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Beyond the Quest for

the “Real Eliza Harris”:
Fugitive Slave Women in the Ohio Valley

Kzrra GRIFFLER

n the nineteenth century, the best-known story of a fugitive from slavery

was not that of Harriet Tubman, Frederick Douglass, or Josiah Henson.

It was that of Eliza Harris, a fictional character in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s,

Uncle Tom’s Cabin. In that runaway bestseller, the most widely read work of

the abolitionist movement, a young enslaved woman named Eliza flees her

Kentucky home on the southern shore of the Ohio River and
makes a daring escape across the frozen surface, already broken
up into floating cakes of ice, to Ohio, where abolitionists con-
duct her to Canada. Millions of Americans and Europeans gained
their introduction to the antebellum network for aiding fugitive
slaves, the Underground Railroad, through Stowe’s work. Eliza
Harris became something of a symbol for what was, in Victorian
terms, labeled the “panting fugitive.”!

The success of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, though no doubt gratify-
ing to the “conductors” on the Underground Railroad, might
also have been just a little frustrating. The real heroes of the
drama that played out north of slavery’s border were all but un-
known to a public that took so much interest in mere figments of
Stowe’s imagination. Left out of the memory of a clandestine
operation that was on the way to achieving legendary propor-
tions, they would be faced with the somewhat peculiar task of
reclaiming a central role in an enterprise they had created and
nourished.?

Nothing better demonstrates this dominance of what the his-
torian Larry Gara has called the “legend of the Underground
Railroad” over the actual entity than the quest for the identity of
the “real” Eliza Harris. Harriet Beecher Stowe herself inadvert-
ently set off this strangest of historical preoccupations a couple

of years after the publication of her classic with the follow-up Key to Uncle
Tom’s Cabin. Under attack by proslavery forces for inventing a caricature of
slave life, she provided a detailed volume purporting to be “the original facts
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and documents under which the story is founded.” Within the work, she
included a reference to the Eliza Harris escape story as mirroring an actual
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BEYOND THE QUEST FOR THE “REAL ELIZA HARRIS”

occurrence, and the search for the “real” Eliza was on. Given license by the
author, such Underground Railroad notables as William Mitchell, Levi Cof-
fin, John Parker, and a son of Rev. John Rankin would include her story in
their memoirs, finding themselves compelled to claim insider knowledge of
the “real” Eliza to prove their Underground Railroad mettle.?

-

22 KEY. 'TO. UNCLE
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Perhaps predictably, almost all of these com-
mentators pretending to be in the know about
the “real” Eliza stuck to the details of her story
and her person provided by Stowe, even
though the latter admitted that she based the
physical description of the character on “a
beautiful quadroon girl” she saw but once on
a trip through Kentucky. In meeting the ex-
pectations of their public, they endowed the
“real” Eliza with attributes, the source of
which had nothing to do with the purported
case of a fugitive woman who crossed the icy
Ohio River somewhere in the eastern portion
of the state. They also all agreed that she
passed through the hands of Ripley’s John
Rankin, though the story Stowe used appears

be & heap more relishin’ . L
dren.”” yer kmow.”? el to have stemmed from a Cincinnati incident
(probably in accordance with her reference in
the Key to “a Presbyterian clergyman of Ohio”), which most readers familiar

with the territory would have taken to be Rankin. Beyond that, the accounts

In ber Key to Uncle Tom’s
Cabin, Stowe admitted that
she based the physical
description of Eliza Harris
on a “quadroom girl” she
saw in Kentucky. The
Filson Historical Society

differed widely, with each cast in an improbable light necessary to the alleged
involvement of its author. Mitchell claimed to have sheltered the “real” Eliza
the second night out, though he was never close enough to Ripley to have
done so. Coffin went a step better and asserted that his wife gave Eliza Harris
the name by which she became famous, a doubly perplexing circumstance for
the namesake of a fictional character. One should trust least of all these oth-
erwise reliable sources on the Underground Railroad, given that their motiva-
tion to stretch the truth was greatest.*

