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Harriet Tubman 
 

Harriet Tubman was born Araminta 
Ross around 1822 in Dorchester County, 
Maryland. She was born into slavery and 
experienced traumatizing violence in her 
childhood, the effects of which lasted 
throughout her life. In 1849, when her 
enslaver was making plans to sell her away, 
she decided to claim her freedom. She fled 
north by herself, aided along her perilous 
route by agents of the Underground 
Railroad.  

For the next decade, Tubman traveled 
back to Maryland thirteen times, directly 
guiding about 70 other people to freedom as 
well as giving instructions to many more. 
During the Civil War, she worked for the 
United States Army as a nurse, spy, and 
soldier, becoming the first American woman 
to lead a military operation during the Raid 
on Combahee Ferry in 1863. Despite her 
wartime contributions, she was granted 
neither a pension nor recognition from the 
government. Yet, she unselfishly devoted 
the next five decades fighting for civil rights, 
women’s suffrage, and advocating for aid to 
the homeless, sick, and elderly. 

Harriet Tubman’s final words before she 
passed away in 1913 at the age of 91 were: “I 
go to prepare a place for you.” 

Harriet Tubman 
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Niagara Falls  
Suspension Bridge 

 
When this bridge was completed in 

1855, it became the first railway suspension 
bridge in the world. John A. Roebling was 
the bridge’s architect—he would later 
become more well-known when he designed 
New York City’s Brooklyn Bridge. The 
Niagara Falls Suspension Bridge spanned 
the Niagara River at its narrowest point, 
which still measured an impressive 821 feet 
across. It featured two levels: the top level 
allowed trains to cross safely while the 
bottom level was meant for pedestrian and 
carriage use. Three different sets of railroad 
track were laid on the bridge to 
accommodate the different track gauges 
(width between wheels) used by the three 
railroads that crossed at this point. The 
Suspension Bridge stood until 1897 when it 
was replaced by the Lower Steel Arch 
Bridge, which was renamed the Whirlpool 
Rapids Bridge in 1937. This bridge still 
stands today and is used as a regular US-
Canada border crossing. 

Niagara Falls 
 

The Niagara Falls were formed some 10,000 
years ago at the end of the last major ice age. As 
glaciers gradually melted, they formed the Great 
Lakes, which emptied into what is known today 
as the Niagara River. Over time, erosion by the 
water currents caused rock layers to collapse, 
forming the Falls. Three individual waterfalls 
comprise the Niagara Falls: the Horseshoe Falls 
on the Canadian side of the border, and the 
American Falls and Bridal Veil Falls on the 
American side. Due to the enormous volume of 
water that makes its way over the cliffs, the Falls 
experience relatively severe erosion. This results 
in the cliff edge receding approximately one foot 
per year. As a result, the Falls would have looked 
noticeably different back in 1856. 

As a train crosses the Suspension Bridge, 
the Niagara Falls can be seen in the distance 

The Niagara Falls as depicted in 1857 
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Witmer’s Mill 
 

In many historical images of the Niagara 
Falls Suspension Bridge, there is a 
noticeable building just to the south along 
the cliffside. This was Witmer’s Mill, owned 
and operated by Christian H. Witmer. It had 
been built by Augustus Porter some decades 
prior—Porter was in fact the first European 
to have settled in the region. The mill was 
built to process grain, and it was powered by 
a water wheel that was set along the 
riverbanks 250 feet below and connected 
back to the main structure. 

The Suspension Bridge and Witmer’s Mil (left) 
visible in this image from the late 1850s 

Monteagle Hotel 
 

Since the Niagara Falls were first seen 
by European colonists, they have drawn 
considerable interest from tourists. In fact, 
until the Statue of Liberty was constructed 
in 1886, they were often regarded as the 
symbol of the United States and the so-
called “New World.” As travel by train 
became an increasingly affordable form of 
transportation in the mid-1800s, the 
Niagara region became much more 
accessible. Rising tourist traffic led to the 
rise of Niagara’s tourism industry. When the 
Monteagle Hotel opened in January 1856, 
its marble halls, mineral baths, and gilded 
furnishings made it the grandest building in 
the area. 

