
THE UNDERGROUND RAILROAD STATION

Hidden Architecture, Living Memory

CONCEALED UPPER ROOM - PHOTO BY ALEIGHA SULLIVAN

DOORWAY BELOW HIDDEN ROOM NARROW INTERIOR STAIRS

PATHWAY ABOVE SANCTUARY VIEW TOWARD BELL TOWER

Church tradition holds that Historic St. Paul's sanctuary began  
serving as an Underground Railroad station when it was  
completed in 1826. No surviving record identifies the firstperson  
sheltered or the exact date of the station's first use. The  
congregation's inherited history nevertheless places
freedom-seeking activity at the church from its earliest years.

The building contains a concealed upper room, narrow interior  
stairs, brick-lined pathways above the sanctuary, elevated  
openings, and access toward the bell tower. Foundation  
stabilization work in 2025 also exposed a small doorway in the  
room below the hidden area, on the side of the campus  
historically associated with the former city stray pen.

These features provide important physical context. They show  
that the concealed room was connected to a larger interior  
circulation system rather than existing as an isolated closet. The  
precise original use and construction date of every feature,  
however, cannot be determined from appearance alone.

Church oral tradition associates the former stray-pen area with  
efforts to conceal and protect freedom seekers. According to that  
tradition, animal odors may have obscured human scent and  
confused tracking dogs. The property purchase is documented; its  
freedom-related use is preserved through congregational  
memory.

Underground Railroad activity depended upon secrecy. Public  
deeds, directories, and church minutes were unlikely to describe  
illegal assistance. At the same time, secrecy should not be used to  
prove every unrecorded claim. Historic St. Paul's history is  
strongest when it clearly distinguishes evidence, tradition,  
context, and interpretation.

BEHIND THE RED CURTAIN: ACCESS TO THE UPPER STAIRS

Interior access begins behind the pulpit area. The photograph helps readers understand how the visible  
worship space connects to the concealed upper circulation system.

The photographs document concealed rooms, stairs, doorways, and pathways. Church tradition  
preserves the understanding that these spaces supported the work of freedom.

AN EVIDENCE KEY FOR READERS
Documented record: deeds, newspapers, directories, church records, and physical features. Church oral tradition: congregational memory concerning  
refuge and concealment. Historical interpretation: conclusions drawn from overlapping evidence, dates, locations, and networks.
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AFRICAN METHODISM IN KENTUCKY

Ministers, Missions, and Formal Affiliation
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Historic St. Paul governed its property and local affairs  
independently for approximately forty-five years. Local  
autonomy, however, did not necessarily meanseparation from  
African Methodism.

By the 1824 A.M.E. General Conference, missionaries had crossed  
the Allegheny Mountains and were laboring through Ohio,  
Indiana, Illinois, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Missouri. William  
Paul Quinn's work belongs to that wider western mission field.  
No surviving record reviewed to date establishes that Quinn  
personally visited Historic St. Paul, but his ministry helps explain  
the African Methodist environment surrounding the  
congregation's development.

Rev. James King, an enslaved Black minister in Lexington,  
traveled into Ohio and became associated with the Cincinnati  
congregation that developed into Allen Temple A.M.E. Church. No  
record currently identifies King as a St. Paul pastor or member.  
His life nevertheless demonstrates that Black Methodist  
relationships were crossing the Ohio River during the  
congregation's formative years.

Rev. Moses Pittman provides a more direct connection. Church  
records document his pastoral leadership at Historic St. Paul and  
at the Frankfort congregation later known as St. John A.M.E.  
Church. The exact dates and sequence remain under study; no  
records presently establish that he served St. Peter in  
Harrodsburg, St. Paul in Versailles, or St. James in Danville.

In 1865, the congregation considered formal affiliation with the  
African Methodist Episcopal Church. A later Lexington Herald  
history described a "stormy meeting" led by missionary Rev.
David Smith, who urged the members to become part of the
A.M.E. denomination as free people. The congregationagreed.

