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Since the early 19" century, the network known as the Underground Railroad
had played an important role in helping slaves escape to the North, that is, to freedom.
In 1850, however, it was getting harder for runaway slaves to succeed in their attempt
because a revised Fugitive Slave Act was authorized. The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850
allowed slave catchers to capture fugitive slaves in any territory or state, and forced
citizens to assist them. In Don McBrearty’s Race to Freedom: the Underground
Railroad (1994), the characters Thomas and Sarah escape from the field with the help
of Dr. Alexander Ross, a Canadian abolitionist working on behalf of the Underground
Railroad. On their way to Canada, Thomas and Sarah are supported by a lot of people:
conductors, agents and stationmasters. There are not only white people but also free
black people among them, including a black slave catcher who will eventually facilitate
their escape. Overall, this study will focus on the role of the Underground Railroad for
slaves. Moreover the main aim is to analyze people involved in the network, especially
people of color. Therefore, through Don McBrearty’s Race to Freedom: The
Underground Railroad, this essay will discuss the creation of the Underground
Railroad network, its importance, and how it influenced the lives and spirit of both free

and enslaved black people. The first part of this study will analyze the difference



between house slaves and field slaves, and focus on the meaning and role of the

Underground Railroad for slaves as the background to the film. And the second part

will explore people who worked for the network and black people surrounding fugitive

slaves in this film.

Part 1: The Underground Railroad as a Response to Slavery

By the 1850s, slavery was widespread in the United States, particularly in the

South. The film Race to Freedom: The Underground Railroad features a slave auction

in which many African Americans are put on the auction block. Thomas, the hero, is

also sold at that auction as merchandise. African Americans sold as slaves must always

work for their master. Slaves are not considered persons but only property because they

are bought by their master. This means that slaves are chattel, i.e., a personal

possession.

Then, in this film, it is remarkable that slaves can be classified in two types:

house slaves and field slaves. Sarah lives in her master’s house with him and his wife

though she is a slave. Moreover, she always works near her master and takes care of

him, even giving him a foot massage. More importantly, she does not have to work in

the fields. Jeb also works in his master’s house, and among his many chores he is in

charge of shaving his master’s face. His duties look like those of a butler. And like



Sarah, he does not need to work in the field.

Conversely, Thomas works in the plantation field as an ironsmith. The other

black people also work in the field, carrying water and plowing the field with a horse.

More generally, field slaves “ploughed, picked and planted crops. . . [and] commonly

picked cotton, sugar, rice and tobacco” as their duties. (“The Life of a Field Slave”)

Also, of course, they cannot go into their master’s house and must live in cabins with a

simple fireplace, a bed, a table and one or two chairs. Although all are slaves, their

duties and chores are really different. Their status and job on the plantation says

something about their treatment and their feeling about escaping to freedom.

As mentioned above, slaves belonged to their masters. Thus, they had to devote

their life to their masters and often, slaves were treated like beasts of burden. When

Thomas and Dr. Ross are about to board a train, a conductor asks Dr. Ross to show

Thomas’s identification paper. This scene means that people of color must show their

identification papers wherever they go and whenever they are asked to. The same goes

for the black slave-catcher featured in the story. Even though he catches runaway slaves,

the white slave-catcher he travels with carries his identification papers. In other words,

even the black slave-catcher is not a free man. Without such papers, life was very

difficult for people of color. These papers bound slaves to their masters as much as they

bound people like the black slave-catcher to the white people they worked with.



When Thomas and Sarah talk about freedom, Thomas says, “our children go

learn to read and write,” and Sarah says, “that’s a nice dream.” This means that slaves

and their children could never get an education in those days. It was indeed a dream for

slaves to learn reading and writing. This is because of laws implemented since the

mid-eighteenth century, forbidding the education of slaves (“Slave Code of South

Carolina”). The purpose of these laws was to keep slaves illiterate because literacy

could have helped slaves run away, either by contacting people outside the plantation or

writing their own papers to freedom. Also, the discussion between Thomas and Sarah is

a reminder that a child whose mother is a slave must live as a slave and work for his or

her master. However, the film shows that a black child could learn to read and write. A

free black family helps Sarah when she is at a loss as to how to escape from her master,

and the black boy is reading some newspaper article when she wakes up. It shocks her

because she had never met black children who could read and write. But this discovery

also plays an important role as it gives her the hope that her child, too, will be able to

get education if she can go to the North. At that time, there were big differences

between slaves and free people of color, even though both were African Americans.

