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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

IntroducƟ on

We stand before Basil Dorsey’s fi rst 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 aŌ er the passage of the 
dreaded FugiƟ ve Slave Law. He represented the courage, determinaƟ on 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 aŌ er his fi rst 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 MassachuseƩ s at this Ɵ me? Ask your partners 
in the “Sara Askin” group. Do you think this was an important reason why Dorsey seƩ led in 
Florence? (Doc. A)

—What did his children get growing up in Florence? Was this another reason Dorsey seƩ led 
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 fi nally pushed him to run away? Describe the situaƟ on for us. (Doc. F)

—He successfully escaped to the free state of Pennsylvania and seƩ led 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 eff ect, escaped slavery a second Ɵ me. 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 eff ect did the FugiƟ ve Slave Law of 1850 have?

—We see in the Federal Census that on August 10, 1850, Basil and his new wife Cynthia were 
seƩ led on Nonotuck Street. Two months later the FugiƟ ve Slave Act was signed into law. From 
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one day to the next, life became much more dangerous for fugiƟ ves 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 soluƟ on 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. I,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 fl ed 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 fi rst on a list of 
men who printed an open protest leƩ er. What were they protesƟ ng? What did the men 
whose names are listed have in common? (Doc. M) 

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

—Do you think prinƟ ng this leƩ er in the newspaper was an eff ecƟ ve strategy? What other 
opƟ ons were open to them? What were the risks involved? (Doc. M)  

NOTES ON SOURCES

A. WriƩ en by Arthur Hill, who was raised in the Community (1911).
B. Federal Census form, 1850.
C. Federal Census form, 1860.
D. Federal Census form, 1870.
E. Map created by the Ruggles Center.
F. Hampshire GazeƩ e, April 2, 1867.
G. From a leƩ er wriƩ en by Robert Purvis, a leading Underground Railroad operaƟ ve.
H. Newspaper account of Dorsey’s trial in Doylestown, Pennsylvania (1837).
I. See F.
J. Bill of Sale for Basil Dorsey (1851).
K. Excerpts from the FugiƟ ve Slave Law (1850).
L. Public leƩ er printed in the Hampshire GazeƩ e following the passage of the FugiƟ ve Slave 

Law (1850).
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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 aŌ er became the teamster for 
the coƩ on 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 juncƟ on of West and 
South Streets now in the possession of Mr. Coughlin. He brought the coƩ on bales from the 
Northampton railroad staƟ on and took thither the fi nished 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 fi rst wife, Robert and John. Robert was a strong, healthy young man 
with a good common school educaƟ on. He became a stone mason and contractor, removed 
to New York as a contractor, bought a freight steamer for his work and fi nally died there. His 
brother John of a diff erent makeup, slender and dandyish, became a barber and died later of 
consumpƟ on.

A

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 GazeƩ e, April 2, 1867

Any sketch of Florence would be incomplete, that did not embrace an honorable noƟ ce of 
its colored teamster, Basil Dorsey.  For 23 years he has been a ciƟ zen 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 aƩ enƟ on 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 conƟ nually 
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 $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 anƟ -slavery became very popular, even in 
MassachuseƩ s, 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 GeƩ ysburg 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 aƩ empt was made to recapture him. He 
was arrested and taken before Judge Fox. Friends rallied to his aid, who secured ample legal 
counsel., and aŌ er lying in jail, two weeks, a fl aw 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 beƩ er 
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 AnƟ -Slavery Standard sent 
him to Northampton. He fi rst stopped at the house of Haynes K. Starkweather, in South street, 
and aŌ er a day or two Capt. Samuel Parsons—whose heart, always beat in sympathy with 
the fugiƟ ve—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. LeaviƩ ; with whom he lived about fi ve 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, fi rst as an employee of the coƩ on-mill company, and 
laƩ erly as a general jobber. He has always done the teaming for the coƩ on mill. 

F
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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, I will cut my 
throat in the Court House, I will not go back to slavery." I applauded 
his resolution; horrible as it might be, it seemed better than his return 
to a living death. Then for the first time I unfolded our plans for his 
liberation.

G

H
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In Dea. J. P. Williston he has ever found a fi rm and faithful friend, and his graƟ tude 
for his kindly assistance is strong and hearƞ elt. Soon aŌ er seƩ ling 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 someƟ mes visited 
Boston, Providence, and other ciƟ es, in his teaming business, it was feared he might, 
when away from home be made a subject for the fugiƟ ve 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 desolaƟ on pervaded 
the enƟ re 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. 

I
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Excerpts from The Fugi  ve Slave Act 1850

Full Ɵ tle:

An Act to amend, and supplementary to, the Act en  tled ‘An Act 
respec  ng Fugi  ves from Jus  ce, and Persons escaping from the 

Service of their Masters,’ approved February twel  h, one 
thousand seven hundred and ninety-three.

Sec  ons 1, 2, 3 are concerned with the formal provisions for appoinƟ ng 
commissioners, who ‘are hereby authorized and required to exercise and 
discharge all the powers and duƟ es conferred by this act.’

Sec  on 4 invests the appointed commissioners with ‘authority to take 
and remove such fugiƟ ves from service or labor ... to the State or Territory 
from which such persons may have escaped or fl ed.’

Sec  on 5 specifi es the penalƟ es 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 convicƟ on thereof, be fi ned in the 
sum of one thousand dollars. Furthermore, should an arrested fugiƟ ve 
manage to escape from custody, the marshal or deputy would be liable to 
prosecuƟ on, and could be sued for ‘the full value of the service or labor of 
said fugiƟ ve 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 violaƟ on of the law:

All good ciƟ zens are hereby commanded to aid and assist in the prompt 
and effi  cient execuƟ on of this law, whenever their services may be 
required.

K
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