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City News issued a special diamond
anniversary edition that included many
stories about the city's past. Among
them was one about John Brown's Cave
that told of local men visiting the site
several months earlier to see whether
the cave might be reopened. All they
could find were the wooded ravine and
a depression believed to be the cave’s
western end. The depression was “similar
to others in dozens of other ravines
along South Table Creek.” The project

stand, and pop-bottle repository.”'¢
These announcements elicited yet
another recollection of the cabin and
cave in the Underground Railroad days.
Fred Roberts, pictured in the newspaper
standing beside the cabin, noted that he
had been born in the cabin seventy-four
years earlier on October 18, 1864.
Although the Roberts family moved
from the house when Fred was five, he
remembered playing in the cave with
its cross wings, “which made defense

The cave development is a ‘natural’. It is there and
all it needs is a suitable setting—parking lof, Sunday
lecturer, hol-dog stand, and pop-bofttle repository.

Nebraska City News, August 1, 1937

was abandoned because the men deter-
mined it would take several months and
hundreds of dollars to open the cave.
The paper then reprinted John Blue’s
1874 article, once again placing the
“genesis” version of the cave story
before the public.'®

There the matter rested until the
Nebraska Department of Public Works
in 1937 selected a new route for
Nebraska Highway 2 that promised to
cut across the Bartling property and
threatened the Mayhew cabin. This
proved a blessing in disguise for Edward
Bartling and others in Nebraska City who
had long lamented the site’s inaccessi-
bility and lack of development. In July
Bartling announced that he had begun
moving the Mayhew cabin some fifty
feet to the north of its original location
to make room for the highway. He also
told of his plans to restore the cabin
and beautify the grounds, and said he
intended to “venture into other business
enterprises on the grounds nearby and
may call the place ‘John Brown'’s Town.”
The newspaper concurred: “The cave
development is a ‘natural.’ It is there
and all it needs is a suitable setting—
parking lot, Sunday lecturer, hot-dog

easy in case of attack.” A trapdoor led
from the cabin into the cave.!”

By February 1938 the work of restor-
ing the cabin and cave was nearing
completion. Although the cabin had
been moved, the cave conformed to the
early descriptions, complete with a tunnel
from cave to cabin, three chambers in
which the slaves had been secreted,
and an outlet in the nearby creek bank.
Because the cave was slated for public
visitation, Bartling had made its chambers
large enough so visitors could walk
through them upright and walled them
with brick and limestone. He admitted
that the tunnel to the cabin was new,
but that the chambers and tunnel to the
creek bank were “in precisely their
original places.” He did not divulge how
he had managed to determine the cave’s
exact location when visitors to the site in
1929 had found only a depression similar
to dozens of other depressions nearby.”®

While Bartling was preparing the
cave and cabin for public visitation,
he was also writing a booklet giving the
history of the site. It was published in
May 1938, and entitled John Henry Kagy
and the Old Log Cabin Home. The pam-
phlet included biographical information
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on the Mayhew and Kagey families, and
reviewed John Brown's exploits in Kansas,
Nebraska, and elsewhere leading up to
his October 1859 raid on Harper's Ferry.
No footnotes were provided, but a care-
ful reading of Bartling’s publication
indicates much of the information
about the cave and its alleged role in
the Underground Railroad was drawn
from the Blue article and subsequent
recollections or newspaper articles.

Bartling also added some totally
new material. For example, he alleged
a conversation between Allen Mayhew
and John Brown in which Brown said,
“We want to put slaves in your house and
to transport them.” Mayhew supposedly
admitted to being a “slave sympathizer,”
but refused the use of his house because
his neighbors would find out. Like
earlier writers on the subject, Bartling
attributed the escape of hundreds of
slaves from Missouri to the activities
of John Brown and his followers. He
stated, “Nearly always the first trip in
the morning of John Boulware’s ferry
[across the Missouri River] carried a
load of slaves.”* Even if a “load” con-
sisted of only two slaves and the ferry
ran daily for only six months of the year,
more than 1,000 fugitives would have
thus been transported from Nebraska
City in just three years, a number that
would strain the credulity of even the
most fervent believers in an active
Nebraska branch of the Underground
Railroad.