The master’s treatment of house slaves and field slaves is very different. The

master lets Sarah live in his house and gives her nice dresses. He is very shocked to

hear that Sarah escaped from the field with Thomas and the other field slaves. And



from the white slave catcher Horton’s words, the master also tries to do anything to

take her back because he regards her as a special slave. These scenes show that the

master treats Sarah with affection. He also seems to treat her like his own daughter, not

his possession. Jeb can also live in his master’s house and wear good clothes though it

looks like his master does not treat him as he treats Sarah. Meanwhile, of course, field

slaves must work in the field and wear simple, dirty clothes. Their master treats them

only as goods. He makes them do hard work all day. Whether masters treat house

slaves with affection or not, they can live more comfortable than field slaves.

At the beginning of this film, Joe, who is Sarah’s brother, is running away from

the overseer and a group of slave hunters. He is trying to escape to freedom. However,

he fails to do so, and they tie him up with some chains and beat his leg with a hammer.

It is just as if they try to break his foot so that he will never even think of running away

again. Of course, working under their masters is really hard for slaves, but to receive

punishment is also severe for them. That is why they hesitated to escape, for the

punishment for runaway slaves who got caught was often terrible. Furthermore,

successful escapes were rare because their masters did everything they could to catch

them because slaves were valuable, and also slaves had no notion of where to go since

they only knew the plantation and its surroundings.

The most important theme of this film is escape. As stated above, there are



many differences between house slaves and field slaves. The same can be said of their

idea for escape. When the master speaks to Sarah after he expresses his opinion on

Fugitive Slave Law at the beginning of this film, she says that “I just want to thank you

for being so good to me” while massaging her master’s foot. She appreciates him since

he has taken her out of the field and lets her work in the house. She also tries to

dissuade Thomas from running away. Besides, when Dr. Ross insinuates that he wants

to get in contact with a free black man in order to help slaves escape, it seems that Jeb

hardly shows concern about it. These scenes show that house slaves want nothing to do

with running away and rebelling because they think working in their master’s house is

better than taking the risk of a severe punishment for running away. Conversely,

Thomas finally decides to run away from the field so as to change his life of servitude

even though he initially hesitated to do so. The other field slaves also decide to escape

to freedom with Dr. Ross’s help. Therefore, it can be said that the viewpoint of house

slaves and field slaves are opposite.

Malcolm X, a human rights activist, referred to this difference in a speech

delivered to Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee workers, Selma, Alabama on

4 February 1965. In that speech, Malcolm X argues: “And if you came to the house

Negro and said, ‘Let's run away, let's escape, let's separate,’ the house Negro would

look at you and say, ‘Man, you crazy. What you mean, separate? Where is there a better



house than this? Where can [ wear better clothes than this? Where can I eat better food

than this?’ That was that house Negro.” (qtd. in Gates Jr). And in that speech, Malcolm

X also said: "If someone come [sic] to the field Negro and said, ‘Let's separate, let's

run,” he didn't say, ‘Where we going?’ He'd say, ‘Any place is better than here’” (qtd. in

Gates Jr). Although there were some exceptions, his speech describes the difference

well.

In addition, Thomas hopes to escape because he is worried about Sarah and

their future child. When he tries to persuade Sarah to escape with him, he talks to her,

“Sarah. Jumping the groom, if’n the massa lets you. [ want to be in a place where I can

be a man. Where I can do for you.” Also, after that, he says, “We ain’t got nothing but

what the massa give us.” He means that he wants to support Sarah without Master’s

help. He thinks it is his duty as a husband. Moreover, when Joe and Sarah talk about

escaping, he says that the master will sell Sarah’s baby if she does not run away from

him. It means that masters make a profit by selling those children as well as by making

them work in their own fields. As mentioned above, a child whose mother is a slave

must live as a slave and work for his or her master. However, this sentence does not

mean slave children can always work with their parents. That is why, even though

Thomas and Sarah can be together and get married in the field, he wants to escape from

his master to have their own home in the North in order to raise their child in a place



where they are free.

