Basil Dorsey

1810 — 1872

(Pictured here is his brother
Thomas, a well-known caterer in
Philadelphia. There is no known
photograph of Basil Dorsey.
Photo courtesy Charles L.
Blockson Collection)
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“Who travelled the ‘Underground Railroad’?”
Basil Dorsey
Introduction

We stand before Basil Dorsey’s first home, built in 1849 on a lot he had purchased for $35.

He was born into slavery in Maryland and made a heroic journey to freedom that ended in
Florence. He overcame numerous obstacles and made a good life for his family here. Dorsey
always spoke up for himself and his fellow freedom-seekers, including after the passage of the
dreaded Fugitive Slave Law. He represented the courage, determination and skill that drove the
so-called Underground Railroad.

Who was Basil Dorsey?

—We know from Federal Census records that he lived in Florence between 1850-1870. He
moved here with his three children after his first wife died. He re-married almost as soon
as he arrived here. What was his new wife’s name? How many more children did they have
together? (Docs. B,C,D)

—What kind of work did he do to support his family? Describe his job for us. Were good jobs
like this generally open to black men living in Massachusetts at this time? Ask your partners
in the “Sara Askin” group. Do you think this was an important reason why Dorsey settled in
Florence? (Doc. A)

—What did his children get growing up in Florence? Was this another reason Dorsey settled
here? (Doc. A)

How did Basil Dorsey get to Florence?

—In the Census, Dorsey’s “Place of Birth” was listed as Maryland, a slave state. He was born a
“slave for life” and by law it was up to his owner whether he remained a slave or not. What
happened that finally pushed him to run away? Describe the situation for us. (Doc. F)

—He successfully escaped to the free state of Pennsylvania and settled down to work in the
town of Bristol. Somebody told his owner in Maryland where he was living and Dorsey was
arrested and forced to stand trial. What happened next? What advantage did Dorsey have
over his opponent in the courtroom? Describe the scene for us. (Docs. F,G,H)

—Dorsey, in effect, escaped slavery a second time. He went north where he was safer from
slave-catchers. Where did the Underground Railroad take him? Describe his journey. Who
assisted him in New York City? (Docs. E,F)

What effect did the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 have?

—We see in the Federal Census that on August 10, 1850, Basil and his new wife Cynthia were
settled on Nonotuck Street. Two months later the Fugitive Slave Act was signed into law. From
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one day to the next, life became much more dangerous for fugitives from Southern slavery
living in the North. In your own words, can you describe some of the provisions in this new
law? (Doc. L)

—How did Dorsey’s neighbors respond to this crisis? No one, including Dorsey himself, was
happy about the solution they arrived at. Why not? Remember that he and Sollers, the man
who “owned” him, had a long history when it came to money. (Docs. |,K)

—Like it or not, Dorsey was now safe. His children were safe because they were born to a “free”
woman. Most formerly enslaved persons living in Florence fled to Canada in 1850-51. Basil
Dorsey remained in Florence and is buried in the Park Street Cemetery.

What did Dorsey and others do to challenge this unjust law?

—Basil Dorsey was a leader in his community. This is why his name appeared first on a list of
men who printed an open protest letter. What were they protesting? What did the men
whose names are listed have in common? (Doc. M)

—African-Americans were a small, vulnerable minority in Massachusetts in the 1850s. They
needed support from their white neighbors at this time. What were the petitioners asking
for? What was their argument for why they deserved support? (Doc.M)

—Do you think printing this letter in the newspaper was an effective strategy? What other
options were open to them? What were the risks involved? (Doc. M)

NOTES ON SOURCES

Written by Arthur Hill, who was raised in the Community (1911).

Federal Census form, 1850.

Federal Census form, 1860.

Federal Census form, 1870.

Map created by the Ruggles Center.

Hampshire Gazette, April 2, 1867.

From a letter written by Robert Purvis, a leading Underground Railroad operative.
Newspaper account of Dorsey’s trial in Doylestown, Pennsylvania (1837).

