
    
 

Freedom Roads: 
North Carolina’s Underground 
Railroad Network to Freedom 

Activity Guide 
“She is worthy, for whom this deed is to be done”: 

Quaker Abolitionism in North Carolina 
 
 
Overview 
North Carolina’s Quaker community, largely concentrated in the piedmont section of 
the state, was strongly opposed to the institution of slavery.  This had not always been 
the case.  In the early years of the 18th century, Quakers even owned slaves, but as time 
passed, it grew difficult to reconcile that practice with their faith.  By the antebellum 
period, Quakers in North Carolina and elsewhere were some of the most outspoken 
abolitionists.  While most freedom seekers undertook their escape and journey on their 
own, many were assisted by Quakers who put their faith into action.  Since assisting 
runaway slaves was illegal, several notable Quaker families took great risks in 
providing food, shelter, and safe passage to those seeking freedom.   
 
Activity Goals 
Upon completion of this activity, students will be able to: 

• understand what a primary source is and how to analyze it. 
• summarize the dilemma faced by Quakers in North Carolina during the Civil 

War. 
• communicate their understanding of the Quaker abolitionist view through 

creative and innovative means. 
 
Grade Level 
Created primarily for 8th grade, this activity can be adapted for higher grade levels. 
 
Common Core and Essential Standards 
8.H.1.2 – Summarize the literal meaning of historical documents in order to establish 
context. 
8.H.1.3 – Use primary and secondary sources to interpret various historical 
perspectives. 



8.H.2.1 - Explain the impact of economic, political, social, and military conflicts (e.g. 
war, slavery, states’ rights and citizenship and immigration policies) on the 
development of North Carolina and the United States.  
8.H.3.3 - Explain how individuals and groups have influenced economic, political and 
social change in North Carolina and the United States. 
 
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.2 - Determine the central ideas or information of a primary 
or secondary source; provide an accurate summary of the source distinct from prior 
knowledge or opinions. 
 
North Carolina Essential Standards - Eighth Grade Theatre Arts 
8.C.1.1 Use physical movement and acting skills to express stories to an audience.  
8.C.1.2 Apply appropriate vocal elements, such as pitch, volume, and projection, 
effectively while portraying characters.  
8.C.1.3 Create original works that communicate ideas and feelings.  
8.C.2.1 Use acting skills, such as observation, concentration, and characterization, to 
perform original, written scenes.  
 
Classroom Activities: Guided Practice 
 
Introduce students to the beliefs of the Quakers, or Society of Friends: 
 
A.  Have students read the THJH article “The Quakers and Their War of Resistance” for 

background information on Quakerism in colonial and antebellum North 
Carolina.  Have students answer the following questions: 

1. In what ways did Quaker beliefs differ from most other North 
Carolinians? (pacifism – war and violence were wrong; service in 
the colonial militia or even supporting it through taxes, was 
unethical; belief in human equality no matter what race or sex) 

2.  Why did Quakers face increasing hostility and harassment in the 1830s 
forcing many to leave the state? (For their refusal to serve in the 
state militia; for their support of manumission or emancipation of 
slaves; and for their desire to live in a society free from slavery.) 

3.  The Confederacy was less willing to allow Quakers to avoid military 
service due to their religious beliefs than the U.S. government had 
been prior to the Civil War.  What did Quakers have to do to avoid 
service?  (pay a $500 exemption fee or perform substitute work in 
the saltworks in Wilmington or in the leather tanning and shoe 
industries, which then supplied the Confederate army.) 

4.  What was a War Quaker? (A non-Quaker who converted to the Quaker  
faith because he or she also rejected both the war and slavery.) 

 
  

http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/6-8/2/
http://www.ncdcr.gov/Portals/7/Collateral/Database/F00.quakers.pdf


B. Have student s read the THJH article, “Quaker abolitionists: The largest slaveholders  
 in the state?” Have students answer the following questions: 
  1.  What was the dilemma that Quaker slaveholders faced in the early 18th 

century? (continuing to own slaves was increasingly discouraged 
by their church; freeing their slaves was illegal.) 
Ask students to think of an example of someone or group being in a 
dilemma today. 