The following paragraphs give a brief summary of the Underground Railroad,

which is the main theme in this thesis. Dr. Ross, a Canadian abolitionist, talks about the

purpose of the network when he is in conversation with Thomas while bird watching.

Ross says, “It’s a group of men and women, liberty loving men and women who

devoted their lives to ending slavery.” The phrase “men and women,” in Ross’s mind,

includes not only white people but also African Americans like Harriet Tubman and the

other conductors or stationmasters appearing in the film. They are indispensable for

slaves in order to achieve freedom. Historically, each of them played various roles such

as providing fugitives with a refuge or carrying them to safe places. However, the

network was not a planned creation in the beginning. The network “consisted of many

individuals — many whites but predominantly black—who knew only of the local

efforts to aid fugitives and not of the overall operation” (“The Underground Railroad”).

Besides, Dr. Ross says that those people “devoted their lives to ending slavery” and

some scenes in the film show how they sacrifice themselves to abolish slavery.

Dr. Ross is suspected of helping slaves run away from Master Fairleigh’s and

imprisoned for it. Then, just as Thomas meets Harriet Tubman for the first time, he

overhears a man who tells Tubman, “You yourself have 40,000 dollar bounty on your

head.” These two scenes suggest that someone who helps slaves escape would be



punished severely and sometimes even killed. Needless to say, that is because slaves

are only regarded as their master’s property. In other words, to help slaves escape is to

steal the master’s possessions.

In the film, Thomas, Sarah and the other African Americans are trying to escape

to Canada throughout the scenes. In America, mainly in the South, slavery had spread

out in those days. However, it assumes that Canada tended to take opposite attitude

toward America as following scene shows. When Dr. Ross and the masters have a

conversation at Mr. Fairleigh’s house, the master, called James by Mr. Fairleigh,

expresses his opinion, “Unfortunately, some of them have no respect for American law.

Even to the point of interfering in manners which are none of their concern.” “I’'m

talking about stolen property, sir. I am talking about harboring our Negros under the

mask of British law.” “American Law” means laws, which admit slavery. Especially, it

stands for Fugitive Slave Law because only one month has passed since it was adopted.

The word “manners” in his word implies the rules in America that slaves are masters’

property and any people must not interfere in master’s possessions. Although American

people have such manners, some Canadians help slaves escape from masters. For this

reason, James expresses his opinion by using the word: “stolen property.” He also

refers to “the mask of British law.” It seems that “British law” represents Slavery

Abolition Act 1833. It was an 1833 law of the Parliament of the United Kingdom that



abolished slavery throughout the British colonies (Simkin). At that time, Canada was

one of the British colonies, therefore, the law applied to the country. Because of these

historical backgrounds and situations, James is indignant with Canadian people.

The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 is a key to analyze what the context of the film

is. The Fugitive Slave Act was adopted on September 18, 1850 by Congress as a

compromise between the South and the North. There are some scenes where the

characters, such as Mr. Fairleigh, Dr. Ross and Harriet Tubman, refer to the law. At the

beginning of the film Mr. Fairleigh, Thomas and Sarah’s master, is reading the

newspaper The Carolina Watchman and comments: “‘Fugitive Slave Law, Southern

Victory,” my foot. Victory for the North, too. What’s good for cotton is good for all

America.” The word “it” in this phrase means the law, and his word shows that he

agrees with it. Of course, it is much better for him because, thanks to that law, he can

keep and control his property. Furthermore, the article of The Carolina Watchman,

dated October 24, 1850, says, “Great excitement has been caused in some portions of

the country by the operations of the Fugitive Slave Law. Arrests of alleged slaves have

been made at Pittsburg, New York and elsewhere, the slaves in each instance being

safely returned to their masters.” Though some people, in fact, opposed this law, this

newspaper implied that there was a general consensus for that piece of legislation. The

reason for it is caused by the situation of the time. According to one website, the
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Fugitive Slave Law “forcibly compelled citizens to assist in the capture of runaway

slaves” (“Fugitive Slave Acts”). In addition, it forced them to return fugitives to their

masters. In this film, one scene shows that someone who helps slaves escape will get

severe punishment. When Thomas, Sarah, and the other slaves escape, the overseer tells

