
Title: Pathways of Freedom to Mexico: Rethinking the Underground Railroad 1810-1865 
Author: Joseph W. Cote, Masters of Arts Teaching, Secondary Education; Oakland University, Rochester, Michigan, 
U.S.A. 
 
The Underground Railroad was a systematic pathway to freedom that aided fugitive slaves in their escape from the 
bondage of slavery within the United States.  The traditional discussion surrounding this network describes a 
strategic line of farms zigzagging its way northward, and extending into Canada. 1 However, north was not the only 
direction in which escapees to freedom took flight. 2 According to historian Dr. Ernest Obadele-Starks, 
“Opportunities for escape increased when slaves lived in close proximity to free Africans, rivers, free states and 
territories, foreign borders of nations that prohibited slavery and the slave trade, or areas where runaways 
congregated.” 3 The proximity between Texas and Mexico contained such opportunities for escape to those seeking 
relief from the oppression of slavery. 
 
The realization of a pathway to freedom and Mexico can be traced through the maturation of establishing a link. 
Historian Sean M. Kelley has divided this process into three periods. The first period occurred prior to 1820 as the 
Mexican War broke out seeking independence from Spain in 1810. During this period attention was brought to the 
boundary between the U.S. and Mexico as the new state of Coahuila had been added to Mexico. By 1819, the 
boundary dispute had been resolved as Spain and the United States negotiated the Coahuila-Texas border. The 
institution of slavery was legal in both regions during this period. Because of this, Kelley suggests that slaves 
escaping their bondage in Texas sought a pathway to freedom into Mexico, since it would be difficult for slave 
owners to pursue them into Spanish territory. 4   
 
During the second period, 1820 to 1829, the linkage of the pathway to freedom and Mexico began to take root 
within the slave community. Once Mexico had gained independence from Spain in 1821, Mexican law began to attack 
the institution of slavery within its own borders. One such law in 1824, passed by the Sovereign General Constituent 
Congress, outlawed the commerce and traffic of slaves within Mexico. 5 However, the law that established a concrete 
link between the pathway to freedom and Mexico occurred on September 15, 1829, when President Vicente 
Guerrero officially abolished slavery within Mexico. Furthermore, the law granted freedom to those, “who have been 
locked up as slaves.” 6 Kelley suggests that this crucial law created a, “faint connection between Mexico and the 
idea of freedom,” for those held in bondage within Texas and the United States. 7 

 
The third period, 1829 to 1845, solidified the linkage between the pathway to freedom and Mexico as tensions rose 
over the issue of slavery between Mexico, Texas, and the United States. 8 This link would only get stronger with the 
annexation of Texas, and its admittance into the Union as a slave state. The geography between Texas and Coahuila, 
Mexico created a natural pathway to freedom that fugitive slaves used for escape. The geographical features 
neighboring both sides of the Rio Grande River included level plains, rolling prairies, and low hills for the first five 
hundred and fifty miles. Furthermore a dense growth of shrubs and trees covered the lands along the river 
furnishing a natural hiding location. The river could be crossed by boat, or by one of the numerous areas where 
water was shallow enough to cross on foot. 9   One example of a river crossing occurred when former slave Sallie 
Wroe’s father escaped during the Civil War. He had paddled a, “bale of cotton,” across the Rio Grande. 10 

 

Those that chose the pathway to freedom into Mexico did so based on their proximity. According to Obadele-Starks, 
“The movement of slaves out of the Western Gulf South states was linked almost exclusively with Mexico.” 11 This was 
done as the proximity to the pathway of freedom into Mexico was shorter than the northern route of the 
Underground Railroad into Canada.  While debating the Compromise of 1850, Texas Senator Sam Houston pointed 
out that his state was similar to border states much like Maryland or Kentucky, and that, “Mexico was nearer to 



Texas than Canada was to slave states.” Furthermore, Houston added, “Slaves often found refuge south of the Rio 
Grande.” 12 
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