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Touring Illinois on the Underground Railroad Challenges Local Researcher

Story and photo by LIZ QUIRIN
Messengar editor

Taking a trip requires planning,
paclking, perhaps & map, sometimes a
bon voyage party, amnd then a sharing of
photos, souvenirs and memories.

That's not the way it was for Afri-
can Americans traveling on the Un-
derground Rallroad who risked their
fives for freedom. To celebrate Black
History month, we talked with people
who want to research the past and
change the future of the descendants
of a people who came Lo this country
e lavad.

“We have to look at the migration
sk as one that ocewrred in waves,”
Anne Walker said, Walker of East 51,
Losnis is doeumenting the Underground
Ryl thormsogh o six-year grant from
thae siale of Hlinais,

The project., Freedom Trails: Lega-
ctes of Hope, s documenting the 11
Timeds 1radls and the journeys of those
enslaved as they traveled to freedom,
Adveng thes weay, Walker has discoverad
o el e places where freedom
seelers found sabe haven ol some of
ghe people who nssisted them on their
Jonrney.

“Tlee moal 5 to ereace a cultural
ivenoory — to map out visitor friendly
travils i people will be able fo follow,”
Wallier said,

Waller commissioned artist, Edna
Patterson Petly, to take her vision and
transkate it into a gquilt from which she
telbs che story ol migration from en-
alaved 1o free, and Walker names some
aof the peaple whe have had an impact
o Hhiose earlier joourneys and present-
day peeple who continne thebr jpourneys
Ll iy,

e bloek ol e quill showes n log
cabrin with o red souare i the center. [T
Chas quilt was hung on a line or a fenee
post, o freedom seeloer would know Lhis
was i safe house, Another gquilt panel,
called ving geese, has ane dircelion
sewn in black thal indicates the dizec-
tlom the freedom seeker shiould take
Trom thar podnt on.,

The songs sung in the fiebds or by
people teaveling on the yailread often
Tl messages: “Swing Low Sweet Char-
il sugpested reedom seekers wonld
be traveling by wagon through the area,
The word wenl ont in song.

In resenrching the milroad, Wallier
T spent hours pouring over old coart
docnments, Ealked 1o hundreds of
peeapalee, listened oo stories and mow has
& Tnseinaling story af her own o el

“It's a talking quilt,” Anna Walker says, With it, she talls the story of the Underground Reitraad in Ifinois and some of the peopla — past

and present — who have had, and continug to have, an impact on Americans today.

abaut the haroism of ball those who
traveled the Underground Railvoad
aned these who helped them.

Tesa Stavies were SormeTines
diffienlt to find. *Everything was so
serret,” she daid. *1 bave 1o piece 3
Logether lilke a patchwork gquill.”

Help came Trom aeross Hlinois, a
Teee state, George Burrowphs of Cai,
o Dlaek railrosdd conduetor, aometimes
gave railroad passes to those cseaping
Teomy Kentuwely or Bissourd, 1o eide the
wrain fo Chicapgo whers they wionld be
free and aafe,

These fraveling oo this railyoad
could flnd 2 sale houwse with Bengamin
Rowats of Tamearoa, Walker said.

I Bt 56 Lowis, "1 have been told
Chureh Lane was an Undergronied
Railroad stop, and folks at st Philip
iy have been imvolved,” Wallier sail,
She hasn't Founcd any wiay Lo verily the
Chnreh Lane stap yvel, but she's stilk
lonsleing o information and listening
Lo stories, " People give me bits and

pieces.” she said, “People are still ve-
lnetant te talk about the Underpgroonnd
Railroacl. It was a ascret then, and
prenple dor't want i admit shives were
browghel Dasre, ™

Bometimes, instead of calling them
slaves, people cailed them “servanis”
Walloer saidl,

Thie {He Slave House along e, 1
near Eguality 18 the "reverse of the Un-
et Rallvoad,” Waller aaid. Mow
chissead, Fhie boodse was wsa=< 0o Boaeld]
runzway slves uniil their “owners™
o fo reclaim them. Walker wants
the house recpened becawse this is
part of everyome's heritage,

Walker safdd she suspects "Catholics
were more invalvedl thism we know.”

Walker, gives presentations abont
e Coddergronnd Bailvoad to gronps,
Dest 1 Loy ascluestes Ul absong e siles
anyel T Introlues the people who Leay-
eled and maintainsd che railroad. She
b s Iocling for information and sto-
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ries to add to the knowledge she has,

Walker's research has surfaced
stories that document a journey taken
by those seeking freetom after slaves
were: o ght fe the United States in
1614,

“107s all abwout a jowrney,” she s,
bt it7s o jonrney that continned
lomg after the Civil War, She falks
aload the “migration” as oceurring in
wiwes: fivsl, people were englaved and
bervghhe o s conmiey; D Cheil War
andd Emaneipation Proaclameation freed
them oo paper; the Civil Righis Move-
ment of the 19805 brought another
wave to Lhe surface and pointed o
injustice and a lack of freedom lor
Alrican Americans.

The praject 15 “a veaching back, giv-
ing acknowledgment to ol ancestors
ws we meve forward,” Walker snid,

Forgnore igftermation o e proi
el prlecese see the el siter e free
eherned il egaciesorg. To seliedule o
pvesenlaltion, plevese call 3051




