
 
 
 
Governor Pritzker and members of the Illinois General Assembly 
Underground Railroad Task Force – Final Report 
November 12, 2024 
 
When we first convened the Underground Railroad Task Force in January, we knew we had 
a big job in front of us which was essential to tell this history in Illinois. Our task was to 
bring together scholars, experts, task force members, educators, and more to create 
recommendations for the Governor on how Underground Railroad history could be 
explored and commemorated in Illinois.  
 
The Task Force operated under the Illinois Department of Natural Resources and 
comprised of members who were representatives from the legislature, museums, archives, 
academic institutions, and local governmental organizations. Together we dove into the 
work and created subcommittees to bring in more expertise, passion, and stories. Our 
recommendations focused on communities, education, awareness, and privileging the 
stories that tie this pathway to freedom with Illinois.  
 
The bravery of freedom seekers and underground railroad conductors represent the best 
in Illinoisians. Examples of helping fellow community members in need, exhibiting the 
strength to stand up for what is right, and exemplifying selflessness by putting others first 
serve as reminders not only of the history that happened here that, is often not talked 
about, but also a reminder of who we are. Our job was to look at the cultural organizations, 
scholars, and public historians who are actively doing the work to preserve, tell, and 
celebrate these stories of resiliency. We are proud to share what we uncovered and make 
recommendations on how to make this work more visible for the people of Illinois.   
 
The Task Force is excited to share the results of our month long journey together, to ensure 
this history is told in Illinois through multiple different means. This has been a privilege to 
work with this group of individuals.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
Senator David Koehler 
Co-chair 
 
Representative Debbie Meyers-Martin 
Co-chair 
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Enabling Legislation  
On June 9, 2023, Public Act 103-0097 was signed into law establishing the Illinois 
Underground Railroad Task Force.  The Illinois Underground Railroad Task Force shall 
develop a statewide plan to connect existing local projects and new projects to create a 
cohesive statewide history of the underground railroad in Illinois, while developing new 
educational and tourism opportunities for this State.   
 
Historical Background 
In the broadest sense, it is important to understand that the Underground Railroad 
included two great cycles of stories.  The stories of enslaved people in the south finding the 
means as individuals, families, and small groups to seek their freedom and the stories of 
people who responded to their journeys through the networks of the Underground 
Railroad.  Illinois history needs to be a rich storehouse for stories of those coming to and 
through the state as freedom seekers and of the great diversity of black and white 
individuals, families and communities across Illinois who sought to be of help. 
 
From the onset of statehood in 1818 and into the Civil War years, 4,500 to 7,000 freedom 
seekers moved into and through Illinois. They traveled up the Illinois River Valley and 
overland from the Mississippi River towns of Cairo, Chester, Alton, Quincy, Galena, and 
innumerable smaller places.  Some came north through Indiana, some by foot, coach and 
horseback from Iowa and Wisconsin, and starting in the mid-1850’s, by train.  Throughout, 
the vast majority came from Missouri, Kentucky, and Tennessee.  Others came up the 
Mississippi River valley from Louisiana, Mississippi, and Arkansas, and a few from eastern 
states.  
 
For most, the major goal was reaching Detroit, Michigan, where movement to Canada was 
relatively easy and where there were significant bases for support both in Detroit and in 
free settlements across the Detroit River in Ontario, Canada.  Many traveled overland 
through northwest Indiana and southern Michigan to reach Detroit.  By the mid-1840’s, an 
increasing number went through Chicago and other Lake Michigan towns to obtain passage 
on vessels going to Detroit.   After the mid-1850’s, travel to Chicago by train was of growing 
importance, and some continued by train on to Detroit. 
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Significant points of response to and assistance for freedom seekers emerged across the 
state in the 1830’s.  As communications across Illinois grew rapidly in the early 1840’s, 
those assisting freedom seekers became self-identified as the Underground Railroad.  
 
In addition, it is important to see the Underground Railroad in the context of slavery and 
the anti-slavery movement in the 18th and 19th centuries.  While slavery was widespread 
and legal in most of the country at some point in time, Illinois was generally a free 
state.  Beginning with conditions when the Northwest Ordnance of 1787 was instituted, it 
is crucial to see the ambiguity and the continued existence of slavery in the state until its 
formal legal end with the state constitution of 1848.  From this, we need to more fully 
understand the legal status of slavery in Illinois, and the demography of Black people at the 
county level, both slave and free.  The Undergroun Railroad was a major focus for anti-
slavery forces in the state, with a complex set of abolitionist activities, both by African 
American and Euro-Americans, e.g. John Jones in Chicago, Free Frank McWorter in New 
Philadelphia, Richard Eells in Quincy, and Elijah Lovejoy in Alton.  Furthermore, the 
Underground Railroad activities were part of a range of freedom stories across the state 
and throughout the history of the state. 
 
