
 

Although it is unknown if Joshua Glover’s mother ever placed an ad searching for her son, Joshua Glover was a 
real person who escaped slavery in 1852. Parts of this story are based on true events. 

In Search of Joshua Glover 
By Anna Lardinois 

 
Illustration by Bervick Simien 

Annie carefully read each ad in The Christian Recorder. The old woman bent over the paper, her failing 
eyesight making it difficult to read the small print. She struggled in the dim light of her dingy room, 
but she continued reading, her gnarled finger tracing each line on the page. 

So many Joshuas! Her heartbeat faster every time she saw the name in an ad. Some of the ads were 
looking for a missing Joshua. Other ads were from Joshuas looking for their families. 

But no ads from a Joshua looking for a mother named Annie. 
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Annie longed to see her son again. She ached to wrap her arms around Joshua and tell him she 
thought about him every day. When she woke in the morning, she wondered if Joshua slept well the 
night before. When she went to bed, she prayed her son was safe and healthy. 

Joshua was always on her mind, and in her heart. 

Annie lost track of Joshua when he was sold at a slave auction on New Year’s Day in 1850. The only 
thing she knew was that Joshua was bought by a man named Bennami Garland who had a large 
farm near St. Louis. 

Annie started searching for her son as soon as she was freed. Joshua couldn’t be found in the ads 
seeking lost families, but his name appeared on the front page of every newspaper in the country in 
1854. 

Because enslaved people were not allowed to read, Annie had no idea her beloved son bravely 
defied the law and fled the country. 

Her son’s heroic story began when he was enslaved on Garland’s farm. 

Garland made Joshua work very hard. He did not feed the people he enslaved well and treated them 
harshly. Joshua was miserable at Garland’s farm, so he decided to escape.   

Joshua knew running away was dangerous. He knew people trying to escape slavery faced torture, or 
even death, if they were caught. He was willing to risk death for a chance at freedom. 

In 1852, Joshua fled Garland’s farm. He traveled on foot, hiding in the shadows to avoid being 
seen. He walked north for 350 miles, until he arrived in Racine, Wisconsin. He made the town his 
home. 

He had no way to let his mother know where he was. It was illegal to teach enslaved people to read 
or write so he could not get a letter to her. Even if he could have, he did not know if Annie had 
been sold since he had last seen her, so he had no idea where she lived or if she had a new name. 

Despite having a mother who loved him, he was alone in the world. 

The newly free man changed his name to Joshua Glover. He quickly got a job at a sawmill and 
moved into a small cabin of his own.  

In Racine, Joshua lived the life of a free man. He still worked very hard, and he did not have many 
possessions, but he could finally do the things he longed to do: rest when he was tired, eat when he 
was hungry, and sing when his heart felt joy.  

Joshua may have lived as a free man in a free state, but in the eyes of the government, he was still 
the property of Bennami Garland.  

The Fugitive Slave Act was the law of the land. The law stated that an enslaved person was always 
the property of the owner, regardless of whether that person lived in a state where slavery was legal 
or not. Joshua knew he could at any time be captured and forced into slavery again. 
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Garland was determined to get his property back. He hunted for Joshua until he found him in 
Racine. 

It was a Friday night in 1854. Joshua and some of his 
friends from the sawmill were playing cards in 
Joshua’s cabin. The friends heard a knock at the 
cabin door. 

It all happened so fast and before Joshua had time to 
think. 

Suddenly, the door flew open and Bennami Garland 
burst into the cabin with a U.S. Marshal. Garland was 
there to reclaim his property. In that moment, Joshua 
was, once again, enslaved. 

Even though Joshua did not resist being taken into 
custody, he was still badly beaten. When he was 
thrown into a Milwaukee jail, he was bruised, bloody, 
and covered in dirt. The marshal left Joshua in that 
condition for the remainder of the weekend. 

Milwaukee was a city full of abolitionists. 
Abolitionists are people who opposed slavery. These 
people were angry when they discovered a person 
fleeing slavery was held in their jail. When they found 
out that Joshua was not treated humanely in jail, their 
anger grew. 

Within days, 5,000 abolitionists surrounded the jail 
where the sheriff held Joshua.  They believed slavery 
was morally wrong and the Fugitive Slave Act was 
unconstitutional. So, they decided to do something 
about it. 

The crowd smashed through the door of the jail with 
a battering ram. A surge of abolitionists rushed 
through the broken door and into the jail. They freed 
Joshua Glover from his cell and hid him in the crowd. 

The abolitionists planned to help Joshua escape to Canada where he could finally live as a free man. 
They hid him for weeks in back rooms, basements, and barns until they could get him on a steamer 
ship and away from Garland and the Fugitive Slave Act forever. 

Their plan was a success! Joshua arrived in Ontario in the summer of 1854. 

He spent the remainder of his life in Canada and lived as a free man. He worked on a farm, married, 
and lived as free men all over the world do. 

Excerpt from “Fugitive Slave Law Excitement in 
Milwaukie, Wisconsin,” The Liberator (Boston, 
MA) March 24, 1854 
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By the time Annie started searching the ads for her son, he had been living in Canada for nine years. 
The broken-hearted mother would never find her son in the advertisements placed by grieving 
families longing to find each other. But she never stopped looking for him. 

Annie could not afford to purchase every issue of the newspaper that contained ads for missing 
families. She shared the cost with the members of her church. Together, they bought copies of 
newspapers. Each week they’d take a section of the paper and begin to search the ads for missing 
family members.  

When the church members first gathered, most of them did not know how to read. The few who 
did know how to read taught the others. They started with the words that might help them their lost 
loved ones. They learned words like “mother,” “son,” and the names of the cities where they had 
been enslaved. Their vocabulary grew each week as they studied the ads together. 

The first word Annie learned to read was “Joshua.” 

The congregants would pray, and sometimes cry, as they read the ads. They prayed to find their 
loved ones. They prayed for the strangers in the ads who were searching for their families. And they 
cried in grief from the sadness and longing in each ad they read. 

Placing an ad in the newspaper was expensive. Some members of Annie’s church managed to scrape 
together enough money to place their own ads seeking lost family members. Annie was never able to 
do that.   

Like many people freed from slavery, Annie had very little money. She tried saving money to create 
her own ad searching for Joshua, but she barely had enough money to take care of her basic needs. 
She prayed Joshua was doing better than she was and was able to place an ad for her.  

For Annie, every meeting at the church was the same. She would arrive with a full heart, certain that 
this was the week she would find her boy. She began reading the ads with excitement, quickly 
scanning each ad for the names Joshua and Annie. By the end of the meetings, Annie read the ads 
very slowly. She did not want to reach the end of the page and find no messages from her son. 

She sometimes brought the worn newspapers home with her. She would read the pages over and 
over again, hoping to find an ad she overlooked the first time she read through them. The outcome 
was always the same—none of the ads were from her son. 

She did this week after week for the rest of her life. 

As she searched for Joshua, she had no idea the bravery of her son helped all enslaved people. After 
Joshua was freed from the Milwaukee jail, the Wisconsin Supreme Court looked at his case and 
eventually ruled the Fugitive Slave Act to be unconstitutional in 1855. The law was eventually 
repealed in 1864. 

Annie died never knowing that the son she longed to hug one final time changed the course of U.S. 
history. 
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