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Old Slave House nominated for national recognition

National Park Service considering site for UGRR Network to Freedom program

EQUALITY, Illinois (August 21, 2004) —The ongoing effort to reopen the Old Slave House outside Equality has taken a new turn as the National Park Service considers a nomination for it to join their Underground Railroad Network to Freedom program.

Such a designation would not transfer ownership of the site from the state to the federal government, but would be an important step in building the momentum for the reopening of the site, explained area historian and author Jon Musgrave who nominated the site.

“It’s a bit counter-intuitive since the Old Slave House is the last station left standing on the Reverse Underground Railroad, but lawmakers like Glenn Poshard and former U.S. Senator Carol Moseley Braun made sure back in the 1990s that this Park Service program would include opposition sites likes ones such as the Old Slave House represent,” said Musgrave.

Musgrave turned in the paperwork last month and a 30-day public comment period began this past week.

Congress passed legislation creating the program in 1998. It directed the National Park Service to begin of a series of public-private partnerships to develop a network of sites, some owned by the federal government, some owned by various state or local governments or even privately owned. 

The program requires the prior permission of property owners before a site can be considered. The Illinois Historic Preservation Agency approved the site’s consideration by the National Park Service.

During the bill’s consideration, Poshard, then-Congressman in Illinois’ 19th District, spoke out on behalf of the legislation mentioning the Old Slave House by name.

“[T]he stories of those who participated in the Underground Railroad remain vital sources of inspiration and can help promote racial understanding and cooperation,” the Congressional Record quoted Poshard. “In my own congressional district, there is a building known as the ‘Old Slave House,’ which … has served as a meaningful history lesson to those who have been fortunate enough to visit it. The Old Slave House is unique in that it is the only known remaining structure to have been used by kidnappers operating a kind of ‘reverse’ Underground Railroad, and it is considered a key site by researchers and historians seeking to preserve relics of this critical time in American history.”

If accepted by the National Park Service the Old Slave House would join the B. G. Roots House near Tamaroa as only the second site in Southern Illinois recognized.  Unlike the Roots site that appears to have been a part of the organized Underground Railroad that helped slaves escape to freedom, the Old Slave House represents the opposite of that – a site associated with the kidnapping of free black residents who were then sold into slavery. Long-time tradition dating back at least a century also ties the house as a place where captured runaway slaves were held upstairs in a slave jail on the third floor.

John Hart Crenshaw, a large landowner and salt-maker in Gallatin County, built the house in the 1830s, and at least since 1851 the 12 rooms in the third floor attic have been associated with slaves, explained Musgrave, who only learned while researching that house that he was related to Crenshaw through Crenshaw’s parents-in-law, two of Musgrave’s fifth-great-grandparents.

Nearly eight years of effort by multiple researchers have uncovered letters written on behalf of Crenshaw’s victims that identify Crenshaw as their kidnapper. Researchers also found where grand juries indicted him at least twice for the crime. Evidence also shows him slave trading down the Mississippi to Tennessee at least once as well as helping other kidnappers in their efforts to falsely claim a large number of emancipated slaves in Gallatin County under the country’s fugitive slave laws.

Musgrave uploaded the 35-page text portion of the application on his website – www.IllinoisHistory.com. He also provided readers with a link to the National Park Service’s site where they can take comments on the site’s application online.

Interested parties can also mail written comments to James Hill, Midwest Regional Coordinator, National Underground Railroad Network to Freedom, National Park Service, 601 Riverfront Drive, Omaha NE 68102.

At the present time the Old Slave House remains closed to the public as it has since the retirement of the last private owner in 1996. Open it NOW! Friends of the Old Slave House, an ad hoc advocacy group organized last summer has encouraged the state to allow a public-private partnership to operate the site using admission prices as a source of operating revenue.

“It’s time Illinois did something,” said Musgrave noting how the state’s financial situation has impacted historic sites.

“We have a crisis in our state’s historical preservation efforts due to lack of funding and worse, a lack of willingness to try something new,” he explained. “There are more state historic sites mothballed and closed than there are opened and staffed. The Old Slave House represents something unique in that it has a 70-year track record as a public attraction, 66 of those years as a paid attraction.”

The National Park Service will review the applications for the UGRR Network to Freedom program during a day-long meeting Sept. 15 at historic Fort McHenry in Baltimore, Maryland.
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