Mr. Fairleigh that Dr. Ross must be putting “some fool notions in slaves’ heads.” Then,

the master catches Dr. Ross and says, “I want him [Dr. Ross] prosecuted to the full

extent of the law.” In those days, citizens who helped slaves or prevented their arrest

were subject to a fine as well as imprisonment. Also, the accused who tried to go

against the law had no right to testify on behalf of him- or herself and no right to a jury

trial (“The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850). The law helped masters make more profit than

ever, but the passage of the law had different meanings for slaves and the Underground

Railroad. When Dr. Ross teaches slaves how to escape to Canada, he tells them,

It is true that in the past, many slaves have run away on their own and made it.
Unfortunately, now with the new Fugitive Slave Act, it’s no longer enough to
escape the South by crossing the Ohio River and into the free states. The fact is
that you will not truly be safe until you’ve reached all the way to Canada. Now

this is why links to the Underground Railroad are now more vital than ever.

There are two important things in Ross’s words. One is the fact that, by then, fugitive

slaves must escape all the way to Canada. It was almost enough for fugitives to run

away to the North until the law had passed. But after the Fugitive Slave Act was passed,

the North became very dangerous for slaves because the law was applied across the

whole nation. In addition, as this film shows, slave catchers, hired by masters,
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relentlessly tracked fugitives across the nation. By contrast, people in Canada did not

have to comply with the Fugitive Slave Law. That is why Dr. Ross and Thomas are

trying to go to Canada, which is safer than the North. The other important thing

included in Dr. Ross’s words is the fact that the role of the Underground Railroad was

becoming more crucial. When Dr. Ross tells the slaves how to escape to Canada,

Thomas says, “If we gonna run, I think it’s best we just go. Don’t trust nobody but our

own selves.” Thomas insists that it is more dangerous for slaves to escape with the help

of the network than to run away by themselves. That is because he thinks that someone

may betray him and the other fugitives, and they would be returned to their master. But

as it is, slaves could not be familiar with their neighborhood and the geography of

America since slaves must work in their master’s fields all day and could not get an

education. Then some people, including people in the network, tried to resist the law.

Therefore, the help the Underground Railroad provided to fugitive slaves was

becoming more important than ever. At the end of the film, the credits roll says,

“Following the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act, the Underground Railroad carried

more passengers north to freedom than ever before. By 1861, at the onset of the Civil

War, almost 40,000 fugitives had escaped to Canada.” This implies that members of the

network tried to help many more slaves. Moreover, they kept resisting slavery even

though the law was harsh on them.
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Part II: People Who Worked with the Underground Railroad

This part will explore the roles of people who worked for the Underground

Railroad and black people surrounding fugitive slaves. In the film, Thomas, Sarah and

the other runaway slaves are supported by members of the network called “conductor”

or “stationmaster.” As for fugitive slaves, they were sometimes called “passengers” by

the members of the network. These role names have something to do with railroad

vocabulary since the network was called the “Underground Railroad.” There had been

many attempts to escape to freedom since the first African slaves came to America in

the 1600s, but until around 1830, they didn’t have a name for such endeavors. Then,

people helping slaves escape named it the Underground Railroad because railroads

started to carry passengers across America (“Why was it called the Underground

Railroad?”). These names relating to the railroad industry were useful for them because

they could talk about their work by using such words without people’s awareness. In

the film, the fugitives are tracked by slave catchers hired by Master Fairleigh while the

members of the network try to help “passengers” escape. Therefore, the roles of these

so-called “conductors” and “station masters” were really important and helped many

fugitives escape safely. This part will also analyze their effects on slaves.

Dr. Alexander Ross is a Canadian abolitionist and a member of the network. It

can be said that he is the most important person and also one of the main characters in
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this film. He comes to North Carolina, where Mr. Fairleigh and his slaves live in,

because Mr. Fairleigh invited him to his house by sending him a letter. He stays there

under the pretext that he wants to research birds and to do bird watching as an

ornithologist. However, his real purpose is to help slaves escape to freedom.

