
 

 

NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 

NATIONAL UNDERGROUND RAILROAD NETWORK TO FREEDOM 

 
 

Summary:  Tell us in 200 words or less what is being nominated and how it is connected to the 

Underground Railroad. 
 

The Philadelphia, Wilmington, and Baltimore Railroad Steam Ferry Landing site in 

Perryville, Maryland, at the mouth of the Susquehanna River, is relevant to the resistance 

to slavery. The site is associated with famous and lesser known escapes, and one 

kidnapping and rescue of a free Pennsylvania citizen. At the Susquehanna River, trains 

stopped in Havre de Grace, passengers and cars crossed on the railroad ferry, and 

resumed their journey from Perryville. Frederick Douglass escaped on this railroad in 

1838, and the Crafts in 1848. Charlotte Giles and Harriet Eglin escaped from Baltimore 

on this railroad. Henry “Box” Brown was freighted across on the ferry in 1859. Rachel 

Parker was kidnapped on the last day of 1851 by Thomas McCreary, who Frederick 

Douglass and other abolitionists referred to as “the notorious kidnapper from Elkton.” 

Part of the drama of her abduction, her rescue, and her pleas for freedom unfolded at the 

railroad site in Perryville. In 1853, Aaron Digges, fleeing from a Baltimore butcher, 

entered the train at the Susquehanna crossing, but he fell into the hands of Constable 

Thomas McCreary.  
 

 

S4.  Describe the site’s association and significance to the Underground Railroad.  Provide citations 

for sources used throughout the text.  Timelines are encouraged. 

Cecil County, Maryland, wedged into the northeast corner of the state, shares two 

Mason Dixon Lines, and is equidistant between Baltimore and Philadelphia. The more 

famous segment is the symbolic north-south divide at Maryland’s border with the Free 

State of Pennsylvania. The bordering counties in Pennsylvania, Lancaster and Chester 

counties, were in an area with a well-organized Underground Railroad leading to 

Philadelphia. The Mason Dixon Line on the east is shared with Delaware, a sister slave 

state. But like Pennsylvania, Delaware had a well-organized Underground Railroad, 

leading to Wilmington and on to Philadelphia. But accessing that network through Cecil 

County was not easy. As Frederick Douglas noted in his autobiography when he wrote 

about his escape through Cecil: “After Maryland I was to pass through Delaware--another 

slave State, where slave catchers generally awaited their prey, for it was not in the 

interior of the State, but on its borders, that these human hounds were most vigilant and 

active. The border lines between slavery and freedom were the dangerous ones, for the 

fugitives.”1 

In January, 1838 the Philadelphia, Wilmington, and Baltimore Railroad opened a 

direct ninety-three mile route between Baltimore and Philadelphia. This roughly straight-

line route along the coastal plain was the shortest railroad route between the two cities, 

                                                 
1 Frederick Douglass, Life and Times of Frederick Douglass, His Early Life as a Slave, His Escape from 

Bondage, and His Complete History to the Present Time [Hartford, Conn: Park Publishing Co., 1881], 199-

200. 



 

 

and it would remain so through the Civil War. In the same year, a route opened between 

Baltimore and York. But travel by this right angle route was slower, and other routes 

operated by different railroads connecting York and Philadelphia over rougher terrain 

developed in segments over time.2 The Philadelphia, Wilmington, and Baltimore 

Railroad remained the most direct, fastest, and convenient way to travel between those 

two cities. But the close scrutiny of African Americans at railway stations, which became 

stricter over time, made obtaining a ticket difficult. Those allowed to board the train at 

Baltimore, would travel through Baltimore County (politically separated from the city in 

1851), Harford County, and then cross the Susquehanna River, before continuing through 

Cecil County, Maryland and New Castle County, Delaware, finally entering a free state a 

short distance out of Wilmington.  

The Philadelphia, Wilmington, and Baltimore Railroad Steam Ferry Landing site 

in Perryville, Maryland, at the mouth of the Susquehanna River, is relevant to the 

resistance to slavery. The site is associated with famous and lesser known escapes, and 

one kidnapping and rescue of a free Pennsylvania citizen. At the Susquehanna River, 

trains stopped in Havre de Grace. The cars, detached from the engine, were rolled on to 

the rails on top of the railroad ferry Susquehanna prior to December, 1854, and the larger 

Maryland after that. The passengers gathered on the lower deck. Upon reaching the 

opposite shore at Perryville, the cars attached to another engine, and the passengers 

reentered the cars. Work on a bridge began in the 1850s, but the railroad did not complete 

the bridge until after the Civil War. Frederick Douglass escaped on this railroad in 1838, 

and the Crafts in 1848. Charlotte Giles and Harriet Eglin escaped from Baltimore on this 

railroad. Henry “Box” Brown was freighted across on the ferry in 1859. Rachel Parker 

was kidnapped on the last day of 1851 by Thomas McCreary, who Frederick Douglass 

and other abolitionists referred to as “the notorious kidnapper from Elkton.” Part of the 

drama of her abduction, her rescue, and her pleas for freedom unfolded at the railroad site 

in Perryville. In 1853, Aaron Digges, fleeing from a Baltimore butcher, entered the train 

at the Susquehanna crossing, but his attempt to flee failed. I propose the Philadelphia, 

Wilmington, and Baltimore Railroad steam ferry landing site at Perryville for designation 

as a Network to Freedom site.  

