The Geography of the Underground Railroad

In New York State

By Timothy McDonnell
New York Geographic Alliance

NATIONAL GOEGRAPHY STANDARDS: The geographically aware person knows

Std. 1 - How to use maps and other geographic representations, tools, and technologies to acquire, process, and report information from a spatial perspective.

Std. 9 - The characteristics, distribution, and migration of human population on Earth’s surface.
Std. 15 - How physical systems affect human systems.

Std. 17 - How to apply geography to interpret the past.

NYS STANDARDS FOR SOCIAL STUDIES:

Std. 1.2  - Important ideas, social and cultural values, beliefs and traditions from United States history illustrate the connections and interactions of people and events across time and from a variety of perspectives. 

Std. 3.2 - Geography requires the development and application of the skills of asking and answering geographic questions; analyzing theories of geography; and acquiring, organizing, and analyzing geographic information.

OBJECTIVES: 

1. To use maps of New York State to trace a possible route a Freedom Seeker could have taken on the Underground Railroad.

2. To use primary sources to verify events and places from the Underground Railroad.

MATERIALS: Student worksheet (downloadable from website), map of the probable stations of the Underground Railroad in New York State, historic maps, panoramic maps from the Library of Congress, photographs and census forms.

PROCEDURES:

1. Discuss with students the people and places that were important to the Underground Railroad, especially in New York.

2. Have students look at a relief map of New York and discuss how the physical geography of the state helped and hindered the movement of Freedom Seekers during the mid-1800s.

3. Assign (or let students choose) a different region of the state to study in more detail.

4. Have students access materials needed on the website: http://www.nygeo.org/ugrrlessons.html  

These lessons are part of the Geography of New York website.
5. After studying over the map of UGRR stations, the students should describe an escape scenario. They need to get a “Freedom Seeker” from one part of the state to another.

6. They also need to describe an alternative plan, as if slave catchers were hard on the trail.
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7. Students then read about an actual event that took place in that same region of New York. They compare their escape plans to the actual historic one(s).

8. Much of the Underground Railroad is based on legend. They will now look at evidence that these actual people (or ones like them) lived in that area. 

9. For a conclusion, they will, as a class, compare methods of transporting escaping Freedom Seekers across New York. What evidence do we have that not all fugitives went to Canada? 

ASSESSMENT: 

1. Students should be assessed on the results of the worksheet, especially how they defended their positions.

2. Students should present their plans to the rest of the class, justifying decisions based on maps and other resources.

3. Ask them to trace a possible escape route across the entire state of New York. 

ENRICHMENT IDEAS:

1. Have students research the Underground Railroad in their own local region. Talk to your local historians for assistance. 

2. Suppose fugitives had to escape without the benefit of canals, navigable waterways, or railroads. How would that change their scenarios?

3. If a person wanted to move across New York today, how would he/she do it?
