagons. Brown 

was finally able to make an arrangement with nearby antislavery 

farmer William Maxson. In exchange for the wagon teams, Max-

son agreed to put the men up in his house for three months at the 

rate of a dollar and a half for each man per week (see figures 16 and 

17). With that done, Brown arranged with another local man, John 

Painter, to ship the boxes of Sharps rifles, labeled carpenter’s tools, 

to Ohio for storage.

 Then, as he had the previous winter, Brown went east and north 

to raise funds, and he also met with possible supporters for his Vir-

ginia idea among black communities in Chatham, Canada, about 

fifty miles from Detroit, Michigan. Back in Springdale, the men, 

under the leadership of Aaron Stevens, trained three hours daily 

and occasionally hired themselves out to chop wood and husk corn 

for local families. On a few winter evenings they held mock leg-

islatures and led public discussions at the schoolhouse, and John 

Cook, John Kagi, and Richard Realf gave lectures in the vicinity. 

By the time Brown returned to Springdale on April 26, 1858, he 

found his winter-weary bunch, now tired of their closely stuffed 

quarters, ready to leave, which they did two days later. With them 

were two new recruits from West Liberty, just south of Springdale: 

George Gill and his friend Stewart Taylor. The company’s destina-

tion was Chatham, Canada, where Brown had visited earlier.

 Intending to convene a black constitutional convention under the 

guise of creating an African American Masonic lodge, Brown had 

invited numerous antislavery notables and black citizens to Cha-

tham in late May. Few attended, however, and none of them was 

influential, so the resulting constitution, despite the worthy ideals 
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stated in its preamble, did not succeed in building black support for 

an incursion into Virginia. Nor was Brown able to recruit any ad-

ditional men for his band of fighters. To make things worse, the Old 

Captain discovered that Forbes, the English guerrilla trainer, had 

leaked information about the Harpers Ferry plan to some congress-

men. As a result, Brown’s financial backers persuaded him to post-

pone the raid on Virginia. Three weeks after his visit to Chatham, 

Brown and two of his men, Tidd and Kagi, returned to Kansas to 

throw Forbes off the track. Meanwhile, the rest of his men had scat-

tered to find jobs to support themselves until Brown summoned 

them again. Gill and Stevens would rejoin Brown in early July.

 After an initial stop at Lawrence, Brown’s small group traveled 

to southeastern Kansas, which was still in turmoil because of the 

massacre of some antislavery settlers a few weeks earlier. Missou-

rian Charles Hamelton and his proslavery fighters had herded five 

free-state men together in a ravine, shot them down, and returned 

to Missouri. Brown’s group camped near the massacre site and 

went to see free-state guerrilla chief James Montgomery, thinking 

they might join forces. Although Brown found Montgomery too in-

dependent-minded to be a willing lieutenant, two of Montgomery’s 

men would eventually join Brown at Harpers Ferry: one an Iowa 

man, Jeremiah Anderson, and the other a Pennsylvania emigrant, 

Albert Hazlett. 

 The “heaven-sent” opportunity Brown had been looking for to 

make a visible strike against slavery and to refute Forbes’s alle-

gations that they were about to strike at Harpers Ferry came on 

December 19, 1858. George Gill, scouting the Missouri-Kansas 

Territory line, met a man (whom he described as “a fine-looking 

Mulatto”) who identified himself as Jim Daniels and claimed to 

be selling brooms. Daniels soon told Gill that he and his family 

were about to be sold in an estate sale, and he requested help in 

freeing them before that happened. When Gill brought the news to 

“Old Brown,” they set about planning how the rescue of the Daniels 

family might be carried out.3

 They settled on a two-pronged raid the next night and recruited 

men from both Brown’s and Montgomery’s bands. At twilight they 
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crossed into Missouri. One group of a dozen, led by Brown, stayed 

north of the Osage River and headed for James Lawrence’s place, 

then occupied by Lawrence’s son-in-law, Harvey Hicklin, with his 

family and the enslaved Daniels family. The second group of rescu-

ers, eight men led by Aaron Stevens, split off to go south, crossing 

the Osage River and heading for David Cruise’s farm, the home of 

a friend of the Daniels who also wished to escape. By night’s end, 

Brown’s half of the raiding party had liberated eight adults (Jim 

and Narcissa Daniels, Sam Harper from Hicklin’s farm, and five 

more people from the nearby farm owned by John Larue) and the 

two Daniels children. They also took with them an ox-drawn Con-

estoga wagon and some provisions. Stevens’s part of the band made 

it back from the Cruise farm with the Daniels’s friend Jane, along 

with a wagon, provisions, oxen, and several mules, but the plunder 

came at a high price. In the dim light, Stevens thought he saw David 

Cruise grab for a revolver, so he shot and killed the Missouri man.

 For the next month the raiders lay low, while Brown and Gill 

shifted their liberated companions from place to place. On Janu-

ary 25, 1859, they began their trek from the Lawrence vicinity back 

to Iowa, first driving two wagons west toward Topeka, then turn-

ing north. On the third day, they encountered trouble just beyond 

Holton. At Fuller’s Crossing, Straight Creek was overflowing from 

runoff from the recent mild weather, making it impossible to ford. 

The party stayed in two nearby empty cabins for two days, wait-

ing for the creek to recede. During that time, a sizable proslavery 

posse made up of men from Lecompton and Atchison and led by 

John T. Wood gathered around them. Though besieged, Brown’s 

men could see that Wood’s men were reluctant to engage them and 

kept well out of Sharps rifle range. One of Brown’s men persuaded 

a local antislavery man named Wasson to race to Topeka for help.

 Shortly after Wasson located John Richie at the Congregational 

church in Topeka, he and fifteen others marched north with arms 

and  provisions— some riding and others  walking— to aid Brown’s 

party. The Topeka antislavery men had apparently already been 

stirred up by the recapture of ten fugitive slaves and their return 

to Missouri when Wasson arrived with the news of Brown’s plight. 
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Within two days the St. Louis Democrat carried an account head-

lined “Old John Brown under Siege,” reporting that although “the 

assailants are afraid to attack him,” they had him outnumbered 

and intended to remain until reinforcements arrived.4

 The Topeka rescuers arrived at Fuller’s Crossing the next morn-

ing, and after they rested briefly, Brown placed them in a double 

line in front of the wagons and told them to cross the creek and 

charge straight at the proslavery posse because they would “be sure 

to run.” Scarcely had they crossed Straight Creek when the Atchi-

son and Lecompton men could be seen scurrying for their horses 

to get away. The mounted free-state men chased them, eventually 

capturing four men and five horses in an encounter that came to be 

known as the Battle of the Spurs.5

Across Iowa in Winter

Using long ropes, Brown’s raiders and their Topeka allies got the 

wagons across the swollen stream and then moved north. The next 

morning they released their four captives to find their way home on 

foot and gave the five horses to the Topeka men in thanks for their 

help. Several of them now turned back toward home, while oth-

ers accompanied the original band of rescuers. In four days they 

crossed the Missouri River at Nebraska City into Iowa, staying the 

night at Civil Bend. The next morning the small caravan crossed 

the half-thawed Missouri River bottoms and arrived at Tabor on 

February 4. Townspeople, curious and helpful, put up the fugitives 

at a small schoolhouse that they equipped with a cooking stove (see 

figure 18). The refugees’ main  escorts— Brown, Gill, Kagi, Stevens, 

and  Tidd— found shelter in the homes of antislavery townspeople.6

 The Old Captain had fully expected a proud welcome and a stay 

of a couple of weeks in Tabor. His overworked animals needed rest, 

as did the newly freed families. Also, he hoped to shake another 

bout of ague before continuing the trek eastward. Instead, howev-

er, he found a marked chill toward his party within the communi-

ty.7 Not a little of this ill feeling arose from events of which Brown 

was unaware: the escape of Celia and Eliza Grayson the previous 
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November, Stephen Nuckolls’s invasion of Tabor in search of them, 

and the subsequent legal actions. Now Brown’s arrival alarmed the 

already rattled townspeople and made them worry that another 

proslavery storm might be coming their way. Furthermore, al-

though Tabor’s antislavery residents had willingly assisted fugitive 

slaves in reaching safer free states, this time they thought Brown 

had gone too far. Journeying into Missouri to free slaves instead 

of aiding those who had already fled, killing a man, and stealing 

horses, wagons, oxen, and provisions looked a lot less like a morally 

defensible breach of an immoral law than like robbery and murder.

 On Sunday, February 6, the morning after his arrival, Brown 

entered church for morning service and handed the minister, John 

Todd, a note that read in part: “John Brown respectfully requests 

the church at Tabor to offer public thanksgiving to Allmighty God 

in behalf of him self & company & of their rescued captives, in par-

ticular for his gracious preservation of their lives, & health; & his 

signal deliverance of all out of the land of the wicked, hitherto.”8 

The pastor, like his congregation, was already aware of Brown’s 

Missouri exploits and was unsure how to respond to the note, so he 

turned to a visiting Congregationalist minister from western Iowa, 

H. D. King, for advice. Counseled not to bring Brown’s petition for-

ward at the service, Todd acknowledged to parishioners his receipt 

of the note and announced that a public meeting on the subject 

would be held the next evening.9

 Citizens crowding into the meeting on the following night wit-

nessed a remarkable exchange. As John Brown and his companion 

John Kagi looked on, a deacon thought previously to be an abo-

litionist urged his “fellow-Christians to declare that the forcible 

rescue of slaves was robbery and might lead to murder, and that 

the citizens of Tabor had no sympathy with John Brown in his late 

acts.” When Brown was called upon to respond, he stood and be-

gan to speak but then noticed the arrival of a Dr. Brown, known to 

him as a physician and slaveholder in St. Joseph, Missouri. Lower-

ing his voice, John Brown stated that “one had just entered whom 

he preferred not to have hear what he had to say and [Brown] 

would therefore respectfully request him to withdraw.” But a lo-
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cally prominent man jumped up to exclaim that he “hoped nothing 

would be heard that all might not hear.” With that, the Old Captain 

replied that he had nothing more to say and sat down.10 

 What to do now? John Kagi scribbled out a substitute motion to 

test the group’s seriousness. He handed it to town resident James 

Vincent, who offered it before the meeting. It reportedly included 

words to this effect:

 Whereas, John Brown and his associates have been guilty of rob-
bery and murder in the State of Missouri,
 Resolved, That we, the citizens of Tabor, repudiate his conduct 
and theirs, and will hereupon take them into custody, and hold 
them to await the action of the Missouri authorities. 

 If Brown’s raid into Missouri had been too much for Tabor’s an-

tislavery residents, nevertheless they could not stomach arresting 

him and handing him over to slaveholders. Those at the meeting 

evaded taking action on this acerbic motion, instead continuing 

to make their points about Brown’s unlawful acts. The abolition-

ist listened for a time and then rose in silence and walked out the 

door. Ultimately, Tabor citizens passed the following measure: 

“Resolved, That while we sympathize with the oppressed, and will 

do all that we conscientiously can to help them in their efforts 

for freedom, nevertheless we have no sympathy with those who 

go to slave States to entice away slaves and take property or life 

when necessary to attain that end.” The vote, according to towns-

man Samuel Adams, was not unanimous. Tabor’s founder, George 

 Gaston— even though he was hosting Brown and some of the liber-

ated people at his  house— urged adoption of the resolution because 

he had always opposed intervention in the slave states. All others 

in the room voted for it except four. “Three had the courage to vote 

‘No,’ ” wrote Adams, “while I was too big a coward to vote, but kept 

looking out the window, expecting any minute to see a detachment 

of Missouri cavalry surround the school house. I was too scared to 

let my voice be heard.”11

 Brown, wounded by this condemnation of his actions, had re-

turned to George Gaston’s house. As Maria Gaston recalled, he 
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was suffering from the ague again and was so upset at “not find-

ing the same sympathy as formerly, it almost broke his heart.” She 

continued: “I never shall forget his disappointment and vanquish 

accompanied by many tears, when his men returned from a meet-

ing expressing disapproval of his course. He said he must trust in 

the Lord alone and not rely on earthly friends.”12

 Four days after Tabor’s resolution disapproving of the raid, the 

disenchanted abolitionist rode north with his wagon train into 

Mills County. He and his party made it fifteen miles to the cabin 

of Charles and Sylvia Case Tolles, friends of Ira Blanchard’s who 

regularly aided fugitives. There they stayed overnight. In early 

morning, despite a snowstorm, they moved off in a northeasterly 

direction to their next destination, which lay a long fifty miles away 

over largely unbroken prairie. George Gill’s list of the stops they 

made on the journey does not mention an overnight stay between 

the Tolles place and Lewis, Iowa, but they likely stopped midway 

between the two. In southeast Pottawatomie County lived a farmer 

named Calvin Bradway, a man known to shelter runaways. Dur-

ing this time George Shinn was living at Bradway’s farm, and he 

recalled that Brown stayed there on his way from Kansas in 1859.13

 On February 13 the caravan reached Oliver Mills’s farm on 

the East Nishnabotna River, about one-half mile north of Lewis 

in Cass County. The thirty-eight-year-old Mills, a cousin of John 

Brown, was active in Republican political affairs and supported 

himself raising livestock. His farm was a frequent underground 

railroad stop, and he worked closely with the Congregational min-

ister George B. Hitchcock, who lived two miles southwest of his 

place on the west side of the Nishnabotna.14 John Brown’s party 

rested overnight with Mills before heading northeast for ten miles, 

stopping at the Grove City Hotel owned by David A. Barnett. The 

since vanished town of Grove City, situated on high tableland 

above Turkey Creek, was at that time undergoing a brief boom as 

residents hoped it would become the Cass County seat. Barnett, 

who also owned a large farm one mile north of Grove City and was 

a local real estate promoter, often worked in underground railroad 

operations.15
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 On February 15 Brown’s party traveled some thirty miles to the 

hamlet of Dalmanutha, situated on the stage line running from 

Des Moines to Council Bluffs. On this high divide between Beaver 

and Bear creeks and the Middle River was Porter’s Tavern, owned 

by long-time abolitionist John J. Porter, a fifty-nine-year-old farm-

er with a family of seven. Porter put them up for the night, and in 

the morning they reloaded the wagons and continued eastward.16 

About twenty miles out, they crossed the Raccoon River and ar-

rived at the farm of Jonathan Murray, a fifty-year-old Methodist 

farmer with a wife and three children. Here, perhaps in Murray’s 

barn, Brown’s raiders found comfort for one more night.17

 From Murray’s the wagon party went yet another thirty miles 

toward the western edge of Des Moines. James C. Jordan’s farm 

lay in Walnut Township of Polk County, about six miles west of 

Des Moines, which was then a small city of about thirty seven hun-

dred residents. The forty-six-year-old Methodist farmer and stock 

dealer hailed from Virginia but had since become a dedicated an-

tislavery man and had sheltered Brown in the past (see figure 19). 

When the Kansas-Nebraska Act stirred antislavery sentiments in 

Iowa during 1854, voters elected Jordan to the Iowa state senate, 

where he was still serving. Upon Brown’s arrival at his place, the 

gruff and helpful Jordan directed the travelers to a sheltered tim-

ber lot in back of his residence where they would be hidden from 

passersby on the road.18

 A mutual friend of the two was John Teesdale, a radical antislav-

ery man and owner/editor of the Des Moines Citizen (renamed the 

Iowa State Register in January 1860). John Brown had attended 

the same Akron, Ohio, Congregational church as Teesdale, had 

visited him in Iowa City when Teesdale was an editor there, and 

had seen him once previously in Des Moines. Now the Old Cap-

tain sent Kagi to find him. Teesdale vividly remembered what then 

happened:

[Brown] sent me word that he had camped out near Mr. Jordan’s 
west of Des Moines, and would be through the city at a stated hour. 
He would see me at the bridge on Court Avenue, but desired to avoid 
observation as much as possible for fear his train should be inter-
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cepted. He stopped his train near the bridge. None of the slaves 
were in sight, the covers of the wagons being closed. He said to me 
that that was probably his last trip. He was on his way to Virginia, 
where he meant to begin a conflict for freedom that would fire the 
whole country. I deprecated the struggle as madness that would 
probably cost him his life without benefiting the poor blacks. His 
soul was on fire. He seemed to be imbued with a conviction that the 
hour, big with the fate of the country, was about to strike, and there 
could be no failure.

Teesdale, accustomed to seeing Brown clean-shaven, now looked 

upon a man resembling an old prophet, his face “covered with a 

long snowy beard.” The newspaper editor bid him farewell and 

paid the wagons’ toll to cross the bridge.19

 From the bridge the teams pulled their loads up the wintery 

spine of the Des Moines River valley. They reached its eastern 

bluffs and by evening had made it to Brian Hawley’s place south-

east of Des Moines. Hawley, a forty-nine-year-old New Yorker with 

a lumber operation and a sawmill, had been an early convert to the 

Republican Party.20 Brown’s group rested at Hawley’s overnight 

and then crossed the partly thawed Skunk River marsh bottoms 

and the river to reach the farm of Cornwall Dickinson in Jasper 

County, just west of Grinnell. Dickinson, a forty-five-year-old 

farmer, had originally come from strongly antislavery Ashtabula 

County in northeastern Ohio. Brown’s party stopped for a period of 

needed rest and food and then, still favored by mild winter weath-

er, proceeded to the five-year-old settlement of Grinnell.21 

 A cluster of some ninety houses occupied by five hundred resi-

dents made up the village of Grinnell in 1859. Located on level but 

high prairie land, it had very wide streets that the unusually mild 

winter had turned to mud and that were unavoidable, since the 

roads were “guiltless of anything like side-walks or crossings.”22 

Apart from its soggy streets, Grinnell was an inviting abolitionist 

stronghold for the weary travelers. Founded by Congregationalist 

Josiah B. Grinnell of Vermont (see figure 20), the community had 

since its 1854 beginnings gained a reputation as a safe haven for 

runaways from slavery.23 The leading antislavery townsmen in-
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cluded New Englanders (Grinnell himself and lawyer Amos Bixby 

of Maine) and an Oberlin, Ohio, contingent (head teacher Leonard 

F. Parker and newspaper editor Samuel F. Cooper). Together, they 

did much to fan sentiment against the evils of slavery.