The Susquehanna River widens at Perryville to join the head of the Chesapeake 

Bay. Freedom seekers traveling through Harford County, Maryland by road found their 

path to Philadelphia blocked by the Susquehanna. Some could steal a boat to cross. That 

was the advice John Thompson received from a free black in the area when he escaped 

from the Washington D. C. area around 1837. But some, like Thompson, considered 

stealing a boat hazardous and chose to follow near the river into the free state of 

Pennsylvania and then crossed the near the river town of Columbia.3 Isaac Williams, 

                                                 
2 Philadelphia opposed internal improvements that directed commerce in the Pennsylvania hinterlands 

towards Baltimore. In 1840, the Wrightsville, York and, Gettysburg Railroad provided a connection 

between York and the Philadelphia and Columbia Railroad. In 1858, the North Central Railroad and the 

Pennsylvania Railroad connected at Sunbury, north of Harrisburg, providing a long right angle route 

between Baltimore and Philadelphia. 
3 John Thompson, The Life of John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave; Containing His History of 25 Years in 

Bondage, and His Providential Escape [Worchester: Self-published, 1856], 94-95. Thompson does not 



 

 

Henry Banks, and Christopher Nichols fled from the Fredericksburg area on the first day 

of December, 1854. When they reached Baltimore, they find the depot of the 

Philadelphia, Wilmington, and Baltimore Railroad at the President Street Station.  

Wanting a direct route to Philadelphia, they followed the railroad tracks and reached 

Havre de Grace at the mouth of the Susquehanna. On arrival, they were disappointed 

when they realized there was no bridge there connecting the two sides of the river. “But 

we did not cross the bridge, Williams commented to the writer recording his narrative, 

“we could not cross over as we had wished.” They headed north along the river into 

Pennsylvania, assisted by blacks they met along the way. Some freedom seekers 

encountered boatman who willingly rowed or sailed them across. Among them were two 

agents financed by abolitionist Lewis Tappan and a colleague. One agent at Havre de 

Grace would kindle a fire at night to signal that he had passengers waiting on the west 

bank and the agent on the Perryville side crossed to pick them up.4  

But some freedom seekers, taking a risk under the scrutiny of suspicious 

authorities, boarded trains on the literal railroad, and let the Philadelphia, Wilmington, 

and Baltimore Railroad convey them across the obstacle and on to Philadelphia. Some of 

these passengers on the above ground railroad succeeded and some of them became well 

known.  Frederick Douglas, disguised as a seaman and carrying the papers of a free 

black, escaped on that railroad. In his autobiography Douglass discusses his escape in 

1838, the year the railroad opened and before restrictions increased for African 

Americans wanting to travel by rail:  

“The passage of the Susquehanna river at Havre de Grace was made by ferry boat 

at that time, on board of which I met a young colored man by the name of 

Nichols, who came very near betraying me. He was a ‘hand’ on the boat, but 

instead of minding his business, he insisted upon knowing me, and asking me 

dangerous questions as to where I was going, and when I was coming back, etc. I 

got away from my old and inconvenient acquaintance as soon as I could decently 

do so, and went to another part of the boat. Once across the river I encountered a 

new danger. Only a few days before I had been at work on a revenue cutter, in 

Mr. Price's ship-yard, under the care of Captain McGowan. On the meeting at this 

point of the two trains, the one going south stopped on the track just opposite to 

the one going north, and it so happened that this Captain McGowan sat at a 

window where he could see me very distinctly, and would certainly have 

recognized me had he looked at me but for a second. Fortunately, in the hurry of 

the moment, he did not see me; and the trains soon passed each other on their 

respective ways.”5  

                                                 
provide the date of his escape but his birth in 1812 and his subtitle reference to 25 years a slave places the 

date in or near 1837. 
4 Benjamin Drew. A North View of Slavery: The Refugee: Or, the Narratives of Fugitive Slaves in Canada 

[Boston: J. P. Jewett and Company, 1856], 66-67; William Still. The Underground Railroad: A Record of 

Facts, Authentic Narrative, Letters …. [Philadelphia: Porter & Coates, 1872], 684. 
5 Frederick Douglass, 200. 



