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To my best friend, Katherine,  
and to our children



“Reader, be assured this narrative is no fiction.  
I am aware that some of my adventures may seem incredible;  

but they are, nevertheless, strictly true.”

—Harriet Jacobs, 1861
Preface to her book, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl
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F O R E W O R D

MIKE TOMLIN
Pittsburgh Steelers Head Coach

I was raised in urban Virginia in a black community. I didn’t 
particularly trust white people. So when I was told one day 

by my high school administrators to get in a police car driven 
by a white cop, you can imagine what expletives went running 
through my mind.

The car ride wasn’t what you might be thinking. (Thank 
goodness!) I had actually been selected to attend a leadership 
program outside of Philadelphia at the Freedoms Foundation at 
Valley Forge. (I would later learn, incidentally, that Tim Ballard, 
the author of this book, had attended this same program as a 
youth. In light of how our paths would cross later, perhaps this 
was more providential than coincidental.) The cop, Officer Steve 
Rutherford, had for some reason volunteered to drive me and 
another classmate who had been selected up to Valley Forge to 
attend the program. Being one of two black kids sitting in the 
back of a police car driven through two states by a white cop was, 
though totally innocent and benign, extremely uncomfortable, 
to say the least. As you might guess, the car ride up could pretty 
much be described as “dead silent.” Beyond the occasional awk-
ward glance I threw toward the officer—wondering who he really 
was and what he was really planning on doing with me—I dared 
not hazard any other form of communication with him.

But then something happened. He spoke. And he spoke kind 
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words. I replied politely. A simple conversation ensued. I can’t 
even remember what we said, but I remember what I felt, because 
it was the last thing I expected to feel. Friendship.

After the conference ended, Officer Rutherford was waiting 
in the parking lot to drive us home. The ride home was much dif-
ferent. We talked the whole way. We joked, we laughed. All of a 
sudden, our relationship had nothing at all to do with how either 
of us looked or what professions we had chosen. We were just two 
human beings, both in the same image of God, interested in the 
same things, laughing at the same jokes, dealing with some of the 
same life problems, and just being friends.

As my high school years passed, I stayed in touch with Officer 
Rutherford. I grew to like him more and more. I eventually grad-
uated and left home to attend the College of William and Mary, 
where I had been blessed to win a football scholarship. Moving to 
a different city and playing football on a team made up of young 
men from around the country of every color and creed opened 
my eyes and softened my heart in important ways. I began to real-
ize that there were actually a lot of people like Officer Rutherford. 
I didn’t have to automatically distrust and hate  people anymore 
based on a false prejudice.

One day at college, I received a phone call from home. It was 
one of the worst phone calls of my entire life.

“Officer Rutherford is dead.” Those are the only words I re-
member from that call.

I dropped the phone. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t process 
it. My heart hurt in ways I didn’t think possible, especially after I 
heard what had happened. As it turned out, Officer Rutherford 
had volunteered to participate in a police investigation of the 
strangest kind. A few thugs from my hometown had been or-
dering pizzas delivered to certain locales, then robbing the pizza 
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man clean when he showed up. Officer Rutherford agreed to go 
undercover as “pizza delivery boy” one night, and, as fate would 
have it, he ended up delivering pizza to the thieves. When they 
made their move, he dropped to the ground as if submitting to 
their demands. But one of them noticed that he was carrying a 
gun, panicked, and shot him, killing him almost instantly.

Officer Rutherford was a good man. He had a job. It was a 
tough job, but he did it to serve others. And he lost his life over 
it, leaving behind a grieving wife. My broken heart broke even 
harder when I learned that the thugs in this case who took his life 
over pizza money were a couple of old high school classmates of 
mine.

After this incident, I was determined to be better, to look 
deeper, and to search for the truth in humanity and society that 
too often gets hidden by prejudice. Finding that truth can be very 
difficult. There are deep-seated issues driven by race—some real, 
some perceived—that stand as stumbling blocks to a more peace-
ful America. But it’s a peaceful America that I want to see some-
day, one that I believe we can see someday. Like I said, though, 
it’s tough to find it through the hate and divisiveness that plague 
our society. It’s tough to find even for people like me, who are 
desperately searching for it; it’s impossible to find for people who 
refuse to even try.

As an NFL coach, I get a front-and-center view of this sort of 
disunity. Certainly the world has seen how the NFL sometimes 
serves as a sort of microcosm of the nation as a whole. And I don’t 
think I’ve ever seen the NFL as pained and plagued by divisive-
ness as it is right now.