he one exception to this general rule is the testimony left by John
Rankin, Jr., son of the famous Presbyterian minister of the same name
whose house atop the hill in Ripley has remained the Underground
Railroad’s most famous landmark. To be sure, in his case no more reason
exists to assume its authoritative character than in that of his better-known
contemporaries. On the contrary, as one of fourteen children of a man whom
he felt had an insufficiently appreciated role in the Underground Railroad,
John Rankin, Jr., likely had the largest stake in claiming a connection to Eliza
Harris. In contrast to his far more prominent father and oldest brother, he
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alone related the story of a Kentucky fugitive slave woman—actually two
slave women rolled into a composite—as that of the “real” Eliza. What makes
his narrative especially interesting is neither that he claims to have known her,
nor that its details appear most authentic, but that his Eliza is so altogether
different from all of the others, not only in how she appears, but, more impor-
tant, in what she does.’

According to Rankin, Eliza’s involvement with the Underground Railroad
did not end, as it does in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, when she, her husband, and her
young child reached Canada. Instead, she returned to Ripley, intent on liber-
ating more of her family. John Rankin, Sr., according to his son, “was as-
tounded” and warned her against it. Returning whence she came could cost
her her life. The woman whose winter crossing of the Ohio’s broken ice had
captivated the American and British public and who had convinced the “noted
negro hunter and a most noted ruffian” who found her that she deserved
freedom was prepared to incur the risk.°

he brought with her a French Canadian man whom she employed to
scout the location and prepare the ground for the rescue. He obtained
work and the confidence of the slaveholders of the district. But Eliza
insisted on taking charge of the escape plot itself so John Rankin, Jr., and one
of his brothers—both accustomed to helping fugitives cross
the river in a northward direction—rowed the woman

described as “a stout, heavy woman of about five feet,
four inches in height” back into the den of slavery. John
Rankin, Jr., wrote, “I never knew my Father to be so anx-
ious about anything that had ever happened, for he was
always opposed to any one’s going over there and risking
his life.””

Eliza’s second crossing, as told by Rankin, though not
nearly so dramatic as the one depicted in Uncle Tom’s
Cabin, was perhaps even more poignant. She emerged
once again, not only with her two daughters—one of
whom gave birth almost immediately upon reaching

Last spring, while the author was in New

York, a Presbyterian eclergyman, of Ohio,

came to her, and said, I understand they
dispute that fact about the woman’s crossing
the river. Now, I know all about that, for
I got the story from the very man that
helped her up the bank. I know it is true,
for she is now living in Canada.”

It has been objected that the representa-
tion of the scene in which the plan*for kid-
napping Eliza, concocted by Haley, Marks
and Loker, at the tavern, is & gross carica-
ture on the state of things in Ohio. -

Ohio—but also with four other fugitive slave children as well. Local white
residents searched the African American homes in the vicinity, but found none
of the fugitives. Because those in the area never spoke about the incident, it
never made its way into the public’s consciousness. The youngest Rankin son
wrote, “More people had the satisfaction of knowing that they had lent a
helping hand to the largest known number of fleeing fugitives in one bunch,
ever passing that way. And they were happy, both men, women and girls to
keep the secret, and never to talk about it, as though it were their own.”®
The same might have been said about fugitive slave women in general.
Tellers of the story of the Underground Railroad have focused on brave and
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BEYOND THE QUEST FOR THE “REAL ELIZA HARRIS”

Uncle Tom’s Cabin,
engraving by Charles
Rochussen. Collection of
Dr. Fritz Daguillard

daring men—black and white—to the exclusion of the many women who
were known to participate. This omission is not owing to a lack of evidence.
For example, Rankin’s father and brother corroborate that the woman who
John Rankin, Jr., describes undertook the rescue mission, though neither con-
nects it with the “real Eliza Harris.” John Rankin, S—whose account may
in the end be most trustworthy—ascribes the frozen crossing and the rescue to
two different women, though he affirms the details of the rescue operation
described by his son, including the lapse of time before the fugitive’s return for
her daughters, his own suggestion that she don the attire of a man, his oppo-
sition to the plan, his extreme anxiety during their absence in Kentucky, and
the necessity of leaving two children behind. Adam Rankin, too, provides a
matching account of a fugitive who returned with a Canadian man to secure
the freedom of family members. In his version, however, the fugitive in ques-
tion not only wore the clothing of a man, but
was one himself. Rankin perhaps unconsciously
succumbed to the notion that only 2 man would
have hazarded such a trip. Levi Coffin relates
the same history of a woman’s return for her
children to the South via Ripley and the Coffin
household, though omitting the participation of
the Canadian and the connection to the famous
fictional fugitive.’

