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Excerpt from The Underground Railroad: A Record of Facts, Authentic Narratives, Letters, &C. by 
William Still

A friend by the name of C. Matterson, told me that he was going off. Then I told him of my master's writing to 
Mrs. Carroll concerning selling, etc., and that I was going off too. We then concluded to go together. There 
were two others-brothers of Matterson-who were told of our plan to escape, and readily joined with us in 
the undertaking. So one Saturday night, at twelve o'clock, we set out for the North. After traveling upwards of 
two days and over sixty miles, we found ourselves unexpectedly in Terrytown [in the state of Maryland]. 
There we were informed by a friendly colored man of the danger we were in and of the bad character of the 
place towards colored people, especially those who were escaping to freedom; and he advised us to hide as 
quickly as we could. We at once went to the woods and hid. Soon after we had secreted ourselves a man 
came near by and commenced splitting wood, or rails, which alarmed us. We then moved to another hiding-
place in a thicket near a farmer's barn, where we were soon startled again by a dog approaching and 
barking at us. The attention of the owner of the dog was drawn to his barking and to where we were. The 
owner of the dog was a farmer. He asked us where we were going. We replied to Gettysburg-to visit some 
relatives, etc. He told us that we were running off. He then offered friendly advice, talked like a Quaker, and 
urged us to go with him to his barn for protection. After much persuasion, we consented to go with him.

Soon after putting us in his barn, himself and daughter prepared us a nice breakfast, which cheered our 
spirits, as we were hungry. For this kindness we paid him one dollar. He next told us to hide on the mow till 
eve, when he would safely direct us on our road to Gettysburg. All, very much fatigued from traveling, fell 
asleep, excepting myself; I could not sleep; I felt as if all was not right.

About noon men were heard talking around the barn. I woke my companions up and told them that that man 
had betrayed us. At first they did not believe me. In a moment afterwards the barn door was opened, and in 
came the men, eight in number. One of the men asked the owner of the barn if he had any long straw. "Yes," 
was the answer. So up on the mow came three of the men, when, to their great surprise, as they pretended, 
we were discovered. The question was then asked the owner of the barn by one of the men, if he harbored 
runaway negroes in his barn? He answered, "No," and pretended to be entirely ignorant of their being in his 

ReadWorks.org · © 2017 ReadWorks®, Inc. All rights reserved.



Wesley Harris: An Account of Escaping Slavery

barn. One of the men replied that four negroes were on the mow, and he knew of it. The men then asked us 
where we were, going. We told them to Gettysburg, that we had aunts and a mother there. Also we spoke of 
a Mr. Houghman, a gentleman we happened to have some knowledge of, having seen him in Virginia. We 
were next asked for our passes. We told them that we hadn't any, that we had not been required to carry 
them where we came from. They then said that we would have to go before a magistrate, and if he allowed 
us to go on, well and good. The men all being armed and furnished with ropes, we were ordered to be tied. I 
told them if they took me they would have to take me dead or crippled. At that instant one of my friends cried 
out-"Where is the man that betrayed us?" Spying him at the same moment, he shot him (badly wounding 
him). Then the conflict fairly began.

The constable seized me by the collar, or rather behind my shoulder. I at once shot him with my pistol, but in 
consequence of his throwing up his arm, which hit mine as I fired, the effect of the load of my pistol was 
much turned aside; his face, however, was badly burned, besides his shoulder being wounded. I again fired 
on the pursuers, but do not know whether I hit anybody or not. I then drew a sword, I had brought with me, 
and was about cutting my way to the door, when I was shot by one of the men, receiving the entire contents 
of one load of a double barreled gun in my left arm, that being the arm with which I was defending myself. 
The load brought me to the ground, and I was unable to make further struggle for myself. I was then badly 
beaten with guns. . . In the meantime, my friend Craven, who was defending himself, was shot badly in the 
face, and most violently beaten until he was conquered and tied. The two young brothers of Craven stood 
still, without making the least resistance.