 

 

Another famous escape by rail was the daring and cunning ploy of Ellen and 

William Craft to free themselves from a Georgia slaveholder in 1848. Ellen used her light 

skin to her advantage. She disguised herself as a young recently injured white man 

bandaged about the face and with an arm in a sling, an excuse not respond to requests to 

sign any papers. Ellen’s husband accompanied the pseudo slave master in the role of her 

slave, and they began their journey from Macon, Georgia, switched to a steamboat and 

then back to a train. A suspicious official at the President Street Station in Baltimore 

whose job was to prevent slaves from leaving the state with anyone other than their 

master or without permission of the master almost ended their journey before relenting at 

the last minute. They nearly let their guard down after leaving Baltimore, expecting a 

smooth trip between there and Philadelphia. But they had a frightening experience at the 

Susquehanna. Upon arrival at the river, they became separated, putting their escape in 

jeopardy. William described the events, referring to Ellen by her role, his male master 

with an injured arm:  

“We left Baltimore about eight o'clock in the evening; and not being aware of a 

stopping-place of any consequence between there and Philadelphia, and also 

knowing that if we were fortunate we should be in the latter place early the next 

morning, I thought I might indulge in a few minutes' sleep in the car; but I … 

went to sleep at the wrong time, and took too long a nap. So, when the train 

reached Havre de Grace, all … passengers had to get out of the carriages and into 

a ferry-boat, to be ferried across the Susquehanna River, and take the train on the 

opposite side. The road was constructed so as to be raised or lowered to suit the 

tide. So they rolled the luggage-vans on to the boat, and off on the other side; and 

as I was in one of the apartments adjoining a baggage-car, they considered it 

unnecessary to awaken me, and tumbled me over with the luggage. But when my 

master was asked to leave his seat, he found it very dark, and cold, and raining. 

He missed me for the first time on the journey. On all previous occasions, as soon 

as the train stopped, I was at hand to assist him…. my absence filled him with 

terror and confusion …. So he asked the conductor if he had seen anything of his 

slave. The man being somewhat of an abolitionist … said, "No, sir; I haven't seen 

anything of him for some time: I have no doubt he has run away, and is in 

Philadelphia, free, long before now." My master knew that there was nothing in 

this; so he asked the conductor if he would please to see if he could find me. The 

man indignantly replied, "I am no slave-hunter; and as far as I am concerned 

everybody must look after their own niggers." He went off and left the confused 

invalid to fancy whatever he felt inclined. My master at first thought I must have 

been kidnapped into slavery by someone, or left, or perhaps killed on the train. He 

also thought of stopping to see if he could hear anything of me, but he soon 

remembered that he had no money. That night all the money we had was 

consigned to my own pocket.... However, hoping to meet me some day in a land 

of liberty, and as he had the tickets, he thought it best upon the whole to enter the 

boat and come off to Philadelphia, and endeavour to make his way alone in this 

cold and hollow world as best he could.”  



 

 

Fortunately, Ellen decided to continue her journey. She boarded the ferry, and then the 

train in Perryville. Once the train steamed out of the station she found out William had 

also boarded. After arriving in Philadelphia, they moved on to Boston, but within a few 

years had to flee to England to advert slave catchers.6  

 A year after the Crafts passed through another famous freedom seeker crossed the 

Susquehanna, or more accurately, he was freighted across. In the predawn hours of 

March 23, 1849, Samuel A. Smith and James C. A. Smith sealed Henry Brown in a two 

foot by three foot crate in Richmond and addressed the box to James Johnson, 131 Arch 

Street, Philadelphia. Brown had a difficult painful trip ahead but he was determined to 

reach freedom. His supplies were meager, a container of water and a few biscuits. His air 

supply came from one hole in the box. His friends delivered the crate to the Adams 

Express office in Richmond at 6 am, at 4 pm the box sat at the Washington, D.C. wharf, 

at 11 pm the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad transferred the box to the Philadelphia, 

Wilmington, and Baltimore Railroad in Baltimore, and at 1 am, March 24, Brown was 

freighted across the Susquehanna and reloaded on the train. Unlike Douglass and the 

Crafts, Brown crossed the river without incident. At five am the crate arrived in 

Philadelphia, and at 6 am, Mr. McKim, the man who had the delivery brought to his 

office, and others worked to cut away the hoops securing the box and pried off the lid. 

