 Henry Franklin: Fugitive in Richland
Of the over 600 escaped slaves who passed through Richard Moore’s Underground Railroad station only a few stayed in the Quakertown area. Among those was the first African American to ‘make a name for himself’ in Upper Bucks County. Henry Franklin’s story has been documented in the annals of American Black History and stands as an epiphenomenon of our community’s contribution to the battle against slavery in North America before the Civil War.

Henry Franklin’s slave name was Bill Budd.   Franklin was an ambassador of his race who earned much respect in Upper Bucks County.  He did much to break down prejudices and misconceptions about African-Americans in all the people he associated with during the years he lived in the area.  

Henry Franklin was born into slavery in Maryland in about 1803.  At the Whitsuntide (Pentecost), Holiday in 1837, his slave master gave Henry permission to visit his parents, who had been freed and moved to south central Pennsylvania.  Henry decided to take advantage of the opportunity and “escaped.”  He followed the established routes of the clandestine network that would become known as the Underground Railroad, and reached the home of Quaker Friend Richard Moore on (Old Bethlehem Pike), outside of Quakertown. (Sketch of Henry Franklin, p 2-3)
Richard Moore, a wealthy Quakertown businessman and member of the Richland Friends Meeting, had been involved in helping escaped slaves since the early 1830’s.  His pottery works would become the most important Underground Railroad station in Upper Bucks County over the next decades.  Moore assisted over 600 escaped slaves to find freedom in Canada or the Free States over the years. (Roberts, p 17)
When Henry Franklin arrived in Quakertown, he had no inclination to continue on to Canada.  Richard Moore believed he would be safe there, and, since he needed help at the pottery, Moore put Henry to work driving his freight wagons.  Henry lived with the Moore’s for the next seven years, before establishing his own home.

Franklin is said to have faithfully performed his various duties.  Richard Moore is quoted as having said that “(Henry Franklin) was always the right man at the right place.”  During his travels across the area delivering the Moore Redware pottery, it is said of Henry that “his integrity, intelligence, and courteous bearing won the confidence and regard of all with whom he mingled and did more to break down prejudice against color in the adjoining county than any other influence.” (Leight, p 40)
Henry was sometimes asked to transport fugitive slaves on their journey to freedom.  The ‘railroad passengers’ would be concealed in the wagons loaded with pottery bound for the Lehigh Valley and elsewhere.  Henry would ‘deliver his cargo’ and return to Quakertown with coal for the kilns or other merchandise. (Leight, p 40)
Franklin continued to work for the Moore Pottery until 1860, when he moved to Philadelphia.  By the end of the Civil War, when he legally achieved his freedom, Henry was employed as a janitor and messenger by the Academy of Fine Arts in the City.  He became a member of the Colored Baptist Church at 11th and Cherry Streets where he served as treasurer for many years. (Leight, p 40)
Henry Franklin, the first documented, well regarded African-American ‘citizen’ of Quakertown, died in Philadelphia in 1889 at 85 years old.  He never forgot the kindness and respect shown to him by Richard Moore, the Richland Friends, and the general population of Upper Bucks.  Though only one of the hundreds of fugitive slaves who passed through the Quakertown Underground Railroad station, he is one who deserves to be etched into the memory of our community. (Leight, p 40)
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