See F.

Bill of Sale for Basil Dorsey (1851).

Excerpts from the Fugitive Slave Law (1850).

Public letter printed in the Hampshire Gazette following the passage of the Fugitive Slave
Law (1850).

CFASTIOMMON®P
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FLORENCE THE MECCA OF THE COLORED RACE
By Arthur Hill

Basil Dorsey, an intelligent and genial man, came here early and after became the teamster for
the cotton mill which succeeded the silk mill.... He married his second wife, daughter of Almon
Jones, and raised a large family. He occupied the house at the foot of the junction of West and
South Streets now in the possession of Mr. Coughlin. He brought the cotton bales from the
Northampton railroad station and took thither the finished cloth for shipment to the wider
world. He had a powerful pair of lungs and on the road from Northampton with a load of bales,
he would commence yelling at the eastern slope of Nonotuck Street when the people at the
mill would open doors and prepare to receive his load.

He had two sons by his first wife, Robert and John. Robert was a strong, healthy young man
with a good common school education. He became a stone mason and contractor, removed
to New York as a contractor, bought a freight steamer for his work and finally died there. His
brother John of a different makeup, slender and dandyish, became a barber and died later of
consumption.

Basil Dorsey had this house built on Nonotuck Street by 1850. In 1852, he and his family moved to
another house in Florence. Thomas H. Jones, formerly enslaved in North Carolina, lived here with
his family between 1854 and 1859.
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Basil Dorsey

From Hampshire Gazette, April 2, 1867

Any sketch of Florence would be incomplete, that did not embrace an honorable notice of

its colored teamster, Basil Dorsey. For 23 years he has been a citizen of the village, and is
known to the residents of all the adjoining region. He was a slave in the town of Liberty—God
have mercy on the man who gave the place its name!—in Frederick County, Maryland. His
grandfather was an Englishman, who married a colored woman in Maryland; therefore Dorsey
claims that he was by law as well as by right, a free man. But in Maryland, under the slave-
code, not much attention was paid to law or right; so Basil was compelled to come under the
yoke. To a man of his high spirit and pluck, the yoke was grievously heavy, and he continually
longed to be a free man. His master—Tom Saulers—had agreed to sell him his freedom for
$350, and Dorsey found a man named Richard Cole—to his honorable memory be the act
credited—who agreed to become his bondsman for that amount, but when Saulers was
confronted with this security for his “property,” he refused to accept it, declaring that he could
get S$500.

This act of treachery so enraged Cole that he advised Dorsey to his legs and try their
virtue. He did so. On the 14th of May 1836, before anti-slavery became very popular, even in
Massachusetts, Dorsey, in company with two other slaves, turned his back upon his master and
set out for the land of freedom. They travelled in the night and reached Gettysburg to safety.
From thence they went to Harrisburg and then to Reading. He found employment in Bristol,
Penn., where he worked nearly a year. While there, an attempt was made to recapture him. He
was arrested and taken before Judge Fox. Friends rallied to his aid, who secured ample legal
counsel., and after lying in jail, two weeks, a flaw in the proceedings was found and he was
set at liberty. His wife, who was a free woman, and their children joined him in Pennsylvania
in August, but in consequence of his arrest he determined to set his face northward for better
security.

He went to New York, where he met Dr. David Ruggles, the founder of the well known water
cure in Florence, who assisted him. Gentlemen connected with the Anti-Slavery Standard sent
him to Northampton. He first stopped at the house of Haynes K. Starkweather, in South street,
and after a day or two Capt. Samuel Parsons—whose heart, always beat in sympathy with
the fugitive—harnessed one of his horses and with one of his boys for driver—this was the
“underground railroad” —took Dorsey and carried him to Charlemont, where he was cared for
by Dea. R. H. Leavitt; with whom he lived about five years. His wife died and was buried at that
place, leaving him with three children. In January, 1844, he came to Florence, where he has
ever since resided, working as a teamster, first as an employee of the cotton-mill company, and
latterly as a general jobber. He has always done the teaming for the cotton mill.
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The day of trial came, and the slave-holder was there, bringing with
him additional proof in the persons of his neighbors, to swear as to the
identity of the man. Armed with the bill of sale, the victory seemed an

easy one. The claimant at one time was willing to take five hundred

dollars for his slave which we agreed to give, yielding to the earnest
entreaty of Basil, although it was in violation of our principles, as we
have always denied the right of property in man.