o be sure, other contemporary sources

also reveal similar bias with respect to

the gender of fugitives. Estimates de-
rived from advertisements for runaways con-
vey the impression that adult males made up
eighty percent of the fugitive population. Yet
the historical record is far from devoid of the
presence of women. On the contrary, the avail-
able evidence shows far more women fugitives—
often with children—crossing through the Ohio
Valley than estimates derived from runaway
slave ads would lead us to believe. Many cel-
ebrated fugitive slave cases involved women, including that of the Ohio Valley’s
most famous fugitive, Margaret Garner, tried for murdering her child in 1856
in Cincinnati rather than seeing her reenslaved. For his involvement in the
Queen City of the West in the escape of a woman known only as Matilda in
1837, abolitionist James Gillespie Birney found himself convicted and fined.
Moreover, if the reminiscences of participants are any indication, women were
well represented in the fugitive slave population making its way through the
Ohio Valley. A large proportion of the cases related by such leading Under-
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ground Railroad participants as Laura Haviland, John Parker, Levi Coffin,
William Mitchell, and John Rankin detail the escapes of women acting alone
or in groups including women. Even allowing for selection, more of the fugi-
tives traversing the Ohio Valley must have been women than statistics derived
from runaway slave advertisements suggest. While accurate numbers are im-
possible to ascertain, the conclusion seems warranted
that women (and children) constituted a significant pro-
portion of the fugitive slave population. The figure of
the fleeing female fugitive was more common than has
generally been thought.*

A second conclusion that emerges from contempo-
rary sources and memoirs is that female fugitives, like
John Rankin, Jr.’s Eliza Harris, were far more active in
their own causes than the legend of the Underground
Railroad might lead us to believe. The Eliza Harris
escape in Uncle Tom’s Cabin was certainly brave, but
desperation of the moment most certainly motivated
it. Curiously, at the conclusion of her mad dash across
the ice, Eliza reverts to the character of a Victorian
woman. She falls at the feet of a man who determines
her fate as his strong hand lifts her to safety, his heart
“softened at the sight of that weak woman.” Rankin, however, had enshrined
in his mind the image of a quite different woman, one not suited to the role of
the young heroine of a Victorian romance, but one “short, stout,” middle-
aged, strong, and determined to rescue her remaining children despite the
evident apathy of her husband. John Rankin, Jr.’s Eliza is important not be-
cause she, in contrast to the other “real” Elizas, might bring us closer to the
identity of the source of the fictional heroine. The significance of Rankin’s
Eliza lies in the clues she provides to a more important task: shedding light on
the experience of the female fugitive slave."!

incinnati, the city from which Harriet Beecher Stowe had first

introduced the world to Eliza Harris, became the scene of an event a

few years later that produced the most famous true-to-life fugitive.
Like the fictional Eliza Harris, Margaret Garner’s notoriety lay with her de-
termination to prevent her two-year-old child from suffering through a life of
slavery, but in other respects the mother of four presented to the world a very
different picture of fugitive slave women. Having made their escape from
rural Boone County, Kentucky, Garner, her husband, and their children crossed
the Ohio to Cincinnati in January 1856 and lodged briefly with a cousin. As
the posse led by their master surrounded the premises, Margaret Garner cut
her youngest daughter’s throat, rather than have her grow up in slavery, and
would have done so to all her children had the posse not prevented her. Garner’s
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BEYOND THE QUEST FOR THE “REAL ELIZA HARRIS”

Old slave quarters in
Boone County, Kentucky,
1868. The Filson Historical
Society

case might have been unique, but her force
of character, the degree to which she be-
lied Victorian notions of women’s weak-
ness and need for protection, and her bold
defiance of a world determined to oppress
her were not.'?