For years I have been praying and pondering for a solution 
to this ever-growing problem. Then, not long ago, I stumbled 
on one: a highly unexpected one. It’s a solution connected 
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to the book you are about to read. It’s connected to the deep 

friendship that my fellow Pittsburgh Steelers and I have forged 

with Tim Ballard and the brave men and women at Operation 

Underground Railroad (O.U.R.)—a nonprofit organization 

made up of former Navy SEALs, CIA operators, and Homeland 

Security agents who dedicate their lives to infiltrating the black 

markets of child sex slavery in order to liberate these innocent 

captives and lock up their predators. After serving in the CIA, 

then later as a special agent and undercover operator for the 

Department of Homeland Security, where he worked mostly on 

cases involving sex crimes against children, Tim founded O.U.R. 

as a means to attack this vicious plague from a different angle.

But before I can fully explain how O.U.R. helped me find the 

unique solution I was pondering in connection to the national 

hate and disunity we are all witnessing, I need to first tell you 

about the circumstances under which I met Tim and O.U.R.—

for it was my process of discovering them that helped me see the 

light I was looking for.

It began with a chance encounter with former Navy SEAL 

Dave Lopez, who owned a tactical training company. I had 

tracked Dave down with the thought of hiring him to provide 

some tactical security training for certain players on my team. 

Dave would later tell me that, while he had come to Pittsburgh 

that day excited about the prospect of negotiating a business 

deal, as he walked into my office, something told him to stop. 

He just knew. He wasn’t to even bring up the training oppor-

tunity. Instead, he was to introduce me to an organization that 

he worked for—an organization called Operation Underground 

Railroad.

I was instantly fascinated. I began asking Dave about his past 
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and how he got involved with the organization. As I listened to 
his story, it sounded all too familiar.

Like me, he was born and raised in Virginia. And like me, he 
was raised under the dark, cold banner of prejudice. But his prej-
udice had come from the other side of the coin from where mine 
had come from. He was from white, rural Virginia. Due to a few 
contentious moments that he had experienced in his youth with a 
handful of black kids—moments he now admits he had misread 
for the worst—Dave decided that a little racism was justified. He 
viewed all things through this newfound prism of race, includ-
ing a tainted view of history. He proudly waved his Confederate 
flag, became a Lincoln hater, and sided against any racial minor-
ity claims.

“I was a stupid, lost kid back then,” he told me regretfully. “I 
was full of hate and spread lies about the past, present, and future.”

But, like me, he had a conversion. He moved out of his 
hometown and did volunteer work in Central America. He then 
joined the navy and was deployed as a SEAL to Iraq, Africa, and 
Eastern Europe. Everything changed. Like me, he saw that all 
people really are made in the image of God. He learned we are 
all brothers and sisters, equal in heaven’s eyes. And he learned, 
in ways too difficult to even mention, that black and white both 
bleed the same red.

“Then,” Dave continued, “I found Operation Underground 
Railroad—the capstone of my long journey of self-discovery, 
from dark to light, from hate to love.”

He paused and looked at me intently. He seemed to be dig-
ging in deep to describe to me what he wanted to say next. I 
waited patiently. 

“Children,” he said quietly, his deep emotions causing his 
voice to crack just a bit. “There is nothing like pulling a child 
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out of the deep hell of slavery to convince you more powerfully 
of what’s really important in life. There is nothing like witnessing 
that kind of abuse, and being part of a solution to that abuse, that 
more readily softens your heart and soul and gets you quicker to a 
place beyond racial and other societal divides. It’s like going from 
dark to light in a nanosecond.”

As Dave left my office, my heart was so full. There are no 
words in the English language to describe what I felt. First and 
foremost, I was having a hard time processing the reality and 
magnitude of child slavery in the world today. I was anxious (ner-
vous, but anxious) to review the video links Dave had provided 
me, which showed actual footage from child rescue operations 
that O.U.R. had conducted around the world. When I got home, 
my wife and I watched the footage, along with a documentary 
about O.U.R., and we emptied an entire tissue box in the process.

The next day I continued to ponder the whole situation. I 
thought of the innocent child victims I had seen on the televi-
sion screen the night before. I thought of a Haitian father named 
Guesno Mardy I had learned about in the documentary. Guesno’s 
child was kidnapped and trafficked, and O.U.R. is on the case. 
(You will learn the details of this story of tragedy and hope in 
this book.) I thought of what Dave had told me about his past, I 
thought about my own past, and I thought of the peace and light 
I had been searching for my entire adult life— something that 
could hopefully heal the land I love from this sickness of hate that 
plagues it more and more each day.