The opening of John Brown’s Cave
to visitation and the publication of
Bartling’s booklet seemed to ordain the
site’s significance as a station on the
Underground Railroad. Nebraska History,
the quarterly of the state historical society,
published an article that closely para-
phrased the Bartling pamphlet, with an /
equal lack of documentation. The 1939
Federal Writers Project’s Nebraska: A
Guide to the Comhusker State mentioned
the cave with an interesting variation:

If danger threatened, the slaves escaped
through the tunnel to Table Creek and
“took refuge in its waters.”® The place-
ment of a Nebraska State Historical
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Marker in front of the cabin in the 1970s
offered additional reassurance that the
cave was an authentic Underground
Railroad station. Save for only minor
embellishments and an occasional chal-
lenge, the story of John Brown’s Cave
and the Mayhew Cabin as it exists today
had become firmly established.?!

Nebraska scholar and folklorist
Louise Pound mounted the major chal-
lenge to the John Brown’s Cave story
after 1938. Her 1948 Nebraska History
article entitled, “Nebraska Cave Lore,”
included a section on the cave. Pound
examined many of the same accounts
cited above, as well as several John
Brown biographies, and concluded that
Brown never lived in the cabin and
probably never visited it. She also cited
Edward Mayhew’s 1925 letter as credible
evidence that the cave had not been
used to hide fugitive slaves before the
Mayhews left there “about 1860.”
According to Pound, Bartling’s Old Log
Cabin Home suffered from “many
omissions and he is vague concerning
essentials,” another way of saying
Bartling did not document many of his
assertions. While Pound left open the
question of the “historicity” of the John
Brown Cabin and Cave, she concluded,
“considerable folklore has sprung up
about them.”? Like Edward Mayhew’s
statements from 1890 and 1925, Pound’s
assessment failed to gain a foothold
among the sources on which the modem-
day story of John Brown’s Cave was
based.

Related to the claims about the
Mayhew cabin and cave as a major station
for escaping slaves is the attribution of
the cabin as Nebraska’s oldest standing
building, with a construction date of
1851 or 1852. This claim seems to have
originated with Edward Bartling in the
second edition of his John Henry Kagy
and The Old Log Cabin Home (1940).

In the 1938 edition, Bartling reported
that Allen and Barbara Mayhew and
their children came to Nebraska City in
1855, and the cabin was their home by
1857. The next year Abraham Kagey, the
father of John Henry Kagi and Barbara

Kagey Mayhew, came to Nebraska and
claimed land. While not entirely accurate,
these dates are fairly close to the facts.?

In the 1940 edition, Allen and Barbara
Mayhew arrived in Nebraska City in 1851
and six years passed before Mayhew
filed his preemption claim. The claim
that Abraham Kagey, “an experienced
timber man,” helped build the cabin,
implies that he, too, must have come
to Nebraska in 1851 or 1852, The cabin
had thus become the oldest building
then standing in Nebraska. The elder
Kagey dug the cave. Also new was the
statement by Mrs. Lena Linhoff that
when she lived in the cabin in 1886 and
1887, the names of no less than fifteen
slaves were still visible in the cellar on
the door casing leading to the cave.
(That statement had prompted Louise
Pound to wonder how Linhoff knew the
names were those of Negroes.)