Other fugitive women had to make
what must have seemed to them an al-
most equally tragic choice: the decision
to leave children behind in slavery. Cer-
tainly the woman who the younger John
Rankin selected as the “real Eliza Har-
ris” had to make such a fateful decision,
but the same choice confronted Susan
Hall, whom John Malvin assisted to free-
dom from a river steamer in Cincinnati’s public landing in 1829. Just before
Malvin’s leadership role in the famous exodus of the African American popu-
lation from the city in response to the city government’s announced intention
to enforce Ohio’s Black Laws, he discovered that the two hailed from the
same Virginia county and even that the woman was a friend of his mother.
Malvin succeeding in getting Hall, in an advanced state of pregnancy with her
third child, together with one of her children, to safety. Another daughter,
however, was too closely watched, and Hall had to leave her behind, knowing
that there was almost no chance of tracking her child down and successfully
rescuing her.'?

frican Americans on either side of the Ohio seldom had the luxury of

finding the same protections from which Eliza Harris benefited. When

a slave catcher appeared in the early 1830s in the fugitive-dominated
African American community of Cabin Creek, Indiana (in Randolph County,
near the Ohio border) with a constable, a writ, and a posse of local “roughs,”
the situation appeared hopeless for the two young girls they sought. Only the
elderly grandmother of two fugitives from Tennessee stood between them and
their return to slavery, and she was determined to forfeit her own life if neces-
sary to save them from that fate. With her home surrounded, the old woman
“seized a corn-cutter and placed herself in the only door of the cabin, defying
the crowd and declaring that she would cut the first man in two who under-
took to cross the threshold.” Her steadfast resolve stopped them just long
enough for help to arrive. The young girls’ uncle, together with some other
men, joined the woman barring the door, the small cabin’s only egress. But
the dangers of the situation were by no means over, for the law was on the
side of the bounty hunters, and they claimed the “fugitives from service,” as
the Fugitive Slave Law deemed them. The girls’ uncle bought extra time by
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demanding to see the writ and disputing its fitness and legality. The posse
grew angrier and more violent. They demanded entry, and the residents fi-
nally had to yield to avoid a bloodbath that likely would have ended the
existence of the community. They ransacked the premises, but could find no
trace of the young girls. During the commotion, the girls had slipped out,
dressed as boys, and neighbors took them away on horseback to safety.!*

he role of protector fell just as heavily on enslaved women as on their

spouses. After discovering in the early 1840s that her husband was

to receive three hundred blows with a wooden paddle, Eliza Little, of
Jackson, Tennessee, determined that the two had to escape. Local white
slaveowners had always considered John Little, born in Murfreesboro, North
Carolina, a troublesome piece of property, and he had ended up on a western
Tennessee plantation as a result of numerous other unsuccessful attempts at
escape. A field hand on a cotton plantation there, Little married another
newcomer to the area, sixteen-year old Eliza, from Petersburg, Virginia. Eliza
persuaded her master, who doubled as a slave trader, to purchase her hus-
band, but less than a year later he sold John Little and the slave again escaped,
only to be captured back in Jackson. Eliza intervened to ensure his survival,
immediately seeing to his con-
cealment in the woods. When
their master discovered her
spouse’s absence, he subjected
Eliza to the torture that
awaited all who attempted or
abetted escapes. Years later,
she recalled that “they whipped
me in the same way they did
the men,” yet she refused to
reveal the location of her hus-
band. “I was put under a
guard,—but I was too cunning
for him, and joined my hus-
band.” Together they made
their way one hundred forty
miles on foot to the mouth of the Ohio River at Cairo, Illinois. Even after her
and then her husband’s shoes had fully given out, Eliza made the journey to
Chicago barefooted, her feet “blistered and sore,” her ankles “swollen.” Af-
ter much hardship, they eventually reached Queen’s Bush, Canada, where
they became prosperous farmers. Eliza Little, who described herself as « brought
up in the house” before her year in the Tennessee cotton fields, believed that
the journey produced a great change in her. She forded rivers and streams and
waded through bogs, side by side with her husband. She took her turns at
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watch, as they never dared sleep at the same time. She faced a group of armed
white men alone, managing to convince them that she was not a fugitive. “I
got to be quite hardy—quite used to water and bush-whacking; so that by the
time I got to Canada, I could handle an axe, or hoe, or any thing. I felt proud
to be able to do it—to help get cleared up, so that we could have a home, and
plenty to live on.” John Little saw his wife as anything but weak and in need
of his assistance. From their Canadian home, John Little put their partner-
ship in perspective: “I did not realize...that she was a brave woman.... My
wife worked right along with me...for we were raised slaves, the women ac-
customed to work, and undoubtedly the same spirit comes with us here” (em-

phasis added).*

n enslaved African American woman named Judy had to do more
than work beside her husband; she had to work in his place after a
debilitating beating. Judy crossed the Ohio River with her son into
Indiana, probably in the 1820s, in pursuit of her husband and the “gentle-
man” who had purchased him, in a desperate attempt to keep her family
together. Though no longer legally a slave, her husband was compelled to
work in Vincennes for the man as a bound servant for a fixed term. Judy
struck a deal with this new master to allow her to work for him to purchase
herself as well. Her husband received such a brutal beating as the result of a
previous escape attempt that she ended up working for both of their terms.
Before she completed them, however, her spouse died and her master sold
Judy to a slave trader who took her to New Orleans, where she suffered hav-
ing her son wrenched from her arms on the auction block.'¢
Self-reliance constituted a common theme among fugitive slave women,
many of whom took charge of daring escapes involving a number of persons.
Mary French’s northern Kentucky master permitted her to work as a domes-
tic in Cincinnati in the late 1840s, believing the family she left behind across
the Ohio River effectively bound her to him, though her mistress worried that
such visits would “spoil” her. French, however, had other ideas. While in
Cincinnati, she approached white abolitionist Laura Haviland for help. The
latter provided encouragement and suggested a plan, but ventured no more
concrete aid. Some time later, enacting Haviland’s approach with her own
embellishments, French arrived in Cincinnati escorting a contingent of eight
children out of Kentucky slavery, slave posse at her heels. With a reward of
$1,000 for their return serving as incentive for her betrayal, French took her
charges to African American Baptist minister John Hall, a native of Kentucky.
Some of his black Underground Railroad coworkers quickly alerted him that
slave hunters were hot on the trail, and they dispersed the contingent through-
out the Queen City’s extensive interracial network of activists. Mary French
herself lodged with the Coffins. Cincinnati’s African American brain trust
ensured their safe passage northward with an audacity and flair that revealed
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the increasing boldness of the black population along the frontlines. As con-
ductors spirited the nine fugitives out of the city, they rushed a large carriage
to a location known to be under surveillance, where nine African American
residents of roughly the
same description “were
hustled in with haste, and
driven off with speed.”
The slave catchers imme-
diately hailed the police,
who descended on the ve-
hicle. Recalled Haviland,
“[Tlhe [African American]
man beside the driver de-

manded the reason why he
and his ladies should re-
ceive this insult to hinder
their pleasure ride. By
throwing a light from their
dark lantern in the faces of
their pursuers, the hunters they had suspected were recognized, to their great
annoyance. There were those among them who would not have been ex-
posed, perhaps, for half the amount of the reward.”!’

ames Adams recalled his escape from Virginia slavery as one of six

children in a party that an enslaved woman led northward in 1824,

Adams lost touch with her forever when she turned back in pursuit of

her four children, whom locals had captured after false friends had be-
trayed them. Some enslaved women could do no more than assist their chil-
dren to freedom, even at the cost of remaining in the institution themselves.
The mother of a ten-year-old New Orleans girl named Lavinia instructed her
child to take advantage of a riverboat trip to Cincinnati on which she was
accompanying her master in order to effect her freedom. The woman ap-
prised her daughter of the facilities that the city offered for escape, made
known to her the legal ramifications of her sojourn onto free territory for her
status as a slave, and warned her of the consequences if she did not take full
advantage of this unique opportunity. Carefully carrying out her mother’s
instructions upon arrival, the young girl located a sympathetic African Ameri-
can family that accomplished her rescue. For the mother of fugitive Francis
Federic, the price proved high for remaining behind on the Mason County,
Kentucky farm in the 1850s: brutalization at the hands of a vengeance-minded
master combined with the searing pain of separation from her son. Her son
did not let her into the plot to gain his liberty, assisted by a sympathetic “abo-
litionist planter” in the vicinity. As he prepared to leave, the specter of the
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treatment his mother would receive nearly overwhelmed Francis Federic: “I
could foresee how my master would stand over her with the lash to extort
from her my hiding-place.” “How she would suffer torture on my account,
and be distressed that I had left her for ever until we should meet hereafter in
heaven I hoped.” John Parker’s benefactor, a woman who assisted him on his
escape, was perhaps even more remarkable, especially because she had caught
sight of this strange teenage runaway for the first time just before making up
her mind to assist him. The woman held off her master while Parker made for
the woods. Decades later he still marveled at her bravery and determination
to aid a fellow slave: “The last I saw of her she was fighting, scratching,
holding her man, like I was one of her own children. I have often wondered