He advanced his price to eight hundred at Doylestown, and when
that was agreed to declined taking less than one thousand dollars. Basil
then said, no more offers, if the decision goes against me, | will cut my
throat in the Court House, | will not go back to slavery." | applauded
his resolution; horrible as it might be, it seemed better than his return
to a living death. Then for the first time | unfolded our plans for his

liberation.

BASIL DORSEY DISCHARGED'!
The man-catchers are again defeated '—

% Shylock™ has lost his * pound of flesh !!’

1t seems almost like an interposition of Pro-
vidence —and so it would be esteemed, by a
Christian missionary, should the same thing
occur to him in any * heathen land.”—Baut to
the point., :

Basil Dorsey, the eolored man that wae
arrested and taken to Doylestown, as a * fu-
gitive slave,” and was to have his trial on
the first inst., ("sec last week’s Nationol En-
quirer, ) was discharged, soon afier the
opening of the court. The case was an ex-
traordinary one. We shall have particulars
next week : bat at present we can only say,

it was done through the confusion of his

counsel! 'We learn that the claimants were
upon the spot, with their papers, and wit-
nesses, and chains, and bludgeons :—but not
a respectable able lawyer would advocate
their cause, and they confided the business

to one wholly inexperienced, who very seon
became totally confused in the presence of
older and more able counsel opposed to him,
He requested a postponement for an hour or
two, while he might examine his books and
arrange his ideas ; but thiscould not be grant-
ed, and the man was discharged !!!

He was instantly borne off by his friends,
amid the congratulating shouts of a nume-
rous assembiage, before any measure could
possibly be taken to renew his arrest, and is
now free from the cluiches of the harpies
who thought themselves secure in the pos-
session of their prey. '

What course he has taken to avoid their
pursuit, we do nof know '—but we believe he
passed through the northern part of this city,
on the afiernoon of the same day:—and we
suppose that he will seek an *‘saylum™ in a
land mure “ democratic,” or less ** monarchi-
cal,’”” than this !! :
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In Dea. J. P. Williston he has ever found a firm and faithful friend, and his gratitude
for his kindly assistance is strong and heartfelt. Soon after settling in Florence, Mr.
Dorsey married again, and by his present wife has had eleven children, making in

all fourteen—all of whom are now living. He has always been industrious, and a
hard-worker, and has succeeded in buying and paying for a homestead. In 1850, his
friends in Florence and Northampton contributed $150, and he added $50 from his
own earnings, making $200 in all, with which he purchased his freedom. This was
done against the wishes of many of his friends, who didn’t like to buy with money
that freedom which God had endowed all men with; but as he sometimes visited
Boston, Providence, and other cities, in his teaming business, it was feared he might,
when away from home be made a subject for the fugitive slave law, and be hurried
back to slavery. So it was deemed best to pay the price demanded and thus make his
freedom secure. In January last, desiring once more to see the “sacred soil” whose
dust he had shaken from his feet thirty-one years ago, he revisited Maryland. His

old master was gone and family nearly broken up. A look of desolation pervaded

the entire country. He found not many that he knew but one man loomed up
conspicuous amid the general strangeness, with whom and whose business he

was familiar. This was a professional slave-catcher and the owner of trained blood-
hounds.
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THE BILL OF SALE FOR BASIL DORSEY.

Referred to in Dr. Magill's Address, on the Underground Railroad
(See INTELLIGENCER of Third month 12.)