Throughout this film, he plays mainly two important roles. One is to help slaves escape

to freedom until they arrive at a safe place, even if he sacrifices his life. The other is to

give fugitives a lot of information. He tells them how to escape to the North (Canada)

and where they should stay on their way, providing them with some tools such as a map,

a compass and a gun. In other words, he plays the role of a “conductor.”

He is suspected of helping Mr. Fairleigh’s slaves run away and imprisoned for it,

but finally he is released. After that, he searches for Thomas and the other slaves and

eventually finds that Thomas is put on the auction block. Dr. Ross tries to help him by

telling the auctioneer that Thomas is stolen property. This scene shows his will to help

fugitives be free at all costs. Besides, in order to help fugitives escape in as safe

conditions as possible, he tells them to use the help of people working with the

Underground Railroad. In this film, for example, he arranges for Thomas to meet

Harriet Tubman and Levi Coffin. Thomas and the other slaves are going to the meeting

place on foot. Then, they use public transportation such as a train and a boat;

nevertheless, it is more dangerous for them than walking. In this film, Dr. Ross
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provides Thomas with a nice outfit and tries to board a train with him. Moreover, Sarah

also gets on a train to go to Canada. She is put in a coffin with a boy named Willy with

the help of a white man, who is a conductor. When the conductor opens the lid of the

coffin and gives them supper, she tells Willy about Henry “Box” Brown in order to

calm his fears. Before this scene, a free black boy is reading the story of Henry Box

Brown when Sarah is helped by his family and wakes up on their bed. He says,

And because Henry Brown did not want to live under the yoke of slavery, he
put himself in a large box and mailed himself to Philadelphia. The journey
took 26 hours, and he had to spend several hours upside down on his head.
After he arrived safely and the box was opened, Mr. Brown jumped up and
began to sing. After that, people gave him a new name, and he’s known as
Henry ‘Box’ Brown.

This story was very famous and it encouraged fugitives. Also, Brown's story plays an

important role as a typical example of wearing disguises in this film.

As mentioned above, Dr. Ross gives Thomas a good-looking dress and makes

him wear it. Also, Sarah and Willy are put in a coffin on a train. These scenes show that

“passengers” would not just used public transportation but also often wore disguises to

avoid being recognized and returned to slavery. On their way to the North, using public

transportation, it was necessary for them to have the help of conductors in particular.

That is because they did not know how to go to the North by train, and only the

conductors could put them on a train or other transportation safely.

In this film, stationmasters take other responsibilities for the escape. They
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provide the fugitives with safe places to take a rest and to hide. It is also their important

role to show the runaway slaves a path that leads them to their next stop. Thomas and

the other slaves have escaped from their master, and they find a house burning a candle

in the window while they are searching for some place to rest. Dr. Ross says to them,

“you will need to search out safe houses along the way. Now these houses will be

marked by a candle burning in the window” the night before they start to escape.

However, Thomas opposes knocking on the door of the house because he thinks that

there’re all kinds of reasons people have a candle burning. Of course, it had been

common to do that in those days. Then, the “common” thing is vital. Had it been a

distinctive sign only used by the members of the Underground Railroad, slave catchers

could have found out where the fugitive slaves hid. That is why, it is really dangerous

for Thomas to knock on the house’s door, but finally he and the other fugitive slaves

can get a place to rest. Then, this scene shows another important way to distinguish a

member of the Underground Railroad from other people. That is a secret word: “friend

of a friend.” Dr. Ross tells the slaves that, “while introducing yourselves, always do so

with the phrase ‘friend of a friend.’ It is the people that respond to this that will direct

you toward the next shelter.” As he says, this word plays an essential role to connect

fugitive slaves and people who want to help them. Thomas and the other fugitive slaves

often use this word when they try to talk to someone who might be a member of the
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network. As stated above, it was the most important thing for the network to be

“common” in order to escape unnoticed, so slaves tried to distinguish them by using

such secret words at that time.

There are three stationmasters featured in this film. The first one is a white man

who has a candle burning and offers the fugitives a place to rest. The second one is a

man who is called Mr. Coffin by Thomas. He only arranges a meeting between Thomas

and Harriet Tubman and tells him about the system of the Underground Railroad in this

film, but he was known as a famous station master at that time. He was called “the

President of the Underground Railroad” because of his efforts (Wood). It is said that he

and his wife Catherine helped more than 3,000 fugitive slaves escape, and their house

was located along important routes to escape to the North, so they offered their house to

slaves (Wood).