what happened to her, for she certainly was in for a severe whipping.”'®

ccasionally, enslaved women escaped in the effort to reunite their

families in freedom. An enslaved woman whom English traveler

Edward Abdy encountered in Madison, Indiana, in the early 1830s
was determined to blaze a trail of freedom for her husband and children.
Having been sold into Cotton Belt slavery from the Lexington, Kentucky,
farm where her husband and children remained, she slipped away from the
slave trader and returned the four hundred miles on foot to Kentucky. Caught
and imprisoned, she again escaped, and, after a wandering existence of some
three months, made it as far as Madison. The African American community
there assisted her with money for the journey to Canada, where she hoped
fervently that her family would join her.?’

Though female fugitives often struck for liberty in the company of spouses
and children, large numbers of women acted in groups or alone, occasionally
followed sometime later by a spouse. After the onset of the Civil War, Lucretia
Harper Simpson, then in her forties, set her course for freedom together with
three other women. She had lived all of her life on the same Lafayette, Ken-
tucky, farm. Her husband had been a free man, but he had recently died, and
she and her companions knew enough about the uncertainty that the war
created to risk their lives for their liberty. The four traveled alone at night
through the state of Kentucky from their home in Lafayette, crossed the Ohio
at Maysville, and continued on to Toledo, where they found work and settled.
Mattie Jackson also took advantage of the war to obtain her freedom. For six
months, she got up daily at four o’clock a.m. to scout secretly around Louis-
ville until she finally made contact with African American operatives of the
Underground Railroad. On the pretext of attending a Sunday evening ser-
vice, she slipped away, crossed the Ohio River with their assistance, and found
freedom in Indianapolis. Similar scenes had taken place on the Ohio for de-
cades. From Cincinnati, abolitionist editor James G. Birney reported in 1837,
“Six weeks ago, a young married woman escaped from N[ew| Orleans by
Steamboat and was successfully concealed by her colored friends. Yesterday,
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her husband arrived, and at 5 o’clock in the afternoon they were both in the
Stage on their way from this place to Canada.”?®

African American women in the Ohio Valley were also heavily involved in
the work of receiving fugitives. Historian Julie Jeffrey has written, “Although
many of the stories about conductors on the underground railroad highlight
the role of men, black women, like their white counterparts, did much of the
routine work upon which the smooth operation of the underground railroad
depended.” They also did a great deal of the less routine work. Fugitives
from slavery were also included in their ranks. Harriet Tubman, the best-
known conductor on the Underground Railroad, who worked on the eastern-
most route, was a fugitive who always traveled armed. One of Cincinnati’s
Underground Railroad stalwarts, Catherine Doram (known to friends as
Kittie), escaped from slavery at the age of twelve. With the thirty-six cents
she brought with her, she established herself as a seamstress. By the time of
the Civil War, she was materially well off, despite evidently never having mar-
ried. Doram’s friend, Calvin Fairbank, a noted Underground Railroad opera-
tive in his own right, wrote of her, “She rose in her dignity like Sojourner
Truth.” Doram was among the longest serving members of what Fairbank
called the Cincinnati Underground Railroad’s “directory,” in which she had
served since at least the early 1840s, her activism dating to a period before the
involvement of Levi Coffin. She used her home to shelter fugitives and she
had enough respect to be selected alongside “President” Coffin to the com-
mittee formed to raise money for Fairbank on his release from prison in 1864.
And she was among the largest donors to his cause.?!