 And yet, though Brown knew of the community’s antislavery 

leanings, he had not been there before, so he left the wagons in 

a grove at the edge of the village and rode in alone to see about 

staying the night. He knocked on the door of Josiah B. Grinnell’s 

house, and the town’s founder recorded the exchange that fol-

lowed: “ ‘Good evening sir. I am a stranger  here— pardon  me— is 

this Mr. Grinnell?’ ‘That is my name.’ ‘I have heard of you and do 

not feel like a stranger, for you married a daughter, I am told, of my 

old friend, Deacon Chauncey Chapin, of Springfield, Mass., where 

I once resided.’ ” After a few such pleasantries, Brown explained:

My company is just back here in the grove, and I am only a scout. 
Don’t put yourself and family in  jeopardy— I came for advice. I was 
in the “wool business” [meaning the underground railroad], and am 
still, they say derisively, and I hear you are [doing so] openly. We 
are sixteen persons, with horses, and man and beast must be fed, 
and stop with friends if we can, and not spies. Then, it is Saturday 
and we want rest. I make it a rule not to travel on Sunday if it can 
be avoided, and to save expense we can cook our own food; and we 
need a rendezvous to stack our arms. What do you advise?

Grinnell then “opened the door into the parlor” and said “‘this is at 

your service, and you can occupy the stalls at the barn not taken. 

Our hotel will be as safe as any place for a part of your company, 

and there is no occasion to wait until night, for you have too much 

of an outfit for concealment.’ ”24 

 Wearing “a plain, well-worn suit” and “a wide-rimmed hat and 

half-concealed pistol,” Brown then walked across “to Mrs. Reid’s 

hotel and engaged stalls for the horses, and supper for the women” 

before returning to his party in the grove. Word spread quickly 

through Grinnell, and many turned out to watch the arrival of the 

“canvas-covered wagons followed by horsemen”—an unusual sight 

in these pre–Civil War years. The men brought their arms into 
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Grinnell’s parlor and stacked them in the corner. Into this room 

some of the fugitives were brought to sleep, while Brown was given 

a room upstairs and the remainder bunked at the hotel.25

 Josiah Grinnell’s bold welcome of Brown’s party fit his charac-

ter as an energetic town founder and politically active man who 

was then serving as the state senator representing a four-county 

district. His open support of the notorious John Brown was wide-

ly shared among the townspeople, who soon decided a reception 

for the new arrivals was in order.26 The reception took place on 

Sunday at a large room being used for church services. Before a 

large  gathering— including “many from the groves [outlying town-

ships], brought, not by sympathy, but by curiosity”—Brown, “calm 

in manner, but full of emotion,” defended his violent actions in the 

Kansas struggle. “But,” asked one in the audience, “are not your 

black people from Missouri?” “Yes,” he answered, they “were to be 

sold; we saw them in jeopardy. . . . They called to me and I rescued 

them. I have never counseled violence, nor would I stir to insurrec-

tion which would involve the innocent and helpless. Twelve was the 

number rescued, and led out from Missouri, a kind and grateful 

but ignorant company.”27

 As for the horses and oxen the raiders had taken, Brown said, “we 

don’t steal horses. [The fugitives] take those raised by their care, 

and sell them to get what is ‘kept back by fraud.’ Now on Monday 

there will be shown some of our surplus horses for sale.” But, asked 

another, “Was not that stealing?” Brown replied, “Every man has a 

right to a reward for labor, and I have made them men, and they 

want the fruits of their industry for clothes and food.” After Brown 

sat down, John Kagi stood and, taking a different tack without 

Brown’s somberness, told the gathered crowd that “the half of bor-

der warfare had never been told” and that “from my leader who has 

struck terror on the border, you will hear again.”28

 At a Sunday evening meeting, Brown spoke again, after which 

three clergymen offered their prayers for the wagon train’s safety. 

A hat was passed to collect money for the party’s traveling expens-

es, even as rumors circulated of trouble ahead. Reportedly an Iowa 

City marshal named Workman had written to Josiah Grinnell 
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warning him to “get the old Devil away to save trouble, for he will 

be taken, dead or alive.”29 When Grinnell told Brown about it, he 

responded that he and his men were well-prepared for trouble in 

case it should happen. Loading their canvas-covered wagons with 

the fugitives and baggage the next morning, the party moved east-

ward across the spongy prairie roads. 

 Amos Bixby, writing to his brother the day after Brown’s depar-

ture, noted that the weather was as warm as in April. Then this 

local attorney remarked:

I may as well say that last Saturday old Capt. John Brown of Kansas 
arrived here with 12 slaves on the way to Canada. The old hero & his 
company created quite an excitement in our little town. They stayed 
over Sunday. We gave them $25 [almost $700 in 2011] & provisions 
enough to last them several days. I mean we the people of Grinnell 
gave it. You have doubtless read the account of ‘old Brown’s invasion 
of Missouri’ something like two months ago; & of his being besieged 
near Paris in two log houses, and of the attempt to take him by Mar-
shall Woods.
 He thinks of returning to Kansas, but if he does I very much fear 
he will be taken.
 The colored people with him are the slaves he liberated by the 
invasion mentioned. He is a quiet, resolute, keen eyed old man of 
about sixty years; nothing of the ruffian in appearance, but seems 
to actuate by high moral and religious principles.30

 Brown’s stop at Grinnell enthused that town’s local citizens, but 

it roused anger elsewhere. When word got out, the Democratic edi-

tor of the Des Moines Statesman exposed it as “Hell Let Loose!—

Fanaticism in Grinnell, &c.” Denouncing Grinnell citizens for “ap-

plauding Brown and his confederates upon the Sabbath  day— of 

endorsing murder, robbery and arson, together with a number of 

other hideous offences,” the Statesman’s editor alleged that Brown 

had “boasted of having stolen 12 negroes they were speeding to 

Canada, and taking with them all the property they could lay hands 

on, shooting one of the masters, tying and carrying off others, burn-

ing barns, houses, &c.” Opposing Republican papers responded, de-

claring such condemnation “the grossest, rankest falsehood; never 
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uttered or warranted by anything said by Brown,” and they accused 

the Statesman of having “maligned” the people of Grinnell and be-

ing “mean, slanderous and devilish from beginning to end.”31

 Meanwhile, although roads soft with snow melt and prairie mud 

slowed the horses and mule teams to a walk, Brown’s sluggish cara-

van made steady progress throughout the long day of February 22, 

and by the next day, a little more than forty miles from Grinnell, it 

stopped one-half mile south of Marengo at the farm of fifty-four-

year-old Draper B. Reynolds, who had lived in Iowa four years. The 

Pennsylvania-born Reynolds received the party at dusk as he and 

his daughter were milking cows in the barn and agreed to shel-

ter them for the night. The wagons departed in the early morning 

of February 24 and, upon crossing the bridge over the Iowa River 

near Marengo, made good time. Thirty-five miles later they passed 

through Iowa City during the forenoon, Gill noting “no effort hav-

ing been made to conceal our movements.”32

  The prairie village of Springdale lay fifteen miles ahead. By 

sunset the travel-worn company of people and horses trudged into 

the loose grouping of newly built cabins and houses. The Quaker 

hamlet offered them a breathing spell in which to rest their feet 

and weary limbs; they stayed there for the next twelve days. Dur-

ing that time, two of the former slaves, Sam and Jane Harper (see 

figure 21), were married by the Quaker justice of the peace, John 

Painter. With an attempt to capture Brown and the fugitives wide-

ly rumored, the latter stayed in a building where watchful commu-

nity members kept an eye to their safety.

 With some time to catch up on his correspondence, Brown could 

not resist writing to Tabor’s citizens to tell them about his reception 

in Grinnell. He mailed them a six-point summary of his welcome 

there and reported that he and his party were “loudly cheered, 

and fully indorsed.” He asked that “friend Gaston, or some other 

friend, give publicity” in Tabor to the events that occurred in Grin-

nell. Meanwhile, though still troubled by “something of the ague 

yet hanging about” him, Brown contacted people to help arrange 

rail travel to Chicago and Detroit, and he tried to raise money by 

selling off a wagon and some horses.33
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 William Penn Clarke (see figure 22), the forty-two-year-old Iowa 

City lawyer who would take on the case of Mary and Versa Old 

in 1860, took the lead in organizing travel after Josiah B. Grin-

nell laid the groundwork. Hardly had Brown’s caravan left Grin-

nell when its founder went to Chicago on the Old Captain’s behalf. 

Traveling there as a “wool-shipper,” he met John F. Tracy, general 

superintendent of the Chicago and Rock Island Railroad, to re-

quest that a boxcar be forwarded to West Liberty, Iowa, to ship 

some unspecified freight. The suspicious Tracy wanted no details 

and refused to take the $50 (roughly $1,400 in 2011) Grinnell of-

fered as payment, because, as the railroad man said later, he was 

afraid that the company “might be held for the value of every one 

of the niggers” if the railroad could be shown to have participated 

in the transportation of escaped slaves. Nevertheless, the superin-

tendent did issue a draft for $50 in the name of Brown. Grinnell 

then gave the draft to William Penn Clarke, who joined it with a 

supportive letter from Davenport’s Hiram Price, a member of the 

board of directors for the railroad line that ran through West Lib-

erty. With these two documents Clarke was able to persuade the lo-

cal depot agent at West Liberty that railroad officials already knew 

about and approved of the boxcar arrangements.34

 Clarke completed his preparations with help from editors of 

the Iowa City Republican. Using their telegraph connection, he 

requested a permit from Davenport officials of the Chicago and 

Rock Island to have the boxcar delivered to West Liberty. William 

P. Wolf, then a law student who lived northwest of Springdale, 

had walked into the Republican newspaper office while the edi-

tors were waiting for an answer from Davenport about the boxcar 

permit. They asked him to wait until it arrived and then deliver it 

to Brown on his way home. In late afternoon came approval on the 

understanding that the boxcar “was to be loaded at night, without 

being billed, and pulled out under the direction of the officers at 

headquarters.” With the permit in hand, the editors told Wolf to 

inform Brown that he could stay the night in their building if he 

came to Iowa City. William Wolf got on his horse and rode out of 

town toward Springdale.35
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 A chilly March rain had begun to fall. About two miles out he 

saw a horseman on a side track coming toward him, and he pulled 

up to visit with him. The man’s evasiveness suggested he might be 

involved with Brown, so Wolf told him he “had an important com-

munication that [he] must deliver that night.” The rider replied: 

“I guess you are all right. I am a friend of John Brown’s. My name 

is Kagi, and John Brown has just passed by us.” Turning about, 

Wolf and Kagi overtook Brown, finding the Old Captain sitting 

beside “a rag peddler in his wagon,” with “a blanket over his head 

and shoulders, concealing his face.” Wolf handed him the boxcar 

permit, warned him of plans afoot to capture him, and mentioned 

“the room prepared for him where he could overlook” the schem-

ing saloon  crowd— the room was above the offices of the Iowa City 

Republican newspaper. Brown “simply smiled and said ‘Ah!’” and 

“replied that he and Kagi would occupy it and observe any further 

proceedings.” That evening Brown and Kagi quietly met with the 

Iowa City abolitionists Dr. Jesse Bowen (see figure 23) and Wil-

liam Penn Clarke about final preparations to take them east. Word 

somehow got out about Brown being in town, however, and soon 

others were on the lookout for the so-called antislavery fanatic. Dr. 

Bowen kept Brown at his house in eastern Iowa City (see figure 

24) until, during the early hours of the morning, S. C. Trowbridge 

guided them via back roads out of town.36

 Springdale residents took care of one of Brown’s final tasks be-

fore leaving: selling one of the wagons and a team of horses. The 

wagon went to Moses Butler, who not long after sold it to Gilbert 

P. Smith for $75 (roughly $2,000 in 2011).37 The second wagon and 

team, loaned to Brown by Samuel Tappan back in Lawrence, was 

somehow returned to him. Tappan reported in April 1859: “My 

team just returned from a trip to Iowa City via Nebraska they came 

back through Missouri, pretty well used in the service.”38 With 

business taken care of and the boxcar scheme ready, Brown, his 

men, and the runaways waited in Springdale until it was time to 

leave for West Liberty, some seven miles south.

 This small railroad village, platted in early 1856, had grown to 

some eighty houses by 1859. Down near the tracks stood Keith’s 
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Mill, a modest grist operation with a steam engine turning two 

stones for grinding wheat and corn. Albert F. Keith, a thirty-five-

year-old Ohioan, had been a dedicated antislavery man since ar-

riving in Iowa in 1852. Most other early West Liberty settlers evi-

dently shared his sentiments. George Gill remembered the mainly 

Presbyterian settlement to be “a very hotbed of abolitionists and in 

full sympathy with Brown’s ideas.” To Keith’s Mill friends delivered 

Brown, his four men, and the twelve fugitives on the evening of 

March 9. There they remained for the night.39

 Early the next morning an engineer running the first eastbound 

train from Iowa City dropped off an empty boxcar at a siding close 

by the mill. Before long, as friendly residents looked on, Brown’s men 

ushered the liberated families and other material into the freight 

car so they would be ready for the next Chicago-bound train, due 

in late morning. Once they had boarded, Brown, Stevens, and Tidd 

joined them in the boxcar. George Gill described the scene: “As Kagi 

closed and locked the door upon them he did so with this remark, 

‘Now if there is any one who wants a through ticket to hell just let 

them come on.’ He stood sentinel on the platform of the car, Stevens 

on the inside.” The car now needed to be moved from its siding to 

be ready for connection to the scheduled train. An old Democrat, 

the only one in the  place— Mr. Alger,  postmaster— helped to push it 

forward, eliciting such a grand booing from the citizens that he im-

mediately excused himself, saying that “he had stumbled and only 

put his hand against the car to keep him from falling down.” The 

Chicago-bound train at last arrived and left West Liberty with the 

boxcar placed between the engine and the express car, containing 

its mixed shipment of parcels and mail sacks.40

 West Liberty resident George B. Gill was able to write about this 

departure because he did not join his companions on the train. Af-

ter he had joined Brown in Kansas a year earlier, his health had 

suffered during the harsh two months of travel, his joints now ach-

ing with inflammatory rheumatism. He watched as his friends got 

onboard, comrades he had gotten to know so well since the spring 

of 1858 when had had given away all his books and joined Brown’s 

group.41
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 Brown stalwart John Kagi boarded the passenger car along with 

William Penn Clarke, who had been so instrumental in making 

the party’s railroad arrangements. Since arriving in Iowa in 1844, 

the staunch abolitionist had been a rising figure in the Whig Party 

until 1848, when he joined the Free Soil ranks and then spent some 

time in the Know Nothing Party before shifting finally to the Re-

publicans. In 1860 he would become chairman of the Iowa Repub-

lican State Convention and lead the Lincoln delegation to the par-

ty’s national convention in Chicago. He had learned of John Brown 

while working with Dr. Jesse Bowen as an active member of the 

Kansas National Committee in Iowa and admired his actions.42

 Now, on March 10, 1859, Clarke and Kagi had stepped “into a 

passenger coach to keep an eye on a man” who had threatened to 

reveal to U.S. officers in Davenport the character of the freight in 

the boxcar. The two Brown supporters kept this man quiet dur-

ing the train’s short stay in Davenport with the help of the con-

ductor, an Englishman named Jones who sympathized with their 

actions and “knew how anxious [Clarke] was to get the fugitives 

safely out of Iowa.” From the depot the Iowa City attorney walked 

to the nearby hotel, where, “from a window of the old Burtis House 

I watched the train crossing the bridge over the Mississippi and felt 

greatly relieved when the train started on its journey to Chicago, 

where the negroes were safely landed the next morning.” 43

 His feelings of relief were warranted, for U.S. Marshal Laurel 

Summers in Davenport had been warned that Brown was coming 

his way. Within a week of Brown’s arrival in Springdale, a man had 

written to Summers to inform him that “ ‘Old Osawattumi Brown’ 

is at Springdale P. O. Cedar Co. with 12 Negroes & lots of property 

stolen from their masters in Missouri if you let me know what time 

you will meet me at Davenport I will go there at once. They will 

not stay long where they are hurry up.” Accounts differ on what the 

Democratic marshal did on March 10, when the twelve fugitives 

and John Brown and his men passed through. One source states 

that Laurel Summers had several men “watching the wagon road 

and ferry for the party,” while another indicates that the marshal 
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and his deputies “searched the passenger cars, but did not examine 

the freight car” immediately behind the engine. Whichever is true, 

the result was the  same— John Brown’s party crossed the Missis-

sippi undetected.44

 Late in the night the Chicago and Rock Island train pulled into 

the company’s rail yards in Chicago. By 4:30 a.m. the group made 

their way to the Adams Street house of the private detective Al-

lan Pinkerton, who quickly invited them in. Leaving some at his 

house, he moved Brown and others to the home of a black friend, 

John Jones. But Jones’s worried wife resisted hosting the notori-

ous abolitionists. Mary Richardson Jones, interviewed some years 

later, recalled: “I said to my husband: ‘I do not want John Brown’s 

fighters. I am willing to take care of him, but not his fighters,’ and 

told him that he would lay himself liable, but he said: ‘They are 

here, and I am going to let them in.’ ” When he did so, she recalled, 

“I don’t know how many, but four or five of the roughest looking 

men I ever saw” stood in her house. Despite her reluctance, she 

fed them and they “behaved very nicely.” Pinkerton, known to be 

an “indefatigable” friend of slaves and runaways, was able to raise 

$500 (about $14,000 in 2011) and arrange for a rail car stocked 

with water and provisions from the superintendent of the Michi-

gan Central Railroad before the group departed on the next leg of 

their journey.45

 During late Friday afternoon of March 11, the fugitives left 

Chicago for Detroit under Kagi’s guidance (Brown had taken an 

earlier train). At the ferry landing in Detroit, the eleven-hundred-

mile journey finally ended for the rescuers. There, the Old Cap-

tain and his men saw their twelve jubilant former slaves off across 

the narrows separating Detroit from Windsor, Canada.46 In addi-

tion to freeing twelve people, this long and much-publicized jour-

ney through Iowa from Kansas Territory and on to the Canadian 

border had nicely achieved Brown’s other goal: discrediting Hugh 

Forbes’s allegations that Brown’s company was about to invade 

Virginia. But, in fact, after this journey was accomplished, John 

Brown’s thoughts returned to Virginia.
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The Raid on Harpers Ferry

Beginning in May 1859, while Brown went east to see his bene-

factors and others about money, John Kagi began lining up men 

for their fall plans. At the moment the only ones ready to go were 

Aaron Stevens, Charles Tidd, and John Cook, the last of whom was 

at Harpers Ferry working as a teacher and lock-keeper while do-

ing reconnaissance. Kagi sent many letters to his former comrades 

from Kansas and Iowa and also wrote several to John Brown Jr. 

urging him to find and send men. The Old Captain’s son had little 

luck, though.

