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PROFILES

People who have made an impression upon the Great Lakes State

lales Trom the

UNDERGROUND

RAILROAD: Tstothy Buttes

By Donna Odom

During the mid-nineteenth

century, Southwestern Michigan
was the site of many stops along the
Underground Railroad, a series of secret
routes that enslaved African Americans
used to seek freedom in the northern
United States and Canada.

An important stop on that route in
Kalamazoo County, Michigan, was
in the village of Schoolcraft at the
home of Nathan Thomas, an active
abolitionist and stationmaster on the

Underground Railroad.

The station at the Thomas house saw a
great deal of activity during the 1840s.
Bug, after the passing of the Fugitive
Slave Law of 1850, the number of
fugitives passing through Southwestern
Michigan decreased dramatically.
Because the law authorized citizens to
assist slaveholders in reclaiming escaped
freedom-seekers traveling north, it

became much more dangerous to

attempt escape.

In an account of her experiences at a
station on the Underground Railroad,
Nathan Thomas” daughter, Ella,
remembered only four freedom-seekers
passing through Schoolcraft in the years
between 1850 and 1860.

One of those four was a woman

named Dorothy Butler, who escaped
enslavement in Kentucky at about the
age of seven with her mother, Nellie; and
older sister, Sophie. Upon their arrival

in Kalamazoo County, thethree women
were brought to the Thomas house.

Buterand her mother were placed

with the family of Delamore Duncan,
president of the Schoolcraftand Three
Rivers Railroad Company and a well-
known abelitionist who was involved in
Underground Railroad activities. Her
sister, Sophie, then 15 years old, was sent
to live with Jeanette Brown, Duncan’s
sister-in-law, on a farm a few miles west.

Butler was a “tall spare woman with a
sallow complexion and blond kinky

hair, a brisk manner, and a hearty

Dorothy Butler, who escaped
enslavement and settled in Kalamazoo
County. (Photo courtesy of the Western

Michigan University Zhang Archives
and Regional History Center.)

laugh.” She and her family lived in
Kalamazoo County most of their lives.
Employed as a housekeeper “in some of
the fine homes,” she was considered a
marvelous cook.

Judging from information found in

the 1880 U.S. Census, Butler and her
mother later temporarily lived with her
sister, Sophie, and Sophie’s husband,
George Bass, in nearby Decatur. Records
reveal that Bass served as an infantryman
in the U.S. Colored Troops during the
American Civil War.

Butler appears to have never married or
had children. She is listed in the 1910
U.S. Census as working in the home
of Albert and Dora Gates, residents of
South Street in Kalamazoo. Gates was
president of C.H. Dutton, an engine
manufacturing company. Budler later
worked at the home of Mrs. Ellie Shaw,
where she died in 1932.

Donna Odom is the founder and
executive director of the Society for
History and Racial Equity.

The Nathan Thomas House in Schoolcraft,
Michigan, which once served as a stop along
the Underground Railroad. (Photo courtesy
of Jim Roberts.)
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