THE TOUR:
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Underground Railroad Sites and Historic Low Grade Line, Lancaster County,
Map & Guide prepared by Randolph J. Harris, June 21, 2004




1) BEGIN at Village at Gap shopping center parking lot , corner of PA Route 30 and PA Route 41. 

Park behind the restored farmhouse -- now a B&B. 

The Ellmaker House, circa 1820-40 is the one time residence of Abolitionist Nathanial Ellmaker, an associate of Thaddeus Stevens. Indications are Ellmaker could have been involved in Underground Railroad activity. No evidence to date, but research is needed. 

2) Christiana Machine Shop (now known as Charles Bond Company), Borough of Christiana, site of events significant to the 1851 Resistance at Christiana, and site of commemorative marker, placed in 1911. This building served as a train station, post office and hotel beginning about 1830 and continuing at least until 1851.  Body of slave-owner Edward Gorsuch taken here after Christiana conflict.  Official inquiry began here following the fatal fight on September 11, 1851.

Building is an official site on the National Park Service’s Underground Railroad Network to Freedom, September 2003.

Office lobby displays NPS designation marker and other community history memorabilia. Access will be arranged to office and to circa 1830 stone arch railroad bridge behind buildings, also relevant to the Underground Railroad story.

Owners of this site hope that eventually, the property can become a regional center of history and tourism, based on the UGRR theme, as well as interpretation of its nationally significant role in manufacturing, circa 1830 to 1915.

3) Christiana Riot Marker – Placed by Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission, Lower Valley Road, Sadsbury Township. Short term, roadside pull off. Here we’ll learn about site of conflict, focusing on issues of access, preservation and interpretation.

Continued on reverse

4) Historic Enola Branch of the PRR’s Low Grade Line - Between Lower Valley Road and Upper Valley Road, Sadsbury Township. Learn of the 

role of William Henry Brown, chief engineer of Pennsylvania RR, in construction of this engineering marvel of the early 20th century. Brown was the grandson of Judge Jeremiah Brown, UGRR operative from Fulton Township, and associate of Thaddeus Stevens. The Low Grade, once developed into a trail, has the opportunity to provide access to the heart of known UGRR sites with signage and panels along the route. This method of interpretation could give visitors close contact with these privately owned sites without disrupting the lives people who live and work on these farms. 

5) Sadsbury Free Public School No. 3, AKA Smyrna Chapel, corner of White Oak and Smyrna Roads and Christiana Pike (PA Route 372). Privately owned site, now a residence. Displays a bit of suspect oral tradition in its interpretive sign: wrong date/time reference to UGRR activity. However, it credits Thaddeus Stevens’s call for free public education as the impetus to build a group of one room school houses in the mid-1830s in very rural Sadsbury Township. The sign’s creator also asserts that the underground dry cellars in this group of early free public schools were used to harbor freedom seekers.  This supports the cistern hypothesis of archeologists at the Thaddeus Stevens-Lydia Hamilton Smith Site in Downtown Lancaster.

6) Thomas Whitson House, White Oak Road, Bart Township, or what’s left of it. Classic case of no local awareness of local historic sites and no local ordinances to control unnecessary threats from demolition or major alterations to extremely historic sites.  Whitson (1796-1864) was a nationally recognized Abolitionist leader, Quaker farmer, and presumed UGRR operative/activist. He lived at this site during the height of UGRR activity. An Amish family purchased the small farm in January 2004 and immediately proceeded to demolish the older portion of the residence and construct a huge new addition. Fortunately they retained the older, high style section of the home, which is believed to have been built by Whitson. The owner, Mr. Samuel Lapp, was informed of the Whitson connection and he seemed interested in the subject.  Lapp agreed to a request by community historians to save small objects or evidence he might find during demolition and reconstruction. 

7) Village of Nickel Mines – White Oak and Mine Road, Bart Township. This village crossroads can explain the prevalence of iron and nickel deposits in the area, which lead to a higher economic status for some of the farmers in this region of Lancaster County. These mines apparently fed the Christiana Machine Shop, which cast until the 1970s.  More relevant, however, are the just-discovered links of a small group of African American families who were apparently provided access to some small tracts on larger farms in order to mine these mineral deposits. There appears to have been legal land transfers backed by mortgages in exchange for occupancy and housing on the land. This writer and Nancy Plumley of Gap, the great great granddaughter of Abolitionist William L. Rakestraw, have theorized that Rakestraw, another noted/alleged UGRR operative and Quaker farmer, was a proponent of this activity. We believe it can be considered an early form of Affirmative Action, giving destitute, fleeing African Americans a chance to live in peace and relative safety, while also building wealth through hard work and property ownership.  Research needs to be conducted on the property transfers of other Quaker farmers in this area during this time period: 1830-1860 to determine if this type of arrangement was a prevalent practice or an isolated case. What is evident at this point is that there are virtually no Black families in this area today. The writer/researchers have speculated that the flashpoint of the Christiana Resistance may have resulted in a Diaspora of sorts for some of these former freedom seekers-turned-early settlers. 

8) Russell Hall at Village of Georgetown, Bart Township, Lancaster Avenue (PA Route 896) south of town center. Site of important public meeting on October 11, 1850 where William L. Rakestraw presided over the drafting, execution and publication of community resolutions in open defiance of the Fugitive Slave Law. Attending this meeting and endorsing the resolutions were most of the known Abolitionists and suspected UGRR operatives in the area. The Fugitive Slave Law had been in effect for only a few weeks. This open defiance against the Federal Act was provocative, to say the least. Just 11 months later, in the aftermath of the Christiana Resistance, one conservative local newspaper editor blamed the signers of the Russell Hall Resolutions as agitators and the actual instigators of the so-called “riot.” Rakestraw was summoned to Philadelphia and was believed to have been questioned in this affairs. No charges were ever filed.

Today, the building once known as Russell Hall remains as a substantial two-story frame building with an intact, one-time retail storefront and large meeting/recreational facility on upper floor. An Amishman now uses the building to store his refinished antique furniture.  The owner is interested in UGRR history and proudly shows visitors the local publications he owns on the subject. He was most interested when informed of the history of his building and has agreed to allow access on special occasions. Still, there is no private or public protection in place for this important building at this time.

9) William L. Rakestraw Farm, PA Route 896, just south of PA Route 372, first farm on the west side of the road. Also owned by an Amish-farming family, the barn contains a small enclosure that serves no apparent purpose and as such, is believed to have been a hiding place for freedom seekers.  Once again, there is no protection provided this site by either private covenants or public ordinance. 

10) Bart Meeting, Quaker Church Road, just north of intersection with PA Route 372. Here, see the graves of many of the persons and family members whose properties will have been visited on this tour. Owned by the Bart Historical Society, the Meeting House is opened rarely. The Society’s annual meeting is held on Father’s Day each year.  The head of the Bart Historical Society is William Walton, a descendant of Major William Walton (W.W.) Griest, noted Lancaster newspaper editor, Civil War veteran, secretary of the fledgling County Republican Party during the 1850s, and protégé of Thaddeus Stevens.
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Tour Goals:





*To better understand how 


the Underground Railroad as a teaching tool can better insure the protection of places of historic significance in Lancaster County, PA.


�*To illustrate the urgent need to inform citizens that preserving special places in our history 


starts with each of us.








Teachers and their students


 can be key to preserving our past�








