
 

The Story of Alexander McClure 
 
 
Summary: 
 
On April 14, 1860 Alexander McClure, a slave living in Nashville, Tennessee, arranged 

for friends to place him in a box and ship him to a “Hannah M. Johnson” care of Levi 

Coffin in Cincinnati, Ohio.  At Seymour, Indiana (Jackson County) Alexander’s box 

needed to be transferred to the southeast bound train.  A rushed transfer of cargo caused 

Alexander’s box to be broken and he was revealed.  Alexander was arrested and 

extradited to Tennessee.  He implicated three men who helped him attempt his escape.    

 

Nathan James, a free black living, was arrested and found to be an escaped slave himself.  

It is unclear what happened to James, but it appears he was sold into slavery.  Alfred 

Savage, the slave who allegedly introduced Alexander to the third conspirator, a 

White man, whose identity was never revealed, was given 15 lashes for his part.  It is 

unclear what ever became of Savage.  Levi Coffin was questioned about his role in the 

escape, but he denied any knowledge.  No Hannah M. Johnson could ever be found.  

Despite his failed escape, Alexander can be found living and working in Nashville after 

the Civil War. 

 
 
 
The Story: 
 
 Such a curiosity the three feet by two feet pine box1 had.  People from all over 

Nashville, Tennessee came to see the box.2  They wanted to know what it would be like 

to be shipped from Nashville, Tennessee to Cincinnati, Ohio in such a cramped 



 

compartment – a journey Alexander McClure attempted to make to find his freedom.  At 

Seymour, Indiana a chain of events took place that stopped his ride to freedom. 

 Alexander arranged to be placed in a dry goods box, picked up by the Adam’s 

Express Company,3 and sent to Cincinnati.  The box was addressed to a “Hannah M. 

Johnson,” care of Levi Coffin, who was living in Cincinnati at the time.4   

The box was transported via the Louisville & Nashville Railroad.5   The train left 

Nashville at 10:30 AM6 on Saturday, April 14, 1860,7 taking Alexander to Louisville, 

Kentucky.  Fairly soon after his departure, his owner began searching for him.  By 

Saturday evening, his owner had notified the Sheriff in Louisville that Alexander was 

missing and suspected to be on a train.  While trains were searched, Alexander’s train had 

obviously already been through Louisville.8   

At Louisville, the cargo had to be unloaded from the train and loaded onto ferries 

in order to cross the Ohio River.  With no bridges across the river until after the Civil 

War, riding the ferries was the only way to reach Indiana.  On the other side of the Ohio 

River, in Jeffersonville, Indiana, the boxes were reloaded onto the Jeffersonville, 

Madison & Indianapolis Railroad and headed north.   

At Seymour, Indiana (Jackson County) the tracks of the Jeffersonville, Madison 

& Indianapolis Railroad crossed with the tracks of the Ohio & Mississippi Railroad.  It 

was here that those boxes heading southeast to Cincinnati were transferred to the 

southeast bound train.  The Jeffersonville & Indianapolis Railroad was completed 

through Jackson County in the summer of 1852; by June 1854 the Ohio & Mississippi 

came through Seymour.9  The depot for the Jeffersonville, Madison, and Indianapolis 

Railroad was just a few hundred yards south of the Ohio & Mississippi freight depot.10   



 

Alexander’s train was due in at 1:30 AM on Sunday morning; the train out of the 

station for Cincinnati was due to leave at 6:05 AM.11  On the day Alexander shipped 

himself, the train was running late,12 therefore, the packages were transferred hurriedly.  

In the rush, Alexander’s box was broken and he was revealed.13  He had been confined in 

his box for at least 15 hours.  

 When arrested, Alexander claimed to be the property of Newton McClure of 

Nashville, Tennessee.  Alexander was taken from Seymour to a jail in Louisville until 

Newton could be notified and could claim his property; while there, Alexander was 

intensely questioned.14  At that time, he informed his interrogators that two Blacks (one 

free and one slave) and one White man helped in his escape.   