 

The Monteagle Hotel as seen in THE MOVEMENT: HARRIET TUBMAN 
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Village of Bellevue 
 

The Village of Bellevue, New York was 
incorporated in 1854. After the Niagara Falls 
Suspension Bridge was completed, the town 
became interchangeably referred to simply 
as “Suspension Bridge.” In its early years, 
the town mostly comprised hotels, shops, 
and other tourism-related buildings. This 
town was later merged with the Town of 
Niagara Falls (located immediately adjacent 
to the waterfalls) in 1892, becoming the City 
of Niagara Falls, New York. 

A map of “Suspension Bridge” from 1875 

Town of Clifton 
 

On the Canadian side of the Suspension 
Bridge was the Town of Clifton. This town 
was officially formed in June 1856 when the 
Villages of Elgin and Clifton were merged. 
The first European settlers had founded the 
Village of Clifton in 1832. In 1881, the town 
was renamed to the Town of Niagara Falls, 
later becoming the City of Niagara Falls, 
Ontario in 1904. 

A map of the Niagara region from 1892 
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31-Star United States Flag 
 

The 31-star flag was used by the United 
States for seven years: from 1851, after 
California was granted statehood, to 1858, 
when Minnesota was admitted to the Union. 
Three presidents served under this flag: 
Millard Fillmore, Franklin Pierce, and 
James Buchanan. This was the thirteenth 
iteration of the United States’ “stars and 
stripes” since the nation was founded. 

The 31-star flag used from 1851-1858 

British Colonial Canada 
 

While the United States won 
independence from Britain in 1783, the 
Canadian provinces remained within the 
British Empire. Niagara Falls was located in 
Upper Canada (renamed Ontario in 1867), 
where many loyalists fled after the American 
Revolutionary War. In 1834, slavery was 
officially abolished throughout the empire, 
including Canada. This act made Canada an 
appealing destination for freedom seekers. 
Over the next few decades, an estimated 
30,000 to 40,000 people crossed the 
northern border. Once across the border, 
they had “shook the lion’s paw,” a metaphor 
for being welcomed by the British Empire. 
Settled in their new homes, Black Canadians 
helped to build and develop their 
communities, finally free from slavery.  

A map of Upper Canada from 1855 

United States 
 

In 1856, the institution of slavery was 
holding strong in the American South. Since 
the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act in 1850 
to appease Southern slaveholders, the North 
was no longer safe for freedom seekers: this 
law enabled slave catchers to kidnap 
formerly enslaved and free people of color 
and send them into slavery. Conductors on 
the Underground Railroad like Harriet 
Tubman had to guide people north of the 
border, to Canada, for true freedom. A map of the United States from 1856 showing 

free states in red and slave states in blue 
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Joe Bailey 
 

Josiah “Joe” Bailey was 29 years old when he 
fled from enslavement in 1856. He had been 
enslaved by William Hughlett in Talbot County, 
Maryland, and was considered to be a valuable 
worker.  

However, after Joe experienced a 
particularly vicious beating at the hands of his 
enslavers, he set his heart on escape. Yet, despite 
the violence he would endure if he stayed, this 
could not have been an easy decision for him to 
make, as he left behind his wife, Ann Maria, and 
three children: Ellen, little Ann Maria, and 
Isabella. Not only would this guilt have weighed 
heavily on him during his journey north, but 
Hughlett had placed a massive $1500 bounty on 
his capture and safe return.  

As he had a distinctive scar under his left 
eye, Joe became increasingly anxious over the 
course of the journey of being recognized and 
apprehended. As the train approached the 
Suspension Bridge, he froze with fear, no matter 
how hard Tubman tried to cheer him up. 