 Kagi’s recruitment troubles stemmed partly from the break in 

time between the previous winter’s training and the delayed launch 

of the Virginia mission. Of the men who trained at Springdale, 

Charles Moffett now had new commitments, the runaway Richard 

Richardson had moved to Canada, Richard Realf ’s whereabouts 

were unknown, and Luke Parsons was no longer willing to come 

back. Parsons remained miffed that he had not been among the 

men whom Brown took back to Kansas after the Chatham, Can-

ada, convention. Brown’s explanation that Parsons “had a good 

trade and could take care of himself, anywhere” but others “had to 

be taken care of ” did not satisfy him. The disgruntled man decided 

to go to the Colorado goldfields, heeding the advice of his mother, 

who had written: “You have fooled away time and money enough 

with Brown, keep on to Pike’s Peak. Brown will come to some bad 

end, and then you and I will be glad you are out of it.” 47 Of the other 

Iowa men who received letters from Kagi, George Gill also bowed 

out, writing: “Captain, I fear I have not moral courage enough to go 

with you. It seems to me that we should do no good and that it will 

be only useless suicide.” Ultimately, the long delay since the winter 

in Springdale and the Chatham convention cost Kagi and Brown 

five of their twelve winter trainees.48

 Gill’s friend Stewart Taylor of West Liberty did gladly rejoin, 

however, and Brown also gained three new Iowa recruits. The first 

new man to step up was Jeremiah Anderson, a lieutenant in James 

Montgomery’s guerrilla force in Kansas. Anderson had grown up 
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at Round Prairie near Kossuth, in Des Moines County, Iowa, the 

youngest of eight children in a Wesleyan Methodist family. Though 

reserved by nature, his resolve to play a part in the Kansas struggle 

showed first when he had moved to the Little Osage River in Bour-

bon County in 1856 and joined free-state actions. Twice impris-

oned for his involvement, he had ridden with Brown’s group into 

Missouri on December 20, 1858, to liberate the Daniels family and 

their friends. By late April he was traveling with Brown from Ohio 

to New York and elsewhere in search of material support.

 The other two from Iowa were the Coppoc brothers, Edwin and 

Barclay, young Quakers from Springdale who had watched while 

Brown’s group trained for three months in their town the previ-

ous winter (see figure 25). They had also seen the Old Captain and 

his men bring twelve liberated blacks out of Missouri on their way 

to Canada. George Gill later described Edwin as a popular man 

with many friends, in contrast to his more cautious and asthmatic 

brother, whom Gill disliked. He admitted, though, that Barclay ra-

diated a “restless” and “adventurous” inclination.49

 By July 1859 Brown had leased the small Kennedy farm a mile 

downstream from Harpers Ferry on the Maryland side of the 

Potomac River. To cook and keep house, Brown brought in his 

daughter Annie, age sixteen, and his daughter-in-law Martha (Oli-

ver Brown’s wife), age seventeen. John Kagi arranged to have the 

Sharps rifles and revolvers they had stored elsewhere freighted in, 

plus, in September, some pikes that Brown had ordered. During 

August, Kagi and Brown’s twenty willing recruits drifted in, half 

of them fighters from Brown’s battles in Kansas and Iowa in 1857–

1858. The remainder included three of his sons and two of their 

former neighbors, five black men he had met during his eastern 

travels, and finally an erratic but devoted man named Francis Me-

riam, who also contributed several hundred dollars.50 By day the 

men stayed inside the one-and-a-half story farmhouse, where they 

ate meals in shifts in the tiny dining room with too few dishes. To 

offset monotony, they read magazines, played cards, carried on oc-

casional religious or political debates, and listened to John Brown 

read the Bible each morning. Their greatest fear was early detec-
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tion. Some especially feared what their talkative comrade in town, 

John Cook, might say accidentally. 

 Unknown to them, another risk to the scheme had emerged back 

in Iowa. Before Brown left Springdale in March, he listened to but 

dismissed the arguments of friends and confidants that he should 

abandon his plans for such an impossible action in Virginia. Lead-

ing Springdale residents, fearing for their own loved ones who ac-

companied Brown, persisted in their efforts to abort the raid even 

after the abolitionist fighter left town. On a Sunday in August, one 

Springdale man, Moses Varney, received a visit from his old friend 

A. L. Smith and his cousin David Gue, both of whom lived in Scott 

County. Soon the subject of Brown and his men came up, for the 

topic constantly stirred up feelings within the hamlet. Later that 

evening Varney pulled Smith to one side and divulged more of 

what he knew about Brown’s operation. “Something must be done,” 

said Varney, “to save Brown, his followers, and the young men from 

Springdale” from a violent death. While he could not betray what 

had been told him in confidence, he urged Smith and his cousin to 

do what they could.51

 “On their long ride home,” Benjamin F. Gue, a relative of Da-

vid’s, would write, the two “tried to think of some plan by which the 

tragedy could be averted without harm to the stern old emancipa-

tor.” Reaching the cabin that David Gue and A. L. Smith shared 

with Benjamin, the two men who had visited Varney reported his 

urgent appeal to their housemate, and talking into the night, the 

three devised a plan. They decided to send two letters from differ-

ent places to President Buchanan’s secretary of war, John B. Floyd, 

in hopes he would reinforce the guard at the Harpers Ferry ar-

mory. They predicted that John Cook would notice the reinforce-

ments and give the alarm, forcing John Brown to abandon his plan. 

Putting each letter into two  envelopes— the inner one addressed to 

the secretary of war and the outer one directed to postmasters in 

Philadelphia and  Cincinnati— the Gues and Smith sought to avert 

the raid without betraying their own identities.52

 The letter that actually reached Secretary Floyd went through 

Cincinnati, and it said the following:
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 Cincinnati, August 20.

Hon. Mr. Floyd, Secretary of War, Washington, D.C.:

 Sir: I have lately received information of a movement of so great 
importance that I feel it my duty to impart it to you without delay. I 
have discovered the existence of a secret organization having for its 
object the liberation of the slaves at the south by a general insurrec-
tion. The leader of the movement is “Old John Brown,” late of Kan-
sas. He has been in Canada during the winter drilling the negroes 
there, and they are only waiting his word to start for the south to as-
sist the slaves. They have one of their leading men (a white man) in 
an armory in  Maryland— where it is situated I have not been able to 
learn. As soon as everything is ready those of their number who are 
in the northern states and Canada are to come in small companies 
to their rendezvous, which is in the mountains of Virginia. They will 
pass down through Pennsylvania and Maryland, and enter Virginia 
at Harpers Ferry. Brown left the north about three or four weeks 
ago, and will arm the negroes and strike the blow in a few weeks, 
so that whatever is done must be done at once. They have a large 
quantity of arms at their rendezvous, and are probably distributing 
them already. As I am not fully in their confidence, this is all the in-
formation I can give you. I dare not sign my name to this, but trust 
that you will not disregard the warning on that account.

Unfortunately for Brown and his men, Secretary Floyd did in fact 

disregard the letter. Believing it to be a fabrication, he treated it 

like the many other anonymous letters he received: other than 

showing it to his wife, he ignored it. For weeks the Iowa letter-writ-

ers scoured the New York Tribune looking for mention of Harpers 

Ferry. Then, just when they had convinced themselves that their 

plan might have succeeded, on “Monday, October 24, the weekly 

mail brought our Tribune, and there we read the fatal news.”53

 Instead of abandoning his plan, Brown had advanced it by eight 

days because he had heard that a local sheriff had issued a war-

rant to search the farmhouse. Kagi rushed off a note and a map to 

Charles Moffett, at home in Montour, Iowa, urging that he hurry 

to join them, but the rush put the plan at risk. Also endangering 

the effort was the fact that Brown had not been completely hon-
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est with his men. Their understanding was that they would only 

carry out a surprise raid on the federal armory in Harpers Ferry 

and then quickly retreat, so when Brown told them he intended to 

occupy it while they waited until mutinous slaves in the area had 

time to join them, they burst into argument. Four men supported 

 Brown— Cook, Stevens, Anderson, and  Leeman— and four strongly 

 resisted— Brown’s sons Owen, Oliver, and Watson and also Charles 

Tidd. Brown’s three sons argued that their father’s natural caution 

would entrap them all. Only after John Brown told the men that if 

they didn’t like his plan, they should select someone else to lead did 

the objectors yield. Their judgment of the plan to attack and hold 

Harpers Ferry had not changed, though. Rather, as one son said, 

“We must not let our father die alone.”54

 On Sunday night, October 16, all but three of Brown’s band 

marched on Harpers Ferry, and by morning they had control of the 

armory. But they were deep in enemy territory; antislavery militias 

could not reach them there, and the enslaved people living in the 

area did not rise up. Soon, local militia and residents had them 

under fire, and by afternoon Col. Robert E. Lee had been ordered 

to Harpers Ferry with a force of marines. Despite their desperate 

plight, Brown refused to heed Kagi’s pleas to evacuate, and he re-

jected Lt. J. E. B. Stuart’s offer to preserve their lives if they would 

surrender. On Tuesday, October 18, the disastrous raid came to an 

end. It cost the lives of ten men: Jeremiah Anderson, Oliver Brown, 

Watson Brown, John Kagi, Lewis S. Leary, William H. Leeman, 

Dangerfield Newby, Stewart Taylor, Dauphin Thompson, and Wil-

liam Thompson. Five were captured immediately: John Copeland, 

Edwin Coppoc, Shields Green, Aaron D. Stevens, and John Brown 

himself. Two more, Albert Hazlett and John Cook, were captured 

later.

 The next day, the five prisoners taken from Harpers Ferry were 

transferred by train to Charlestown (then in Virginia, now in West 

Virginia) for trial. To reach the train, authorities had transported 

the two wounded men, John Brown and Aaron Stevens, by wagon. 

Walking behind the wagon, flanked by files of local militia men 

and followed by an angry crowd, were the three other captives, 
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including Iowan Edwin Coppoc. Put on trial for murder, inciting 

slaves to rebel, and treason, Brown was found guilty on all three 

counts and condemned to hang. Refusing one ally’s offer to help 

him escape, he died on the gallows on December 2, 1859. Six of his 

men were also hanged: John Cook, John Copeland, Edwin Coppoc, 

Shields Green, Albert Hazlett, and Aaron Stevens.

 Brown’s trial and especially his execution had been covered at 

great length by all of the nation’s many newspapers, and at the in-

stant of his death he became an abolitionist martyr. On that Fri-

day morning when he climbed the scaffold to his death, sympathy 

meetings occurred across the free states. In Chicago, a writer ob-

served: “I find the popular sympathy in favor of this unfortunate 

man wherever I go. In the streets, on the cars, the general topic of 

conversation is the execution of Brown, and one  sentiment— that of 

 Sympathy— is almost universal.” At a sermon on his death at a Bap-

tist church in Lafayette, Illinois, “more than a thousand persons 

were compressed within the walls of the church.” An observer of 

these sympathy meetings pointed out that “clergymen were promi-

nent in conducting them” and that “they were attended principally 

by the abolitionists, the colored people, many ladies, and some of 

the extreme Republicans.” Some meetings “gave entire approval to 

John Brown’s course, but as a general fact they stopped at sympa-

thy with him and his family and with the hostility to slavery which 

prompted his rash effort.”55

 Public sympathy was far from universal, however. The meeting 

in Philadelphia grew stormy, and in Manchester, New Hampshire, 

the mayor climbed up to a church’s belfry to stop sympathizers from 

tolling the bell for Brown. At the Cooper Institute in New York City, 

speeches by Wendell Phillips and other antislavery advocates were 

constantly interrupted with hisses, boos, shouts of treason, and 

whistles, with three cheers given for Virginia’s governor Henry A. 

Wise and three groans for John Brown. The rowdiness forced police 

officers to remove many of the attendees from the hall.56

 In Davenport, Iowa, the editor of the local Democrat and News 

snidely described the sympathy meeting of “colored persons” at a 

Mrs. Johnson’s house as a way for the nonattending white Repub-
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licans “to hide in the actions of their sable friends, the darker sen-

timents of their own hearts.” But the editor reserved his deepest 

disgust for what local German residents had written in a black-

rimmed article in Der Democrat. It portrayed Brown as “victim to 

the preservation of slavery in this ‘land of liberty,’ ” one who had 

suffered “the obstinacy of a handful of aristocrats.” Then the editor 

of the Democrat and News described a visit to Davenport’s German 

section:

Yesterday morning we took a stroll through the lower part of town 
to satisfy ourselves as to the truth of a rumor we had heard, that sev-
eral Germans were to drape their premises and persons in mourn-
ing for that “noble” assassin, old Brown. We found that what we had 
heard was true, several of the prominent business houses having 
crape hanging on their door handles. On top of the German Theater 
building the stars and stripes were hanging at half mast with crape 
flying above them. Some very Black Republicans had heavy bands 
of crape tied around their hats which they displayed with disgusting 
satisfaction. We noticed several private dwellings were also draped 
in  mourning— And who, pray, is all this mourning for? Is it for a 
patriot and Union loving man? It is mourning for a man who has 
committed more crime and caused more trouble than any other be-
ing in America.57

 Worse, in the editor’s view, even “intelligent native born Ameri-

cans, who move in good society were foolish enough to allow their 

incendiary principles to get the upper hand of them and they, too, 

hung crape on their store doors.” As for the American flag be-

ing hung at half-mast in Davenport, Chicago, and elsewhere, he 

agreed with the Rock Island Argus that it was done “generally by 

German abolitionists,” many of whom were “yet aliens,” occupy-

ing positions “they could never have found at home,” and yet they 

were now offering “the most gross and outrageous insults to the 

flag and the government which protects them.” All this for a man 

“arrested, tried, fairly and impartially tried, convicted and sen-

tenced to suffer death for the triple crime of insurrection, murder 

and treason!”58

 Both sympathy and hostility extended beyond the cities, too. In 
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Sweetland Township of Muscatine County, according to a Demo-

cratic newspaper, a rural school teacher eulogized Brown on the 

day of his hanging, but his students recoiled when the teacher 

wanted “the school bell to be rung at 11 o’clock as a token of their 

respect to the memory of John Brown who was crucified and died 

to save the negro.” Instead, in the words of the editor, the boys in-

formed the teacher “that if he didn’t want to raise an insurrection 

suddenly he had better  desist— if he did not they would stand him 

outside to cool.” So the teacher contented himself with “giving the 

school a short lecture for their want of discipline.”59

The Harpers Ferry Fugitives

Of the rest of Brown’s twenty-one men, seven escaped in the con-

fusion of the hopeless debacle. Two of them, Osborn Perry Ander-

son and Albert Hazlett, paddled across the Potomac and made 

their way toward Pennsylvania, but Hazlett soon got caught and 

was extradited to Virginia by Pennsylvania authorities. The other 

 five— Barclay Coppoc, John Cook, Charles Tidd, Francis Meriam, 

and Owen  Brown— managed to reach the Kennedy farmhouse, 

where they quickly gathered up some food, blankets, a pair of ri-

fles, and some revolvers and ammunition for each before they ran 

into the mountains.60

 Led by Owen Brown, an experienced woodsman, they initially 

traveled only at night, avoided roads, stayed to the edges of clear-

ings, and built no fires. But as their food ran out and they grew 

weak, the men risked getting caught by stealing a chicken here and 

there and picking up some dry apples, hard corn, or a few pota-

toes in the winter  fields— much as fugitive slaves had to do. During 

their month-long struggle west toward Ohio amid bouts of freez-

ing rain and snow, the five men were reduced to three. John Cook 

was captured while searching for food, and Owen Brown helped 

the exhausted Francis Meriam get close enough to a train to go 

home that way. Finally, when the remaining three men reached 

northwestern Pennsylvania, Owen Brown and Charles Tidd con-

tinued northwest to find work. Barclay Coppoc, along with a box of 
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arms and a few other items, rode a stagecoach to a railroad station 

and then took the train to the home of Quaker relations at Salem, 

Ohio.61

 Although naturally slight and now exhausted, Coppoc had 

proved his ability to endure suffering and hardship. He remained 

briefly at Salem before moving on toward Iowa. Reaching Daven-

port, Iowa, forty-five miles from his home in Springdale, he rested 

a couple of days above Eli Adams’s bookstore. Then, escorted safely 

out of town by two young Quaker men, one of them his cousin, he 

took a train to within seven miles of Springdale (either Atalissa or 

West Liberty). At this station on December 17, twenty-three days 

after saying goodbye to his two comrades in Pennsylvania and one 

day after his brother died on the scaffold, Barclay got off the train. 