KNow all men by these presents, That I, Thomas E. Sellers,
of Frederick County and State of Maryland, for and in con-
sideration of the sum of one hundred and fifty dollars lawful
money of the United States, in hand paid by George Griscom,
of the city of Philadelphia, in the State of Pennsylvania,
attorney at law, at or before the sealing and delivery of these
presents, the receipt whereof is hereby acknowledged : Have
granted, bargained, and sold, and by these presents do grant,
bargain, and sell, unto the said George Griscom, his execu-
tors, administrators, and assigns, one mulatto man, named
Ephraim Costly, otherwise and now called Basil Dorsey, aged
about forty-three years, a slave for life. [The said Epbraim
Costly, otherwise and now called Basil Dorsey, as aforesaid,
having been born a slave for life of Sabrick Sollers, late of
said Frederick County, in the State of Maryland, and raised -
by the said Sabrick Sollers, and owned by him as such slave
for life until the decease of said Sabrick Sollers, after which
he became the property, as such slave for life, of the said
Thomas E. Sollers, (who is a son and one of the heirs at law
of said Sabrick Sollers, deceased,) and is now a fugitive from
service from said State of Maryland.]

To have and to hold the said described Mulatto man
named Ephraim Costly, otherwise and now called Basil Dor-
sey, a slave for life as aforesaid to the said George Griscom,
his executors, administrators, and assigns forever, and he
the said Thomas E. Sollers, for himself, his heirs, executors,
and administrators, the said Mulatto man Ephraim Costly,
otherwise Basil Dorsey, unto the said George Griscom, his
executors, administrators, and assigns, against him the said
Thomas E. Sollers, his executors and administrators, and
against all and every other person or persons whatsoever,
shall and will warrant and forever defend by these presents.

In witness whereof, I have hereunto set my hand and
seal, this fourteenth day of May, eighteen hundred and fifty-
one. Signed, sealed, and delivered.

THoMAS E. SOLLERS, [SEAL]

In the presence of

P. GORsuCH.
STATE OF MARYLAND,
CITY OF BALTIMORE.

Be it remembered, That on this fourteenth day of May,
1851, before the subscriber, a Justice of the Peace for said,
appears Thos. E. Sollers and acknowledges the above instru-
ment of writing to be his act and deed, according to the true
intent and meaning thereof, and also at the same time per-
sonally appeared George Griscom and made oath on the Holy
Evangels of Almighty God that the consideration set forth
therein is true and bona fide as set forth. P. GORSUCH.

S. S.
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Excerpts from The Fugitive Slave Act 1850

Full title:

An Act to amend, and supplementary to, the Act entitled ‘An Act
respecting Fugitives from Justice, and Persons escaping from the
Service of their Masters,” approved February twelfth, one
thousand seven hundred and ninety-three.

Sections 1, 2, 3 are concerned with the formal provisions for appointing
commissioners, who ‘are hereby authorized and required to exercise and
discharge all the powers and duties conferred by this act.

Section 4 invests the appointed commissioners with ‘authority to take
and remove such fugitives from service or labor ... to the State or Territory
from which such persons may have escaped or fled’

Section 5 specifies the penalties for failure to comply with warrants
issued under the provisions of the act:

Should any marshal or deputy marshal refuse to serve such warrant,
or other process, when tendered, or to use all proper means diligently
to execute the same, he shall, on conviction thereof, be fined in the
sum of one thousand dollars. Furthermore, should an arrested fugitive
manage to escape from custody, the marshal or deputy would be liable to
prosecution, and could be sued for ‘the full value of the service or labor of
said fugitive in the State, Territory or District whence he escaped’

Commissioners were also empowered ‘to summon and call to their aid
the bystanders,” and any failure to co-operate with such a summons would
be a violation of the law:

All good citizens are hereby commanded to aid and assist in the prompt
and efficient execution of this law, whenever their services may be
required.
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