The same retrospective account reported that Rev. C. T. Shaffer  
was placed in charge by the conference as St. Paul's first pastor.  
Because the congregation had existed since 1820 and had earlier  
pastoral leadership, "first pastor" is best understood as the first  
conference-appointed pastor following formal A.M.E.affiliation.

Historic St. Paul's pastoral record also places Shaffer in its 1865  
leadership. Later denominational biographies date his license to  
preach to 1867, creating an unresolved discrepancy. The journal  
preserves the local 1865 identification while acknowledging that  
additional conference records may clarify the nature of his  
charge.

WHY THE RECORD CAN BE UNEVEN
Rev. Edward "Ned" Jones, an early Black Methodist preacher in western  
Kentucky, was jailed during the 1856 panic over an alleged insurrection.  
His experience illustrates the danger surrounding independent Black  
religious leadership. Secrecy can help explain gaps, but it does not by itself  
prove a particular hidden administrative status.

A CENTRAL KENTUCKY BLACK METHODIST NETWORK
Antebellum congregations: Historic St. Paul, Lexington (1820); the  
Frankfort congregation later known as St. John (1839); St. Peter,  
Harrodsburg (1839); and St. Paul, Versailles (antebellum, working date c.  
1848). Reconstruction: St. James, Danville (1872/73). Pittman is documented  
at Lexington and Frankfort; no records presently connect him pastorally  
with the others.
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THE LEXINGTON ROAD TO FREEDOM

Parallel Paths. Shared Networks.

Lewis and Harriet Hayden Memorial, Lexington.
Photo by Erinod333, CC BY-SA 4.0, v ia Wikimedia Commons.

THE PHOENIX HOTEL CONNECTION
Lewis Hayden worked there while enslaved; Historic St. Paul trustee Henry  
Britton is documented there later as a  barber.  The shared place is  
significant, but no surviving record proves that they worked there together,  
knew one another, or collaborated in Hayden's escape.

Berry appeal  >  Brown >  Fairbank +  Webster >  Hayden  
family escape

REV. JOHN MIFFLIN BROWN (LATER  
BISHOP)
Brown helped carry Gilson Berry's appeal to abolitionist  
Calvin Fairbank. That appeal brought Fairbank into  
Lexington, where he and Delia Webster ultimately assisted  
Lewis Hayden, Harriet Hayden, and Harriet's son Joseph.

Gilson Berry had escaped slavery, but members of his family remained  
enslaved in Lexington. Through Rev. John Mifflin Brown, his appeal  
reached Calvin Fairbank. Fairbank came to Lexington in 1844 intending  
to assist Berry's family. When they did not appear at the planned meeting,  
that mission could not be completed.

While in Lexington, Fairbank and teacher Delia Webster became  
involved in another freedom story: the escape of Lewis Hayden, his wife  
Harriet, and Harriet's son Joseph. Fairbank did not originally travel to  
Lexington to rescue Hayden. His presence grew from Berry's family  
appeal - an example of how one freedom effort could open the way for  
another.

Lewis Hayden had worked while enslaved at the Phoenix Hotel. Historic  
St. Paul trustee Henry Britton is also documented as having barbershop 
located at the hotel. Their connections to the same institution show how
enslaved  workers, free Black artisans, church leaders, travelers, and 
freedom  seekers occupied overlapping urban spaces. No surviving 
record  confirms that Hayden and Britton, knew  one another, or
collaborated in the escape.

Lewis Garrard Clarke also moved through Lexington's freedom  
environment. After escaping, Clarke returned to Kentucky twice seeking  
his brothers. He first sought Milton, who had already escaped; on a later  
journey he helped his younger brother Cyrus reach freedom. No evidence  
currently identifies Historic St. Paul as assisting those rescue journeys.
Clarke's later church connection is documented: he spoke at St. Paul in  
1892, and his funeral was held there in December 1897 before burial in  
Oberlin, Ohio.

Historic St. Paul was not isolated. These lives unfolded through  
overlapping Black Methodist, abolitionist, family, workplace, and  
community networks. Surviving records do not document every meeting,  
but the shared locations, associates, and patterns of movement reveal a  
larger road to freedom.
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