There, as he described it, “I met several hundred persons who were 

anxiously awaiting my arrival.”62

 Coppoc’s hard weeks on the move were not yet done. Within a 

week, on December 22, the Muscatine Daily Journal noted that he 

was among those welcoming Thomas Winn, Springdale’s postmas-

ter, back from his trip to Virginia to plead for Edwin’s life and then 

to Ohio to see the young man buried in Salem. The next day a Mus-

catine reader, William McCormick, no Brown sympathizer, wrote 

to Virginia’s Governor Wise to alert him that Barclay Coppoc was 

“with his mother in Springdale and was in Muscatine yesterday.” 

In McCormick’s opinion, the fugitive could “be arrested without 

much trouble” because “he is in the country away from any town 

of any note, but [I] am told that he has many friends among his 

neighbors.” The Muscatine man was right; a number of men had 

come together for Barclay’s protection.63

 Within two weeks the Virginia governor had an agent on a 

steamboat headed for Iowa to call on Gov. Samuel Kirkwood to 

arrest Barclay Coppoc and deliver him to Virginia for trial, just 

as had been done in Pennsylvania when that state’s governor had 

handed over Albert Hazlett and John Cook. The agent, Courtland 

Camp, disembarked at the Mississippi River town of Muscatine 

on January 9 and stayed overnight under an assumed name at the 

Mason House Hotel. Thirteen days later, on January 23, 1860, af-
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ter traveling via stage from Iowa City, he sat down with Governor 

Kirkwood in Des Moines and asked him to follow Pennsylvania’s 

example by extraditing Coppoc (see figure 26).64

 He soon learned he could expect nothing of the sort, for he found 

himself in a western border state more radicalized than coastal 

 Pennsylvania— Iowa’s Republican Party having been born, bathed, 

and constantly engaged in turbulence over the Kansas-Nebraska 

Act. Governor Kirkwood’s inaugural address, given just twelve 

days before on January 11, 1860, contains clues as to why he re-

fused to extradite Coppoc. The speech dealt extensively with the 

slavery issue and the Kansas struggle. “The free state men of that 

Territory,” the new governor had declared, “were treated by their 

pro-slavery brethren in the Territory and in the States, and by the 

General Government, as if they had not any rights, legal or natu-

ral, which either were bound to respect.” And Kirkwood held that 

“while the great mass of our northern people utterly condemn the 

act of John Brown, they feel and they express admiration and sym-

pathy for the disinterestedness of purpose by which they believe he 

was governed and for the unflinching courage and calm cheerful-

ness with which he met the consequences of his failure.”65

 Camp’s meeting with Kirkwood did not go well, for the governor 

identified four flaws in the Virginian’s paperwork that would pre-

vent Iowa from fulfilling its legal responsibility to extradite Cop-

poc.66 Two antislavery members of the Iowa General Assembly who 

happened to come by the governor’s office overheard a heated dis-

cussion in progress. One of them, Benjamin F. Gue (the same man 

who had tried to derail the Harpers Ferry raid), recalled, in writing 

of that day, that Camp was “a pompous-looking man, who seemed 

to be greatly excited.” He continued:

Governor Kirkwood was calmly listening to the violent language of 
this individual, who was swinging his arms wildly in his wrath. The 
governor quietly suggested to the stranger, that “he had supposed 
that he did not want his business made public.”
 The rude reply was: “I don’t care a d—n who knows it now, since 
you have refused to honor the requisition.”
 The pompous man then proceeded to argue the case with the 
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Governor, and we soon learned that he was an agent from Virginia 
bearing a requisition from Governor Letcher for the surrender of 
Barclay Coppoc.
 In reply to a remark by the agent that Coppoc might escape be-
fore he could get the defect in the requisition cured, the Governor, 
looking significantly at us, replied: “There is a law under which you 
can arrest Coppoc and hold him until the requisition is granted,” 
and the Governor reached for the code. We waited to hear no more, 
but, saying to the Governor that we would call again when he was 
not engaged and giving him a look that was a response to his own, 
we walked out.

 While Kirkwood listened to Courtland Camp’s complaints, the 

two antislavery men immediately got together with leading legisla-

tors, including J. W. Cattell, Josiah B. Grinnell, David Hunt, and 

Amos Hoag. A messenger must be sent to warn Coppoc, they de-

cided, before Camp could correct his paperwork and catch a stage 

for Springdale. This meant that the legislators had to find someone 

who could successfully reach Springdale by the next evening, be-

fore the stage was scheduled to arrive the following morning. They 

turned to Isaac Brandt, a Des Moines underground railroad opera-

tor, for help in finding a hardy person able to endure the 125-mile 

journey on horseback in the dead of winter.67

 Brandt found a lean, experienced young horseman named Wil-

liams (his first name is lost to history), whom they prepared with 

credentials to show each time he stopped to change horses. Wearing 

a large buffalo overcoat, fur cap, and fur-lined boots and breeches, 

he mounted a fast horse with a leather saddlebag that contained 

food and letters, along with a message to John H. Painter in Spring-

dale. It read: “There is an application for young Coppoc from the 

Governor of Virginia and the governor here will be compelled to 

surrender him. If he is in your neighborhood, tell him to make his 

escape from the United States.” It was signed “Your Friend.”68

 In the darkness Williams rode out of Des Moines over the frozen 

old stage road and on to Four Mile Ridge. By the time he reached 

the half-way point in Grinnell, some sixty miles out, Williams was 

on his fourth horse. There, residents warmly received him and pro-
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vided quarters where he got four hours of sleep. At 9:00 a.m. he 

was again in the saddle. With frequent changes of horses he made 

it to Marengo, but by then the fatigued rider could hardly stay on 

his mount. Receiving food and a brief rest, he nevertheless went on 

with a fresh horse that got him to Oxford, where he climbed onto 

yet another horse that would take him to Iowa City. When he got 

within five miles, he dismounted at a final stop to rest, while a son 

of the household there rode into Iowa City to let the proper people 

know that a messenger would be soon arriving.69

 When Williams arrived in Iowa City, he was greeted by anti-

slavery activists William Penn Clarke, Samuel C. Trowbridge, Dr.  

S. M. Ballard, and Dr. Jesse Bowen. Over the previous twenty-four 

hours, Williams explained, he had come from Des Moines as fast 

as relays of horses could take him, and he wanted to continue the 

last dozen miles to Springdale. But the Iowa City men could see the 

young rider’s great exhaustion, and as they thawed him out and fed 

him a warm supper, they persuaded him to wait until the next day, 

because Camp could not reach Iowa City on the Des Moines stage 

until noon anyway. Meanwhile, as a precaution they sent a man to 

inform John Painter of the situation. Early the next morning Wil-

liams arrived at Painter’s home in Springdale.70

 Unknown to those alerting Coppoc to the danger he was in, it 

turned out that Governor Kirkwood had refused to issue the arrest 

order until Courtland Camp resubmitted a new affidavit. As a re-

sult, Camp had to take the stage through Iowa City all the way back 

to Muscatine to await the delivery of a revised official requisition 

traveling by steamboat from Virginia. When on February 10, 1860, 

Camp received Virginia’s revised extradition request, Kirkwood 

signed it, ordering Barclay’s arrest. Sheriff Jesse Bradshaw of Ce-

dar County was directed to execute the order. He rode to Spring- 

dale, asked a few questions about Barclay’s whereabouts, and poked 

around in a few sheds before returning from his token examination 

to report that he had “made diligent search and the party could 

not be found.” A more careful search would have yielded the same 

results; Barclay Coppoc had already taken flight well before Sheriff 

Bradshaw received the arrest order.71
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 The Harpers Ferry survivor, though still in a weakened condi-

tion, rode north with his friend Thaddeus Maxson (son of William 

Maxson) in a sleigh driven by John Painter the day after receiving 

Williams’s warning. They crossed the Cedar River at Gray’s Ford 

and moved toward Mechanicsville, twenty-three miles away. At 

this station on the Chicago and North Western Railway line, Cop-

poc and Maxson caught a night train toward Chicago, but then for 

reasons unknown they got off that train before reaching Clinton 

and made their way to Davenport. There they boarded another 

train for Chicago, where the two stayed with black friends before 

eventually going on toward Detroit, intending to enter Canada. But 

before crossing the border they received word from John Brown Jr. 

asking that they come instead to his place at Jefferson, Ohio. Af-

ter a brief reunion with their fellow escapees from Harpers Ferry, 

Owen Brown and Francis Meriam, Coppoc and Maxson traveled 

seven miles southeast to the rural hamlet of Dorset, Ohio, where 

they were protected for the next thirty days before returning to 

Iowa.72

 Iowa newspapers naturally weighed in on the Coppoc matter. 

While friendly papers printed Governor Kirkwood’s letter refusing 

to act on the initial requisition, the Davenport Democrat charged 

that Kirkwood’s “real motive” was his “evident desire to screen 

Coppic [sic].” Iowa Republican papers, claimed the Democrat edi-

tor, take “their cue from the great fugleman of their party, the New 

York Tribune,” which approves “resistance to law” by “the [John] 

Brown Republicans out in Cedar County,” if authorities attempted 

young Coppoc’s arrest. To this possibility the editor of the Tipton 

Cedar Democrat chimed in, stating, “Things are coming to a pretty 

pass when criminals cannot be arrested on account of an armed 

mob of the citizens defending them.”73

 Letters by the Coppoc boys’ mother, Ann L. Raley, also received 

press attention. To the Davenport Gazette she wrote about her 

three sons: “one was ‘offered up as a willing sacrifice,’ in Virginia, 

on Friday last; the second is now safe in Canada; and the third, the 

youngest, is going to school at Springdale.” Although she did not 

believe “in the principles of war or the taking of human life,” she 
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wrote, “my Bible tells me to do unto others as I would have them 

do unto me, and to undo the heavy burdens and let the oppressed 

go free, &c.” To Gov. John Letcher of Virginia (with a copy to the 

Chicago Press and Tribune) she wrote that the “most disgraceful 

part” of Virginia’s actions was “hunting all through the land a poor 

fatherless boy, whom somebody has said that somebody imagined, 

had had some connection with Brown.” Though Barclay had not 

been in Virginia, she claimed, “you are chasing him with biped 

bloodhounds and big bloated marshals, secret patrols and spies, 

and most inhuman of all, the thousand dollar reward for him dead 

or alive.” Indeed, she charged, “You hang men for murder while at 

the same time you are encouraging it by your rewards,” which only 

creates “radical abolitionists faster than scores of Northern lectur-

ers could do it.”74

 Ann Raley was right. John Brown’s execution and those of his 

men (three of them  Iowans— Jeremiah Anderson, Edwin Coppoc, 

and Stewart Taylor) only worsened the polarization across the 

United States. Americans regarded Brown as either a martyr or 

a traitor, a soldier who sacrificed himself in a just cause or a rebel 

seeking to destroy the Union. Though his raid on Harpers Ferry 

failed to achieve what he hoped it would, its failure moved the na-

tion much closer to a war over slavery.



Fearless Defiance

j   J8

Rush and Excitement

Going into 1860, the Northern and Southern sections of the nation 

were increasingly at odds, including in Iowa, which was trending 

steadily Republican. The state’s antislavery activists continued to 

help as many fugitives from slavery as they could even as national 

tensions tightened to a breaking point. By this time, runaways had 

less fear of getting caught, for slavehunters had become reluctant 

to venture into this more and more unfriendly state. Nonetheless, 

Iowans still helped when they could, sometimes giving such hur-

ried assistance that “all was rush and excitement,” as Elvira Platt 

put it at the turn of the twentieth century.1

 On February 3, 1860, four black men in their early twenties 

walked into Tabor after escaping from slavery on the Choctaw In-

dian lands in Kansas Territory.2 The names of three are known: 

brothers William and John Thompson and John Martin; the other 

has been lost to history.3 By early evening, two townsmen with a 

two-horse covered wagon carried their four passengers northeast 

over the snow-covered ground toward Lewis, Iowa. Sixteen miles 

out they approached Mud Creek, a tributary of the West Nishna-

botna River. There, two young Democrats from a nearby settle-

ment spotted them. Suspecting that the travelers were helping 

runaways, the two rushed to a local justice of the peace at the next 

farm. They got a warrant and sped back to take the travelers into 

custody, which they did with a show of arms.4

 They forced the two white men to drive to the justice of the 

peace’s house, where the drivers were detained, and then they took 

the black fugitives to the jail in Glenwood, the county seat, sev-
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eral miles west. Once they arrived, however, they learned that the 

sheriff was out of town. Unsure of what to do, they listened as a 

Glenwood man named Joe Foster and a couple of his friends began 

pushing a scheme to “run [the escaped slaves] to Missouri,” but the 

two slavecatchers thought that was “more than they had bargained 

for.”5

 Joe Foster then took charge, converting the idea of jailing the 

prisoners and waiting for a legal resolution of their status into a 

kidnapping scheme. The two original captors helped Foster take 

the fugitives to his place eight miles away on Silver Creek, and 

then bowed out. So Foster recruited five men to help him make the 

run for Missouri.6 Another local man got wind of the plan, how-

ever, and informed a neighborhood Congregationalist who brought 

word to Tabor, thirteen miles south, that the wagon party had been 

caught. George Gaston quickly brought together several people at 

his house to figure out what to do. About midnight, they showed 

up at the Mills County jail in Glenwood, but the fugitives had al-

ready been taken to Foster’s house. Thinking the kidnappers were 

already transporting the runaways to Missouri, the Tabor men 

rode toward the anticipated route. Finding no one, they returned 

to Tabor and waited for news.7

 Two days later, when the justice of the peace convened the court 

to determine whether the two men who had tried to help the fu-

gitives were guilty of violating the Fugitive Slave Act or perhaps 

of stealing slaves, fourteen Tabor men were present. A Glenwood 

resident came up to two of them and whispered that the fugitives 

were at Joe Foster’s place. The two hurried down the snowy road 

and concealed themselves near his house. As soon as they noticed 

five men loading a four-horse wagon, they ran back to the court 

to announce that the kidnappers had started out for Missouri. It 

was 9:00 p.m. and the hearing was just ending. The two Tabor 

men who had driven the wagon carrying the runaways had been 

released. 

 Grabbing clubs of fresh-cut hickory stakes from a nearby farm, 

the Taborites climbed into two sleds and soon found the kidnap-

pers’ trail heading southeast. In the light of a full moon, the track 
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was easy to follow because one wagon wheel continuously cut into 

the unbroken snow. A hot chase ensued in the crisp chill of the 

night. Ten miles east of Tabor and twenty miles north of the Mis-

souri line, the rescuers’ horse-drawn sleds overtook the kidnap-

pers’ tired four-horse team, which was dragging a wagon contain-

ing five white men and four black men through the deep snow. The 

Tabor residents got ahead of the wagon and, swinging their own 

team about, entangled them with their adversaries’ horses.

 The kidnappers, surrounded and outnumbered, gave in, even 

though they outmatched their pursuers in guns and knives. Ac-

cording to one account, “not a shot was fired on either side, ex-

cept by the blacks, who for joy, discharged two up in the air.” The 

four-hour chase now over, the rescuers gathered up the weapons 

and escorted the kidnappers to Tabor.8 At daylight they pulled up 

before Jesse West’s hotel, where all could warm up and get some 

breakfast. When the proslavery party refused to eat with the fugi-

tives, Tabor folks took the chance to spirit the four off again toward 

freedom. The kidnappers never saw them again.9 By morning the 

next day, the rescued men were eating breakfast at Oliver Mills’s 

place just north of Lewis and resting up to continue their eastward 

flight.10 

 They were next heard of when they arrived at Grinnell, 150 miles 

from Lewis, in a wagon driven by a Quaker. Here their story took 

another turn. While boarding with local families, they mentioned 

an interest in learning to read and received encouragement from 

leading townspeople.11 After all, a female runaway in town, sixteen-

year-old Frances Overton, had already been enrolled in the school. 

But when some community members learned that four runaway 

men were about to enroll, they balked. Resistance swelled; talk 

was in the air that “the niggers must go” and that “their daugh-

ters should not sit with the niggers.” Even in antislavery Grinnell, 

prejudice was common.

 The opposing sides gathered at the schoolhouse for the an-

nual school meeting on March 12, 1860. A motion to exclude the 

Thompson brothers, Martin, and their companion brought a tor-

rent of heated debate, and abolitionists and their opponents flung 
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insults at each other. In the end, the motion to keep the blacks out 

fell short by five of the fifty votes cast.12 The losing side, more than 

disgruntled, determined to overturn the election, by force if neces-

sary. The next morning, when the four men were slated to begin 

school, people on both sides, now armed, again carried their con-

victions to the schoolhouse door.

 The opposition leader, an old sea captain named Nathaniel 

Winslow Clark, approached the building first. To him, blacks were 

nothing more than property without rights, and he had a history of 

trying to stir opposition to the harboring of runaways in Grinnell. 

As Clark and a friend entered the school, Superintendent Parker 

ran downstairs to confront them, insisting that they take up their 

concerns with the directors, who had already decided which pu-

pils could attend the school. Unsatisfied, but seeing that Martin, 

the Thompsons, and the fourth man had not yet arrived, the two 

“withdrew to intercept them before reaching the school grounds.” 

Word swiftly spread through the village, and a crowd surrounded 

the four black students in the church lot. Although they stood their 

ground, and a majority stood with them, insisting that they be per-

mitted to attend school, the four men shortly consented to “return 

to their boarding places.” The school’s directors, fearing more out-

bursts, ended the school term ten days early.13

An Ill-Fated Rescue Attempt

Days later the Thompson brothers, Martin, and their companion 

left Grinnell for Springdale, where they stayed for a few months. 

In August they met four young Quaker  men— Charles Ball (cousin 

to Edwin and Barclay Coppoc), Ed Morrison and his cousin Al-

bert Southwick, and Joseph Coppoc (the youngest of the Coppoc 

brothers)—who had just returned from Kansas, where they had 

been with the antislavery men John Stewart, Charles Leonhardt 

(no relation to the guerrilla fighter Charley Lenhart), and others 

escorting a sizable group of runaways and free blacks from Topeka. 