Alexander told that Nathan James, a free black living in Nashville,15 helped place 

him in the box and had also hired the local drayman to take the box to the train station.16  

James was arrested and on April 26, 1860 was taken before Esquire Ferris for a “full” 

hearing.  While no official record could be located, local newspapers reported that 

Alexander was forced to testify against James.  James was given a $2000 bond, which he 

could not pay.  He was remanded to the court until the next term of the Criminal Court.17  

In one newspaper report, there was a question as to whether or not James was free.   

James went in front of the Criminal Court on Thursday, August 18, 1860.18  He 

was charged with breaking the state law “enticing a slave,” for which he pled not guilty.  

The Court empanelled a jury, which chose to find him guilty of being an escaped slave 

rather than ruling on his charge of “enticing a slave.”  The Court ordered that James be 

“taken before some Justice of the Peace to be tried for said offense….”19  It is uncertain 



 

which Justice of the Peace James went to, or even if he was taken in front of one.  There 

are no remaining records of the Justice of the Peace for Davidson County. 

 The newspapers noted that at James’ initial trial, Alexander’s testimony also 

implicated Alfred Savage, a slave belonging to J.G. Moore of Nashville.20  Savage 

allegedly introduced the White man to Alexander.  For his part in the escape, Alfred was 

given fifteen lashes without his shirt.21  

The White man’s identity was never revealed.  Alexander, James, and Savage all 

claimed not to know his name.  According to the newspapers, Alexander paid him $60 - 

$70 cash and a watch by Alexander to accompany the box to Cincinnati.  This gentleman 

also provided the box and labeled it.22   

 The woman to whom Alexander shipped himself, Hannah M. Johnson, was also 

never identified.  The Louisville Courier accused Delia A. Webster of being “Hannah M. 

Johnson,”23 most likely because of her notoriety and the fact that she had spent time in 

the Frankfort prison for a similar offense.  At the time, no Hannah M Johnson could be 

located.  Recent research could also not find a Hannah M. Johnson living either in Ohio 

or Tennessee. 

Levi Coffin went to the train station in Cincinnati to claim the box, unaware of 

what had unfolded in Seymour.  Coffin was question intensely for his involvement and 

knowledge of what, or rather who, was being shipped.24  Coffin claimed he had received 

a letter on April 11, 1860 from Hannah M. Johnson requesting him to pick up a box from 

the train station, but had no knowledge of what he would be obtaining.25  Many accused 

Coffin of knowing what was in the box and lying about his knowledge of the incident.26  

In response, he wrote a letter to the Cincinnati Commercial, which was subsequently 



 

reprinted in the Nashville papers.  In the letter, he again claimed no knowledge that an 

individual was to be shipped, he did not know Hannah Johnson, nor would he encourage 

someone to travel in such a manner.27  The papers responded by again calling him a liar. 

 Coffin recounts the episode in his Reminiscences in the section known as “Sambo 

in a Tight Box.”  In his recount, he reprinted the letter that he wrote to the papers and 

goes on to describe the accusations by the Nashville newspapers.28  Even though his book 

was published after the Civil War, and he admitted in this book other illegal actions he 

took, he still claimed no knowledge of either the contents in the box or of the identity of 

Hannah M. Johnson. 

Newton McClure, and the newspapers in Nashville, began calling the escape an 

abduction, rather than an escape.  In several editorials, the editors blamed the White man 

and the free Black man of “concocting and executing the whole scheme.”29  McClure and 

authorities laid no blame on the Adams Express Company, the Louisville and Nashville 

Railroad, or on the drayman.  The Adams Express Company not only returned Alexander 

to Newton, the company also paid all expenses incurred by Newton, as well as the bounty 

reward posted by Newton.30   

  Very little is known about Alexander.  He weighed around 200 pounds – the 

weight of the box shipped was 265 pounds.31  One newspaper article noted that the 

reward for Alexander was approximately $1500 - $2000.32  The exact year of 

Alexander’s birth is not know, nor is when he came to Nashville or when he came into 

the McClure Home.  Alexander was not individually listed as a slave within the McClure 

home in the 1860 slave enumerations, but Newton McClure was listed as having five 

slaves (four males ages 50, 38, 38, and 35 and one female age 45).33  So estimations are 



 

that Alexander was born around 1822-1825.34  More is known about Alexander after the 

Civil War.  The first mention of Alexander is in 1873, where he is living in Edgefield, on 

Main Street between Tulip and Minnick. 35  Edgefield was located on the east side of the 

Cumberland River, opposite Nashville.  It was settled in 1850 and incorporated in 1869.36  

His occupation is listed as a tinner, the occupation he most likely learned as a slave.37   

On September 24, 1875 Alexander married Diana Harbour.  There is no mention of her 

background, only her named is listed by the clerk’s office formalizing their nuptials.38   

After 1875, Alexander is no longer in the Nashville City Directories, nor is he 

listed in the 1880 Census for Tennessee.  His name cannot be found in the listing of those 

who died in Nashville.39  Currently, we are unaware of where Alexander is after 1876.   

 We know more about Newton McClure.  McClure’s father, William, was in 

Tennessee as early as 1812,40 accumulating 299 acres of land and 11 slaves over his 

lifetime.41  At the time of the incident, Newton McClure was approximately 48 year old, 

working as a tinner.42  In the 1850 Census, he is listed as having a real estate value of 

$3000.43  Newton owned a manufacturing and dealership of tin plate, copper, sheet iron, 

ware, cola, and wood stoves, known as McClure, Buck & Co.  The plant was located at 

15 South Market Street in Nashville.44    The Nashville city directories show the 

progression of McClure’s business.  The first city directory in which the business or 

Newton was found is 1853; he was living at 21 South Summer Street in Nashville as a 

tinner, working with the firm Maxey, M’Clure & Co.  This is consistent until 1859, when 

the company changes names to McClure, Buck & Co, located at Market Street in 1860.  

We can only assume that Alexander was working and living at the same location in 1860 

- by 1860, Newton was able to afford the purchase of five slaves.     



 

McClure lived in Edgefield before the Civil War.45  After the war, he relocated 

into Nashville, moving from boarding house to boarding house, while maintaining his 

company.46  In 1874, McClure, Buck & CO is no longer in business; Newton is also not 

listed in the city directory, but does return as a boarder in 1876.   

 Newton served as a leader in the community, in both business and his church.  In 

1866, he served as one of the presiding officers of the Fourth National Bank.47  At his 

Methodist Church, he was on the 1876 building committee, a position he kept until at 

least 1880.48  He married a Louise Sykes of Rutherford (Gibson County), Tennessee in 

1874.49  She was born in 1837 and died in 1891 of typhoid fever.50  She is buried at the 

Mount Olivet Cemetery in Nashville.  Newton died in 1898 at the age of approximately 

86.51  He died of old age and is buried at Mount Olivet Cemetery in Nashville.  When he 

died, his will and inventory reveal a worth of over $14,500 in cash, plus at least ten 

properties in Nashville.52   

 The other characters in this story are lost to time.  While Nathan James was 

arrested and remanded to the court’s custody until he could be taken in front of the 

Justice of the Peace when he was found guilty of being an escaped slave.  He is not in the 

records of the State Penitentiary53 and no records of the Justice of the Peace hearing 

could be found.  One researcher believes he was an escaped slave from Virginia.54  No 

matter his past, it is assumed he was sold into slavery.  Even after the Civil War, James is 

not found in any Census.  We are uncertain of what happened to James.  The same is case 

for Alfred Savage.  No information could be found about him after the Civil War.  



 

For the people of Nashville, the incident caused much curiosity.  Articles in the 

paper discussed the fact that the box was placed on display and hundreds of people came 

to see it.55   

 The box in which McClure’s Negro was shipped for Cincinnati, was  
brought back yesterday, and was an object of curious attraction to hundreds  
of persons who called at the Express office to see it.  It bids fair to be  
remembered as a famous box.  One speculator said he had an idea of purchasing  
it with a view too cutting it up into little pieces to sell as relics to the 
abolition disciples of Brown and Coffin.  He though the chance for a good 
speculation very fair.56 

 
Such curiosity people had, and still have, regarding one man’s willingness to ship himself 

for hours in a small box to find his legal freedom. 
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