And the last one is a white woman, Mrs. Andrews. She lives in Portsmouth,

Ohio, a state bordering Canada. She provides a place to rest and food for Sarah and a

black boy in this film. Also, she tells Sarah where she has to go next in order to escape

to Canada, which is exactly the role of a stationmaster. Though she tries to harbor

fugitive slaves, her husband Mr. Andrews is against it. A scene shows that he objects to

help slaves. While he talks about a male acquaintance who was arrested for helping

fugitive slaves, it seems that he can’t understand why the male acquaintance did such
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thing. Mr. Andrews says, “he told me that as soon as he was free, he was gonna add

another room to his house to hide even more slaves. And he would do so no matter how

many times he was arrested.” Mr. Andrews thinks that such idea is absolute nonsense

because the Fugitive Slave Act prohibits people from helping people, and they will be

put in prison if they do that. Thus, his wife, Mrs. Andrews, has devoted her life to hide

fugitives as a stationmaster behind his back. Like Mrs. Andrews and Mr. Andrews’

acquaintance, many members of the Underground Railroad tried to help slaves escape

from their master even if though they ran the risk of being arrested.

Black people surrounding fugitive slaves must also be accounted for. This film

features several types of African American individuals, and they can be classified into 4

groups. The first group is slaves such as Thomas and Sarah, who are analyzed in the

first part of this thesis. The second group is that of the slave catchers, and the third that

of conductors such as Harriet Tubman. Finally, the fourth group is that of free black

people. Not only white people involved in the Underground Railroad but African

American people also helped fugitive slaves.

As stated in Part 1, the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 forced all people in America

to arrest runaway slaves and to return them to their masters. Therefore, Mr. Fairleigh

hires two slave catchers in order to capture his slaves. One of them is a white man,
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Horton, and the other is a black man, Solomon. African American slave hunters were

not very common, and Solomon’s case, especially his relation to Horton and his way of

thinking, is worth looking into.

When the white slave catcher firstly meets Mr. Fairleigh and talks with him

about the content of his work, he says, “I still got the papers on him [Solomon]. I'm

letting him earn his freedom bit by bit.” As stated at the beginning of Part 1, Solomon

does not have to work for a master on a plantation, but he cannot be free as long as

Horton has his papers on him. Without such papers, life was very difficult for people of

color. These papers bind him to Hort. This is why their relationship is not merely a

business partnership but one of master and slave. Some scenes of this film show us

such relation between them. So, the following paragraphs will focus on four scenes in

particular to analyze their relationship.

The first scene shows how Solomon regards his partner, Hort. On their way to

hunting down Thomas, Sarah and the other two fugitive slaves Walter and Minnie, they

finally catch up with one of them, Walter, near the barn next to the stationmaster’s

house. Then, Horton tries to capture Sarah, but Minnie stabs him with a hoe in order to

help Sarah. After that, he is groaning with pain, but Solomon says, referring to Sarah

and Minnie, “I’m going to get those women,” and tries to leave Horton alone in order

to go after these women. Then, Horton says, “Never mind! Get them later.” But
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Solomon replies, “It’s gonna cost us plenty if they get away.” What Solomon says and

does in this scene shows that he does not regard Horton as important, and he thinks it is

more important to capture the fugitive slaves especially Sarah than helping his partner.

The second scene shows that how Horton looks down on Solomon. This scene

comes after the other scene, so Horton has caught Thomas and is reproaching Solomon

for his action. Horton says, referring to Minnie, “If you were watching my back like

you were supposed to, she’d never have stuck me.” And he talks about Thomas to

Solomon: “Take this one to auction.” This word shocks Solomon because he thought

that Horton and he would return Thomas to Mr. Fairleigh. Horton’s next remark is

worth looking into because it shows that Horton always controls Solomon. Horton tells

Solomon, “Maybe I'll tell the auctioneer to have a look at you at the same time [when

they put Thomas on the auction block]. Get a lot of money for a big buck like you.”