Joseph Coppoc remained at Springdale, but after a brief stay the 

three other Quakers left to return the wagon teams to Topeka and 
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stay at their parents’ new homes in northeastern Kansas Territory 

just south of Pardee, in Atchison County. There lay the new ru-

ral Quaker neighborhood where Charles Ball’s and Ed Morrison’s 

parents and several related families from Springdale had set down 

new roots.

 No sooner were the young men settled in after returning from 

Iowa when three of the four runaways whom they had met in 

Springdale showed up. They wanted their new friends’ help to 

free family members left back in Choctaw lands, and they quickly 

persuaded Ball, Morrison, Southwick, and a recent companion in 

Pardee, Chalkley Lipsey, to join in this new rescue effort. First they 

all headed for Lawrence to recruit others, finding three more men 

to join them. John Dean, who became the leader, was originally 

from Allamakee County, Iowa, and had a wagon shop in Law-

rence. An outspoken antislavery radical, he also had a reputation 

as a cowardly blowhard. He brought along a friend, William Clarke 

Quantrill, then going by the name Charley Hart. The Quaker men 

did not know that Quantrill was an unprincipled drifter who hung 

around abolitionists, pretending to share their views in order to 

find out their plans. His main interest was selling information to 

slaveholders about runaways’ whereabouts or getting his share of 

reward money when joining efforts to return runaways to their 

owners.14 Nothing is known about the third man, John S. Jones.15

 After the assembled group left Lawrence for Osawatomie, the 

rescue plan began to collapse. There were too few men in the 

group, winter was about to set in, and the three black men grew 

to distrust Quantrill. At this point the unscrupulous man began 

talking up another idea he had been nurturing, namely, to raid 

Morgan Walker’s farm in Missouri and free the enslaved people 

there, along with Walker’s stock. At Osawatomie, Eli Snyder, a 

man with his own antislavery band and a price on his head in Mis-

souri, warned the would-be rescuers of trouble ahead if they fol-

lowed Quantrill. He knew and strongly distrusted him as a man 

of bad repute. Once they heard Snyder’s opinion of Quantrill, the 

three black men, more alarmed than ever, withdrew from the res-
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cue attempt but remained in Osawatomie. But the young men from 

Springdale, likely seeing an opportunity to emulate John Brown’s 

daring raid of two years earlier, agreed to go with him.16

 For their early December raid, the party, now reduced from ten 

to six, assembled blankets, cookware, revolvers, and knives. To 

avoid attracting the notice of anyone they met on the way, they 

decided not to take rifles. Within two days of leaving Atchison 

County, Kansas, they approached Morgan Walker’s farm in Jack-

son County, Missouri, and hid in the nearby woods during the 

afternoon. Walker was a longtime settler with eighteen hundred 

acres of land just southeast of what today is Independence. He had 

a large log house plus cabin quarters for his slaves, along with vari-

ous outbuildings for his stock operation.17

 At about 1:00 p.m., Quantrill told the others he was going to 

scout out the farmstead. He went instead to the home of one of 

Morgan Walker’s sons, Andrew J. Walker, a quarter-mile away, 

and informed him of the upcoming nighttime raid. The two agreed 

that Quantrill would receive a horse and gun in return for the par-

ticulars of the plans and for helping to foil the raid. The double 

agent then went back to the men he had just betrayed. Andrew 

contacted four proslavery neighbors and persuaded them to arrive 

armed at his father’s place. After Morgan Walker returned from a 

day in Independence, his son filled him in on what was about to oc-

cur. Morgan wanted to kill all the raiders, but his wife and Andrew 

persuaded him to accept the deal with Quantrill.18

 After the two-horse wagon driven by Albert Southwick and John 

Dean reached Morgan Walker’s house, Ball, Morrison, Lipsey, and 

Quantrill walked through the moonless night toward the large log 

house about a quarter-mile from the road. Concealed in a small 

tack room at the north end of the fifty-foot-long porch were three 

men, all with shotguns. Andrew Walker and another man crouched 

on the porch behind his mother’s loom.19

 Walker’s bloodhounds immediately announced the raiders’ 

arrival as their representative, Ed Morrison, their spokesman, 

stepped to the door. Morgan let him in, along with Lipsey and 
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Quantrill, and listened while Morrison explained that he and his 

companions were going to liberate the Walkers’ thirty-two slaves. 

While Quantrill remained inside as a guard, Charles Ball turned 

to gather Walker’s slaves, and Ed Morrison and Chalkley Lipsey 

stepped outside. At that moment, Andrew Walker’s companion 

rose up and fired a premature shot that prompted a volley from 

the others. “Morrison fell dead. Lipsey fell from the porch with a 

charge of balls in his thigh.” Ball, unhurt and firing his revolver in 

the general direction of Walker’s men, had to run for cover as they 

fired another volley. Lipsey’s cries for help immediately brought 

Ball running back, and he managed to carry Lipsey into the brush. 

They expected the wagon to be there to help them escape, but 

Southwick and Dean had driven off, the latter having been hit in 

the foot, evidently by a stray shot.20

 Ball and the wounded Lipsey succeeded in hiding in the brush 

near the Walkers’ house for two days, when a local enslaved man 

found them beside a small campfire with a horse nearby. The two 

men tried to persuade the slave to escape with them if only he could 

bring a wagon and team. He agreed, but then he went directly to 

his master, who informed the Walkers about the discovery. Mor-

gan Walker, two of his sons, and Quantrill got their guns, walked 

to the campsite, and killed both of the antislavery men. The Walk-

ers then had slaves dig graves for them, interring Ball and Lipsey 

without coffins. Not more than a day later, local physicians dug the 

bodies up and took them to be dissected.21 Ed Morrison, who had 

died on the Walkers’ porch, had been buried earlier in a crude cof-

fin out by the road and did not suffer this fate, which was common 

at the time in order to advance medical understanding.22 

 All the dangers that faced would-be rescuers were revealed in 

this ill-fated raid. In this instance, three young Springdale Quak-

ers, with all their enthusiasm and strongly felt antislavery ide-

als, died because they followed a companion who betrayed them 

and because they trusted in friends who deserted them when the 

scheme went awry. The three young fugitives who had stayed be-

hind in Osawatomie, William and John Thompson and John Mar-
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tin, eventually served as teamsters for the Union Army during the 

Civil War. The fourth member of their original group, who had not 

gone with the others back to Kansas, reportedly returned briefly to 

Grinnell in 1861. Riding a cream horse, he visited for a while with 

the Homer Hamlin family, who had previously sheltered him.23

Grinnell and Alexander Majors’s 
Human Property

In Nebraska City during 1860, while Stephen F. Nuckolls nursed 

his grievances about losing Eliza and Celia Grayson to Iowa abo-

litionists at Civil Bend and Tabor, a fellow townsman and influ-

ential businessman also lost his slaves. Alexander Majors, a forty-

six-year-old self-made man, was a partner in the largest wagon 

freighting business in the prairie and mountain region. Along with 

William H. Russell and William B. Waddell, both from Lexing-

ton, Missouri, he operated the firm Russell, Majors, and Waddell. 

From 1854 until the firm’s collapse in 1862, they held a near mo-

nopoly on shipping, thanks in large part to government contracts 

to carry supplies and army stores from Fort Leavenworth to other 

western posts and forts. Majors was the field man who oversaw 

the road business, the huge scale of which “required the employ-

ment of more than four thousand men, forty thousand oxen, and 

one thousand mules.”24

 Kentucky-born, Missouri-raised, and strongly religious, Majors 

held his teamsters to uncommonly high standards of personal con-

duct. Each man was required to make the following pledge: “While 

I am in the employ of A. Majors, I agree not to use profane lan-

guage, not to get drunk, not to gamble, not to treat animals cruelly, 

and not to do anything else that is incompatible with the conduct 

of a gentleman.”25 Nevertheless, Majors was a slaveholder, as were 

his two partners, and had little sympathy for abolitionists.26

 In 1858 Majors had moved his family and six slaves from his 

mansion in Kansas City, Missouri, to a large residence in Nebras-

ka City, Nebraska Territory, to better oversee the firm’s greatly 
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increasing number of shipments of government military supplies 

from Nebraska City up the Platte River Valley to Fort Kearney 

and then to Utah. By 1860 the firm, staggering under debts, was 

struggling to maintain its main Nebraska City depot. Majors and 

his trail leaders were busy “buying wagons, outfits, and oxen and 

hiring teamsters” for their 1860 contract to haul military supplies. 

While also running his own separate transportation line to Pike’s 

Peak in Colorado, Majors “assembled 500 wagons, 2,140 head of 

oxen, and 100 mules” for the army, in addition to handling large 

amounts of Missouri River freight unloaded at his Nebraska City 

wharf. The firm had also recently started a daily stagecoach line 

from Fort Leavenworth to Denver, and in April they initiated their 

famed Pony Express.27

 With so many business ventures to manage, Majors must have 

relied heavily on the people he owned to manage the household 

when he was away. Majors’s wife had died in 1856, leaving him with 

eight children aged twenty and younger. The 1860 census identifies 

no one but children and servants living in the Majors home. At 

the end of June, however, five of his six house slaves had escaped, 

throwing his household into chaos. The runaways included three 

women (described in the census as one black and one mulatto, both 

age forty, and another mulatto, age twenty), and two mixed-race 

boys ages twelve and fourteen. Only one slave, a girl of fourteen, 

remained in Majors’s household.28 As soon as news of the escape 

got out, the excited editor of the Nebraska City News blamed the 

neighbors across the border in Iowa: “We can hardly think that 

our city is infested with such misguided philanthropists as nig-

ger thieves and abolitionists. This dirty work is doubtless left for 

the nasty abolitionists of Civil Bend and Tabor.” Majors offered a 

$1,000 reward (about $28,000 in 2011) for the slaves’ return.29

 Information is scant on what happened to the runaways after 

their escape. Two weeks later the five were at Grinnell, at which 

time Josiah B. Grinnell scrawled a note about them to William 

Penn Clarke, who was to receive them after they left the village of 

Brooklyn for Iowa City.
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Grinnell, July 14, 1860
Hon. W. [Penn] Clark [sic]:

Dear Sir—

I sent forward 5 chattels—3 women and 2  children— boys this 
morning as far as Brooklyn.
I have just learned that there is a reward of $1,000 for them offered 
at Nebraska City.
I wish that all [three indecipherable words] and that they may 
[indecipherable] be got once by [indecipherable] north as soon as 
possible.

Yours Truly J. B. Grinnell

By July 25 a local man alerted the Democratic editor of the Des 

Moines Iowa State Journal that “J. B. Grinnell & Co. have recently 

received another consignment of negroes from Missouri” (though 

they were actually from Nebraska Territory). The five runaways 

remained in Grinnell for a few days before a brother of Josiah B. 

Grinnell reportedly passed them along to the next place east. It 

is unknown whether Majors ever recovered his human property.30

Rescuers and Kidnappers

Amid all the unrest in the region, kidnapping gangs remained ac-

tive during 1858 and 1859, preying on both free and fugitive blacks 

living in Lawrence, Kansas. The first major community effort to 

help them had occurred in 1859. On January 25 Dr. John Doy and 

his son volunteered to take thirteen African  Americans— most of 

them  free— from Lawrence, Kansas, to Iowa in two wagons. Un-

fortunately, a few miles outside Lawrence, a kidnapping band led 

by the locally notorious Jake Hurd captured the party and took the 

free black people to Missouri to be sold into slavery.

 With Doy’s failed attempt to bring free people from Kansas to 

Iowa in mind, the Reverend John Stewart joined with Charles  

Leonhardt and others in June 1860 to organize a well-armed es-

cort for another group of African Americans fleeing to the relative 
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safety of Iowa. They got three wagons and, with teams and sup-

plies readied, moved north with a full complement of equipment 

and armed men. Despite some bad weather and occasional hostil-

ity, the caravan party successfully reached the state, was warmly 

received at Tabor and Grinnell, and finally arrived in Springdale 

on August 17, 1860.31

 On September 20 gang leader Hurd and two other men, N. H. 

Beck and Joel Wildey, were in western Iowa on a road south of 

Council Bluffs. It is unknown whether they were hiding from Kan-

sas problems or were just on the lookout for easy money. In any 

case, they saw going north on the road three black  people— two 

young men and a  woman— along with a horse. Near the Willow 

Slough bridge, Hurd’s group pulled the three travelers into the 

brush, bound them, and headed south to sell them into slavery. 

The next day the horse arrived at the home of the farmer who had 

loaned it to the young travelers, and he knew something had gone 

wrong.

 The three turned out to be members of the Garner family, the 

free blacks who had long lived at Civil Bend and who had suffered 

greatly at the hands of Stephen Nuckolls and his men (see chapter 

6). In 1859 John Williamson had married Betsy Ellen Garner, and 

they had moved to Council Bluffs, where he worked as a laborer. 

When Betsy became ill, John went to Civil Bend to get her sister 

Maria (age seventeen) and brother Henry (age twenty-three). They 

were on their way back to Council Bluffs when they were waylaid 

by Hurd and his friends. When their horse returned without them, 

Ira Blanchard, who had cosigned for the Garners’ land and later 

became guardian of the Garner children, and George Gaston of 

Tabor immediately rode out looking for them. 

 Meanwhile, John Williamson had escaped from Hurd’s men 

and, after being arrested for vagrancy and spending a night in the 

Rock Port jail, some twenty miles into Missouri, had returned to 

Council Bluffs. Scouring northeastern Missouri, Blanchard and 

Gaston learned that the Garners had likely been taken to St. Joseph 

and on to St. Louis. Gaston then returned to Tabor as Blanchard 

took the steamboat to St. Louis. At the slave pens there, accord-
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ing to an account by John Todd, the auctioneer tested Blanchard’s 

claim that he was the Garners’ guardian and that they were free 

by seeing how two of his recent arrivals reacted when Blanchard 

entered the room. Although Henry, having suffered a blow, did not 

even raise his head to look, “Maria no sooner looked up than she 

jumped up and ran and threw her arms around him, exclaiming, 

‘Oh! Dr. Blanchard! Where did you come from?’ The testimony was 

indisputable.”32

 The kidnappers were taken into custody, and three policemen, 

along with Blanchard, accompanied the prisoners on their re-

turn trip overland to be tried for abduction. It was not easily ac-

complished, for Hurd regularly became violent at stagecoach and 

steamboat stops. Ultimately, he and his men were deposited in the 

jail in St. Joseph, Missouri. After receiving a letter from Iowa’s 

governor that contained the Missouri governor’s approval to extra-

dite Hurd, St. Joseph officers delivered the kidnapper to Council 

Bluffs. While he awaited trial, some friends helped him escape, but 

two years later he was reportedly hanged for stealing horses.33



War and Rebirth

j   J9

Secession and War

Six of what would eventually be eleven Southern states had seceded 

from the Union by the end of January 1861, following the election 

of Illinois Republican Abraham Lincoln to the presidency. Every-

one in Iowa and throughout the country was talking about seces-

sion and wondering what it meant for the nation. A traveler on the 

train from Elkader to Dubuque, writing of his trip, quietly listened 

to conversations among the passengers. “One may go where he will 

at the present time,” he observed, and “will hear nothing talked of 

except Disunionism, and the masses take such an interest in it that 

they become excited and even angry if any one apparently differs 

with them in their opinion of the best mode of settling our national 

difficulties.” The Republican Dubuque Times, in the traveler’s view, 

was nicely holding its own against those in this “stronghold of De-

mocracy in Iowa,” where people hotly charged Republicans with 

being the cause of the troubles.1

 Missouri, Iowa’s closest slave state neighbor, quickly split in two 

over whether to stay with the Union or join the Southern Confed-

eracy. Union elements soon proved too powerful for the secession-

ist-minded Gov. Claiborne Fox Jackson. By midyear his pro-Con-

federate government had taken flight from the capital in Jefferson 

City and set up operations in Springfield until they were pushed 

even farther, into Arkansas.

 Slavery was not about to end, however, in Missouri or any-

where else. The state’s Union government, under Gov. Hamilton R. 

Gamble, took the politically expedient position that “if we would 

preserve slavery, we must preserve the Union.”2 Gamble issued a 
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proclamation that “no countenance will be afforded to any scheme 

or to any conduct calculated in any degree to interfere with the 

institution of slavery existing in the State” for “that institution will 

be protected.” A few days later Sterling Price, one of the deposed 

Confederate governor’s men, also issued an order guaranteeing the 

protection of Missourians’ slave property. Both the Union and se-

cessionist forces in Missouri were proslavery during the early years 

of the war. Both meant to reassure slaveholders about their prop-

erty and to guarantee continued white supremacy in the state.3

 Almost immediately after war began in April 1861, Iowa and 

Missouri felt their nearness to the battlefield. Fourteen days af-

ter the first battle of Bull Run in Virginia on July 21, 1861, armed 

forces clashed on southeastern Iowa’s border at Athens, Missouri. 