Henry Brown emerged a free man.7  

Slave catchers and kidnappers posed a danger for African Americans living near 

the Mason Dixon Line. Rachel Parker was a free black born to free black parents and 

raised in West Nottingham Township Pennsylvania, which borders Cecil County. When 

Rachel Parker turned seventeen in 1851 she had worked for Joseph Miller’s family as a 

live-in servant for about eight years. The Miller farm was only a few miles from the state 

line. On the last day of December 1851, Thomas McCreary, a resident of Elkton, 

Maryland, and his accomplice, John Merritt kidnapped Rachel Parker. They hurried her 

across the state line without taking her before a judge to prove their claim that she had 

escaped from a Baltimore slaveholder in 1847. The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 had given 

slaveholders and their agents greater federal support for recovering slaves in Northern 

states, but it did require a hearing before a federal judge or commissioner. At the time 

McCreary was already known for making controversial arrests of accused fugitives and 

kidnapping free blacks. Unknown to Rachel at the time, he had covertly kidnapped her 

younger sister Elizabeth a few weeks earlier. Of McCreary’s publicized abductions, 

Elizabeth was his seventh victim, and Rachel his eighth, and last. Part of the drama of 

Rachel’s abduction in 1851, her partial rescue in 1852, and her plea for freedom in 1853 

unfolded at Perryville. After McCreary kidnapped the teenager and rushed her into 

Maryland, he headed to the nearest railroad station, the one at Perryville, about ten miles 

from the Miller residence. Two men from Rising Sun, Maryland who had arrived at the 

station from Philadelphia, took notice that Rachel appeared in distress, and convinced 

                                                 
6 William Craft, Running a Thousand Miles for Freedom: Or the Escape of William and Ellen Craft from 

Slavery [London: William Tweedie, 1860], 74-77. 

 
7 Still, 81-84; Jeffrey Ruggles, The Unboxing of Henry Brown [Richmond: The Library of Virginia, 2003], 

32-35. 



 

 

that the men with her were kidnappers, bought railroad tickets, boarded the ferry, and 

followed them to Baltimore. They saw McCreary and Merritt take her to Bernard M. 

Campbell’s slave pen. Joseph Miller and seven friends and neighbors from West 

Nottingham Township, suspecting the kidnappers went to Perryville, headed to there to 

try to stop them. They arrived too late and had to wait past midnight, the first day of 

1852, for the next train to Baltimore. These concerned citizens, enlisting the assistance of 

a Baltimore Quaker, successfully rescued Parker from the slave jail and enslavement in 

the Deep South, the fate of her younger sister. But because she was an accused slave, 

Maryland law made the rescue incomplete. She waited an entire year in prison before the 

court held a trial on her plea for freedom in January, 1853. More than sixty men and 

women, residents of Little Britain and West Nottingham townships, traveled to Baltimore 

in January, 1853 to testify that Rachel’s parents and Rachel were free citizens of 

Pennsylvania. Among the witnesses for Rachel were Thomas McCreary’s estranged 

brother Jesse and Jesse’s two sons, who had known Rachel and Elizabeth ever since 

1837, when they had become neighbors in West Nottingham. All the witnesses were 

white. Maryland authorities would have arrested black Pennsylvanians for entering the 

state without approval. The most convenient and fastest way for these witnesses to make 

the trip was to travel the roads to the nearest railroad station, the one at Perryville, board 

the railroad ferry there to cross the Susquehanna, and continue the trip by rail from Havre 

de Grace to Baltimore.  

 

This trip required more than accepting inconvenience, it took a quiet act of 

courage. Back in January, 1852, when the rescuers had arrived in Baltimore, a city known 

as Mobtown, they did so in the wake of Baltimore County slaveholder Edward Gorsuch’s 

slaying at Christina, Pennsylvania in September 1851, and an acquittal in Philadelphia in 

December. A group of freedom seekers, including some who fled from Gorsuch, had 

gathered at the home of William Parker. Parker had escaped from slavery in Anne 

Arundel County, Maryland years earlier and became the leader of the local self-defense 

league. The men and women in the house were determined to resist a return to slavery. 

Gorsuch was determined to recover his slaves. The resulting incident at Christiana was 

the nation’s most violent resistance to the enforcement of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850. 

Maryland slaveholders deeply resented that although Gorsuch followed the law to 

recover his property he ended up slain by a former slave, and the posse was attacked by 

blacks who escaped. As most Marylanders saw it, all of this occurred under the furtive 

leadership of white abolitionists. One of these supposed leaders, Castner Hanway, 

concerned over the rumor that kidnappers appeared at the Parker house, arrived at the 

scene to investigate just before violence erupted. When the US marshal ordered Hanway 

to assist, as the law required private citizens to do, he refused. The governor of Maryland 

and other Southerner leaders wanted Hanway severely punished as an example and 

insisted the federal government charge him, and other suspected conspirators, with 

treason. During the trial Pennsylvania attorney’s argued that it was not a conspiracy 

against the government, but a reaction to rampant kidnappings in the area. One attorney 

mentioned McCreary as an example.  In December 1851 a Philadelphia jury acquitted 

Castner Hanway, and the others who were arrested on federal charges were turned over to 

state authorities. West Nottingham is about twenty miles from Christiana. When Rachel’s 

rescuers arrived in the city a few weeks after the Hanway verdict, they were followed 



