
Springfield Sanctuary 

Springfield, Massachusetts has a long history of providing refuge for those fleeing violence and persecution. In the 
nineteenth century, Springfield was a major stop on the Underground RailRoad. When the Fugitive Slave Act was passed 

in 1850, a packed town hall of residents declared, "Not a slave shall be carried from Springfield, law or no law!" Slave 
catchers avoided the city because black women kept boiling water ready 24/7 to throw on them as soon as they arrived. 
Thanks to their work, slave catchers quickly deemed Springfield too dangerous and not worth the trouble. Today, much 

of that history has been torn down or lies abandoned in decay. When the city tore John Brown’s house down in the 
name of “urban beautification,” actual tunnels were discovered under his property. Primus Mason’s house was 

demolished despite public outcry. Streets, buildings, and awards honor William Pynchon, despite the fact that he owned 
possibly the most slaves and indentured servants out of anyone in Springfield (Peter Swink, John Stewart, John 

Mathews, Jack, Roco, Sue, Elizabeth, and Tom were at least some of the names of the people Pynchon enslaved. Say 
them; they matter too. Where are their streets, buildings, statues?). Pynchon also helped perpetuate violence against 

the indigenous peoples of the area (Pocumtuc, Nipmuc, and Agawam people) who were completely driven out  of 
Springfield. With this mural, we hope to shed some light on our shared past so that we may, hopefully, guide our future. 

Abolitionists and 19th Century Springfield Figures (Top Row) 

1. (Likeness of) David Ruggles - Florence MA abolitionist who was 
known to correspond with Rev. Osgood about UGGR matters.  

15. Thomas Thomas - Owned popular restaurant on Worthington 
Street which doubled as an UGGR stop; Good friend of John 
Brown; Lifetime friend of Frederick Douglass; Founded League of 
Gileadites; Instrumental in Springfield’s UGGR movement 

2. WW Johnson and Mary Emma Brown - Both were children of 
parents who escaped slavery and settled in Springfield. WW used 
to walk to Springfield from Wilbraham to court Mary Emma. Mary 
Emma’s father, Emerson Brown, left the Civil War in protest of 
unequal pay between black and white soldiers.  

16. Reverend Josiah Henson - Sat for original portrait for Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin; Lived in Springfield 

3. Emily Bliss - Traveled to the South with Mary Ames to teach 
enslaved children how to read and write 

17. Reverend Samuel N. Mars - One of first African Americans in 
military; Outspoken abolitionists 

4. Reverend Samuel Osgood - Owned many UGGR stations with 
his family; His daughter, Sarah Avery, recalled over 50 people 
escaping slavery stayed in their house during just one year; His 
house was known as “The Prophet’s Chambers,”; His kindness and 
support encouraged many people to stop running on the UGGR  
and make a home in Springfield 

18. Ethan Chapin - Owned Massasoit Hotel, important UGGR stop; 
Financially supported John Brown’s abolitionist movements 

5. Metacomet - Leader of a large confederation of indigenous 
tribes, including the Wampanoag, in the 1600s. Led King Phillip’s 
War against the British. 

19. Frederick Douglass - Visited Springfield many times; Worked 
with John Brown and organized in Springfield/Florence 

6. Eli Baptist - Born free in PA; Peddled soap for RM Cooley in 
Springfield; Helped develop and served as treasurer at Sanford 
Street Free Church; Created a mutual fund among black citizens to 
assist each other when hard times fell; Associated with Gileadites 
and likely conducted on UGGR 

20. Doctor Jefferson Church - Practiced medicine in Springfield, 
and chose to live in the primarily black neighborhood; Denounced 
aristocracy of white families; Conducted on UGGR; Hosted George 
Thompson to speak on abolition in Springfield; At his 1885 funeral, 
all of his pallbearers were black and a significant number of 
attendees were black (many prominent, like Thomas/Baptist) 

7. Sojourner Truth - Lived in Florence MA; Sanford Street Free 
Church organized to enable her to come speak and organize on 
abolition matters in Springfield 

21. Jack and Jenny (Cumfrey) Williams - Escaped slavery & settled 
in Springfield; Black and white townspeople alike came together 
to buy her freedom; Married Jack, and they had children, lived in 
Mason Square, and brewed/sold a popular spruce beer 

8. Abbie Ritter Roberts - One of the first black teachers in 22. George Thomspon - Abolitionist from England who traveled to 
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Springfield Springfield to speak. A mob burned an effigy of him hanging from 
a tree outside his hotel, trying to intimidate him into not speaking. 
He gave his speech anyways.  

9. Reverend Samuel Harrison - Military chaplain of 54th 
Regiment; St. John’s pastor;  

23. Mary Ames - Traveled to the South with Emily Bliss to teach 
enslaved children how to read and write 

10. (Likeness of) Marvin Chapin - Owned Massasoit Hotel, 
important UGGR stop; Financially supported John Brown’s 
abolitionist movements 

24. The Thorntons - Ellen Thornton (bottom left) escaped slavery, 
settled and raised her family in Springfield 

11. Primus Mason - One of the wealthiest men (period) in 
Springfield in 1888; Known for selling good quality land to black 
people for prices as low as $1; Donated land to the city for the fire 
station; Used his wealth (accumulated through frugal real estate 
endeavours) for good hearted philanthropy 

25. Sarah and James Howard - Both of their families escaped 
slavery and found refuge in Springfield 

12. Reverend Bezaleel Howard - Progressive church leader; 
Married Jenny and Jack, and organized the purchasing of Jenny in 
order to free her from slavery 

26. Celestine Howard - Daughter of Sarah and James.  

13. John Brown - Abolitionist who was deeply involved in 
transforming Springfield into one of the safest stops on the 
Underground Railroad. 