Though the Iowa militia, based just across the river at the sup-

ply depot in Croton, did not enter the fight, the violence was close 

enough to make everyone nervous, and rumors spread that other 

actions were imminent. In Page County on the western border, two 

hundred citizens fortified the antislavery town of Amity against 

an attack expected from forces six miles to the south. And when 

a messenger to Bedford in Taylor County warned of Union men 

about to be attacked thirty miles south in Maryville, Missouri, “in 

half an hour forty or fifty armed men were on their way in wag-

ons and on horseback,” successfully deterring the enemy’s attempt 

to take the town. And then there was the mistaken claim in the 

Burlington Daily Hawk-Eye in July 1861 that three hundred rebel 

cavalry were invading Appanoose County, heading for the county 

seat town of Centerville after having burned Milan, Missouri, and 

Unionville, Iowa.4

 Though Iowa soil was never stained by formal battle, many 

thought it imminent during that first year of war. Nerves were on 

edge, especially in southwestern Iowa’s isolated and exposed an-

tislavery communities. These vulnerable places had been light-

ning rods for anti-abolition anger, and it did not take much to 

look across fields and down roads and imagine danger lurking in 

the shadows. Elvira Platt wrote in late July that word had come 

to Civil Bend that a company of Missourians would soon be com-
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ing their way. All able-bodied men mustered “in hot haste; arms 

were seized, ward-robes hastily arranged, requisitions made on 

our pantries, and by noon between twenty-five and thirty men 

were on their way to Sidney, our county seat, to join the company 

that would go out from there.” Once the men were on their way, 

however, those who remained in the isolated antislavery hamlet 

felt unprotected, and “rumors came that the Secessionists in our 

midst are heard to whisper ‘Now the Union men are all gone, it is 

our time to strike.’ ” Civil Bend, she wrote, “is more exposed than 

any other place; as we have twenty miles of uninhabited prairie 

just below us; and unless we have spies out, the enemy might come 

upon us without warning.”5

 On the Missouri side, slaveholders who had long worried about 

their slave laborers running off to Iowa only grew more fearful 

once hostilities began. Northwestern Missouri was rent by guer-

rilla warfare, with many incidents of murder, robbery, and arson 

occurring during vigilante ambushes and swift hit-and-run raids 

on farms and settlements. As the turmoil spread during 1862 and 

military deserters made occasional raids into southwest Iowa, re-

ports came of both enslaved blacks and white refugees escaping 

north into the state.6

 Hints that runaways were heading for Iowa quickly grabbed 

public attention. The “contraband” dilemma began shortly after 

secession and initially rose from arguments about whether the 

U.S. Army should return to their owners the people who escaped 

from slavery and flooded into their encampments. On July 9, 1861, 

Illinois congressman Owen Lovejoy introduced a resolution that 

eventually passed by a vote of ninety-three to fifty-five, stating 

that “in the judgment of this House, it is no part of the duty of 

the soldiers of the United States to capture and return fugitive 

slaves.” One Burlington, Iowa, newspaper editor applauded, say-

ing it would be a farce “for our troops to ‘aid and comfort’ the en-

emy by catching and restoring ‘contraband.’ The South should have 

thought of that (as well as many other things) before engaging in 

rebellion.”7 From this time forward, the wartime runaways were 

called “contrabands.”
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 In November the same editor reprinted a long article from Illi-

nois’s Springfield Republican, which stated that “so far as soldiers 

or officers have lent themselves to the work of returning negroes 

to their claimants they have acted in defiance of the constitution 

and the laws,” because according to the Fugitive Slave Act, such 

returns had to be performed by civil authorities (a U.S. marshal 

and commissioner). Individuals who returned enslaved people to 

their owners were engaged in slavecatching, the newspaper editor 

wrote, an activity that “is bringing disgrace upon our armies and 

disgusting the people.” He concluded that “Gen. Jim Lane, in his 

rough way, has hit the exact line of duty for the army in this matter. 

It is ‘to suppress the rebellion, and let slavery take care of itself. ’ ”8 

And indeed, everywhere Union troops went in the South, slaves 

seized their freedom by flocking to the military camps, undermin-

ing the institution of slavery long before its legal abolition. But this 

military policy applied only to blacks who ran to military camps, 

not those taking flight to the free state of Iowa.

Iowa’s Response to Contrabands

In January 1862 the Iowa General Assembly considered a bill pro-

viding “that negroes coming and residing in the different coun-

ties in this State shall give security to the amount of $500 [about 

$11,500 in 2011] not to come upon the county for support &c.” The 

bill’s author claimed that although “his sympathies were all against 

the institution of slavery,” they were also “against the association 

of white men with negroes,” so he wanted “to prevent our State 

from being overrun with them.” To block the bill, another legisla-

tor moved to indefinitely postpone it. In discussing the motion, a 

colleague drolly opined that this act conflicted with another statute 

that made it a crime to “place an obstruction upon railroads,” be-

cause the proposed bill “would operate as an embargo upon what is 

well known as the ‘Underground Railroad,’ and thereby interfere 

with the business of some of our ‘Abolition friends.’ ” Though the 

motion to postpone prevailed, the editor of Boone County’s Boones-

boro Times thought something needed to be done immediately 
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rather than “postpone it till we are overrun by them [negroes] and 

then pass such a law” to keep them from coming here. He argued 

that “worthless as free negroes are in any country, the worst of all, 

are those who have just escaped from slavery, who have never had to 

provide for themselves the food they eat, or the clothes they wear.” 

It was just such a class, he wrote, “that the war is throwing upon us” 

and that must be kept out of Iowa.9 As ever, white Iowans’ opposi-

tion to slavery did not mean that they accepted blacks as equals.

 Mixed feelings were apparent even in strongly antislavery towns 

such as Amity. Here in this small border community, residents 

struggled to assist about seventy runaways between 1862 and 

1864, this in the face of their neighbors’ hostility. John Cross wrote 

letters to the American Missionary Association saying that “negro 

hate is a ruling passion” with many in the county seat of Clarinda 

(thirteen miles from Amity), and that some of the county farm-

ers who employed African American girls in their houses had been 

threatened: “Send those ‘niggers’ back, or they would be burnt out.” 

The farmers told the man who threatened them that any such acts 

would be reciprocated.10 

 The fugitives also actively defended themselves. When two kid-

nappers visited Amity disguised as “good union men” looking to 

buy horses, Cross was pleased to see some of the young contraband 

men gather about the two “with loaded muskets and fixed bayo-

nets.” Faced with this threat, the kidnappers’ “slave driving brava-

do soon oozed out,” and they pleaded with the approaching towns-

folk not to let the blacks kill them. Local authorities released the 

two after getting from them a bond guaranteeing they would send 

free papers (paperwork emancipating slaves) for the runaways in 

Amity within ten days, plus delivering certain clothing and bed-

ding the runaways had left behind, all of which was done.

 Despite their goodwill toward the fugitives, however, Cross and 

friends were dismayed to find that “the evils of slavery [were] more 

deeply rooted” than they had supposed in the “colored element.” 

For “almost every week, some new development is being made of 

their depravity the most prominent traits of which, are falsehood, 

and licentiousness.” Especially bothersome to Cross was that “one 
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great difficulty exists, in making parties, who have ‘taken up’ with 

each other, & have children.” Because slaveowners neither recog-

nized nor respected slaves’ marriages, newly freed people in turn 

had little respect for the law, instead making and breaking their 

relationships according to personal feeling and community ex-

pectations. On the good side, in Cross’s view, although the blacks 

needed “much instruction, both literary and moral,” their Sabbath 

school numbers were increasing and the children were making 

“commendable progress.”

 As we have seen, many who had escaped slavery longed to free 

the relatives they had left behind, and they sought help in doing so. 

The story of Sam Scott and Reuben and Foster Griffith is a case in 

point. The two Griffith brothers, Quakers, had just come home to 

their folks’ farm north of Indianola, in Warren County, after being 

in Kansas Territory. With the territory’s free-state future no longer 

in doubt, they returned home in 1860 in time to vote in the presi-

dential election. Reacquainting themselves with local news, they 

heard of a runaway named Sam Scott now living in their vicin-

ity. Sam was known to be “a fine, quiet and congenial fellow” who 

“worked from house to house, helping with any task that came his 

way. All in the community liked him, adults and children alike.” 

He would often say, “Some of these days I’ll have my own little 

children here and live like white folks.” The sympathy he aroused 

prompted various schemes to rescue his family from enslavement 

during the war years. Reuben Griffith eventually told his nephew, 

Edwin Hadley, what actually happened.11

 Unlike Reuben, who was “not given to exaggeration and spoke in 

an easy quiet way,” Foster, his “impetuous brother,” was the lead-

er of the plan to rescue Sam Scott’s family. Other Griffith family 

members tried talking Foster out of the raid, saying it was far too 

dangerous. But seeing that their efforts were futile, George Griffith 

offered to help, saying: “I have a good nice team of young horses 

just broke to drive, and a new Studebaker Wagon. Take them and 

do what you can.”

 After making a cover for the wagon, Foster Griffith and Sam 

Scott headed south toward Maryville, Missouri, about 120 miles 
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away, a journey that should have taken ten days to two weeks. It 

was later reported that “as they disappeared down the road George 

said, ‘I never expect to see my team or their driver again. But they 

are risking their lives. I am only risking the loss of my team and 

wagon.’ ” Edwin Hadley wrote, “I remember Uncle Reuben saying, 

‘Every minute I could spare I watched the road running south of 

town.’ ” When they were long overdue, Reuben made up his mind 

“that if they did not return that night, [he] would mount [his] 

horse and set out on their trail.”

 But before Reuben could try to rescue the rescuers, he got word of 

what had happened. Walking down the road one evening, he said, 

“I thought I saw ahead of me someone move cautiously from bush 

to bush as if hiding. Another runaway slave I thought.” He ambled 

over to where he last noticed movement and saw “a young Negro boy 

about fourteen years of age” hiding in the bushes. “He was trem-

bling, scared as a rabbit. He was weary, dirty, and his clothes were 

in rags.” Reuben, seeing the boy had been shot in the leg, “took him 

home, gave him something to eat, and then asked what happened.”

 The boy, whose name was Bill, said he had come a long way and 

gotten away from some men trying to take him back. But that 

desperate escape was his second; it happened after his father and 

a white man had rescued him, his siblings, and his mother from 

their master, hiding them in a wagon and heading north. Unfortu-

nately, the slaveholder and his men caught up to them and, getting 

in front of the wagon, forced them to stop. Fearing for his life, Bill 

slipped out the back of the wagon and ran for the bushes. When 

they shot at him, he was hit in the leg and dropped to the ground to 

hide behind a log. He heard them say: “Don’t waste time with him. 

We got to get out of here. We’re on the wrong side of the line.” Yank-

ing the boy’s father and his white companion from the wagon, the 

men threw a rope over a branch of a tree, intending to hang them. 

But the white man warned if they did that, they would “not live to 

get home.” The men, after a brief talk among themselves, threw the 

two back into the wagon with the rest and headed south.

 Reuben, asking Bill how he had managed to get to the Griffiths’ 

farm, learned that the boy had been trying to reach it to tell the 
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white man’s friends what happened. After a brief rest, Bill gave 

Reuben more details about “where his mother and he were held as 

slaves, near Maryville, and he described the country and the prison 

near that town.” By this time Reuben was convinced that the two 

men in the boy’s story were his brother Foster and Sam Scott.

 The next morning, Reuben “borrowed an officer’s uniform from 

the Home Guard” and placed it in his saddlebag. He then “mount-

ed [his] fastest horse” and “was on [his] way to Maryville,” his wife 

and children waving goodbye. Fifty miles out, he stopped at the 

small Quaker settlement in Hopeville and got a fresh horse. By the 

third day, Reuben was at a Maryville hotel, with a room just across 

from the prison stockade. Next morning, though “under a great 

strain,” he put on the officer’s uniform with the thought that he 

“might have to act very un-Quaker like.” He kept telling himself he 

“must show no fear to those people” and realized he “might have to 

do some bluffing.” 

 He rode to the stockade gates and “demanded entrance and was, 

of course, refused.” He later wrote, “without hesitation I drew my 

revolver and said, ‘I have business inside. I will enter and if I am 

harmed, an army of federal men will be on you before you know 

it.’ . . . With this, they drew back and allowed me to pass. Quietly I 

dismounted, tied my horse to a hitching rack just inside” and car-

ried out “a tour of inspection.” Most of those inside were “a motley 

crowd, desperate characters,” though some were Northern soldiers 

in “ragged and dirty” uniforms. Then, near a group of men playing 

cards, Reuben spotted Foster and Sam looking on. They saw him 

at the same time. Completing his inspection, Reuben recalled, he 

then “with no show of hurry, untied [his] horse and rode toward 

the gate.”

 Reuben arranged to spend another night at the hotel, and as 

darkness came on, he rode slowly out of Maryville so he would not 

arouse suspicion. Reaching the outskirts, he took off as fast as pos-

sible for the U.S. Army encampment about ten miles away, riding 

“as [he] never rode before” until reaching the picket lines. He urged 

the commanding officer to make a company of soldiers available 

so Foster and Sam could be released. Though at first hesitant and 
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fearing a general conflict, the commanding officer seemed to be 

“hoping for an excuse to march on the prison,” and he ultimately 

responded: “I will have a group of soldiers there by morning, Cap-

tain. They will surround the prison. I will place you in command 

[for] you have shown great presence of mind and can handle the 

affair as well as I can.”

 Riding back on the fresh mount they had given him, Reuben 

“aroused the prison guard and officials at once and demanded the 

immediate release of the prisoners.” When they refused, he told 

them, “ ‘By morning your prison will be surrounded by Union sol-

diers.’ ” They laughed at him. “ ‘By morning,’ they said, ‘the prison-

ers will be hung.’ ‘Do as you please,’ ” Reuben said, “ ‘but there will 

not be one of you left to tell the tale. Your prison will be torn down 

and your city burned to the ground.’ Their laughter ceased.”

 He returned to the hotel and after a bit of sleep, woke to the sun 

and walked down to where the troops awaited his orders. Stand-

ing at their head, he led them to the stockade, where he demanded 

the release of his brother and Sam, who were indeed scheduled to 

be hanged that morning. The guards acquiesced. To the prisoners’ 

great relief, Reuben also demanded that all the military prisoners 

be released, which was done. On the way back to Indianola, Fos-

ter pointed out to Reuben the tree on which the slavecatchers had 

almost hanged him and Sam. As for the Scotts, they returned to 

Warren County. Not long thereafter, the reunited family had an-

other child, whom they named Sam Jr., in addition to their two 

girls and Bill, the oldest. Bill later lived on a farm southeast of In-

dianola at Otter Creek.12

War Weariness

As wartime contrabands straggled in, Iowa Democrats lost no time 

whipping up racial intolerance. People in the river towns were es-

pecially alert to black people moving upriver to find work. David 

Richardson of the Davenport Democrat complained that the blacks 

were not moving into areas where they were  needed— namely, rural 

 areas— but instead heading for towns, where they eked out a pre-
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carious living. Democrats in the Burlington area seized on this is-

sue before the 1862 local elections, hustling up laboring men’s votes 

by claiming that a great Negro emigration was coming their way. 

The Republican editor of the Burlington Daily Hawk-Eye castigat-

ed such “dirty dogs who edit Secesh [secessionist] papers and make 

secesh [sic] speeches throughout the country [and] are . . . trying 

to convince  themselves— for they can convince nobody  else— that a 

huge army of negroes are about to invade the north, and become 

the competitors of white men in our field of labor.” And yet, de-

spairingly, he admitted that the tactic was often successful, giving 

as an example, “an Irish woman [who] yesterday expressed great 

concern about the ‘nagura.’ Eleven ‘Conservative’ gentlemen had 

been to see her husband to post him up. He wasn’t afraid of the 

‘tame nagurs’ who live in Burlington. But he didn’t like the ‘4,000 

wild nagurs’ which the Black Republicans were bringing here to do 

all the ‘work!’ ”13

 Farther inland, central Iowa residents in the capital city of Des 

Moines also noticed incoming black refugees (twelve in 1860 rising 

to seventy-two in 1865), and the local press reported on it, good 

and bad. Although most runaways to Iowa remained anonymous 

to nearly all but family and the census taker, one who settled in 

Des Moines, Jefferson Logan, proved an exception (see figure 27). 

In 1862 he and three other people enslaved in northwest Missouri’s 

Johnson County decided to slip north while their masters were 

away in St. Louis. Taking some horses one night, they rode toward 

the border. Along the way, they joined other northbound runaways, 

becoming three of thirteen fugitives traveling in two double horse-

team wagons to Des Moines. There, Logan recalled that the city’s 

then small number of residents (fewer than four thousand) saw 

them as “great curiosities.” Finding odd jobs first at a hotel, then 

on a farm, Logan finally went to work for the well-known Wesley 

Redhead family. For the next twenty-one years, they entrusted him 

with key  tasks— overseeing the children’s upbringing and manag-

ing the other hired laborers. Logan married and had two sons, 

through the years saving and carefully investing until at age sixty-

five he was the richest black man in Des Moines. Upon his death in 
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1904 Des Moines’s leading underground railroad operator, Isaac 

Brandt, served as one of the pallbearers.14

 The editor of the Des Moines Iowa State Register feared that 

ultraconservative rhetoric “had vitiated the minds of the people,” 

but he was relieved when, on January 5, 1863, four days after Presi-

dent Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation (which freed 

slaves living in the states still in rebellion), Des Moines’s Sherman 

Hall overflowed with an excited crowd. “The great meeting,” re-

ported the editor, “has given the loyal citizens of this community 

an unusual degree of confidence and encouragement.” It showed 

“that an overwhelming majority of our citizens hail the Edict of 

Emancipation with joy,” ranking it a “master stroke of policy” and 

a constitutional war measure “to knock away the corner-stone of 

Treason.”15

 Emancipation of the rebels’ human property was one thing, but 

allowing African Americans in Iowa to become soldiers in the 

war effort was quite another. Some one hundred of Iowa’s Afri-

can Americans had found early wartime opportunities as servants 

to commissioned officers from the state.16 Wanting to expand on 

these humble contributions to the war cause, Alexander Clark, a 

leader in Muscatine’s black community (and the same man who 

had helped Jim White in 1848), wrote to Governor Kirkwood in 

the summer of 1862 asking for black companies to be made part 

of Iowa regiments. The governor was reluctant, for he knew that 

many white troops detested allowing black enlistment at all, let 

alone the prospect of fighting side by side with African American 

soldiers. The reply Clark got from Kirkwood’s secretary was not 

encouraging. “You know better than I,” he wrote, how “the preju-

dices of our people for you” are such that “your color would not be 

tolerated in one of our regiments. However wrong this may be, we 

cannot ignore the fact.” 17

 Kirkwood and his fellow Iowa leaders, Sens. James Grimes and 

James Harlan, believed in general that blacks ought to serve, al-

though their motives were dubious. Senator Grimes said to people 

in Dubuque that he would rather “see a Negro shot down in bat-

tle than the son of a Dubuquer.” But the three men saw no way to 
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achieve this goal in light of most white troops’ racism. It was not 

until July 1863, after news came in of blacks’ strong performance 

in battles elsewhere, that Kirkwood sought permission for Iowa 

to set up a black regiment. Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton 

quickly agreed. The result was the Sixtieth U.S. Colored Infantry 

Regiment, six of whose ten companies were made up of men from 

Iowa and were known as the First Iowa Volunteers (African De-

scent). The regiment served in eastern Arkansas.18 

 Deep war weariness had set in by 1863, in Iowa and the rest 

of the nation. This weariness permeated politics, dampened Re-

publican prospects in the 1864 election, and exacerbated divided 

loyalties. Democratic victories in midwestern elections in the fall 

of 1862 had strengthened those elements of the party that favored 

making peace with the Confederacy. In Iowa, peace meetings, 

mainly in the southeast counties, called for a negotiated reunion of 

the states to end the “abominable war for emancipation,” and two 

large peace rallies of several thousand people occurred at Oska-

loosa and Dubuque.19 

 If peace-minded newspaper editors criticized the war too strong-

ly and too often, however, they risked a visit from a U.S. marshal 

or a vigilante mob. On August 14, 1862, U.S. Marshal Herbert M. 

