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The Underground Railroad in the Upper Peninsula 

In the three decades leading up to the American Civil War, there existed a loose network of 

people who helped slaves escape from the southern states, where slaveholding was legal, to the 

relative freedom and safety of the northern states and Canada. Called the Underground Railroad, 

this network was comprised mainly of free black people and Quakers. The Underground 

Railroad was most active along the Ohio River Valley, where slaves from Kentucky and Virginia 

could escape across the river into Ohio and neighboring states.1 They would often continue north 

into Michigan or across the Great Lakes, especially Lake Erie, into Canada. In the majority of 

maps of the Underground Railroad in Michigan, activity is clustered in the southeast corner of 

the Lower Peninsula, along with a water route running up from Chicago, through the Straits of 

Mackinac, and down again to Collingwood, Ontario.2 A few, however, show this route from 

Chicago heading north instead of south after passing through the Straits, and then crossing the 

Upper Peninsula of Michigan and Lake Superior on the way to Duluth, Minnesota.3 The most 

significant of these maps is located in the Second Baptist Church in Detroit.4 The Second Baptist 

Church was a major station on the Underground Railroad, especially once the Compromise of 
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1850 made it necessary for escaped slaves to cross over to Canada. However, historical evidence 

does not support the claim that the Underground Railroad was significantly present in the Upper 

Peninsula. 

 There is only one documented case of someone escaping from slavery making their way 

to the Upper Peninsula. In 1848, Noel Johnson, an escaped slave from Missouri, discovered 

copper deposits outside of Ontonagon, Michigan, while he was prospecting in the woods.5 In one 

version of the story, Johnson, along with his wife Mary Ann and their infant son, first went to 

Cleveland, Ohio, where they sought help from the Quaker Cyrus Mendenhall. Mendenhall had 

mining interests in the Porcupine Mountains region of the Upper Peninsula, and he helped the 

family reach this isolated spot. When Johnson made his discovery, Mendenhall contacted the 

Missouri slaveholders who claimed ownership of the Johnson family and negotiated their 

freedom. Noel Johnson was then able to lay claim to the copper deposits, eventually selling the 

rights to the Mass Mining Company.6 A local historian and journalist, Graham Jaehnig, has 

pieced together another version: instead of escaping with his family, Johnson was accompanied 

by an unnamed man, who also traveled to the Ontonagon area, and he met and married Mary 

Ann after he gained his freedom.7 A brief note in the United States Geological Survey’s online 

record about the Old Mass Mine states that “Cyrus Mendenhall bought Noel Johnson 

(discover—slave) freedom for 250$ then paid Noel 18,000$ for rights to mine his claim.”8 The 

details are debated, but there are enough verifiable facts to confirm that Johnson, and possibly 

one or two companions, escaped from slavery and sought safety in the Upper Peninsula with the 
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help of Cyrus Mendenhall. There are no other documented cases. The only other named person 

was a man named Richard Kenney, who in 1860 was living in Munising, Michigan with his 

family. Along with being wealthy by local standards, he was rumored to be a runaway slave.9 

While there were other black people living in the Upper Peninsula at this time, some born free 

and some former slaves, there don’t appear to be any further reports of people who were actively 

hiding. 

 However, people who don’t want to be found are unlikely to advertise that they are 

hiding out, and everyone involved in the Underground Railroad was committing a crime, as 

Wilbur Siebert points out in his 1898 book From Slavery to Freedom:  

It is not surprising, in the view of the Underground Railroad service, that 

extremely little in the way of contemporaneous documents has descended to us 

even across the short span of a generation or two… These sources of information 

are as valuable as they are rare: they would no doubt be more plentiful if the 

Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 had not created such consternation as to lead to the 

destruction of most of the telltale documents.10 

 

 So the question of how active the Underground Railroad was in the Upper Peninsula should be 

approached more indirectly. Cyrus Mendenhall helped at least one person escape from slavery; is 

it possible that he helped others? Born in Ohio in 1810,11 Mendenhall first came to the Upper 

Peninsula as a trader with the American Fur Company in the 1830s and 1840s,12 and in 1843 he 
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was one of the original claimants for the right to explore and mine Isle Royale.13 He was the 

managing owner of the schooner Algonquin, built in 1839 and portaged over the St. Mary’s Falls 

for service in Lake Superior.14 A Quaker associated with the Methodist Episcopal Mission 

Society, in 1850 he petitioned President Zachary Taylor against the removal of the Ojibwe of La 

Pointe, Wisconsin,15 and in his later career in Ohio politics he advocated for more humane 

treatment of prisoners.16 Mendenhall therefore had the means to seriously contribute to the 

Underground Railroad, and it is reasonable to assume that he had the desire. However, there 

doesn’t appear to be more conclusive documentary evidence. No accounts of his relationship 

with Noel Johnson suggest that Mendenhall had helped anyone else, no obvious hints exist in his 

business records or in the records of the Algonquin, no journal has been found detailing further 

exploits. While likely willing to help if someone happened to come to his attention, Cyrus 

Mendenhall appears to have been primarily concerned with his business interests and with the 

Native American tribes of Upper Michigan and Wisconsin.  

But Mendenhall was not the only person in the Upper Peninsula, and it is possible that 

there were others sympathetic to escaping slaves. The people most likely to help were free black 

people. Even aside from naturally feeling for their fellow man and not wanting much to do with 

slavecatchers, who sometimes didn’t care if they brought back the right person, escaping slaves 

were more likely to approach free blacks for help. The established Underground Railroad only 

helped about one percent of the people who escaped from enslavement in the American South.17 
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Slaves were intentionally discouraged from communicating with each other and with outsiders. 