Then a thought struck me that I felt I needed to share with 
Tim Ballard. So I called him and invited him and his team to 
Steelers summer training camp. And they came. I invited them to 
spend the week in the team dormitories. I wanted to see full inte-
gration between O.U.R. and the Pittsburgh Steelers. I gave Tim 
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the opportunity to brief the entire team on the O.U.R. mission. 
I saw tears form in the eyes of some of the toughest men in the 
NFL. The thought and solution I had had was proving correct. 
I now needed to share it with Tim. I asked him to meet me for 
dinner after practice.

“I have a secret,” I told Tim as we sat down to eat. “I almost 
feel a little dirty about it.” Tim just smiled, anxious to hear me out.

“The reason I feel dirty,” I continued, “is that what I’m going 
to say may make you think I have an ulterior motive for inviting 
you here. And I kind of do.” Tim and I both chuckled.

“There is nothing more important on this planet than rescu-
ing abused children,” I said, “and I want that clear. But I’ve been 
thinking. There may be another powerful benefit to this cause 
beyond that important goal. There may be a healing power in this 
mission—a healing power that our nation needs now.”

Tim nodded, seeming to know where I was going next.
“Let me ask you, Tim,” I continued, “why do you call your 

foundation Operation Underground Railroad?”
Tim’s face lit up. “That name did not come to me casually,” 

he said. I instantly saw his passion swell as he prepared to tell a 
story from history.

“The original Underground Railroad is what inspired me to 
retire from the government and start a rescue foundation. After 
hunting traffickers and liberating children around the world for 
over a decade, I realized something. We can’t do this alone. The 
problem is too big and growing too fast. We need everyone. We 
need every nationality, race, religion—every color and creed—if 
we are to solve this problem. And that’s the pattern of the original 
Underground! Think about it! In a time when hate, prejudice, 
and racism ruled the country, this nineteenth-century band of 
organizers put their collective foot down. Black people embraced 
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white people, white people embraced black people, they both em-
braced all other types of people. Then they dropped their preju-
dices and differences, linked arms, and walked into the darkness 
together because they found a problem bigger than any one of 
them. They hated human suffering. They hated captivity of the 
human mind and body. So they marched in together to stop it. 
To stop slavery. And that’s what we need today!”

Tim was speaking my language. He was articulating the very 
thoughts I had been having. We found ourselves on the exact 
same wavelength. Can you imagine what would happen to this 
nation if we could get everyone focused on the cause of rescuing 
children? Not only would our principal goal of rescuing kids be 
more readily met, but something else might just happen in the 
process. Healing! Personal healing. Community healing. National 
healing. No, our problems surrounding race, social injustice, and 
misunderstanding would not instantly go away. But instead of 
perpetuating a seemingly endless argument that only drives us 
further apart and further from peace, at least we would all now 
be in the same room. We would all be focused on a problem we 
can all agree is a problem—a problem worth the effort of locking 
arms and joining hands around.

Then, as we fight the good fight together, as we crawl into the 
trenches together, we might get to know each other, just like I got 
to know Officer Rutherford, just like Dave Lopez got to know his 
fellow soldiers in the field. Then we can talk. Then we can find 
understanding. Then we can find solutions to our many other so-
cietal problems. Instead of fighting each other, we will be serving 
each other and serving alongside each other. Instead of dividing, 
we will be uniting. Instead of hate, love. Instead of dark, light.

“It’s time to resurrect the Underground Railroad!” I declared 
to Tim with a smile on my face and my fist extended to him.
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“Let’s do it!” he responded, a knowing look in his eye as he 
bumped my fist with his.

So, how do we do it? How does this formula work? What 
does a modern-day Underground Railroad look like? How do we 
take the lessons from the original foundation and apply them to 
the new? How does the Underground Railroad rescue kids to-
day? How does it rescue our hearts and souls? In this book, Tim 
Ballard will guide you through exciting, dangerous, and emo-
tional rescue stories from the Underground Railroad, both from 
the old one and the new, and in the process he will answer these 
very questions.

After my conversation with Tim, I didn’t want to wait for the 
publication of this book before I started digging in. I began to 
study the Underground. I became reacquainted with heroes like 
Harriet Tubman, Frederick Douglass, and other brave leaders of 
that awesome movement. But there was one operator in that his-
torical movement that I had never heard of before, and his story 
was more than intriguing to me.

His name was Jonathan Walker, and he was a white 
 nineteenth-century sea captain from Massachusetts. He took 
a job in the South and saw slavery. And he hated it. So he did 
what he could. On one occasion in 1844, he made the risky deci-
sion to help several American slaves escape from the Deep South 
and into the Caribbean. He attempted to smuggle them out on 
his ship, but he was caught on the high seas. He was arrested 
and dragged into a United States courtroom. Thereafter, he was 
prosecuted, jailed, fined, tied to a pillory, and, as part of his sen-
tence, branded. Yes, branded like cattle. The blazing iron brand 
contained two letters: SS, for “Slave Stealer.” Those letters were 
seared into the palm of his hand so all might know his crime and 
mock him in his shame.
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Well, the punishment backfired. When the abolitionists in 
the North learned of what had happened, they got together and 
bailed him out, paid his fine, and helped get him back to the 
North. Captain Walker didn’t cower at all. He joined up with 
his brothers and sisters of all colors and creeds and dedicated his 
life to eradicating slavery. And he did it all with his palm open. 
Yes, he wore his punishment as a badge of honor. He showed the 
world his branded hand so all would know who he was. He was 
proud to be a Slave Stealer.

I later learned that Tim and his operators host a podcast in 
order to tell these amazing stories of rescue and restoration from 
both the old and the new Underground. To honor Jonathan 
Walker and all those who risked life and limb to liberate the cap-
tive, they named their program Slave Stealer Podcast. As my team 
was becoming converted to O.U.R.’s mission, I found it amus-
ing that there is only one team in the NFL that kind of shares 
the same nickname as these brave operators—and it is us! The 
Pittsburgh Steelers.

Then it all became more than just amusing when I realized 
something else. The only team in the NFL that shares the precise 
black-and-gold color scheme of O.U.R. is, again, the Pittsburgh 
Steelers. Tim chose those colors for O.U.R. years before we 
ever knew each other and before Tim was a fan of our team. 
Coincidence? Maybe. Or maybe there really are tokens from 
heaven given to confirm our callings in life. Maybe we should all 
do better at seeking those messages and callings. As you read this 
book, you will see that’s exactly what our heroes of the past have 
always done. And as you read this book, that’s exactly what I’m 
asking you to do.

My name is Mike Tomlin. I’m a Pittsburgh Steeler. And I’m 
a Slave Stealer!



PART  1

THE STORIES
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INTRODUCTION

For well over a decade I’ve traveled the world working as an 
undercover operator in an attempt to infiltrate and  dismantle 

networks within the dark world of child trafficking. I began do-
ing this work as a U.S. special agent, then later carried out the 
mission as a private operator for governments all around the 
world through my foundation, Operation Underground Railroad 
(O.U.R.). I’ve received extensive government training to do this 
type of work. But I also received training from another place—a 
place that may seem strange to many, but to me, it has become a 
base camp for knowledge and inspiration in my fight against the 
kidnapping, trafficking, and exploitation of children. That place 
is history—specifically, the history born of the abolitionist move-
ments of the nineteenth century.

My instructors in this unique “training program” have been 
my heroes of this historical movement: heroes like Harriet 
Tubman, Frederick Douglass, Harriet Beecher Stowe, William 
Still, Levi Coffin, and many others. But of all these heroes of the 
nineteenth century, there is one who, more than anyone else, has 
instructed me, inspired me, taught me, and guided me in my ef-
forts to fight modern-day slavery. Her name was Harriet Jacobs, 
and she was born a slave in 1813 in the small North Carolina 
town of Edenton. But she wouldn’t remain a slave. The story of 
her struggle and her triumph in fighting for her freedom so that 
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she might help others out of slavery has provided more insight 
and instruction for me and O.U.R. than perhaps any other hu-
man source. The purpose of this book is to explain why and how, 
and to encourage you, the reader, to be similarly enlightened by 
her story.

But before getting into that story, and before explaining what 
it is exactly about Harriet Jacobs that stands out to me, I want to 
first explain what led me to Jacobs and her colleagues in the first 
place. That process was personal to me. This is important to un-
derstand up front because it can be problematic to make nonper-
sonal, general comparisons between historical slavery, often called 
the transatlantic slave trade, and modern-day slavery. Though both 
forms of abuse should certainly be called slavery (as there is no 
other word for what happened then and what is happening now), 
it’s important to distinguish between the two evils. For there are 
marked differences between the two. We must be careful to pre-
serve the integrity of the stories of both the old and new slavery 
and to protect each story and those players in it. Too often, we 
assume the two forms are identical, which can cause us to misuse 
terms and labels, make faulty applications, and cannibalize history.

That said, we are also doing ourselves, and those victims 
who need us most, a great disservice if we fail to learn what we 
can from the past. There are parallels. There are lessons to be 
learned! These lessons and parallels are more safely made in case- 
specific applications rather than in general, simplistic, and broad- 
sweeping conclusions. But the urgency of the cause calls on us to 
learn everything we can so that we might help those who suffer 
the most. 

Slavery today is a big business. To illustrate just how big it is, 
imagine this: with the money made in human trafficking every 
year, you could buy every Starbucks franchise in the world, every 



OLD SLAVERY VERSUS NEW SLAVERY
Slave (n): “a person who is the property of and wholly subject to another.”

Though the definition fits both historic transatlantic slavery and modern-day 

slavery, there are differences that make it problematic to draw overly gen-

eral or simplistic parallels and applications. For example:

— Old slavery existed as the protected law of the land, mak-

ing its practice open and overt; new slavery functions out-

side of the law and is perpetuated by criminals or criminal 

organizations, making its practice hidden and often difficult 

to discover.

— Old slavery was founded in deep hate and racial discrimina-

tion and politics; new slavery is for the most part based on 

profit and opportunity rather than race and policy.

— The effects of old slavery didn’t necessarily go away with its 

legal abolition (for example, “freed” slaves in the British West 

Indies often were forced into indentured servitude instead, 

and “freed” slaves in America were often left destitute and 

without opportunity or hope, a societal effect that still has 

lingering consequences today). Therefore, applying “solutions” 

from the “success” of old abolitionism may prove overly sim-

plistic and less applicable, as “success” is a difficult thing to 

quantify.

— Both old slavery and new slavery put their victims in the worst 

imaginable positions. One form cannot easily be judged as 

being more difficult or severe than the other.
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NBA team in the nation, and every Target store across the globe. 
With millions of women and children being sold each year for 
sex, labor, and organ harvesting, this is an epidemic of the worst 
kind.1 Indeed, we must do all we can to improve our effectiveness 
in this fight. And so we must not, we cannot, ignore the lessons 
of history.

I won’t attempt to identify overly general applications and 
parallels between the old slavery and the new, particularly those 
that can’t be specifically backed up. Instead, I will simply tell you 
my personal story of discovery and application. That story will 
show that, for me, nineteenth-century rescue and restoration mis-
sions have been directly responsible for many of the modern-day 
equivalents that I have personally participated in.

This is why I chose to name my foundation—whose mission 
is to rescue and restore victims of modern-day slavery, and to see 
that slave captors are prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law—
Operation Underground Railroad.

The name choice came naturally to me, as I had become at-
tached to historical efforts to combat slavery very early in my 
career. When I was asked by my employer, Homeland Security 
Investigations (an agency of the Department of Homeland 
Security), to help start a child crimes/ countertrafficking group 
in the early to mid 2000s, very little was known about modern-
day slavery, particularly as it concerned children. The press was 
almost silent about it, and governments of the world were just 
tuning in to how big it really was. The United States led the way 
by initiating efforts like the Internet Crimes Against Children 
Task Force, of which I quickly became a member. But even those 
task forces were pretty new and still trying to wrap their collective 
arms around the problem.

When I was sent to undercover operator school to learn how 
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to infiltrate child-trafficking rings, I realized how new our coun-
termeasures really were. There was little in the way of curriculum 
for infiltrating this particular crime. In fact, I remember being 
a bit startled during one of my first simulation exercises in un-
dercover school. I was sitting across the table from one of my 
undercover instructors, who was playing the role of a criminal 
smuggler, and I began to engage him in a conversation about how 
I might purchase children for sex on the black market. My stom-
ach hurt as I brought up the subject, but I fought through it. 
About two minutes into the exercise, my instructor went silent 
and turned pale. He stood up from the table and said, “I can’t do 
this. I have a baby daughter.” Then he walked out of the room, 
thus ending the simulation exercise.

Another experienced instructor came up to me and put his 
hand on my shoulder. “Tim,” he said, “we are going to have to 
pioneer this one.”

It wasn’t that my agency was uncaring. To the contrary. They 
began pouring all sorts of resources into this problem, and today 
they lead the world in countertrafficking measures. It’s just that, 
when I was starting, the severity of the problem was just being 
discovered. Fortunately, I had the best agency and best team I 
could ask for, as we all entered the darkness together.

I also had history. Lacking any other instruction manual on 
the subject of modern-day slavery, I turned to history in quiet 
desperation. I bought every book I could on the transatlantic 
slave trade, on the Civil War, on Abraham Lincoln, and on the 
Underground Railroad.

I learned that “Underground Railroad” was the name given to 
a secret network of undercover operators, safe houses, transports, 
and routes that facilitated the rescue and escape of thousands 
of nineteenth-century slaves from slave territories (like Harriet 



8  •  S L A v E  S T E A L E R S

Jacobs’s North Carolina and other Southern states) to free terri-
tories (like New York, Massachusetts, Canada, and even Mexico). 
The loosely organized and administered network was established 
in the late 1700s and grew until the Civil War ended the wicked 
slave practice once and for all.

In the end, I realized that if we could make honest connec-
tions between the transatlantic slave trade and modern-day slav-
ery, two things would happen. First, we would shine a light on 
that tragic era of American history so as to ensure it would never 
be forgotten. Second, we would have some sort of map from this 
history in order to help us deal with slavery today. And by map, 
I’m not only talking about the inspiration to move forward. As 
you will see later in this book, the abolitionist movement and the 
Underground Railroad also provided me and O.U.R. with tacti-
cal ideas that have informed our strategy in planning undercover 
rescue operations, helped us deal with the politics of modern-day 
slavery, and guided us in our efforts to rehabilitate and restore 
broken lives.

As Coach Tomlin pointed out in his Foreword, when I began 
conversing with him on the subject, I realized there were other, 
more unusual elements of this sacred history that could help us 
in our fight today. Again, very few groups prior to the Civil War 
were able to drop their hate, divisiveness, biases, and prejudices 
to work together on much of anything; yet, the Underground 
Railroad did exactly that by focusing on something bigger than 
any one individual. That thing was people in captivity. That thing 
was children being mercilessly abused and exploited. Though the 
network was often disorganized and, as with any organization 
built under such stress, though its members argued about how 
to run it best, yet they came together: black, white, and every 
other color and creed. They embraced each other and by so doing 



HARRIET TUBMAN AND  
THE UNDERGROUND RAILROAD 

Born Araminta Ross, Harriet Tubman (1822–1911) was severely beaten and 

abused as a child slave in Maryland. Relying on her faith in God, she eventu-

ally connected to elements of the Underground Railroad, which helped her 

escape slavery and make it safely to the Northern states. Once safe in her 

freedom, she risked it all by becoming one of the greatest operators on the 

very Underground Railroad that had rescued her. Carrying her trademark 

pistol, she conducted thirteen rescue operations into the South to liberate 

captives and bring them to safety. She became famous for going undercover 

in the South, using various disguises in order to reach and rescue the cap-

tive. She even placed certain codes into a song, “Go Down, Moses,” in order 

to give messages to her people to prepare them for their escape. Because of 

her faith, her love of the Old Testament, and her willingness to risk her very 

life to guide her people to freedom, she was given the nickname “Moses.”

When the Civil War broke out, Tubman worked for the Union army as 

a nurse and as an armed scout and spy. She was the first woman to lead 

an armed expedition in the war, during the raid at Combahee Ferry, which 

liberated nearly 700 slaves.
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produced a needed light in their dark world. They took that light, 
joined hands, and walked together into the darkness to liberate 
the innocent, suffering, and helpless children of God.2 Certainly 
there are lessons for us here today.

On so many levels, we needed to resurrect certain elements 
of history. Hence the name Operation Underground Railroad. In 
the original Underground Railroad, there were many players, and 
many organizations, working separately and together (when pos-
sible) for the common cause. The same can be said of rescue and 
rehabilitation efforts and organizations today. We honor them 
all. And we stand shoulder to shoulder with any person or group 
willing to fight this fight.

w w w

With that background, I want to return to Harriet Jacobs. 
Before we get into the body of this book, which will share many 
particulars of her shocking, almost unbelievable life story, I want 
to further explain why she, more than all the others (including 
the more well-known historical players), piqued my interest and 
became my personal hero of heroes. For one thing, she attacked 
the problem of slavery from every angle. While some (like Harriet 
Tubman) found historical fame for their daring rescue operations, 
others (like Frederick Douglass) were known for their influence in 
speaking and writing, and still others (like Abraham Lincoln) ex-
hibited political genius, Harriet Jacobs participated bravely, pas-
sionately, and effectively in all these aspects.

As we will see throughout this book, she was a rescuer in her 
own right, she wrote one of the most important books on slavery 
in her time, she fought the political fight, and she did something 
else. Something that makes her unique, in my eyes. She was a 
healer. In fact, that seemed to be her emphasis in the fight: to 
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seek out the innocent fugitive, the downtrodden, the abused, and 
nurse them back to health and happiness. And her focus was the 
children who had been victimized by the demon called slavery. 
For us today, the healing and restoration is the most important 
part of the rescue, and Harriet (as you will see) continues to be 
our guide in those efforts.

And yet there is more. The deeper I dig into American slav-
ery, the more surprised I become by how much of the narrative 
has been left out of the history—or at least what most people 
know of that history. When American slavery is considered, gen-
erally visions of innocent and tortured people of African descent 
toiling away on Southern plantations sums it up. That was bad 
enough, to be sure. But there were darker layers. There was sex 
slavery, too. Sex trafficking. Perhaps students of history haven’t 
wanted to focus too much attention on this aspect, as it hurts too 
much. But we need to consider it in order to honor black history. 
We also need to consider it because there are parallels to modern-
day sex slavery and trafficking. As the focus of O.U.R. is to fight 
modern-day sex slavery, we seek to learn from this history. And 
Harriet Jacobs, perhaps more than any other, teaches us. For her 
story, which she bravely told in her autobiography, Incidents in the 
Life of a Slave Girl, focuses our attention on the sex slavery of the 
nineteenth century. (Quotations from her book, hereafter cited as 
ILSG, appear throughout this volume.)

Of all the stories connected to Harriet that have drawn me 
to her, I have yet to mention the most important one, at least to 
me. Unless you understand this one, the rest of this book will not 
make sense.

To really introduce you to this particular story and its deep 
connection to my interests, I need to take you to Edenton, North 
Carolina, the town where Harriet toiled away under the dark 



IDENTIFYING THE TRUE HARRIET

In order to protect those in the South who had broken laws to help her 

escape, Harriet wrote her book, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, using 

the name Linda Brent. She also changed the names of other people and 

places in her book. Though many in her abolitionist circles knew it was her, 

and though many read her book at the time, her identity as the author was 

soon lost to later generations. In fact, until recently, modern scholars, who 

could not verify the existence of a Linda Brent, believed her book to be a 

work of fiction written by zealous nineteenth- century abolitionists. This is 

one reason her book never achieved modern-day fame as it should have 

and why the name Harriet Jacobs has not generally been listed among the 

most recognizable names of nineteenth-century abolitionism, as it most as-

suredly deserves to be. It wasn’t until a modern-day professor, Jean Fagan 

Yellin, began putting the puzzle together that the story was verified as being 

absolutely true. In 2004, Professor Yellin published her book Harriet Jacobs: 

A Life, thus reintroducing Harriet to the world at large and bringing to life the 

story of a true American heroine.
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cloud of human captivity. Surprisingly, the town hasn’t modern-
ized all that much, allowing visitors today to see and feel some-
thing of what Harriet did. I have made multiple trips to the town, 
exploring where Harriet lived, walking over the streets where she 
walked, sitting in the places where she hid, where she cried, and 
where she prayed. But of all the historical sites in Edenton, there 
is one that reflects this important story more than any other. It 
is the county jail—a small, two-story brick building that is now 
condemned but was alive and well during Harriet’s day, back 
when the dark cloud of slavery filled the streets of Edenton.

I have always had a strange fascination with jails. Actually, it 
is a mix of fascination and fear. As a special agent for the United 
States government, I had arrested many people (mostly sex traf-
fickers and pedophiles) and taken them to jail. Of course, those 
people deserved to be there, but the idea of someone being held 
captive somewhere, anywhere, deeply bothered me. The thought 
made me feel claustrophobic. Panicky. When visiting these jails, 
I would always picture what it would be like to be falsely impris-
oned. Whenever my work took me there, I would always get out 
as fast as possible. I remember thinking, as I exited those dark 
buildings, how badly I wanted to just go home and hug my wife 
and kids.

The county jail in Edenton was fifty times more fascinating 
and a hundred times more frightening than any other jail I had 
ever visited. For this jail had not always been used for just pur-
poses. (Slavery absolutely corrupts those institutions designed to 
serve and protect.) It had been a tool of wickedness used against 
many innocent people. Two of those innocent people sentenced 
to this jail were Harriet’s own children, six-year-old Joseph and 
two-year-old Louisa (or “Lulu”). It was their story that brought 
me closer to Harriet than anything else.
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After serving their “sentence” of about two months, the chil-

dren were taken from the jail. They were thrown into a horse-

drawn carriage where other slaves sat restrained, their arms, both 

right and left, handcuffed to a single chain running the length of 

the carriage. The group, along with the children, had been pur-

chased by a slave trader, and they were being transported to their 

new homes and new masters. 

As the carriage pulled away from the jail and out of town, 

Joseph and Lulu spotted their great-grandmother Molly, who had 

brought what clothes she could find for their new lives on some 

plantation under the rule of some master far, far away. Nobody 

was allowed to know where the trafficked men, women, and chil-

dren were going to be taken. Seeing the children being trafficked 

away was too much for Grandma Molly. She fainted and col-

lapsed in the street. “And now came the trying hour,” as Harriet 

would later describe this scene, “for the drove of human beings, 

driven away like cattle, to be sold they knew not where. Husbands 

were torn from wives, parents from children, never to look upon 

each other again this side of the grave. There was wringing of 

hands and cries of despair” (ILSG, 137).

As I have thought over this scene and hundreds just like it, 

my mind can’t fully process it all. How can humans be so bru-

tal to each other, especially to children? How does a society get 

to such a dark place? And what can be done about it? It wasn’t 

just curiosity that compelled me to ask these questions. It wasn’t 

just my interest in history, either. Rather, it was my interest in 

the present, for I knew two other children, about the same age 

as Harriet’s, who had been living almost parallel lives. Slavery. 

Modern-day slavery. Their names are Mia and Marky—also sister 

and brother—and as babies born in the island nation of Haiti, 
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they had joined the ranks of the millions of other children in the 
world to be enslaved.3 Abused. Trafficked.

While studying the life of Harriet and her children, I had 
simultaneously been working feverishly with the Haitian police 
to infiltrate the trafficking ring that held Mia and Marky. I took 
my first trip to Edenton during this difficult time. I went to seek 
inspiration and knowledge, to learn at the feet of Harriet Jacobs. 
Harriet had done something I wanted to do. She had freed those 
children. That was why I had come to Edenton. That was why I 
connected so powerfully to Harriet.

On this first trip to Edenton, I brought my twelve-year-old 
daughter, Anne, with me to take photographs. Once in Edenton, 
our first stop was, of course, the county jail. It was instantly 
the symbol for me of the slavery I was combating at that very 
time, Joseph and Lulu becoming emblematic of Mia and Marky. 
The closer I got to Harriet’s and her children’s story, the closer I 
would get to the answers I needed. And it seemed there was no 
place I could go to get closer to the story than right into the jail 
itself.

En route to the jail, Anne and I came to a large and elegant 
lawn lined with large trees, which led its visitors up a hill to the 
county courthouse. The structure, built in 1767, was still there 
and still looking as it had in Harriet’s day. My heart began beating 
faster as we walked up the lawn toward the courthouse; I knew 
the jail was just behind the old structure. 

Anne and I took a deep breath. We then walked around to 
the back of the courthouse, our hearts beating heavy and fast in 
anticipation. As we rounded the corner, a most frightening sight 
stopped me dead in my tracks. There was a pillory—a whipping 
post. It was only a replica, but I had studied what had happened 
at this very spot, “just at the back of the court-house and in front 
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of the jail,” as one nineteenth-century eyewitness had described 

the small space of horror. I could see in my mind’s eye the blood 

dripping down and pooling at the feet of the innocent slave vic-

tims tied to the post. I could hear in my mind’s ear the screaming, 

the despair. 

I pushed the images out of my mind and looked beyond the 

massacre, though I knew I would have to come back to it even-

tually. Working as an undercover operator in the dark world of 

human slavery for over a decade, I had learned how to see horrific 

images and somehow push them out for the time being so I could 

focus on the task at hand.

I could do it, but I didn’t want Anne to think too much. So I 

employed my emotional defenses and turned our attention to the 

little brick building beyond the pillory. 

The jail, of course, wasn’t necessarily a happy thought for ei-

ther of us, but it wasn’t as bad as the death scene we had just 

walked through. I needed to break the silence for my own well-

being, but especially for Anne. 

Courthouse in Edenton, North Carolina
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“I wish so badly we could go inside the jail,” I whispered to 

Anne.

“Maybe we can!” she replied. “I prayed for it, remember?”

She had. That morning at breakfast, the owner of our hotel 

(a bed-and-breakfast converted from an old Southern plantation 

home) had told us that the old jail, being a condemned building, 

was locked shut and even had a nail driven through the door and 

into the frame to make sure nobody passed its threshold. After 

breakfast we had returned to our room, and I had heard Anne 

pray that somehow the door would be opened for us. She knew 

how badly I wanted to get in.

Walking beyond the pillory, we approached the front of the 

jail. Small. Simple. Lonely looking. A small sign stated that the 

jail was built in 1825. If only its walls could talk, I thought to 

myself.

“Dad! Look!” Anne yelled excitedly, shattering the renewed 

silence that had accompanied our short walk from the pillory to-

ward the jail.

“The door is open!” she continued as she ran ahead of me, 

darting toward the jail door.

As I approached the door, all I could do was smile. I was 

speechless. The door was open just a crack, unlocked and unre-

strained. The large nail was still in the door, angled toward the 

door frame and poking out the back. But it was inches away from 

where it had been, where it was supposed to be, inserted into the 

frame. It was as if some very strong person had come over and 

yanked the door back, ripping the nail out of the door frame. I 

ran my finger along the empty nail hole as I cautiously pushed 

on the door, looking around to make sure nobody was watch-

ing. There was no sign indicating it was unlawful to enter, but it 
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still felt kind of like trespassing. I looked at Anne, thought of her 
prayer that morning, and knew I had no choice.

I used my foot to kick the door the rest of the way open. It 
was time to get our hands dirty. It was time to enter this dark 
narrative, knowing there would eventually be light at the end of 
the tunnel.

I took Anne’s hand. We stepped in.

The door of the jail