After we were fairly captured, we were taken to Terrytown, which was in sight of where we were betrayed. 
By this time I had lost so much blood from my wounds, that they concluded my situation was too dangerous 
to admit of being taken further; so I was made a prisoner at a tavern, kept by a man named Fisher. There my 
wounds were dressed, and thirty-two shot were taken from my arm. For three days I was crazy, and they 
thought I would die. During the first two weeks, while I was a prisoner at the tavern, I raised a great deal of 
blood, and was considered in a very dangerous condition-so much so that persons desiring to see me 
were not permitted. Afterwards I began to get better, and was then kept privately-was strictly watched day 
and night. Occasionally, however, the cook, a colored woman (Mrs. Smith), would manage to get to see me. 
Also James Matthews succeeded in getting to see me; consequently, as my wounds healed, and my senses 
came to me, I began to plan how to make another effort to escape. I asked one of the friends . . . to get me a 
rope. He got it. I kept it about me four days in my pocket; in the meantime I procured three nails.

On Friday night, October 14th, I fastened my nails in under the window sill; tied my rope to the nails, threw 
my shoes out of the window, put the rope in my mouth, then took hold of it with my well hand, clambered into 
the window, very weak, but I managed to let myself down to the ground. I was so weak, that I could scarcely 
walk, but I managed to hobble off to a place three quarters of a mile from the tavern, where a friend had 
fixed upon for me to go, if I succeeded in making my escape. There I was found by my friend, who kept me 
secure till Saturday eve, when a swift horse was furnished by James Rogers, and a colored man found to 
conduct me to Gettysburg. Instead of going direct to Gettysburg, we took a different road, in order to shun 
our pursuers, as the news of my escape had created general excitement. My three other companions, who 
were captured, were sent to Westminster jail, where they were kept three weeks, and afterwards sent to 
Baltimore and sold for twelve hundred dollars a piece, as I was informed while at the tavern in Terrytown.
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Name: ___________________________________ Date: _______________

1. What do Wesley Harris and C. Matterson decide to do?

A. run away to Terrytown

B. hide in a farmer's barn

C. escape from slavery 

D. rebel against their masters

2. The cause of the slaves' discovery by the farmer is the dog barking at them. What is an 

effect of the slaves' discovery?

A. The farmer tells the slaves to hide in his barn.

B. Wesley Harris is mistrustful of the farmer.

C. The slaves are captured and arrested.

D. The slaves run away to the woods and hide.

3. Harris was not sent directly to Westminster jail because he was seriously injured. What 

evidence from the passage best supports this conclusion?

A. "After we were fairly captured, we were taken to Terrytown, which was in sight of where we 
were betrayed."

B. "I had lost so much blood from my wounds, that they concluded my situation was too 
dangerous to admit of being taken further."

C. "I was made a prisoner at a tavern, kept by a man named Fisher. There my wounds were 
dressed, and thirty-two shot were taken from my arm."

D. "Consequently, as my wounds healed, and my senses came to me, I began to plan how to 
make another effort to escape."

4. Why does the black man in Terrytown warn Harris and his companions about the danger of 

the town?

A. He thinks they don't know how to hide.

B. He wants to scare Harris and his companions.

C. He wants Harris's company to take him with them.

D. He doesn't want them to be caught.
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5. What is this passage mostly about?

A. how one man tries to escape from slavery

B. the history of Terrytown, Maryland

C. how four slaves successfully escaped slavery

D. the Underground Railroad in Maryland

6. Read the following sentences: "He then offered friendly advice, talked like a Quaker, and 

urged us to go with him to his barn for protection. After much persuasion, we consented to 

go with him. Soon after putting us in his barn, himself and daughter prepared us a nice 

breakfast."

As used in this sentence, what does "consented" mean?

A. argued 

B. declined

C. agreed

D. shouted

7. Choose the answer that best completes the sentence below.

Harris did not trust the farmer and felt that something was not right. ________, he could not 

fall asleep.

A. On the other hand

B. As a result

C. Finally

D. In particular

8. What happened to Harris's three companions who tried to escape with him?

9. Explain what the farmer did after telling Harris and his companions to sleep in his barn. 

What is a likely reason why he did this?

10. When Harris and his companions arrive in Terrytown, a black man warns them of the "bad 

character of the place towards colored people, especially those who were escaping to 

freedom." Explain what this means and how Harris's account demonstrates the town's bad 

character.
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