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The Levi Coffin House in Fountain City, Indiana, is not just an old building; it is
a powerful symbol of courage and resilience. Once a key stop on the Underground
Railroad, the home of Levi and Catharine Coffin served as a sanctuary for hundreds of
enslaved people escaping bondage in the years before the Civil War. As Quakers, the
Coffins risked everything to help fugitive slaves find their way to freedom, opening
their home as a safe haven. Today, the Levi Coffin House stands as a reminder of
those courageous acts and offers us a chance to reflect on how far we have come in
our pursuit of justice and equality. While the Underground Railroad is no longer
needed, this site continues to provide an opportunity to reflect on a dark chapter in
history and honor the people who fought for freedom at great personal cost. The
preservation of the house is not just about remembering the past; it is about
encouraging us all to think about the importance of social justice and activism today.

Levi Coffin was born on October 28, 1798, in New Garden, North Carolina,
into a devout Quaker family. His parents, Nathan and Anna Coffin, were active
members of the Religious Society of Friends, also known as the Quakers, and their
beliefs in equality, pacifism, and social justice would deeply shape Levi's worldview.

Growing up in the South, Coffin was directly exposed to the brutality of slavery, and
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this experience had a lasting impact on him. The Coffin family did not own slaves and,
like many Quakers, saw slavery as a grave moral wrong. Their belief in the inherent
equality of all people clashed with the institution of slavery, which set Levi on a path
toward activism (Coffin 6).

As a young man, Coffin grew increasingly involved in the abolitionist
movement. He and his wife, Catharine, were dedicated to the cause of ending slavery,
attending abolitionist meetings and working with others to spread the message that
slavery was not just a political issue; it was a moral one. Levi's commitment to this
cause was so strong that, by the time he was in his late twenties, he had already
begun to offer shelter and assistance to runaway slaves. This would eventually lead
him and Catharine to play a central role in the Underground Railroad (Dyer 4).

The Underground Railroad was a secret network of safe houses and
individuals who helped enslaved people escape the South. While the movement
started in a more informal way, it became more organized in the 1830s and 1840s,
particularly with the growing abolitionist movement. Before Levi Coffin's involvement,
there were already a few individuals and groups working to help fugitive slaves find
safety. However, Coffin’s leadership brought a new level of coordination to the
Underground Railroad, especially in the Midwest (Gara 334). Coffin became known as
the “President of the Underground Railroad” because of his critical role in organizing
routes and building a network of people willing to offer shelter and resources to

those escaping slavery. His home in Newport (now Fountain City) was one of the most
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important stops on the railroad, where he and his wife helped shelter up to 2,000
runaway slaves. It was the Coffins’ ability to connect with other abolitionists,
communicate discreetly, and offer refuge that made their home so vital in this larger
effort (Waldrip 64).

When Levi and Catherine arrived in Newport in 1826, the town already had a
small but growing African American population, many of whom were former slaves
who had escaped from Kentucky and other Southern states. This made Newport a
crucial location for the Underground Railroad, as it sat at the border between the
North and South. The Coffins’ home became a key safe house where fugitive slaves
could rest, receive food, and regroup before continuing their journey northward
(Waldrip 70).

The African American community in Newport played a vital role in the
success of the Underground Railroad. Many Black residents who had escaped slavery
themselves were deeply involved in helping others make the journey to freedom.
These community members worked closely with Levi and Catharine Coffin, using their
knowledge of the landscape and existing connections to guide runaways to the next
safe house. In some cases, they traveled with the fugitives, ensuring they made it
safely further north. This strong network of collaboration between the Coffins and the
African American community in Newport was a crucial part of the Underground

Railroad's effectiveness in the region (Gara 336).
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After Levi's death in 1877, the Levi Coffin House was not immediately
recognized for its historical importance. For decades, it remained just another house
in a small town. But by 1927, interest in preserving places with historical significance
began to grow, and the Indiana Historical Society purchased the property. In 1929,
the house was officially designated as a state historic site, marking the beginning of
its transformation from a hidden place of resistance to a publicly recognized symbol
of the fight against slavery (Dyer 15).