Also new in the 1940 edition was an
extended biographical sketch of John
Henry Kagi that reproduced a Kagi letter
from Nebraska City, which Bartling
dated as 1853. This dating helped bolster
his allegations that the Mayhews and
John Henry Kagi were in Nebraska City
much earlier than they really were. He
misread the true date of 1855 on the
Kagi letter, which is in the Kansas State
Historical Society collections. That John
Henry was in Nebraska City in 1855 is
confirmed by his listing in the 1855
Otoe County census as a “Professor of
Phonography.” Bartling made other
additions or changes in the 1940, 1943,
and 1961 editions of Old Log Cabin
Home, but they are not material here 2

Records that may not have been
accessible to Bartling in 1938 or 1940
shed a different light on the probable
construction date of the Mayhew cabin.
The 1860 census of Nebraska Territory
lists the Mayhew family and their four
children. Edward, age ten, and Henry H.,
age eight, had both been born in Ohio,
while Charles, age four, had been born
in Nebraska. This data makes it impos-
sible for the family to have been in
Nebraska as early as 1851. That early date
is implausible, regardless, because it
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was illegal to settle in Nebraska Territory
before its official organization on May 30,
1854.%

The Mayhews were in Nebraska City
in 1854, according to the first territorial
census, and Allen Mayhew is credited
with being present when the townsite
was laid out on July 10 of that year. He
filed a preemption claim March 30, 1857.
Under the Preemption Act, it was possible
to have settled on a tract in advance of
the filing, but it is hardly likely that he
did so as early as 1851. These data square
well with the supposition that the cabin
may have been built as early as 1855.
Edward Mayhew recalled living in the
cabin from the time he was about six,
and he had been born September 21,
1849.%6

In 1961 John Wayland, a Kagey
descendent, published John Kagi and
John Brown. Wayland had access to
documents that cleared up some of the
previous misinformation about John
Henry Kagi and Abraham Kagey in
Nebraska. The elder Kagey had gone to
California in 1852 and did not return
east until the summer of 1856. He then
moved to Nebraska City. If the Mayhew
Cabin had not yet been built, then
Abraham may have helped build it. He
could also have dug the cave, which
Edward Mayhew said was dug that fall.

Wayland had read one or more of
Bartling's booklets and seemed confused
about when Allen and Barbara Mayhew
had gone to Nebraska. In one place he
has them there in 1854, in another he
credits Mayhew with building the cabin
“in or about 1853,” and finally, has the
Mayhews coming to Nebraska “in 1852
or thereabouts,” which Wayland says
was the year of their marriage. Had he
known of the family’s 1860 census
enumeration, listing Edward Mayhew as
being ten years old, he would have real-
ized that the marriage date was suspect
unless Edward Mayhew had been born
out of wedlock.? Of particular interest
also is Wayland'’s discussion of the later
lives of the Kagey and Mayhew families.
After Allen Mayhew died during a trip to
Utah in 1862, the cabin property was
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sold. Edward Mayhew continued to live
in Otoe County until sometime in the
1880s, as did his grandfather, Abraham
Kagey. Barbara Mayhew remarried, and
died in 1882.%8

In order to determine the extent to
which John Brown’s Cave may or may
not have contributed to the escape of
fugitive slaves, it is necessary to examine
and evaluate evidence of Underground
Railroad activity in southeastern
Nebraska Territory from 1855 to 1861.
John Brown figures prominently in
stories of the cave itself, as well as in
recollections of the broader operations
of the Underground Railroad, and those
accounts must be correlated to what is
known about his activities in Nebraska.
Because the Underground Railroad was
a secret and often illegal endeavor,
primary sources for its operations are
generally not available. For the period
under study, however, contemporary
newspaper articles and manuscript
sources left by Brown and his associates,
provide some means to assess the cred-
ibility of recollections, both regarding
the number of escaping slaves Brown is
alleged to have aided directly, and the
broader estimates of how many fugitives
may have been aided by the Nebraska
line of the Underground Railroad.