Hoxie carried out the nighttime arrest of Dennis Mahoney of the 

Dubuque Herald and also nabbed David Sheward of the Fairfield 

Constitution and Union. Without benefit of a trial, both were 

hauled off to Old Capitol Prison in Washington, D.C., where they 

spent three months. Other offices of outspoken Democratic editors 

suffered damage or destruction at the hands of vandals or mobs 

at night. Soldiers marched on Thomas Clagett’s Keokuk Constitu-

tion on February 19, 1863, and smashed presses and equipment; a 

group on May 23, 1863, entered and trashed the offices of the West 

Union Fayette County Pioneer after its owner, John Gharkey, wrote 

of his town being a “stinking hole of Abolitionism”; and in August 

1863 several men broke up the operation of Joseph Shollenbarger’s 

Sigourney Keokuk County News.20 Given Iowans’ divisions over the 

war and the role of African Americans in it, the state’s Republican 

leaders especially worried about the southern tier of counties, with 
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their strong anti-abolitionist feeling and weak support for the war. 

But trouble emerged elsewhere, too, such as in Madison County in 

south-central Iowa.

 Unaware of Madison County’s divided sympathies, four run-

aways went into the county in the fall of 1861. John Graves, Alec 

Nicols, Henderson Hays, and Anderson Hays made their way into 

Winterset to get Graves’s horse shod on what was their second day 

of freedom since escaping from the vicinity around Maryville, Mis-

souri.21 They had run after learning that their slaveholder, James 

Graves, jittery about the war and the fate of his property, planned 

to send them all down to Texas. Deep in the Confederacy, that state 

seemed like a safer place to keep human property than in Union-

ist Missouri. Taking two mules and two horses, the men initially 

traveled during the night and hid in the woods during the day. On 

Saturday, October 26, thinking themselves safe in Iowa, they rode 

by daylight into the small town of Winterset.

 At the blacksmith shop, John Graves was told it would take two 

hours before his horse could be shod. But when the four noticed 

the local militia drilling nearby and a crowd gathering about them, 

they got frightened and took off. No more than two or three miles 

out of town, however, several horsemen brandishing rifles and 

shotguns caught up with them. One man on a large white horse 

with a firearm across his saddle rode past and, stopping a short 

distance ahead, wheeled about and forced the runaways to halt.

 Thus captured, the four were led back to Winterset, where their 

captors sought out an official to jail them. With these legal nice-

ties under way, Graves recalled, the rest of the men “formed a ring 

around us boys to keep the crowd back. They got to talking pretty 

loud and some one dared any one to try to come inside that ring, 

and they hadn’t more than said it than the coats began to fly and 

there wasn’t any ring at all.” This melee ended with the runaways 

being rescued by their defenders. “The men that took us out of the 

ring gave us something to eat and told us which way to go,” said 

Graves, “and we wasn’t long in getting out of there.” Traveling east, 

by the next morning they had reached Indianola (Warren County), 

from where they soon left for Newton (Jasper County).
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 After finding work at the nearby farm of Richard Sherer, the 

twenty-two-year-old John Graves later joined the First Iowa Vol-

unteers (African Descent) under the name of Sherer in October 

1863. He served through the end of the war and then, adopting 

his father’s name of Miller, returned to Newton before moving to 

Des Moines, where he spent many of his last years working at the 

Historical, Memorial and Art Building.

 Madison County was a hot spot of worry for state officials. Al-

though a series of raids by U.S. Marshal Hoxie in 1862 led to the ar-

rests of seven people accused of organizing to “afford aid and com-

fort to the rebellion,” overall his efforts simply stirred up the area’s 

peace sympathizers.22 Upon the release of the seven people three 

months later, two hundred peace advocates gathered in Winterset 

to welcome them home from Camp McClellan, a training and pris-

on camp in Davenport. Seeing this celebration, a disgusted edi-

tor of the Winterset Madisonian wrote, “The Secesh Martyrs were 

escorted into town by a dismal group of Butternuts [a common 

slang term for rural proslavery people], some in Butternut wagons, 

some on Butternut horses, and others on Butternut feet,” yelling 

out “ ‘Three cheers for the Secesh Traitors!’ ‘Damn the Abolition-

ists!’ ‘To hell with the black Republicans!’ ” This editor considered 

it “a disgrace to Central Iowa . . . , a mixture of Treason, diabolism, 

drunkenness and insanity!” His comments spawned threats to de-

molish the editor’s office, but nothing came of them.23

An Important Judicial Decision

Next door in Polk County, antiblack Democrats turned to the law 

to gin up sentiment against contrabands. They looked to an un-

used and generally unenforced state act of 1851 that prohibited 

free “Negroes and mulattoes” from entering the state and found 

a local case to which to apply the law. Archie P. Webb had been 

enslaved from the time of his birth in Mississippi, then gained his 

freedom at about age twenty and, with the help of some friendly 

federal troops in 1861, had made his way from Arkansas to Polk 

County, Iowa. At a substantial farm in Delaware Township (a few 
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miles northeast of Des Moines), Webb found work with Stephen 

Brooks, who was having trouble obtaining enough help with so 

many young men away at war.24

 After Webb had been there for two years, a few of Brooks’s 

neighbors came by one wintery day in early January 1863. They 

told the farmer that his black laborer had to go if they were to 

keep their good opinion of him. When he ignored them, before 

long the  troublemakers— encouraged by some Democrats in the 

 capital— took action. They got James L. West, one of three town-

ship trustees, to make an affidavit before notary public F. M. Hub-

bell (then clerk for the Casady and Polk law firm) stating that he 

had warned Webb to leave Iowa in accord with the 1851 law and 

the young man had not done so. With that, the township justice 

of the peace, Stephen Harvey, issued a warrant to arrest Archie 

Webb.

 County sheriff I. W. Griffith took ten men with him, including 

Iowa secretary of state James Wright, to Brooks’s place on Satur-

day, January 17, to make the arrest. The men surrounded Webb 

near a woodpile and captured him without resistance. When the 

case came before Justice of the Peace Harvey, he tried to get Webb 

to admit he was a slave so that he might be discharged, because the 

act of 1851 pertained only to free blacks and mulattoes, but Webb 

refused to do so, declaring he was a free man. So Justice Harvey 

fined Webb $12 (roughly $220 in 2011) and sent him back to Sher-

iff Griffith for detention in the county jail until the costs were paid.

 Almost immediately, on January 20, Webb’s defenders applied 

for a writ of habeas corpus to force a court decision about whether 

the man’s arrest and detention were lawful. Their illegality, ac-

cording to this petition and a second amended filing, lay in the fact 

that the sheriff had arrested a free black man without any warrant 

showing he had committed a crime. Meanwhile, some people who 

were furious about the antiblack tactic exposed it in the press. The 

editor of the Iowa State Register warned Sheriff Griffith that he 

would “bitterly repent the act which he yesterday executed” and 

two days later asked why the law firm of Casady and Polk had not 
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also gotten up papers to eject from town the black friend of a local 

white, Democratic whiskey seller on Second Street.25

 A very effective letter, published by the Iowa State Register, came 

from a Democratic neighbor of Brooks. “There are Democrats in 

this Township,” he wrote, “who do not sympathize in any manner 

with the late movements against Archie P. Webb, a free Negro.” 

This “villainous work” by “a set of Secesh scoundrels” ignored that 

labor was scarce, “and unless contraband laborers are permitted to 

be employed on Iowa farms,” he warned, harvests would be scant 

in the coming year. Moreover, after seeing and talking with Webb, 

the writer found that “in point of native manliness, he is infinitely 

superior to those who persecute him” and “has no crime to answer 

for except the blackness of his skin.” Finally, “before closing,” the 

neighbor commented, “permit me, as a Democrat and in behalf of 

Democrats, to inform Sheriff Griffith through your columns, that 

many of his former party-friends in this neighborhood will remem-

ber him evermore for the part which he took in the disgraceful 

persecution of Webb. He knew better, but as for poor, stuttering, 

sputtering, imbecile [justice of the peace] Harvey, nature never in-

tended that he should be responsible for his acts!”26

 On Monday, February 2, a correspondent to the Chicago Tribune 

sat down in the courtroom “filled by an anxious audience” where 

“the reading of the decision was listened to with breathless atten-

tion.” It had been nearly two weeks since the hearing before Judge 

John Henry Gray had taken place on January 21, at which J. S. 

Polk for the prosecution and S. Sibley for the defense had presented 

their arguments. Now Judge Gray was ready to give his opinion. 

What he said that day a listener described as a carefully prepared, 

“elaborate and forceful” statement.27 

 Reviewing facts of the case, he found that the 1851 state law had 

never been legally published; by oversight, it had been left out of 

the code and had instead been published later with a few other 

special laws. These omissions did not invalidate the law, however, 

so Gray addressed its status in relation to the constitutions of both 

Iowa and the United States. He found that Iowa’s law conflicted 
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with the right, granted by the U.S. Constitution, of citizens to live 

in any state. If a citizen was barred from enjoying the rights of life, 

liberty, and the acquisition, possession, and protection of property, 

and prevented from obtaining happiness and safety in the state 

of Iowa because he had been banished from it, then Iowa’s law 

clearly contravened the guarantees in the nation’s founding docu-

ment. Further, Gray pointed out, the Bill of Rights guarantee that 

the people should be secure “against unreasonable seizures and 

searches” could not be met by a law “that arrests and imprisons a 

man where the only crime charged is that he is a freeman and has 

settled in the State of Iowa.” The court’s habeas corpus judgment, 

in sum, was that the 1851 state law was “inoperative and void; that 

the proceedings thereunder were therefore unauthorized, that the 

plaintiff herein is entitled to his liberty, and that he is hereby dis-

charged from imprisonment.”28

 Newspapers generally applauded Gray’s decision. “The people of 

Iowa,” wrote a Burlington Hawk-Eye correspondent, “will thank 

Judge Gray,” for he has thrown “the shield of the law over the weak 

and helpless who have sought a refuge in our midst.” The Chicago 

Tribune correspondent applauded the habeas corpus decision as 

having “ended a wicked scheme of a gang of semi-traitors to inau-

gurate a general system of persecution against the free negroes in 

this State, and to that extent embarrass the execution of the Presi-

dent’s Emancipation Proclamation in the Mississippi Valley.”29

 Nationally, after the Southern losses at the July 1863 battles of 

Gettysburg and Vicksburg, the air began to seep steadily out of 

efforts to make peace between the Union and the Confederacy, 

which had been based in part on the belief that the South could 

not be defeated. And yet, President Lincoln’s chances to be re-

elected remained doubtful, blamed as he was for having suspend-

ed habeas corpus, employed the draft, and supposedly launched a 

war of emancipation. Lincoln and his armies had “failed! Failed!! 

failed!!! failed!!!!” yelled Henry Clay Dean, the powerful Iowa 

orator and Methodist preacher, to a Chicago crowd.30 But those 

who called for making peace with the secessionists lost ground 

with each Northern battlefield success, especially after Sherman’s 
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army took Atlanta in the late summer of 1864. They ceased their 

intimidation at home and became increasingly humbled when 

they were charged with smelling of treason and undermining the 

Union.31

 The more the Democrats stewed in losses and looked to revive 

themselves, the more they appealed to voters’ basest fears and in-

stincts, denigrating blacks and later working to deny black men the 

right to vote in Iowa and elsewhere. But men like Clark Dunham, 

Republican editor of the Burlington Hawk-Eye, saw the issue more 

broadly, pointing to everyone’s complicity in slavery, which he be-

lieved to be the central evil of American society:

There is no possibility of giving a sensible reason for talking about 
the rights of white men being superior to those of blacks or any in-
termediate shade. The simple fact is that white men had the power 
to make slaves of black men and they did it. It was wrong then, 
wrong now, and will be wrong to all eternity. We are now paying 
the penalty of that wrong. The civil war grew out of that wrong. 
The blood and treasure and cares and anxieties attending the war 
is our punishment for the outrage we have committed against the 
laws of reason, justice and humanity. And one of the worst penal-
ties we are suffering under is that insane hate of the Negro, who 
is hated because he is wronged, which so blinds the madmen that 
they cannot see that freedom to all, is the only possible security for 
freedom to any.32



Remembering and Forgetting the  

Underground Railroad

j   J10

In Davenport, four months after Gen. Robert E. Lee’s surrender 

at Appomattox on April 9, 1865, William H.  Hildreth— a founder 

of what would become East  Davenport— turned out of the family 

home the servant known as Old Aunty. In 1843 he had bought her 

as a slave and about 1850 moved her from the South to Davenport. 

There, she had remained a slave, working without wages and ig-

norant of her rights in this free state. By 1865, as she grew old and 

feeble, Hildreth saw her as a burden and “told her one day to leave 

‘his house and not show her d——d black face in his kitchen again.’ ” 

Too old to earn a living, she faced destitution and hunger in the few 

years remaining to her.1 

 Fortunately, she received support from kindhearted Davenport 

residents, and soon attorney Alfred Sully heard of her plight and 

“took up her cause.” Sully, a “tall, rather slightly built, nervous, and 

energetic” twenty-four-year-old who worked for the old law firm of 

Corbin, Dow, and Browne, charged Hildreth with owing back wag-

es, arguing that Old Aunty should receive “compensation for the 

whole twenty-two years’ service.” With little choice but to agree, 

Hildreth also provided his former servant with “a little old house 

to live in,” and thereafter others also helped to make sure she spent 

her final years free of privation.2

 These generous Davenport residents were not alone in their con-

cern for African Americans after the Civil War ended. In the im-

mediate aftermath of the war, many idealistic antislavery activists 

in Iowa, particularly the Quakers, turned to relief work among the 

newly freed people and organized schools for them. In 1866 Isaac 

T. Gibson of Salem, Iowa, reported that his group had established 



Remembering and Forgetting the Underground Railroad  ::  203

six such schools in Missouri, with nine teachers and 1,357 enrolled 

students. Some one hundred young Iowa teachers left their Quaker, 

Presbyterian, and Congregationalist families to work in difficult 

conditions among formerly enslaved people, helping educate them 

despite having few textbooks and few or no writing materials.3

 As the years went by and the war faded in people’s memories, 

former abolitionists naturally hoped people would remember the 

risks taken by both runaways and those who had assisted their es-

cape efforts. In 1872 Ret Clarkson, publisher and editor of the Des 

Moines Iowa State Register, was already lamenting that “every day 

the various items and incidents of these historic facts, is rapidly be-

ing forgotten.” This “most interesting chapter” of history, Clarkson 

urged, needed to “be written now while the actors are still living.” 

It was they who carried the special distilled strength of “human 

sympathy, Christian sentiments and brave hearts,” they who were 

the very “champions of the freedom of all men in a period when 

to be so was not only unpopular but also fraught with danger.” In 

particular, “the good they did at the expense of personal profit and 

personal peril should never be lightly estimated.”4

 In places such as Henry County, formerly a hotbed of abolition-

ism, interest in what had gone before persisted. Mount Pleasant 

organizers brought in the famed abolitionist Frederick Douglass 

on February 28, 1867, for a lecture in Union Hall. At his Friday eve-

ning talk before a crowded house, white and black residents alike 

heard “the Cicero of the negro race” speak upon “the dangers of the 

Republic.” Though a reporter thought it lacked “the fire of burning 

eloquence which was a marked characteristic of Douglass in his 

former days,” even so his speech was “radical to the core,” filled 

with “thought, logic, sarcasm, and sound statesmanship.” It met 

with “demonstrations of the most enthusiastic applause from the 

vast audience.”5

 Some seventy miles west of Mount Pleasant in Oskaloosa, people 

began to talk of bringing together a local reunion of “old line abo-

litionists.” In December 1868, at Judge Thompson’s office in that 

town, several people agreed to hold such an event on the afternoon 

and evening of New Year’s Day 1869. They sent a call out to all “who 
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were abolitionists prior to the formation of the Republican Party in 

1856,” as well as inviting the public to attend. At the well-attend-

ed get-together, the two speakers were the Presbyterian minister  

R. A. McAyael and Methodist pastor L. B. Dennis. Within a few 

years, abolitionists’ reunions throughout Iowa and Illinois mush-

roomed to grander proportions.6

 The most widely publicized reunion of all took place in Chicago 

in 1874. Notice of the event had been circulated to four hundred 

newspapers, and many invitations went out to noted antislavery 

men requesting their attendance.7 Iowans were well-represented 

there. Josiah B. Grinnell, in particular, chaired the second day’s 

opening session and the evening session of the third day. Lester 

W. Platt from Civil Bend (Fremont County) was also there, as were 

William Leslie of Fort Madison, David Hardie (not to be confused 

with David Hardy) of Long Grove (Scott County), Charles Smith 

and his wife (Marion County), and Edward Turner. It was largely 

a gathering of elders: “Gray beards, bald heads, and spectacles, 

were the rule among the men,” wrote a Chicago Tribune reporter, 

“and sober, Quakerish garbs among the women.” There was also “a 

notable absence of colored people in the audience, though many 

invitations had been sent to representative men.” For the next two 

days, addresses about noted organizations and leaders in the fight 

against slavery were interspersed with the singing of songs and 

the reading of poems (one by Woolsey Welles of Fort Dodge, Iowa) 

and letters from famous abolitionists unable to attend. A final por-

tion of the third day was devoted to five-minute addresses by those 

present on “the dangers which were encountered in aiding fugi-

tives to escape,” as Mr. Turner of Iowa put it.8

 African Americans held their own celebrations in the aftermath 

of emancipation. Five months after the Civil War’s end, in Septem-

ber 1865, the town of Mount Pleasant treated itself to a “Proclama-

tion Day” celebration. It began with a twelve-gun salute and a pa-

rade around the town square by members of local black churches, 

followed by an “experience meeting” and church dinner, with ad-

dresses by important white residents and formerly enslaved indi-

viduals who recalled their lives in bondage.9 Most common among 
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black Iowans were festivals every August 2, the anniversary of the 

abolition of slavery in the British West Indies in 1833. On that day 

in 1866 the African Americans of Keokuk, for example, “got up 

early in the morning, put on [their] holiday attire, prepared [their] 

dinner basket and took a special train to Sandusky [eight miles 

north] where [they] proposed to settle and make a day of it. [They 

were] resplendent with white and red and gay contrast of colors, 

and [were] as well appearing in [their] costume and deportment as 

any other public.”10

 In Des Moines the black citizens’ celebration began with a pro-

cession on that same warm, breezy, sunny morning of 1866. “Step-

ping to the music of the free, and under many waving flags, the 

dusky ranks moved in perfect order down Court Avenue, across the 

bridge, wound up the road leading to the Capitol, and were soon as-

sembled in the Capitol Square.” In size, “the procession numbered 

almost the entire colored population of the Capital, and may be 

estimated at from four to six hundred. Perhaps two hundred and 

fifty white people, including many ladies accompanied the pro-

cession.” A morning address by James Yancey of Fairfield, Iowa, 

whetted dinner appetites for all those assembled, after which four 

additional addresses occupied the afternoon.11 Such celebrations 

took place in every town where lived a sizable black population 

(chiefly Davenport, Muscatine, Mount Pleasant, and Des Moines). 