 

 

around by an angry crowd accusing them of being abolitionists and the murderers of 

Gorsuch. After the rescuers prevented Rachel’s sale as a slave and Miller had signed the 

warrant charging McCreary with kidnapping, they boarded the train in Baltimore that 

evening for the return to Perryville. Just before the train left the station, Miller 

disappeared. When passengers gathered on the railroad ferry to cross the Susquehanna, 

the rescuers realized Miller had not simply entered another car as they had hoped, he was 

gone. Miller was found the next morning, hanging from a tree near a railroad station 

about nine miles out of Baltimore. One year later, in January 1853, more than sixty white 

Pennsylvanians traveled to Baltimore to speak on behalf of two black teenagers8 from 

their community, one of American history’s greatest acts of compassion in the face of 

hostility. The composite of the testimonies accounted for Rachel’s life in Chester County 

from the day she was born to the day she was kidnapped. One witness, Rachel Kimble, 

explained that the shared first name was no coincidence; Rachel Kimble had midwifed 

Rachel Parker’s arrival and the mother thought her first name sounded right for the baby. 

Rachel and her sister returned to Chester County after the trial, and they live there for the 

rest of their lives. In 1849, the Maryland governor refused to extradite McCreary for a 

kidnapping in Philadelphia. When Rachel Parker was kidnapped, the Pennsylvania 

governor requested McCreary’s extradition. The Maryland governor denied the request. 

After Rachel and Elizabeth proved their free status, the successive Pennsylvania governor 

requested the extradition of McCreary and Merritt for kidnapping. The Maryland 

governor refused, declaring McCreary innocent of any crime, and excusing his actions as 

an honest mistake. McCreary received state and local patronage jobs instead of a trial. In 

the Christiana trial Maryland attorneys argued that the Constitution gave slaveholders and 

their agents the unrestricted right to recover slaves, and the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 

was for the North to strictly uphold. For Slaveholders and their agents the laws of 

Congress regarding slave rendition were optional, the Constitution took precedence. To 

allow a Pennsylvania court to declare McCreary a kidnapper would have undercut 

Maryland’s position that slaveholders had unrestricted rights to recover their property in 

Northern states. 

 Joseph Miller’s grave lies near the road at Fremont Union United Methodist 

Church, formerly known as House Meetinghouse. On September 22, 2011, a crowd 

gathered there for the dedication of a Pennsylvania historical marker within sight of 

Miller’s grave. The sign expressed the ordeal experienced by the Parker sisters and the 

drama leading up to Miller’s death: 

Parker Kidnapping & Rescue 

Embolden by the 1850 Fugitive Slave law, Maryland slave catchers kidnapped 

Rachel and Elizabeth Parker from the Nottingham area in 1851. Rachel’s 

employer Joseph Miller was murdered in a failed attempt to rescue her from 

Baltimore. Public outrage lead Pa. officials to seek the sisters’ release in a Md. 

                                                 
8 During the summer of 1852 a group of philanthropic Baltimore Quakers financed the search for Elizabeth 

Parker, now 13, in New Orleans, and her return to Baltimore through the slave dealer who shipped her to 

New Orleans. Maryland authorities decided that the judgment for Rachel’s freedom would also apply to 

Elizabeth. 



 

 

civil court case that secured her freedom in 1853. The forcible enslavement of two 

young free black women galvanized antislavery sentiment. 9  

In the summer of 1853, Aaron Digges, age 20, attempted to flee from William 

Rusk, a Baltimore butcher. He entered the train at the Susquehanna crossing, most likely 

by sneaking on board the ferry to cross and blending in with the other passengers filing 

out of the ferry and boarding the train at Perryville. During the ride through Cecil County 

he was discovered by the conductor and ejected from the train at Elkton. Thomas 

McCreary, slave catcher, kidnapper, and occasional constable, as he was on this occasion, 

immediately arrested Digges when he exited the car.10  

At the end of May, 1856, William Still recorded the arrival of Charlotte Giles and 

Harriet Eglin from Baltimore. Still described the disguise they used to board the 

Philadelphia, Wilmington, and Baltimore Railroad, and the near tragedy turned comedy:  

So they contrived to get a suit of' mourning, with heavy black veils, and 

thus dressed, apparently absorbed with grief, with a friend to pass them to the 

Baltimore depot (hard place to pass, except aided by an individual well known to 

the R. R. company), they took a direct course for Philadelphia. While seated in the 

car, before leaving Baltimore (where slaves and masters both belonged), who 

should enter but the master of one of the girls! In a very excited manner, he 

hurriedly approached Charlotte and Harriet, who were apparently weeping. 

Peeping under their veils, "What is your name," exclaimed the excited gentleman. 