Although John Brown spent many
months in Kansas between his arrival in
the fall of 1855 and his final departure in
early 1859, most of his visits to Nebraska
were brief as he passed through on his
travels back and forth from Kansas and
the East. The route through Nebraska
Territory was also used by hundreds of
“free soil” emigrants, as well as armed
parties who supported the free state
cause, on their way to or from Kansas.
It allowed them to avoid crossing
proslavery Missouri to reach their desti-
nation. Jim Lane, a prominent abolition
leader and sometime Brown confidant,
is credited with establishing the route,
which was named for him.%®

In all, John Brown spent a total of no
more than thirty days in Nebraska, most
of it traveling back and forth from the
Nebraska City area to the Kansas bor-

der. His many biographers generally
agree on the approximate dates he
would have passed through Nebraska:
August 3-10, 1856; October 5-9, 1856;
November 24, 1857; November 18-22,
1857; June 23-26, 1858; and February
14, 1859.° The number of slaves Brown
personally escorted north from Kansas
was eleven or, perhaps, twelve. There

is no dispute that eleven slaves taken
during Brown'’s raid into Missouri from
Kansas in December 1858 accompanied

offered a reward of $200. The paper
reported the women had been taken to
“the little abolition hole” of Civil Bend,
lowa, across the river and about eight
miles from Nebraska City, and then to
Tabor, lowa, but a party of seventy-five
men sent in pursuit failed to find them.®
Nuckolls later located one of the women
in Chicago, but failed to recover her.
John Brown'’s departure from Kansas
with the eleven slaves from the Missouri
raid attracted the attention of both the

In all, John Brown spent a fotal of no more than thirty
days in Nebraska, most of it traveling back and forth
from the Nebraska City area to the Kansas border....
The number of slaves Brown personally escorted
north from Kansas was eleven or, perhaps, twelve.

him north through Nebraska in early
February 1859 on his final departure for
the East. His attack on Harper's Ferry
took place that October.

Between 1857 and 1860 there are sev-
eral contemporary references to slave
escapes through or from Nebraska. The
first involved three black men, supposedly
escaped slaves from Platte County,
Missouri, and Atchison County, Kansas,
who were discovered by citizens
(perhaps including slave hunters) near
Brownville, Nemaha County, in September
1857. In the ensuing shootout, one white
man was killed, one black man was
wounded and captured, and the other
two blacks escaped. The captured black
was indicted for murder, but there is no
information that he was tried. He may
have been returned to his owner. At
least one of the other black men involved
in the Brownville incident, along with
ten other supposed fugitive slaves, was
captured several weeks later in lowa.

In the fall of 1858 two slave women
owned by Stephen F. Nuckolls of
Nebraska City escaped. The Nebraska
City News, a Democratic paper, attributed
their loss to enticement by “some vile,
white-livered abolitionist.” Nuckolls
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Brownville and Nebraska City papers.
The Nebraska Advertiser in its February 10,
1859, edition reported Brown's passage
through Nemaha City “at midnight, on
Saturday night last [February 6], with
thirteen negroes.” Although Brown had
indeed passed through the area, it had
been a few days earlier. Even contem-
porary accounts contain inaccuracies
that plague Underground Railroad
research. The Nebraska City News of
February 12 also mentioned that the
party passed through the city last Friday
evening [February 5] and devoted a
column of invective against Brown, “his
precious gang,” and the “rankest Black
Republicans,” presumably anyone who
supported abolition.

Edward Mayhew in 1890 stated that
his uncle, John Henry Kagi, once
brought fourteen slaves to the Mayhew
cabin for breakfast. It is possible that this
was the Brown party of February 1859
and Mayhew was off about the numbers.
Kagi did visit the Mayhews about this
time, because his February 7 letter from
Tabor, lowa, reported that he had been
alone at his sister's house a few days
earlier when the deputy U.S. marshal for
southern Nebraska and a small posse
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tried to arrest him. “While he was securing
a larger posse, I escaped.”* Edward
Mayhew recalled that officers from
Missouri had tried to arrest Kagi at the
time he brought the fourteen blacks to
the cabin, but the fugitive slaves (if that
is what they were) were evidently gone
when the posse arrived, because Kagi
was alone. Mayhew was clear that John
Brown never visited the cabin, and
recalled that the fourteen slaves Kagi
brought were on foot, not in wagons as
were those in the Brown party.® Never-
theless, it is possible that Kagi brought
Brown'’s Missouri fugitives to the cabin
for a quick breakfast while his leader
was elsewhere.