But when the train reached the Canadian 
side, Joe was quickly overcome with the 
realization of what had happened, rejoicing 
loudly and passionately. “Glory to God and Jesus 
too,” he exclaimed, “one more soul is safe!” 

William Bailey 
 

William “Bill” Bailey was Joe Bailey’s older 
brother. In 1856, he was 32 years old and was 
enslaved by John Henry in Talbot County, 
Maryland. After Joe committed to escaping 
Maryland, Bill agreed to go with him, as he 
likewise could no longer bear the abuse of his 
enslavers. Like Joe, Bill had a family of his own 
that he was forced to leave behind: his wife and 
four young children. 

Newspaper advertisement placed in the Baltimore Sun 
after Joe, William, and Peter escaped 
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Excerpt from William Still’s “The Underground Railroad,” describing the group’s escape from Maryland 

Peter Pennington 
 

Peter Pennington was the youngest member 
of the group at 25. He had been enslaved by 
Turpin Wright of Dorchester County, Maryland, 
probably working in the fields or fisheries. After 
he and the others reached Canada, Peter 
eventually ended up in Sarnia, Ontario, where he 
spent the rest of his life. When he died in 1884, 
he donated his entire life’s savings to the town’s 
churches and the local library. Today, people in 
the town still celebrate his life and his 
contributions to their community. 

Eliza Manokey 
 

Eliza Manokey had initially fled from slavery 
in January 1856, over ten months before the 
group gathered in mid-November. She was 
around 42 years old when she escaped from her 
enslaver, Ann Greaves, who had separated Eliza 
from her free husband and two children. In the 
months before she was able to join Tubman and 
the others on their route northward, Eliza was 
mostly alone apart from some help from local 
free African Americans, bravely facing the 
challenges of hunger, climate, and disease. 
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Union Train Depot 
 
For freedom seekers traveling to Canada via the 
Niagara Falls Suspension Bridge, this was the 
last stop on their journey. As the town grew, 
attracting more visitors and processing more 
international commerce, it became necessary to 
expand the capabilities of the station. In 1863, 
the U.S. Customhouse was built near the bridge, 
becoming a hub of activity as more bridges were 
built across the river and traffic increased. 
Today, the first floor of the Customhouse 
building is home to the Niagara Falls 
Underground Railroad Heritage Center. 

The U.S. Customhouse built in 1863 

New York Central Railroad 
Locomotive 

 
Although the Underground Railroad does 

not refer to a physical railway system, trains 
were used from time to time, including for this 
particular journey. Harriet Tubman and her 
group most likely arrived at the Niagara Falls 
Suspension Bridge around 10:00 AM on the 
morning of December 1, 1856, onboard a train 
operated by the New York Central Railroad.  The 
train would have been powered by a standard    
4-4-0 locomotive of the era, most likely burning 
wood for fuel. Tubman and the others would 
have left Rochester at about 6:00 AM onboard 
the Emigrant Line, after having received funds 
from the Rochester Ladies Anti-Slavery Society.  “The General,” a standard 4-4-0 locomotive of the era 

Railroad Passenger Car 
 

Travel by railroad was becoming 
increasingly popular by the 1850s. As more track 
was laid and locomotive technology improved, 
so did the design of railroad passenger cars. 
Standard cars measured about 40 feet in length 
and could carry about 50 people when full—
small by today’s standards, as modern cars can 
measure over 90 feet long and carry over 80 
people. Most had eight wheels, which were 
divided into two “trucks'' of four wheels each at 
either end of the car. These trucks could swivel 
independently, greatly improving a car’s ability 
to travel on curving tracks. Many of these cars 
had narrow, reversible seating, allowing 
passengers to face either direction while also 
allowing cars to be more compact. 

The interior of the passenger car as seen in 
THE MOVEMENT: HARRIET TUBMAN 
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