This transition was important, not just because it preserved the house itself,
but because it reflected a shift in how society viewed the struggle for freedom. The
Underground Railroad, by its very nature, was a covert operation carried out in
secrecy. But as time went on, society recognized the need to honor and remember
the bravery of those involved, even if their actions had once been hidden from view.
By turning the Coffin House into a museum, we not only preserve the history of that
time but also create a space where people today can reflect on the lessons learned
from those who risked everything to fight injustice (Blackett 277).

The journey of the Levi Coffin House from a private home to a public
museum is also symbolic of the broader shift in how American society approaches
historical memory. During the time of the Underground Railroad, places like the
Coffin House were secret and hidden from the public eye. People involved in the
Underground Railroad had to protect their identities and their actions, understanding

that revealing their work could result in grave consequences. The shift from this

p. 105



Journal of Student Research at Indiana University East

covert operation to a public museum serves as an acknowledgment that, over time,
we as a society have come to understand the magnitude of the actions taken during
this period. The Coffin House's transformation into a museum is not just a physical
change but a statement about how the courage of individuals like Levi and Catharine
Coffin should be remembered by future generations (Blackett 285).

Today, the Levi Coffin House is no longer a place where enslaved people seek
refuge. But it remains a powerful symbol of resistance and moral courage. As a
museum, it invites visitors to step into the past and learn about the incredible risks
that people like Levi and Catherine Coffin took to defy an unjust system. It is a place
where we can reflect on the bravery of those who helped shape a more just and
equitable world. But it also challenges us to think about what we can do in our own
time to fight for freedom and justice (Coffin 11).

The lessons of the Underground Railroad and the Coffins' work are still
deeply relevant today. The struggle for justice, equality, and human rights continues
in many forms, and the courage shown by those involved in the Underground
Railroad serves as a reminder that change often requires great sacrifice. The Levi
Coffin House offers us a space to reflect on the moral choices we face today and
reminds us that, just as the Coffins resisted injustice, we, too, have a role to play in
creating a better future (Gara 338).

We live in a time when issues of racial inequality, social justice, and human

rights are still very much at the forefront of public discourse. The courage displayed
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by individuals like Levi and Catharine Coffin serves as a model for modern activism.
Just as the Coffins fought for the freedom of those who were enslaved, we can take
inspiration from their actions and use our voices and resources to speak out against
injustice in our world today (Dyer 16).

By preserving the Coffin House, we ensure that future generations will not
forget the struggles of the past and the important lessons that come with it. As long
as we remember the bravery of those who fought for freedom, we can keep pushing
forward in the fight for a society where equality and justice truly exist for all people.
The Levi Coffin House stands not only as a tribute to the past but as a call to action
for the present and the future (Blackett 278).

Preserving the Levi Coffin House has allowed it to continue fulfilling an
important role in our society. As a place that educates the public, it is more than just a
historical site; it is a tool for contemporary reflection on the work that still needs to be
done in the fight for equality. The ongoing struggles for civil rights and social justice
highlight the relevance of the Coffins’ efforts. Today, activists continue to fight for the
same moral ideals that motivated Levi Coffin and his contemporaries—ideals of
equality, justice, and freedom (Coffin 12).

In our current moment, with the rise of movements like Black Lives Matter,
the work of those involved in the Underground Railroad takes on new meaning. The
Coffins' courage in the face of danger and their commitment to the abolitionist cause

resonate in the context of today’'s fight against systemic racism and inequality. The
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Levi Coffin House not only serves as a reminder of the past but also challenges us to
consider how we can all contribute to the fight for justice and freedom in our own
time (Waldrip 75).

The Levi Coffin House stands as a testament to the courage and resilience of
those who fought against the brutal system of slavery. It is a living monument to the
efforts of ordinary people who chose to risk everything to pursue justice. As we reflect
on the past and honor the legacy of Levi and Catharine Coffin, we are reminded that
the fight for freedom and equality is ongoing and that the values of compassion,
resistance, and solidarity that shaped the Underground Railroad are still relevant
today. The Coffins’ work shows us that we all have a role to play in making the world a
more just place and that even the smallest act of resistance can make a profound
difference. The Levi Coffin House, through its preservation and transformation into a
museum, invites us to learn from the past and continue the work of building a more

just society.
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