"Mary, sir," sobbed Charlotte. "What is your name?" (to the other mourner) 

"Lizzie, sir," was the faint reply. On rushed the excited gentleman as if moved by 

steam--through the cars, looking for his property; not finding it, he passed out of 

the cars, and to the delight of Charlotte and Harriet soon disappeared.11 

 At best, historical investigation provides an incomplete picture of the 

Underground Railroad incidents on the Philadelphia, Wilmington, and Baltimore 

Railroad Ferry at the Susquehanna, represented by the site of the railroad’s steam ferry 

wharf at Perryville. But the incidents recorded above give a partial view of the efforts to 

resist slavery at the site. 
 

S5.  Provide a history of the site since its time of significance to the Underground 

Railroad, including physical changes, changes in boundaries over time, 

archeological work, or changes in ownership or use.  Be sure to describe what is 

included in the present application and how that compares to what the site was 

historically. 

                                                 
9 Milt Diggins, Stealing Freedom along the Mason Dixon Line …. Pending publication by the Press at the 

Historical Society of Maryland. My book, based on years of research and a multitude of sources, will give 

the fullest account of the Parker story to date. I have summarized the story based on my familiarity with the 

material. Selected primary and secondary sources that provide an overview of the story are cited and 

annotated in the bibliography. 

 
10 “Arrest of a Supposed Fugitive,” Cecil Whig, July 30, 1853; Cecil Democrat, July 30, 1853. 
11 Still, 214-215 



 

 

 

The Stump family owned most of Perry Point, and they had owned the land the 

railroad purchased for the Philadelphia, Wilmington, and Baltimore Railroad right of way 

in the 1830s. When the Civil War broke out the national government commandeered the 

land for a mule school to train horses and mules to pull wagons. The Stump family, 

Southern sympathizers, headed to Harford County to stay with relatives for the rest of the 

war. This federal facility operated for about a year before the army relocated it to 

Virginia to bring their four-legged logistical specialists closer to the front lines. The 

Stump family returned to Perry Point after the war. Work on the first railroad bridge 

spanning the mouth of the Susquehanna began in the 1850s after political opposition to 

building it weakened and the Maryland legislature gave approval. But the financial crisis 

in 1857, adverse weather, and the Civil War slowed construction. As soon as officials 

opened the bridge in November, 1866 the railroad ferry became obsolete. The steam ferry 

wharf at Perryville, located on the south side of the bridge took on a new role, a parking 

lot holding railroad cars temporarily out of service and a pier for the railroad tugboat. 

Around 1904 the original railroad station near the site burned down and the new station 

was built in town. The railroad relinquished ownership of the old bridge in 1910 when it 

built a replacement bridge on the north side of the old bridge. Rail traffic between 

Philadelphia and Baltimore still speeds across that bridge daily. The railroad, avoiding 

the expense of tearing down the old bridge, gave it away to a consortium of Harford and 

Cecil County politicians who charged tolls for pedestrians, wagons, and model-T’s to 

cross the river. In 1923 the consortium sold the bridge to the state for a little more than 

half a million dollars. The politicians in the consortium profited so well that the locals 

referred to the bridge as the “Gold Mine Bridge.” After the state bought that bridge, it 

added a second deck in 1927 to allow for two way traffic. The state opened the current 

vehicle bridge in 1943, north of the railroad bridge that had replaced the first railroad 

bridge. The state tore down the original bridge, contributed the steel to the war effort, and 

left stone supports in place.12   

 

During World War I, the United States government purchased Perry Point from 

the Stump family. They wanted the land this time to lease to Atlas Powder Company for 

a nitrate plant that produced explosives. After the war, the government built a U. S. 

Public Health Service hospital complex there and turned it over to the Veterans’ Bureau 

in 1922. Over time the complex added more buildings and several name changes later it 

became the VA Medical Center at Perry Point.13  

 

The piers no longer exist but their location is revealed by historic maps and other 

records. These structures were on Perry Point, and more specifically at Susquehanna 

Point, on the east bank of the Susquehanna where it empties into the Chesapeake Bay. 

                                                 
12 Alice E. Miller, Cecil County, Maryland: A Study in Local History [Elkton: C&L Printing and Specialty 

Co., 1949], 96-97; Milt Diggins, “Bridging Port Deposit ‘Off from the World and the Rest of Mankind.’” 

Maryland Historical Journal, summer 2006, Volume 101, number 2, 185-202; Milt Diggins, Images of 

America, Cecil County. Charleston, South Carolina: Arcadia Publishing, 2008, page 2 (cover caption); 

Pamela James Blumgart, compiler and editor, At the Head of the Bay: A Cultural and Architectural History 

of Cecil County, Maryland. Crownsville, Maryland: The Cecil County Historical Trust and the Maryland 

Historical Trust Press, 1996, 145. 
13 Blumgart, 145; Diggins, Cecil County, 83. 



