
The Underground Railroad was a secret network that helped enslaved African Americans escape from
slave-holding states to free states and to Canada.

It operated mainly from the late 1700s through the mid-1800s, reaching its peak before the American
Civil War.

The term “railroad” was symbolic; there were no actual trains—routes, helpers, and locations were
disguised using railroad language.

Conductors were guides who led people to freedom, while stations were safe houses where they could
hide and rest.

Harriet Tubman was the most famous conductor, leading dozens of rescue missions after escaping
slavery herself.

Free African Americans, formerly enslaved people, white abolitionists, Quakers, and religious groups all
cooperated in the network.

Communication relied on coded messages, songs, symbols, and word of mouth to avoid detection.

The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 increased risks by requiring escaped enslaved people to be returned
even from free states, making secrecy more critical.

Frederick Douglass supported the movement through activism, writing, and providing safe houses,
though he often worked publicly rather than as a conductor.

An estimated tens of thousands of people escaped slavery through the Underground Railroad.

The Underground Railroad became a powerful symbol of resistance to slavery and contributed to
growing sectional conflict in the United States.