George Gill a member of Brown’s
group and a friend of Kagi’s, told of stay-
ing overnight at Mayhew’s house during
the February journey out of Kansas. He
had fallen behind the main party, was
further delayed when intercepted by
members of a posse, and did not arrive
in Nebraska City until late in the
evening. ‘I stopped over night with
Kagi’s brother-in-law, Mr. Mayhew, but
had some difficulty finding him, having
had to inquire some.”* Evidently Kagi
was no longer at the house, and Gill
mentions no other members of Brown'’s
party as having been there. If the
Mayhew cabin had been regularly used
as a stopping place for fugitive slaves,
it seems surprising that Gill, one of
Brown's close associates, did not know
where to locate it.

As John Brown was leaving Kansas in
1859, he wrote a treatise that has come
to be known as “John Brown’s Parallels.”
On the back of the document he jotted
a list of names and places along his
escape route. The Nebraska localities
were “Nemaha City,” “On River Road,
Martin Stowell, Mount Vernon [Peru],”
“Dr. Whitenger and Sibley, Nebraska
City” and “Mr. Vincent, Ira Reed, Mr.
Garner.”¥ While some have attributed
these as “stations” on the Underground
Railroad, they may have been merely
the names of people and places where
Brown knew he might get aid. Signifi-
cantly, Mayhew at Nebraska City was

not listed, even though Mayhew’s
brotherin-law was one of Brown’s
closest confidants.

The contemporary accounts of slave
escapes in Nebraska before and after
1859 attest that a flight to freedom did
not depend upon the personal interven-
tion of John Brown. In addition to the
episodes mentioned above, three women
and two boys owned by overland
freighting and Pony Express magnate
Alexander Majors disappeared from his
home in Nebraska City in June 1860.
Once again the newspaper unleashed
its invective upon abolitionists, “the
worst possible enemy a good negro can
have.” The editor noted, however, that
the servants had fled on their own,
and were “supposed to have taken the
Underground Railroad to Canada.”

He doubted “whether. . .the fugitives
have bettered their condition. . . .and
they may encounter difficulties not
expected by them or contemplated by
their advisers, if any such there were.”

In August 1860 the Nebraska City paper
heard of a group of nineteen blacks
passing through on the “under ground
railroad” to their “depot at Wyoming.” The
Democratic editor of the Nebraska City
News charged that the Wyoming depot
was in the home of Jacob Dawson, the
former editor of the Wyoming Telescope
and the “most liberal [Republican] we
have known for a long while.”® At about
the same time, the Falls City Broad Axe
reported that a cargo of fugitive slaves,
“numbering half a dozen or more” and
accompanied by some thirty or forty
heavily armed white men, had passed
through Salem in Richardson County.
Although the number of escapees is
different, it is possible that this was the
same group supposed to have been
seen at Nebraska City and Wyoming.*

If the fourteen slaves mentioned by
Edward Mayhew were not the same
group brought out by Brown in February
1859, adding them to the numbers
provided by contemporary accounts of
escaping slaves between 1857 and 1860
brings the total to approximately sixty-
five. Of these, the eleven with Brown in
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February 1859, the eleven or twelve
captured in lowa some weeks after the
Brownville incident, and the seven who
fled from Nuckolls and Majors (about
thirty, altogether) are reasonably well
documented. Large groups of fugitive
slaves would have been hard to conceal
and that is probably one reason the
press noticed them. It is clear from the
Brownville episode, and suggested by
the Nuckolls and Majors escapes, that
some blacks boarded the Underground
Railroad on their own. It is likely that
others also escaped via Nebraska during
this period, perhaps one or two at a
time, whose passage may not have been
noticed. The probability that most slave
escapes were of the latter variety makes
it hard to credit accounts that have slaves
passing over the Nebraska line of the
Underground Railroad by the hundreds.
Only a few of the post-Civil War recol-
lections of Underground Railroad
activity in Nebraska seem to be based
on documented slave escapes; most
offer nothing upon which to assess their
validity but the author’s claims.

We have already noted John Blue’s
statement (1874) that John Brown
personally accompanied slave-running
expeditions three or four times. A, T.
Andreas in his History of Nebraska (1882)
mentioned the Underground Railroad
in several of the county history sections.
For example, John Brown made “frequent
visits” to his supporters in Nemaha
County. Only two were actually men-
tioned: one was when Brown was
alleged to have brought fourteen slaves
to the Underground Railroad station at
Peru; the other was his well known trip
out of Kansas in February 1859, when
his cargo of eleven slaves were fed at
the home of Stephen W. “Squire”
Kennedy near Nemaha City. Because
Brown made only the one trip with a
group of slaves, perhaps Andreas has
somehow divided the single trip into
two separate occasions. (Or perhaps
the fourteen were the ones Kagi brought
to breakfast at the Mayhew cabin?)*

Brown also spent “a large amount of
time in Richardson County.” “To record
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While there may be some truth to
Skeen’s account, the article’s author,
John H. Kearnes, seized the opportunity
to float some new stories about Nemaha
County’s contribution to the thrilling
days of the Underground Railroad. He
stated that Brown “rushed many a cargo
of fugitive slaves through Nemaha
County” in the months of December,
January, and February of 1856, 1857,
and 1858. What’s more, in two years’
time, Brown had succeeded in reducing
the slave populations of Holt and
Atchison counties in Missouri (just across
the river from Nemaha County) from
five hundred to fifty. In this scenario
the slaves were ferried west across the
Missouri River to freedom in Nebraska.
None of these statements has a basis in
fact. Not only was John Brown nowhere
near Nebraska during the months men-
tioned, it appears Kearnes borrowed and
garbled James Redpath’s estimate that
after Brown'’s 1858 raid into Missouri,
the slave population of Bates and
Vernon counties (far south of the two
Kearnes mentioned and adjacent to
Kansas) was reduced from five hundred
to “not over fifty.”™ Even Redpath’s figures
are unlikely. Modern-day scholars have
estimated that the number of slaves
escaping from bondage during the late
antebellum years ranged from one thou-
sand to fifteen hundred annually in the
nation as a whole.”® Because Nebraska
and Kansas were on the margin of slave-
holding territory, it would be hard to
credit more than a handful of escapees
in any given year over what was, at best,
an indirect route to freedom.

The one factual thread that seems to
stand out from the claims of mass slave
escapes on the Nebraska branch of the
Underground Railroad has to do with
John Brown'’s February 1859 trek out of
Kansas. Not only is this episode men-
tioned in contemporary sources, but in
several recollections that, although
fuzzy on exact dates and numbers,
seem to describe the same incident.
Even less credible tales, such as the
Hawley/Irwin report of a John Brown
sighting in Nebraska City in the winter

of 1857 or 1858 might actually refer to
the 1859 journey. There is no evidence,
however, that John Brown himself was
involved in conducting mass slave
escapes. Not only are his movements
fairly well documented, his biographers
make it clear that he had little interest
in “this piecemeal method of weakening
slavery,” when a bold attack might spark a
mass slave uprising.’® Brown had gone
west in the first place to help secure
Kansas for the free state cause, and not
primarily to set up and promote slave
escapes on the Underground Railroad.