 

 

Susquehanna Point ownership is divided between two federal agencies. The site where 

the railroad station stood is a short distance from the wharf and is on the AMTRAK side 

of the property line. The site that once held the steam ferry wharves is owned by the 

Veterans Administration. The dominant physical marker identifying the site is the current 

railroad bridge. Immediately on the south side of that bridge are a file of abandoned 

stone-block piers that supported the original railroad bridge that rendered the steam ferry 

obsolete. If an observer standing on the shoreline in alignment with those piers turned his 

or her back to the piers, he or she would see a rise on the other side of Avenue A. 

Maintaining the alignment, the observer would see a concrete bulkhead or support 

platform with a hydrant and an elevated manhole cover. If the observer walked up to the 

platform, the letters PRR (Pennsylvania Railroad) stamped in the manhole cover would 

come into view. Keeping in line with the abandoned bridge, and looking from the 

platform to a chain-linked fence, the observer would see a rough patch of ground where 

the original railroad station stood. Returning to the shoreline and looking at the shore 

south of the current bridge and pilings of the original bridge, one would see construction 

rubble. The debris is from the old bridge, and successive railroad piers. A jumble of steel-

reinforced slabs of concrete, bricks cemented together, solitary bricks, and chiseled 

granite with bore holes mark the area where the railroad ferry pier once stood. Looking 

off the shore at low tide, an observer can see surviving wooden pilings of several 

generations of piers at the site of the original steam ferry wharf.  
 

 

S6.  Include a bibliography or list of citations for sources used through the 

document.  Discuss the reliability of historical sources of information and briefly 

discuss how you used them. 

 

“Before Civil War: Rachel Parker, tried in a Slave State, was Returned to Freedom,” 

Oxford Press, February 21, 28, 1918 

This two part article was Rachel Parker Wesley’s obituary, a recount of the ordeal of her 

and her sister and the efforts of the community to return them to freedom. The details 

were consistent with other sources, and additional local details were included in the 

account. At the end of the first installment the paper noted that “for more than 40 years 

Rachel lived with the Coates family, near Glenroy. To Granville Coates, Sr. (the brother 

of Howard Coates, cited below), The Press is indebted for the details of the affair, which 

are from the records which he has faithfully preserved.” 

 

Cecil County. Slave Register, 1853-1864, Historical Society of Cecil County. 

This primary document provided the name and age of the freedom seeker who escaped 

from Stump, a fact that the newspaper reports omitted. This county government record 

added to the validity of the newspaper reports. I have used this record on several 

occasions to investigate slave escape reports, and learn more about the freedom seekers 

and who they escaped from. 

 

Coates, Howard N. “The Kidnapping of Rachel and Elizabeth Parker,” Journal of the 

Lancaster County Historical Society, 32 no. 3 & 4, 1928. 

Howard Coates father, Hartt Coates, was one of the rescuers. When Pennsylvania 

attempted to extradite McCreary for kidnapping, he served as an intermediary between 



 

 

the governors. After Rachel Parker returned to Pennsylvania she was employed by Hartt 

Coates and his family for many years. Howard grew up hearing about the story about the 

kidnapping from his father, his father’s friends and neighbors, and directly from Rachel. 

Hearing from the participants was an obvious strength for the writer. The caution is the 

length of time and its impact on memory; this was particularly noticeable when he had 

several names wrong. 

 

Craft, William. Running a Thousand Miles for Freedom: Or the Escape of William and 

Ellen Craft from Slavery. London: William Tweedie, 1860. 

The first-hand account of events in Baltimore and at the Susquehanna made the 

connection between the Crafts escaping and the site explicit. William Craft’s description 

of events at the Susquehanna are quoted above. 

 

Diggins, Milt. Stealing Freedom along the Mason Dixon Line …. Publication by the 

Press at the Maryland Historical Society pending. 

My book, based on years of research and a multitude of sources, will give the fullest 

account of the Parker story to date. A listing of several primary and secondary sources 

that give an overview of the Parker kidnapping are cited in this bibliography. 

 

Douglass, Frederick. Life and Times of Frederick Douglass, His Early Life as a Slave, 

His Escape from Bondage, and His Complete History to the Present Time. Hartford, 

Conn: Park Publishing Co., 1881. 

His account makes specific reference to his crossing at the Susquehanna and an anxious 

moment in Perryville. Those parts are quoted above. 

 

Drew, Benjamin. A North View of Slavery: The Refugee: Or, the Narratives of Fugitive 

Slaves in Canada, Boston: J. P. Jewett and Company, 1856. 

Drew’s interviews of those who found freedom in Canada add to our knowledge of how 

people succeeded in their flight. The geographic references in Isaac Williams account are 

authentic and his level of detail makes his story more credible. I did find one reference 

confusing, however, when he mentioned arriving in Havre de Grace. Williams said “we 

did not cross the bridge – we could not cross over as we had wished. I found this wording 

ambiguous. I didn’t know if he was expressing disappointment in discovering the absence 

of a bridge over the Susquehanna or if he was referring to the bridge over Tidewater 

Canal, which would have led to a narrow strip of land between the canal and the river. 

