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In 1837, the State of Michigan entered the United States as a free state, outlawing 
slavery within its borders.  Black abolitionist, like William Lambert from Detroit, 
Michigan, organized and operated the “Underground Railroad” to the North.  The 
“Underground Railroad” was an organized system of white and black abolitionist who 
helped African Americans escape to freedom in Canada, where slavery had been 
outlawed since 1835. 

William Lambert: A Detroit Hero 

Before the Civil War, Detroit had a small but active African American population. One of 
the most active African American men of the time was William Lambert, who in addition 
to his public activities ran a thriving tailoring and dry cleaning business. Lambert’s 
name is prominent in many accounts of activities involving African Americans in Detroit 
from his arrival in 1840 to his death in 1890. He worked with the Underground Railroad, 
he organized an African American secret order, he led the Detroit Vigilant Committee, 
he was a deacon in his church, and he worked to bring publicly supported education to 
the African American children of Detroit. Lambert corresponded with many of the 
anti-slavery leaders of his day. 

The “Underground Railroad” to the North has been written about and studied at great 
length.  However, there is relatively little mention of the involvement of African 
Americans in the work.  Lambert makes clear that in Detroit, African Americans were 
actively involved.  They were organized and they were efficient and they were militant. 
They knew what they were doing and they were willing to take risks to free their fellow 
human beings from slavery and discrimination. 

Lambert served as a conductor on the Underground Railroad for 25 years, helping 
thousands of fugitives escape the institution of slavery. Lambert reported that in one 
year alone, the Underground network helped 1,600 people escape to freedom in 
Canada. 

Lambert is an example of a Michigan man who saw a wrong and did his best to remedy 
it. 1 
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