27. (Likeness of) Abbie Shaw - Nurse who was employed by Emily 
Dickinson’s sister-in-law. 

14. Reuben Atwater Chapin - Attorney who served as chief justice 
on MA Supreme Court; Outspoken abolitionist and assisted John 
Brown with legal matters and financial compensation 

 

Train Riders 

28. William N. and Amanda De Berry - The elementary school in 
Mason Square is named after William; Springfield’s “Booker T. 
Washington”; Conducted some of the first official studies 
determining what a black community needs 

35. Dr. Ruth Loving - Late Civil Rights activist, was president of the 
Springfield chapter of the NAACP in the 1960s, founder of the 
Springfield Negro Post. Had met with MLK, Rosa Parks and John 
Lewis. 

29. WEB Du Bois - Civil Rights activist, historian, and author. 36. LuJuana Hood - The late director of the PanAfrican History 
Museum, who dedicated her life to preserving this history 

30. Howard Drew - 1912 Olympic track and field athlete who went 
to Springfield Central High School; Considered “The Fastest Man 
Alive,”; Went on to become a lawyer and a judge; Pictured with 
his great granddaughter, Cynthia Roberson, who still lives and 
works in Springfield. 

37. Ruth Carter - Oscar-winning costume designer for Black 
Panther. 

31. Adele Addison - An opera singer who was born in Springfield, 
she had performed with the Boston Symphony Orchestra and the 
Hollywood Bowl Orchestra. 

38. Amilcar Shabazz - Professor Shabazz works at UMass Amherst 
where he teaches Black Springfield Matters, where students 
collect and archive Springfield black history. 

32. Leonard A. Corbin - Springfield’s first black firefighter born in 
1946 and died in 2008. 

39. Rosemary Tracy Woods - Award winning director/curator of 
Art for the Soul gallery; Pillar of the Springfield art community 

33. Paul Mason - Direct descendent of Primus Mason who stayed 
in Springfield and served on the City Council 

40. Taj Mahal - 3-time Grammy winning jazz musician born in 
Harlem and raised in Springfield, he incorporates many 
instruments and elements of world music into his work.  

34. Ashia Mason Alexander - Direct descendent of Primus Mason; 41. Lift Every Voice and Sing - Girl Scout Troop #22, a black Girl 
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Ashia lives in the area Primus developed, and works with 
Springfield youth at Martin Luther King Charter School 

Scout troop that won big awards for singing in 1918, sang this 
song. Miss Edna Randolph was awarded the highest Girl Scout 
honor, Golden Eaglet. The song was also written by James Weldon 
Johnson, from Springfield, in 1917. 

Locations Reflected Below the Train 

42. (Likeness of) Perkins & Brown - One of John Brown’s stops on 
the UGGR; Served as a wool warehouse for his business during the 
day, and a place for people to stay at night.  

47. Massasoit Hotel - Owned by the Chapin brothers; People 
would roll off the train, run down to the hotel, and down a hidden 
flight of stairs in the entryway. There they would change into 
waitstaff uniforms, and walk right out the back door, sometimes 
right in front of Confederate generals and leaders!; Currently is 
the abandoned and decaying Hippodrome theater 

43. St. John’s, as it appears today   48. Foot’s Block  

44. John Brown’s Springfield House - Torn down by the city in the 
name of “urban beautification,”; Upon tearing it down, actual 
tunnels were discovered under it; The Brown family took a vote on 
whether to furnish their parlor, or convert it into secret rooms to 
hide people. The parlor went unfurnished. 

49. Warriner’s Tavern - Formerly known as Bates Tavern; Owned 
by “Aunt” Phoebe and “Uncle Jerry” Jeremy Warriner; One of the 
Springfield UGGR headquarters; Converted a granary at their 
inn/tavern into a vestibule that could hide up to 10 people; Often 
hosted visiting abolitionists and revolutionaries 

45. Eli B. Clark House  50. Primus Mason’s House  -  

46. Sanford Street Free Church - A revolutionary church that 
provided critical social services for Springfield’s black community 
for years; Organization hub for UGGR 

51. Springfield Home for Aged Men - Created by Primus Mason 
upon his death; Was one of the first hospice homes; Was 
integrated in 1900 

Brief Bibliography 

The various works of historians Joseph Carvalho III (retired director of the Springfield Museums) and Wayne Phaneuf 
(executive editor of The Republican newspaper) 

Professor Shabazz’ and students’ work with Black Springfield Matters. www.blogs.umass.edu/afroam297a-shabazz/ 

The Republican newspaper's books The Struggle for Freedom and A Not So Civil War (v. 1 and 2) 

Our Plural History Springfield MA. Project by Dr. Richard Norman and STCC students. 
ourpluralhistory.stcc.edu/index.html 

About the Team 

Artist: Ryan Murray is a stencil and spray paint artist who 
graduated from Carnegie Mellon University. In his spare time, he 
likes to garden, practice acrylic pours, and… paint! His handle is 
@rywandojones, and he can be reached at 
ryanamurray1@gmail.com. His art is often on display at Art for the 
Soul Gallery in Tower Square, and he thanks Rosemary Tracy 
Woods for her dedication to the art community.  

Researcher: Victoria Palmatier is a librarian and archivist who 
recently earned her Masters in Library and Information Science 
(Archives Concentration) from Simmons University. In her spare 
time, she likes to hang out with Ryan and their French bulldog, 
Boomer, garden, and practice woodworking. She can be reached 
at victoriapalmatier@gmail.com. 

 