Once they had gotten away, they were unlikely to know which white people were safe, and may 

have been unwilling to associate with any white person. It was also easier for them to blend in 

with established black communities. 

There were few black people living in the Upper Peninsula in the decades leading up to 

the Civil War. From an article from the Archives of Michigan Technological University in 

Houghton: 

Though a slave receipt was found in the archives collections, as far as can be 

established reliably, all African Americans who came to the Keweenaw, even 

before 1865, had either been freed previously or were born free. According to a 

census summary published in the Portage Lake Mining Gazette from February 21, 

1863, there were 37 “free colored” men, and 25 “free colored” women in 

Houghton County in 1860, when it still included Keweenaw and Baraga Counties, 

out of a total population of 18,468 in the same area, meaning ~ 0.3% were 

black.18  

 

More generous estimates put the number of African Americans in the Upper Peninsula at around 

.89 percent, a smaller proportion than what was found in 1990,19 and much smaller than the 

estimated 14.1 percent nationwide.20 The Upper Peninsula was difficult to reach, but with such a 

low population in general, and an even lower population of African descent, it would not have 

been possible to go unnoticed.  

On the other hand, external communication was poor, people in rural areas traditionally 

dislike talking to outsiders, and it was prohibitively difficult to check anyone’s story. The Upper 

Peninsula, especially the northern shore, was difficult to reach until the opening of the Soo Locks 
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in 1855 allowed ships to travel from Lake Huron to Lake Superior. Prior to 1855 everything had 

to be portaged around the St. Mary’s River Falls, including Cyrus Mendenhall’s Algonquin. 

There were no roads or railroads until after the Civil War began and the rising value of copper, 

iron, and lumber made infrastructure investments a priority. Until then, travel was by foot, by 

dogsled, or by boat. This would seem to make the Upper Peninsula an ideal place to hide from 

slavecatchers. It was hard to get news of what was happening there, Michigan had laws enacted 

to counteract the Compromise of 1850; it was hard to get in and it would have been even harder 

to get out with a captive in tow. Slavecatchers were usually motivated by profit, and there were 

easier targets. There were also easier destinations. Canada would have been a more practical end 

point for any hypothetical freedom seekers; anyone crossing from Lake Huron to Lake Superior 

would have been a stone’s throw away from Ontario. 

Not all practical considerations are shown on a map. Though it was not a slave society, 

Canada was not entirely friendly towards people of African descent. It is also possible that 

escaped slaves made personal connections or found work they liked on their journey, or 

individuals may have been more comfortable constantly on the move. They often found work on 

the docks along the Great Lakes. Loading and unloading ships in the mid-nineteenth century was 

tedious and back-breaking: grain, for example, had to be shoveled into baskets that were then 

hoisted out of the hold. It was low-paying and intermittent work, and it was not unusual for cargo 

ships to exchange passage for help with the loading and unloading. Ships that transported stone 

from quarries in Amhertsburg, Ontario to Detroit and then to Sault Ste. Marie for building the 

canal were often owned and operated by black Canadians, and they ferried many people to 

freedom.21 There were sympathetic owners, captains, and crews of shipping vessels from Racine, 
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Wisconsin to Buffalo, New York.22 It is reasonable that some people would prefer to stay with a 

friendly crew than to stop in Canada, and when the shipping season closed in November or 

December at least one set of deck hands preferred to remain in the Upper Peninsula rather than 

return to Detroit. An excerpt from the 1859 journal of Captain John G. Parker mentions that the 

deck hands of the boat he was piloting, the steamer Burlington, were African American. It was 

the last trip of the season, and when they arrived in Ontonagon “the deck hands went to work 

chopping wood for the Minesota Mine.”23 Parker remained in Ontonagon, and the rest of the 

crew, went overland back to Detroit. When the weather had first pushed them further west to 

Wisconsin, the deck hands’ plan had been to walk to Superior to find work for the winter. 

Neither place is an especially pleasant location to spend several months chopping wood; Parker 

does not mention anyone’s motivations for staying or leaving. 

Superior is adjacent to Duluth, Minnesota, the purported end of the Underground 

Railroad route that ran from Chicago through Sault Ste. Marie and the Upper Peninsula. In the 

1850s there were eleven black residents of Duluth, most of them in the same family,24 which 

would point to it not being a preferred stop on the road to freedom. There is no reference to the 

Underground Railroad in local histories, or to a significant African American presence in the 

Minnesota or northern Wisconsin extraction industries of the nineteenth century. There is 

Captain Parker’s brief mention of deck hands thinking about spending the winter there, and not 

much else. 
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Lack of evidence is not conclusive; records from that time period could lead one to 

believe that there were no women in the Upper Peninsula, and very few in the state of Michigan 

as a whole. Women were there, if not quite in equal numbers to men, but it did not occur to the 

records-keepers to mention them. Itinerant people of color were also, most likely, beneath notice, 

except as a line in the expenditures accounting. There was the added motivation on all sides of 

not writing down actions that could lead to hefty fines, prison time, death, or a return to 

enslavement. However, there is so little evidence, or even rumor of evidence, that the hypothesis 

that the Underground Railroad had a presence in the Upper Peninsula cannot be supported. There 

is nothing to suggest an “official” route, though a willing mind could find enough to imagine the 

possibility of further discovery. Even well-run archives can have considerable backlogs of 

uncatalogued material, relatively little has been digitized or transcribed, and even material that is 

easily available can be difficult and time-consuming to sift through. Documents are lost and not 

always found again, and many never make into a historical collection. 