Underground Railroad Remembrance in Illinois 
For the most part, Illinois’ role in the Underground Railroad is not well known or marked. 
There may be more than 200 sites that can be identified with the journeys of freedom 
seekers and the work of the Underground Railroad in Illinois.  Most of these have not been 
fully identified and only a relatively small number have been deeply researched.  And, 
while there are remarkable examples of community and regional recognition of the work of 
the Underground Railroad, these activities have not been linked or seen together. This has 
resulted in a profoundly fragmented part of our state and national history.  As suggested in 
the enabling legislation, we need to create a “cohesive statewide history” that impacts 
educational and tourism opportunities.  In addition, many of the routes and sites of the 
Underground Railroad include communities often invisible and under-acknowledged in our 
state history.    
  
The Underground Railroad Task Force     
The Illinois Underground Railroad Task Force grew particularly out of the activities of 
citizens and elected officials seeking to develop a grave-marking program to honor the 
abolitionists assisting freedom seekers, those traditionally referred to as conductors on the 
UGRR.  The grave marking program was initiated in Tazewell County and has since 
expanded to other counties in Illinois.  
 
At the same time, there were numerous local events, programs and commemorations about 
the underground railroad occurring in Illinois. One goal of this Task Torce was to identify 
the people and institutions involved in this work (see attached listing) The Task Torce 
discovered that there is a remarkably diverse set of activities underway. Examples of these 
include: 
 

• Freedom Corridor in central Illinois 
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• Programs in and around Alton 
• Chicago to Detroit Freedom Trail 
• Underground Railroad Conductor Project initiated in Tazewell County 
• Cook County Underground Railroad commemoration planning project 
• African American Heritage Trail in Champaign County 
• Underground Railroad Project in Du Page County 
• Approximately 26 National Park Service Network to Freedom sites in Illinois 
• Additional specific Underground Railroad homes and sites  
• Educational programming, books, presentations, videos, and exhibits 

 
Activity 
The Illinois Underground Railroad Task Force was created by a unanimous vote in the 
House and Senate in the summer of 2023. It is co-chaired by Sen. David Koehler of Peoria  
and Rep. Debbie Meyers-Martin of Matteson. The membership of the Task Torce is 
attached. The Task Torce held its first meeting on January 16, 2024, and generally met 
monthly after that (see attached minutes). Working with the many volunteers, volunteer 
groups and institutions already involved in preserving the history of the Underground 
Railroad, the basic task of the Task Force was to develop a detailed structure and ongoing 
framework that will support and encourage this work.   
 
Findings 
The Task Force found a broad array of Underground Railroad projects and programs across 
the State and as a result, identified a number of significant understandings and needs, 
including: 
 

• Building connections across the state and with neighboring states. 
• Addressing the significant lack of information and the prevalence of misinformation. 
• Developing state level professional staff support for research, interpretation, and 

evaluation and for collaboration among sites and programs. 
 
Recommendation of the Task Force  

1. The Task Force recommends that the state establish, fund, and staff a commission to 
explore, research, and commemorate the journeys of freedom seekers and the sites 
in the State that became the networks of the Underground Railroad in Illinois.   

2. That the potential commission shall be referred to as the “Illinois Freedom Trails 
Commission,” which would parallel similar efforts in other states. 

3. That the commission and its staff be associated with the Illinois Department of 
Natural Resources/Illinois State Museum or any other appropriate State agency. 

4. That the commission have sufficient funding to support full time professional staff, 
scholars to implement commission projects, and a program for small project grants. 

5. That the commission collaborate with existing organizations across the State that 
focus on the Underground Railroad. 

6. That the commission collaborate with comparable entities in other states.  
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7. That the commission members be representative of public officials, scholars and 
community-based activists who have knowledge and interest in promoting the work 
of the commission. 

8. That the commission members be broadly representative from across the whole 
state and the variety of groups interested in this work. 

 
The Task Force recommends that the Commission be charged with the following: 
 

1. Provide resources for individuals and local entities seeking to learn more about the 
Underground Railroad in Illinois and to promote Underground Railroad locations 
and information in their communities. Such resources shall include: 

a. an online resource web environment containing things such as maps of 
journeys, sites, and conductor cemetery markers;  

b. a state-wide calendar of related events;  
c. research sources and bibliographies;  
d. videos and links to videos; and  
e. pictures, brief histories, and other materials developed locally and at the 

state level. 
 