Regarding Underground Railroad
activity as it affected slavery on the
western border of Missouri, which
would have been the source for most
slaves escaping through Nebraska,
Missouri historians Richard Brownlee,
James Goodrich, and Lewis Atherton
concluded the Underground Railroad
was “never organized to the point where
it was effective.” Although some Missouri
county histories remarked about slave
owners moving their slaves to the interior
to keep them from being stolen, “the
county histories are just not that credible.”
The scholars, who had mined Missouri
newspapers and manuscripts for many
years, “do not remember seeing any
information that would provide a sub-
stantial generalization on this issue.”™

If only some of the extravagant
claims of Underground Railroad activity
in Nebraska were true, it seems strange
that Wilbur H. Siebert in his 1898 book,
The Underground Railroad, From Slavery
to Freedom, listed no operatives from
Nebraska. An appendix records approxi-
mately 3,000 names of men and women
from twenty states who allegedly had
some connection with such activity.
Thirty-four names are from Fremont
County, lowa, across the river from
Nebraska City. Either Siebert passed
over some Nebraskans, or he found
nothing on which to base the inclusion
of Nebraska “conductors.”®

So what are we to make of the mass
of source material that has accumulated
in the past 140 years or so relating to the
Mayhew cabin and cave, John Brown in
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Nebraska, and the operations of the
Underground Railroad? Some might
argue that we should not expect to find
much, if any, documentation of the
operations of this secret network and
should, therefore, rely upon the recol-
lections of those who claimed firsthand
knowledge of its activities. The absence
of documentation does not prove that
the Mayhew cabin and cave was not a
station or that Underground Railroad
activity did not occur in Nebraska.
Nevertheless, the historical record
provides some contemporary evidence
by which to evaluate the credibility of
later claims.

If the site was indeed a major station
on the Underground Railroad, and if
that site and others were instrumental
in the escape of hundreds of slaves, and
if such activities were known to as many
persons as those who later claimed
some involvement with them, how did
these activities escape notice by the
anti-abolition press, particularly the
Nebraska City News? On the several oc-
casions when local slaves made good
their escape, and on the single instance
when John Brown actually conducted
slaves through Nebraska City, the paper's
editor was quick to implicate the “white-
livered abolitionists.” It seems unlikely
that Allen Mayhew, John Henry Kagi,
and John Brown could have operated
a slave depot on the scale that later
accounts would have us believe without
raising some suspicion from the editor
or others among the community’s size-
able proslavery element. Noris it
reasonable to think escaping slaves
could have used the same trails and hid-
ing places repeatedly without detection
The authorities would have been extra
vigilant after having once nearly arrested
Kagi, a John Brown associate, at the
Mayhew cabin. The newspaper that had
roundly damned the “white-livered
abolitionists” is unlikely to have praised
Allen Mayhew as a thrifty broom maker
and purveyor of homemade wine if
rumors had connected him with illicit
traffic in fugitive slaves.

There are small facts that likely
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sparked much of the folklore that has
sprung up about the Mayhew cabin and
cave. John Kagi was Allen Mayhew’s
brother-in-law, Kagi briefly lived in, and
later visited the cabin, and Kagi was
killed during John Brown’s raid at
Harper's Ferry. It may have seemed
logical for later writers to presume a
direct connection between the Mayhew
place, John Brown, and the Under-
ground Railroad. Kagi's father, Abraham
Kagey, also lived in Otoe County. It is
possible that Mayhew and the elder Kagey
were sympathetic to the abolition cause.
Edward Mayhew said that black persons
were once fed in the house and there is
some hint that they had been brought
there by John Henry Kagi. But he also
said that Allen Mayhew told Kagi not to
bring any more blacks to the cabin be-
cause it would make trouble for him. In
other words, sympathetic or not, Mayhew
was not willing to take significant risks
to support the escape of slaves.