The addresses dealt with the speakers’ lives, their sacrifices, and 

black men’s valor during the war, which evoked the war cry “Re-

member Fort Pillow,” a Civil War battle after which surrendering 

black troops had been massacred by Confederate forces.12

 Meanwhile, black communities grew in a northern subdivision 

of Newton and elsewhere. Mount Pleasant, a town of 4,000 people 

with 249 black residents in 1870, earlier had been a center of aboli-

tion radicalism. A man by the name of Lee, acting on his sympa-

thies for freed blacks, established a subdivision in the northeast 

part of Mount Pleasant that has since disappeared. On it he erect-

ed a dozen small two- and three-bedroom dwellings soon filled 

by formerly enslaved tenants from Missouri. During the national 

debate on whether to ratify the proposed Fourteenth Amendment 
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to the Constitution, intended to abolish discrimination on the ba-

sis of race, Mount Pleasant invited several civil rights advocates 

(Frederick Douglass, Wendell Phillips, Theodore Tilton, Anna 

Dickinson, and C. C. Burleigh) to speak on the question. Listen-

ing to Wendell Phillips lecture in March 1867 was Joseph Dugdale, 

who afterward proclaimed that Mount Pleasant’s citizens “are fast 

being educated up to the type of radical anti-slavery, and are about 

to open the public schools for the reception of all the pupils of the 

city, irrespective of color!” And indeed, a school for blacks that had 

been set up in 1863 in a rented frame house closed in 1867 when 

townspeople integrated its students into the local schools.13

 Dugdale, an antislavery and women’s rights advocate much 

admired by Northern radicals, had moved with his wife Ruth to 

Mount Pleasant in 1861, when he was fifty-one, and he soon be-

came active in social and political affairs. His progressive friends 

knew the Quaker as “a meek and gentle spirit” who in 1828 had 

courageously sided with the Hicksites, who split from the Society 

of Friends because they strongly opposed slavery and were will-

ing to break the fugitive slave laws. His Mount Pleasant associates 

were also well aware of the aid he and his wife had given to run-

aways while in Ohio during the 1830s, and of his helping to orga-

nize Friends in Pennsylvania who had been discontented with, or 

disowned by, their conservative leaders.14

 Dugdale received full thanks from Iowans for his abolitionist 

activities in 1875 at an underground railroad reunion at Salem, 

Iowa. At the Methodist Episcopal chapel on June 18, former abo-

litionists recalled past days of fearful and exciting events in Iowa. 

The two-day event interspersed talks with readings of letters from 

eastern abolitionists not able to attend, including William Lloyd 

Garrison, Lydia Maria Child, and Indiana’s leading underground 

railroad Quaker, Levi Coffin. Salem’s event, because it took place 

in a Quaker community, naturally attracted more Quaker attend-

ees, and most of them were from southeastern Iowa, chiefly Henry, 

Lee, Scott, and Muscatine counties.15

 Gradually overshadowing such reunions and abolitionists’ sto-

ries of their fight against slavery, however, was a competing view 
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of history that aimed to reunite the country by denying that slavery 

was the Civil War’s root cause. In this view, the war was about pre-

serving the Union, not abolishing slavery. People who endorsed this 

outlook tended to espouse a benign image of the Southern planta-

tion as a pleasant place inhabited by happy slaves. Similarly, this 

point of view deemphasized Northern complicity in perpetuating 

slavery. This revisionist history left out the struggles of abolitionists 

and freed people, turning people’s eyes away from the auction block 

and closing their ears to the lash at the whipping post. Stories that 

cast slavery as a sin and war as retribution were muffled and even-

tually drowned out by voices trumpeting white supremacy, stifling 

black hopes for civil rights and prosperity and discrediting aboli-

tionists who wished to keep the emancipation flame alive.16

 Abolitionists tried to counter such sentiments by publishing first- 

hand accounts by both former slaves and noted abolitionists of 

what life had really been like under slavery and how difficult and 

dangerous rescue efforts had been. But books and reunions radi-

ating pride in emancipation and the goodness of the abolitionist 

cause dwindled before an irresistible postwar desire for national 

reconciliation. All over the United States, whites accepted mea-

sures to curb blacks’ rights and proved ready to forget the past. 

As historian David Von Drehle wrote in 2011, “Forgetting was the 

price of reconciliation.” 17

 But memories of the fight against slavery did not entirely vanish. 

Some twenty-five years after the Civil War ended, as the generation 

of aging underground railroad operators thinned, Ohio professor 

W. H. Siebert decided to write about these mostly obscure but pas-

sionate adventurers in the cause. He began by gathering their rec-

ollections. Beginning in 1892 until 1898, the year before his volume 

The Underground Railroad from Slavery to Freedom appeared, he 

pursued leads through correspondence, oral accounts, research, 

and travel. He managed to collect the names of some 3,200 people, 

116 of them from Iowa, who had participated in the underground 

railroad.18

 Siebert’s work and the local conversations inspired by his queries 

helped renew public interest in the underground railroad. When, 
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for example, Elvira Platt and others in Fremont County, Iowa, re-

ceived Siebert’s inquiry, they communicated with one another and 

then met at Tabor. There, wrote Elvira, “we arranged to apportion 

different cases to each. That of the Nuckolls’s Girls fell to my lot, 

but before I had begun the report I learned that Hon. Sturgis Wil-

liams of Percival had already written and sent it on.” Consequently, 

she instead jotted down “an incident connected with the Under-

ground R.R. in which, as you will see, I was a principal actor.” 

(Both tales are told in chapter 6.) Although many of the activists 

Siebert contacted had been willing “to care for passengers and help 

them on the way,” Platt knew well that ultimate success had to be 

credited to each fugitive’s “own wit and cunning and ability to find 

aid from friend or foe till he was in a safe place.”19

 During the first two decades of the twentieth century, Iowa 

newspapers blossomed with articles telling the stories of one or an-

other underground railroad incident and people associated with it. 

Some appeared following the death of a local abolitionist or the de-

struction of a house associated with such past events; others were 

in response to the appearance of a fine article such as O. A. Garret-

son’s “Travelling on the Underground Railroad in Iowa,” which was 

printed in the Iowa Journal of History and Politics in 1924. Still 

others followed up on a new book or some national attention given 

to John Brown, which encouraged companion pieces on Brown’s 

activities and connections in Iowa.

 The next wave of public interest accompanied the civil rights 

movement of the second half of the twentieth century. This re-

newed struggle focused attention on African American history, 

including struggles against enslavement. Just as John Brown’s 

reputation shifted from madman to martyr and murderer to hero, 

so too the image of the underground railroad operators improved, 

reflecting a growing appreciation for African Americans’ resis-

tance to slavery and the historical cooperation of black and white 

citizens in mutual opposition to human bondage. In the 1960s and 

1970s numerous books and articles fed increased public awareness 

of the subject, and the accompanying growth of the historic pres-
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ervation movement helped identify places where the underground 

railroad’s conductors had lived and where those fleeing slavery had 

hidden.

 Unfortunately, in Iowa entire town sites associated with under-

ground railroad operations, places that prospered during the 1850s 

and the Civil War, had already nearly or completely disappeared 

by the time the public renewed its interest in them. Of the rural 

hamlet of Civil Bend (Fremont County), only the Blanchard Cem-

etery remains. Towns that show but traces of these years include 

Grove City (Cass County), Nevinville (Adams County), Dalmanutha 

(Guthrie County), Frankfort (Montgomery County), Quincy (Ad-

ams County), Pleasant Plain (Jefferson County), Clay and Wasson-

ville (Washington County), and Yellow Springs and Kossuth (Des 

Moines County). Mostly these places declined because they failed 

to get a rail line or because their mill went under as local farmers 

ceased growing wheat in favor of other crops.

 Of the individual homes, outbuildings, and public structures 

connected with the underground railroad, few remain in any con-

dition that the original occupants would recognize. The oldest, in 

Salem (Henry County), stands as a mute witness to the Quakers’ 

aid to Missouri runaways. The house of Henderson and Elizabeth 

Lewelling, a two-story stone house on the south side of Salem (see 

figure 7), is most notable for its direct connection to slaveholder 

Ruel Daggs’s efforts to retrieve the Walker and Fulcher families in 

June 1848, which resulted in one of the last federal court cases un-

der the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 (see chapter 2). For the past fifty 

years, the property has been open to the public as a local history 

museum.20

 In western Iowa two buildings from the 1850s that were associ-

ated with assisting runaways moving through the Kansas and Ne-

braska territories still stand. The 1853 house of John Todd stands 

on Park Street in what was then the staunchly antislavery Congre-

gationalist town of Tabor (Fremont County) (see figure 28). In the 

basement of Todd’s house were stored the arms and ammunition 

for the Kansas free-state cause that John Brown subsequently used 
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in his raid on Harpers Ferry in October 1859. Todd’s one-and-one-

half-story frame house today is a museum operated by the Tabor 

Historical Society.21

 Fifty-eight miles northeast of the Todd place is the house of Con-

gregationalist minister George B. Hitchcock, which was a major 

stopping place on the underground railroad after the trains left 

Tabor (see figure 29). The 1856 two-story brown sandstone house 

stands on a hill above the East Nishnabotna River about a mile west 

of the town of Lewis (Cass County). Now restored, it is state-owned 

 property— a designated National Historic  Landmark— operated as 

a museum by the Friends of the Hitchcock House under a manage-

ment agreement with the Cass County Conservation Board.22

 Two additional buildings exist, but in altered condition or lo-

cation, from the time when Kansas runaways came across Iowa. 

James Jordan’s house, located in West Des Moines, is a museum 

operated by the West Des Moines Historical Society (see figure 

30). This 1867 building represents an expansion of the house where 

John Brown rested overnight in 1859 with twelve people liberated 

from slavery. The museum includes information about the under-

ground railroad.23 The second property is a private residence east 

of West Branch (Cedar County) known in the 1850s as “Traveler’s 

Rest.” There John Brown stayed when stopping in the Springdale 

vicinity. Although the 1850s-era building is still largely intact, it 

has been moved a few hundred feet west from its original location 

to the east side of West Branch.

 Other Iowa buildings lasted into the twentieth century but yield-

ed to neglect before the renewed interest in the underground rail-

road could save them. Especially missed is the cement/gravel (also 

called “grout”) house of William Maxson, just east of Springdale 

in Cedar County (see figure 17). It was built in 1848 and survived 

until 1938. It was there, during the winter of 1857–1858, that John 

Brown’s men trained for battle. It subsequently became the sub-

ject of several articles and received many visitors, so its advancing 

deterioration during the early 1930s prompted discussion about 

its possible restoration. The state planning board identified it as a 

historic site worthy of state ownership, and it was documented for 
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the Historic American Buildings Survey, but efforts to save it were 

in vain. The owner had it demolished during the fall of 1938 on 

the grounds that “it had become unsafe for the many visitors.” All 

that remains today is a marker on a boulder at the roadside, placed 

there by the Daughters of the American Revolution in 1924.24

 Forty-eight miles northeast of Springdale was Robert Lee Smith’s 

place, one mile south of DeWitt in Clinton County. It was Smith 

who hid Eliza and Celia Grayson from men hired by the Nebras-

ka slaveholder Stephen F. Nuckolls for several weeks before the 

women escaped to Chicago in the winter of 1858–1859. In 1970, 

110 years later, the house became the victim of a highway expan-

sion project.25 The Horace Anthony house, however, where Robert 

Smith delivered the Graysons during their journey to Illinois, still 

stands at 1206 Anthony Place in Camanche, just downriver from 

Clinton. This private residence is listed in the National Register of 

Historic Places.

 Southwest of Burlington are the ruins of another important un-

derground railroad location, the house where Dr. Edwin James 

lived during the 1850s (see figure 11). He is best known for aiding 

the black man mistaken for a slave named Dick (see chapter 3). 

The building survived until it was largely demolished to make way 

for the U.S. Army Ammunition Plant sometime during the Second 

World War.

 Each building’s demise meant the loss of a visible monument to 

the clandestine system that assisted people seeking freedom from 

enslavement in the southern United States. To walk through and 

about these houses would have helped draw us from our current 

lives into the ones these long-ago activists and fugitives knew. 

Spaces, stair treads, layout, woodwork, floors, and ceilings would 

have helped take us back to a crucial era of our country’s history. 

Nearly all are gone, and the few that remain reach us in ways that 

no book can convey.

 In the absence of most of the old buildings, we can still learn 

from studies of the grounds on which they stood and the artifacts 

they contained. For instance, an archeological excavation of the 

onetime rural hamlet of Civil Bend was carried out in 2004. The 
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researchers identified four sites: the 1849 schoolhouse thought to 

have been burned by people opposed to the enrollment of black 

children, Lester and Elvira Platt’s nearby cabin, Ira Blanchard’s 

house, and James Smith’s house. But they were not able to locate 

the cabin where the Garner family lived and suffered so badly from 

proslavery violence. Shifts in the course of the Missouri River had 

scoured away the site and any artifacts the family might have left 

behind.26

 Many of the remnants of the past detailed in these pages can 

no longer be seen today. Buildings are gone, trails are lost in un-

dergrowth, sloughs are drained: all have disappeared beneath the 

sod, and only the sweeping landforms survive. People’s memories 

disappeared along with the material signs of this history and the 

generation that made it. Still, plenty remains to be discovered. Im-

portant fragments of these exciting times survive in old newspa-

pers, letters, and court documents concerning the people who par-

ticipated in the political battles over slavery. Here are found their 

pleas, arguments, disputes, and reports of events that spread so 

quickly by telegraph and evoked immediate and increasingly in-

tense responses.

 In particular, there is much yet to be learned about individual 

Iowans who worked on the underground railroad. The State His-

torical Society’s research identified some 180 of these courageous 

people, only a few of whom could be mentioned here. Most of them 

remain unstudied. The first step toward figuring out who they were 

is a close reading of old newspapers, for they reveal bits and pieces 

of information, such as church membership and economic activi-

ties, that help sketch the outline of a life. In particular, the stories 

of most of the black Americans who escaped into Iowa await their 

researchers. True enough, they and their families are less well-doc-

umented than many white Iowans, but census data from Missouri 

and Iowa often provide critical clues, as do county histories and 

newspaper obituaries. Exploring these sources will help shed light 

on the lives of Americans who risked everything to live free and 

unfettered in Iowa.
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2 The four-hundred-acre size of the farm is based on the probate record 

of Ruel Daggs’s estate as of his death on December 16, 1862.

3 In 1992, the State Historical Society of the Iowa Department of Cul-
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Tribune, January 29, 1855, in Elmer LeRoy Craik, “Southern Interest 

in Territorial Kansas, 1854–1855,” Collections of the Kansas State His-

torical Society 1919–1922, vol. 15 (Topeka, KS: State Printer, 1923), 

338–339.
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1865 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1984). Here he writes of 

the push for immediate abolition having slowly gained momentum 
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linois. For these, see Owen W. Muelder, The Underground Railroad 

in Western Illinois (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2007) and Hermann 

R. Muelder, Fighters for Freedom: A History of Anti-Slavery Activi-

ties of Men and Women Associated With Knox College (Galesburg, IL: 

Knox College, 1950; New York: Columbia University Press, 1959). For 

coverage of slaves temporarily brought by vacationing Southern slave-



sug gest ed r e a di ng s   ::  275
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 For people interested in delving further into contemporary sourc-

es on antislavery times in the state, a visitor to the State Historical 

Society of Iowa in Des Moines or Iowa City will find microfilm cop-

ies of numerous newspapers from the period, such as the Burlington 

Hawk-Eye and Muscatine Journal, and letters of Iowa abolitionists in 

the William Penn Clarke Papers or the John Todd Papers. Numerous 

materials also have been brought together in the Antislavery and Un-
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