 

Ficcio, L. J., “A Note from the Past,” Oxford Press, November 15, 22, 29, December 6, 

13, 20, 27, 1951. 

Louis Ficcio was a teenager in Chester County when Rachel Parker Wesley died in 1918. 

He had access to a scrapbook of articles a local resident had kept on the events 

surrounding the kidnapping of the two sisters, the death of Joseph Miller, and the trials. 

With his interest in the story and his familiarity with the local community, he likely heard 

about some of the participants from family histories. His five part series was written to 

mark the passage of a century since the kidnapping. 

 



 

 

Passmore, Benjamin. “Tom McCreary,” [West Chester] Village Record, October 12, 

1870.  

Passmore wrote his account of the Parker kidnapping and Joseph Miller’s death under the 

pseudonym “Justice” for the West Chester Village Record after reading the obituary of 

Thomas McCreary. When William Still reprinted the article in 1872 (on pages 551-555), 

he identified the author as Benjamin Passmore, a Chester County, Pennsylvania judge. 

Nearly twenty years had passed when Passmore wrote his account. The account was 

useful but had to be examined carefully. He occasionally offered versions of events that 

varied from other sources. He had a tendency to overdramatize some events and engage 

in a little puffery for some of those involved. 

 

Ruggles, Jeffrey, The Unboxing of Henry Brown, [Richmond: University of Virginia, 

2003]. 

Ruggles biography was based on more than a decade of research in the United States and 

England and is the fullest account of the Henry Brown story. 

 

Still, William. The Underground Railroad: A Record of Facts, Authentic Narrative, 

Letters …. Philadelphia: Porter & Coates, 1872. 

Still deserves credit for recording the narratives of those who fled slavery and arrived in 

Philadelphia. He a valuable primary source for studying the Underground Railroad and 

the experiences of former slaves. As valuable as the source is, there are times when 

William Still recorded names of people and places incorrectly. 

 

Thompson, John. The Life of John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave; Containing His History 

of 25 Years in Bondage, and His Providential Escape. Worchester: Self-published, 1856. 

Like Isaac Williams first-hand account, the narrative contained details that supported 

credibility. His geographic references because less detailed after he left the D. C. area, 

but this reflected his lack of geographic knowledge about the areas he passed through 

during the escape. 
 

Cecil Whig, July 30, 1853 

Cecil Democrat, July 30, 1853 

Oxford Press, November 15, 22, 29, December 6, 13, 20, 27, 1951 

[West Chester] Village Record, October 12, 1870 

The question of reliability, credibility, and biases of newspapers is well understood by 

historians drawing from them to reconstruct events. Supporting facts from additional 

sources help establish the reliability of individual reports. To read of an escape in a local 

newspaper and then see the rest of the story in a Still narrative is one of the pleasures of 

historical investigation. 

 

Secondary Sources Used for Site History 

 

Blumgart, Pamela James, compiler and editor. At the Head of the Bay: A Cultural and 

Architectural History of Cecil County, Maryland. Crownsville, Maryland: The Cecil 

County Historical Trust and the Maryland Historical Trust Press, 1996. 

 



 

 

Diggins, Milt. Images of America, Cecil County. Charleston, South Carolina: Arcadia 

Publishing, 2008. 

 

Diggins, Milt. “Bridging Port Deposit ‘Off from the World and the Rest of Mankind.’” 

Maryland Historical Journal, summer 2006, Volume 101, number 2. 

I cite my own article to establish that my research at this site goes beyond that required 

for this nomination. 
 

Hall, Richard E. “The Susquehanna Railroad Car Ferries.” Cecil Historical Journal, 

January 2007, Volume 6, Number 3. 

The late Richard Hall was a civil engineer for the Pennsylvania Railroad and a railroad 

historian. I was the editor of the Cecil Historical Journal at the time the article was 

published. Richard Hall’s original submission was highly detailed and technical. I 

abridged the article for the general reader, placed a copy of the original at the Historical 

Society of Cecil County, and kept a copy of the original for my files. The maps he 

included with the article and shared with me came from years of researching railroad 

records at the Hagley Museum, the Pennsylvania Railroad Library in Philadelphia, and 

the Pennsylvania Archives at Harrisburg. 

 

Miller, Alice E. Cecil County, Maryland: A Study in Local History. Elkton: C&L Printing 

and Specialty Co., 1949.  

Miller, retired teacher, had intended to publish her local history in 1948. When she died 

in December, 1947, others decided to preserve her research by checking over the 

references and publishing her book.  

 
 

 