Another small fact lies at the bottom
of the numerous stories of John Brown
sightings and mass slave escapes:
Brown’s journey out of Kansas with
eleven slaves in February 1859. Many
of the accounts of seeing or meeting
Brown connect to this incident, some
more authentically than others. This was
also the single event involving Brown
and slaves in Nebraska that was noted
in contemporary sources. Many of the
other accounts of Brown in Nebraska,
with or without slaves, fall apart when
compared with his known whereabouts
between 1856 and 1859.

Larry Gara in his book, The Liberty
Line, attributed many of the postwar
accounts of Underground Railroad
activity to sons, daughters, and even
more distant relatives of abolitionists
who “doted on the achievements, hero-
ism, and loyalty of their forebears.” He
added, “Local pride in northern com-
munities also contributed to the growth
of the legend.™® Gara’s assessment is
particularly interesting when the Mayhew
and Kagey families are considered.
Whether or not Allen Mayhew patrtici-
pated in Underground Railroad activity,

his brother-in-law, John Kagi, did follow
Brown from Kansas to Harper's Ferry,
where he lost his life in the service of
Brown’s cause. Kagi’s role alone would
have allowed the Mayhews and Kageys
to claim a place in the spotlight. Yet
Kagi’s father and his two sisters lived in
Otoe County for several years after the
war, and there is no evidence they ever
commented publicly regarding their
famous son and brother. Edward Mayhew,
far from trying to capitalize on his
uncle’s reputation, made determined

would minimize the current emphasis
on John Brown and give more promi-
nence to what Edward Mayhew had to
say. It would include his statement that
blacks were once fed breakfast in the
cabin, and that his uncle, John Henry
Kagi, one of Brown'’s close associates,
spent some time there. It would explain
why early settlers would have needed a
root cellar, and reveal that slaves’ flight
to freedom did not depend upon a
network of caves and tunnels or the
intervention of an organized abolition

The story of John Brown'’s Cave can serve
both history and heritage.

efforts to disconnect his family from the
tales of its alleged role in the operations
of the Underground Railroad. The com-
munity, however, had adopted the
Mayhew cabin/John Brown'’s Cave/
Underground Railroad story as its own,
and Edward Mayhew might as well have
spared himself the effort.

Should Edward Mayhew’s statement,
“There were negroes in the house; John
Kagy was there and was killed at Harpers’
Ferry; Mayhew lived there and had a
cave or wine cellar, and that is all there
is in this great mystery,” be accepted as
the last word? While Mayhew is the most
credible source about the history of John
Brown'’s Cave, there is more to the story.

Historians work to dispel myths that
have crept into the writing of history
and search for the facts to the extent
that sources and reasoned judgment
will allow. But they must also reckon
the importance of folklore, which, if it
cannot be told as history, nevertheless
forms an important part of our heritage.

The story of John Brown’s Cave is
really two stories, and both are worth
telling. The first is simply a more realistic
explanation of the probable role the site
may have played during the Under-
ground Railroad years within the context
of available evidence about the level of
such activity in Nebraska. The story
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conspiracy. It would include back-
ground on slavery in Nebraska Territory
before the Civil War, indicate that some
Nebraskans owned slaves, and tell how
some of those slaves made their escape.
This part of the story would acknowl-
edge that there is credible evidence of
activity that links Nebraska in a minor
way to what has become known as the
Underground Railroad.

The second part of the story would
review how myths about the site have
evolved and were derived largely from
uncritical acceptance of undocumented
oral and written accounts, often provided
by aged narrators. It would explain how
the Underground Railroad legend exem-
plifies the pursuit of a noble cause, often
at significant personal risk, how it has
continued to resonate over time within
the context of contemporary social and
political issues, and how it has inspired
individuals and communities to devise
ways to connect with it.

The story of John Brown'’s Cave can
serve both history and heritage. History
will benefit from a more realistic reinter-
pretation of the site and the folklore that
has grown up about it. The folklore can
help demonstrate and explain how
generations of Nebraskans have come
to regard the crusade against slavery as
a meaningful part of their past.
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