ven when they were not themselves fugitives, most women who be-

came involved in the Underground Railroad had experienced

bondage. Frances Jane Scroggins, like many other African American
Cincinnatians, had been born into Virginia slavery in 1819. Her grandfather,
a white American officer in the War of the Revolution, emancipated his child,
Frances’s mother, together with her four young daughters. No longer en-
slaved, they were nevertheless left without means, forcing her mother to risk
placing Frances into apprenticeship, often a direct avenue to re-enslavement.
Though she suffered frequent beatings, Frances was fortunate; her mother
remarried a freeman and they reclaimed her from bondage. The family then
migrated to Ohio and, around the age of twenty, Frances took up residence in
Cincinnati, where she boarded at the home of Major James Wilkerson.
Wilkerson soon found that he had much in common with his young lodger.
He, too, had been born into slavery in Virginia, his grandfather had been an
officer in the Revolutionary army, and he also was a newcomer to Cincinnati,
a minister in the African Methodist Episcopal Church. In 1841, when one of
the largest antebellum race riots in American history broke out in Cincinnati,
Wilkerson headed up the self-defense efforts of the African American com-
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munity that succeeded in driving off the attackers. Frances Scroggins became
an active member of the Wilkerson household.”

Scroggins soon devoted herself to the cause of abolitionism and to the assis-
tance of runaways. When a young African American woman named Caroline,
who had stepped off a steamboat in Cincinnati with her master in hot pursuit,
asked Scroggins for assistance, she did not hesitate. Though a newcomer to the
city and to the excitement of its escape dramas, Frances Scroggins knew just
what to do. She took the woman’s hand and ran with her through Cincinnati’s
streets to the nearest place of safety. The master, who saw them enter that
abode, forcefully demanded the return of his slave. While he was briefly de-
tained at the front door, conductors rushed Caroline out the back and within
seconds they had hidden her at a neighbor’s house, a process that they repeated
until she was safely out of Cincinnati and on her way to Canada. Scroggins
soon thereafter married Thomas Brown, himself an activist in the Underground
Railroad, and they relocated to Pittsburgh, where she continued her Under-
ground Railroad work while raising two children. Her daughter became a
prominent founder of the African American women’s club movement and her
son went on to serve in the Ohio state legislature after the war.??

hese women in the clandestine network provided some of the most

efficient and effective operatives. When asked to relate the most

notable Underground Railroad episode that came under his observance,
noted abolitionist and former Lane Seminary student rebel Huntington Lyman
recalled watching a Cincinnati African American woman row a skiff over to
the Kentucky side early one morning to arrange the details of an escape. Unfor-
tunately for her, she ran straight into the slaves’ owner, who threatened to turn
the dogs on her. Still, she managed to communicate her message to the slaves.
As a result of her work, Lyman recalled, “The old man, who was a slave holder
when he went to bed, was a non-slave holder when he awoke.” The story of a
mysterious elderly woman known only as Jinney is perhaps even more remark-
able. Operating from the southern rather than the northern bank of the Ohio
River, she ferried fugitives from Parkersburg, Virginia, to Marietta, Ohio, never
once availing herself of the freedom she assisted countless others to reach. She
opted instead to remain in slavery.?*

Like their male counterparts, women operatives found themselves caught up
in violent clashes between proslavery and antislavery forces. The Berry resi-
dence was a frequent stopping point for runaways, which meant it suffered
frequent searches by slave hunting parties. In one encounter, members of a
posse attacked Samuel Berry. As her husband endured a terrible beating, Mariam
Berry sprang to his defense. This action almost cost her life, together with that
of their small baby who she was carrying in her arms, when one of the assail-
ants hurled a knife at her. Her daughter recalled, “she caught her wrapper in
the door [of an old stove], just as a man cut at her with a spring dirk knife; it
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glanced on the door instead of on mother. I have thanked God many a time
for that stove door. But for it my poor mother would have been killed that
night.”?

With the exception of Margaret Garner, the female fugitives who passed
through the Ohio Valley, together with the women who participated in the
work of helping them, remained anonymous in their own time, and their names
and their stories have been all but lost in the intervening century and a half.
In their place, the fictional Eliza Harris has embedded in the figure of fugitive
slave women at least some of the images of the Victorian ideology found in
the description of her escape in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. The quest for the “real
Eliza” was both literally and figuratively the search for the identity of a figure
who never existed. To that extent, it has already too long deflected scholarly
attention from a much more important subject of inquiry, that of recovering a
history, not of the alleged origin of a popular story about slavery and escape
but of the thousands of women whose experiences have been, in effect, dis-
carded because they did not match that of a more popularized character of
melodrama and romance. &
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