2. Collaborate with organizations focusing on the underground railroad that include: 
a. local and regional Underground Railroad groups; 
b. county and regional historical societies; 
c. museums, especially museums that that a focus on slavery and the African 

American experience; 
d. academic programs, especially Black Studies at the college level and history 

departments; and 
e. organizations in African American communities 

 
3. Manage a grant funding program. 

a. Research and mark freedom seeker journeys and Underground Railroad 
sites. 

b. Develop heritage tourism and promotional activities on the Underground 
Railroad in Illinois, including exhibits, lectures, symposiums, and online 
materials.  

c. Support an Underground Railroad cemetery markers program pioneered by 
Tazewell County. 
 

4. Work with the National Park Service’s Network to Freedom program and serve as a 
liaison between the NPS and local entities.  
 

5. Explore heritage tourism opportunities connecting the locations of freedom seeker 
journeys and Underground Railroad sites, working with the Illinois Office of 
Tourism and regional tourism agencies. 
 

6. Connect freedom seekers and Underground Railroad stories to the range of freedom 
stories across the State and throughout the history of Illinois. 
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In relation to history and education, the Commission shall: 
 

1. Develop and maintain an online database of freedom seekers and their journeys to 
and through Illinois. 

2. Develop and periodically update a map of the geography of the Illinois underground 
railroad.   

3. Maintain a biographical dictionary of key persons identified with the Underground 
Railroad in Illinois, including freedom seekers, abolitionist allies, and pro slavery 
antagonists. 

4. Become part of implementing that every public elementary and high school shall 
include in its curriculum a unit of instruction studying the events of Black History, 
including the history of the African slave trade, slavery in America, and the vestiges 
of slavery in this country.  This would require active interaction with appropriate 
educational leadership of the 852 school districts in the state of Illinois. 

5. Identify scholars, in higher education and community-based organizations, to 
engage in research and to be recruited into a speakers bureau on the underground 
railroad and anti-slavery activity in the state of Illinois. 

6. Support the development of curricula at all levels that focus on the journeys of 
freedom seekers and the Underground Railroad. 

7. Support educational resources and activities during the month of February formally 
recognized as Black History Month.   

8. Support and publicize local activities across the state that focus on the Underground 
Railroad.  Particular focus should be on organizations in African American 
communities, helping people to undertake research related to the history of their 
local community. 

9. Offer exhibits at meetings of organizations open to spreading knowledge about 
abolitionism and the underground railroad.   

 
In relation to historic sites and landmarks, the Commission shall: 
 

1. Maintain state-wide listings of freedom seeker/Underground Railroad sites and 
landmarks and contact persons connected with the each. 

2. Assist individuals and local historical entities with assessing Underground Railroad 
sites and developing state-wide guidelines for the evaluation of sites and for historic 
markers, signage and other commemorative tools and activities. This may include 
journey sites and trails, specific sites and conductor cemetery sites. 

3. Collaborate with the University of Illinois Extension Service Master Gardening 
program, the Department of Natural Resources and other partners on opportunities 
for Underground Railroad site development. 

4. Assist in ensuring the preservation of existing sites that may be threatened with 
demolition or deterioration. 
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Appendix A 

Membership of the Illinois Underground Railroad Task Force 

Illinois Senator David Koehler, Co-chair 
Appointed by President of the Senate 

Illinois Representative Debbie Meyers-Martin, Co-chair 
Appointed by Speaker of the House of Representatives 

Illinois Senator Jil Tracy, Member 
Appointed by the Minority Leader of the Senate 

Illinois Representative Jackie Haas, Member 
Appointed by the Minority Leader of the House of Representatives 

Illinois Senator Doris Turner, Member 
Appointed by Governor J.B. Pritzker 

John Ackerman, Member 
Clerk of Tazwell County 

Jennifer Edginton, Member 
Illinois Department of Natural Resources designee 

Dave Joens, Member 
Director of the Illinois State Archives 

Larry, McClellan, Member 
Illinois State Historical Society designee 

Theodis Pace, Member 
NAACP Illinois State Conference designee 

Contributing Honorary Task Force Members 
Gerald McWorter 
Art Wilson 
Jamie Reynolds, IDNR Legislative Liaison/Task Force Administrative Support 
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Note: Larry McClellan and Gerald McWorter (New 
Phialdelphia Association) drafted this report.