  2.  How did the Society of Friends become one of the largest slaveholders 
in the state? (A 1796 statute allowed societies to buy and sell 
property.  The Yearly Meeting of the Society of Friends authorized 
its members to transfer their slave property to the Yearly Meeting 
itself.  Thus the Society of Friends became the legal owner of almost 
800 slaves by 1814.) 

3.  Who was Levi Coffin?  Why was he important? (He was a Quaker 
abolitionist  from Greensboro who was known as the “president” of 
the Underground Railroad.) 

   
Classroom Activities: Independent Practice 

 
John  B. Crenshaw Papers, Friends Historical Collection, Guilford College, Greensboro, NC 

The Friends Historical Collection located at Guilford College provides access to primary 
source documents – primarily letters, diaries, and records of the Friends’ Yearly 
Meetings.  Among the digitized items is the John B. Crenshaw Papers, which contain 
correspondence between Crenshaw, a prominent Quaker minister in Richmond, and 
Friends, many who are seeking assistance in obtaining exemptions from military 
service.  In a few of the documents from Delphina Mendenhall of Jamestown, N.C., 
there is mention of assisting two enslaved women in their quest to relocate in the north. 
 
1.  Provide students with copies, either the original or the typescript, of the following 

Letters, or have students go to Guilford College’s Friends Historical Collection 
(FHC) website http://library.guilford.edu/friends-historical-collection/fhc-
digital-collections/to locate the FHC digital collection.  Have them look at the 
“North Carolina Quakers and the Civil War: John B. Crenshaw Papers.”  Under 
the “Correspondence, 1861-1865” file, have students locate and read the 
following items: 
B10 – Letter to John B. Crenshaw from Delphina E. Mendenhall (3/31/1863) 
B11 – Letter to John B. Crenshaw from Delphina E. Mendenhall (4/4/1863) 
B12 – Letter from Delphina E. Mendenhall (4/20/1863) 

http://www.ncdcr.gov/Portals/7/Collateral/database/F96.quaker.abolitionists.pdf
http://www.ncdcr.gov/Portals/7/Collateral/database/F96.quaker.abolitionists.pdf
http://library.guilford.edu/friends-historical-collection/fhc-digital-collections/
http://library.guilford.edu/friends-historical-collection/fhc-digital-collections/


C17 - Letter to John B. Crenshaw from Delphina E. Mendenhall (6/26/1863) No 
transcript available; must read original. 
D17 - Letter to John B. Crenshaw from Delphina E. Mendenhall (11/24/1863) 
G5 – Letter to John B. Crenshaw from Delphina E. Mendenhall (9/15/1864) 
G30 – Letter to John B. Crenshaw from Delphina E. Mendenhall (6/12/1864) 
 

2. After reading these letters regarding Delphina Mendenhall’s efforts to secure 
safe passage and freedom for Harriet Lane, an enslaved African American 
woman, conduct a discussion about her efforts.  Summarize chronologically the 
steps Mendenhall took to help Lane.  What do we know about Lane from reading 
these letters?  What emotions do you find in these letters? What can we learn 
about the relationship between Delphina and Harriet?  What examples are there 
of others Delphina attempted to assist out of North Carolina?  How did her 
efforts finally turn out?   

 
2.  Have students, either individually or in groups, do one or both of the following: 

A.  We know that Harriet Lane was literate, as Delphina Mendenhall refers to 
letters she received from Lane.  Create a series of letters to Delphina 
Mendenhall from Harriet Lane covering the same time period.  What 
would Harriet express to Delphina?  What side stories would she also 
include?  Write these letters in the style of the mid-19th century. 

 
B.  Create a presentation that conveys the story told through these letters.  This 

presentation can be an exhibit, a documentary, a theatrical performance, 
or a poem.   

 
Closure 
Have students present their exhibit, documentary, poem, or performance from the 
previous exercise before the class.   
 
 
Assessment 
Have students write an essay on the Underground Railroad, describing what it was, 
how it operated, and locating at least one route of the Underground Railroad in North 
Carolina.  Students should imagine that they were a “conductor” on the Underground 
Railroad.  Have them describe how they would have helped someone their age escape 
to freedom. 