Although it may be interpreted as a joke, it is also an implicit threat that reminds

Solomon that Horton may sell Solomon at any time if Solomon does not obey Horton.

In the third scene, Horton is irritated because little progress has been made with

their work. He says, “They’s gotta be across the river and into the North by now. . . It

means by the time we do catch her [Sarah], the reward money will barely be able to

cover your expenses. The fact is, we don’t find her soon, you’re gonna be owing me

money.” His word gives an impression that, somehow, the responsibility of catching
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slaves falls to Solomon alone, and that failure to do so will cost Solomon a lot. Horton

implies that buying Solomon is a business investment and nothing more. Horton bought

Solomon to hunt fugitive slaves and if slaves are not captured, Horton’s investment will

prove to be a bad one. This fact is confirmed in another scene in which Horton and

Solomon drop into a pub on their way to capturing the runaway slaves, and a white man,

Evan, calls Solomon Horton’s “hound dog.” As for the comparison of Solomon to a

hound dog, it is of course derogatory not only because it lowers Solomon to the level of

an animal but also because it emphasizes the way other whites look at Horton and

Solomon’s partnership. From this fact, Solomon is expected to work as a slave catcher

and is regarded as a useless slave if he does not perform well. This is why Horton tells

Solomon that he is going to owe him some money. But Solomon replies to Horton,

“Long as you got papers in your pocket what say you own me, [ won’t be owning you

nothing.” In other words, Solomon insists that he does not owe Horton anything

because he is already the possession of Horton. Just after this banter, Horton and

Solomon come into conflict with each other. Solomon argues that they should let the

Sarah go. By then, Solomon seems eager to earn his freedom, but this word shows that

he has a kind side. However, Horton disagrees with Solomon because there is no profits

in letting Sarah go. This third scene is crucial because there are big differences between

Horton’s and Solomon’s strategies, and these differences have a great incidence on the
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ending of the story.

Then, the last out of four scenes is the scene in which Solomon kills Horton. At

the end of the film, Thomas and Sarah manage to reach Canada and meet again.

However, when they talk about what they want to do in the future, Horton and Solomon

appear before them again. And Horton says, “I got paper says you and the Miss [Sarah]

still the legal property of Colonel Fairleigh. And I got this says you’re coming back

with me to Carolina border or no border.” His words make them feel desperate, and it

seems impossible for them to escape from those slave hunters because Horton holds

them at gunpoint. But then, Solomon suddenly shoots Horton dead. The main reason

for Solomon to kill Horton is that he cannot endure his life both as a slave hunter and a

slave any longer. Solomon’s feelings have been growing little by little because Horton

looks down on him and, as stated above, disagrees with him on crucial issues. After

shooting Horton, Solomon walks up to Horton and takes his freedom papers from

Horton’s wallet and tells Thomas and Sarah, “I don’t reckon nobody will be coming

after you now. Nice piece of land you got here.” Of course, he talks to Thomas and

Sarah, but his word means that he will also be able to be free because he killed Horton

and could get back his freedom papers.

Slave catchers’ activities should be described further. As stated in Part 1, the

Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 forced people in America to arrest fugitive slaves and to
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return them back to their masters. This is why slave catchers “were allowed to capture

an escapee in any territory or state and were required only to confirm orally before a

state or federal judge that the person was a runaway” (“The Fugitive Slave Act of

1850”). So, the role of slave hunters was regarded as important both by masters and

supporters of the law. Of course, slave catchers went on a hunt at the instigation of

slave owners who were ready to pay a lot of money to get their property back. In this

film, the overseers take two dogs in order to run after Thomas and the other fugitive

slaves. At that time, masters, overseers, or slave hunters would use savage dogs trained

to hunt and follow the track of fugitive slaves. Thomas uses cayenne pepper to throw

off the hunting dogs. In addition to the dogs, slave hunters ride horses and carry

firearms. When Horton and Solomon find out one of the fugitive slaves Walter, Horton

shoots him dead though Walter entreats Horton not to shoot. As discussed above, slaves

were worth a lot of money and masters usually tried to keep them alive. However, they

were sometimes killed. This fact is supported in the scene in which Mr. Fairleigh and

Horton talk about the expenses for capturing the fugitive slaves, and Horton says, “I’m

gonna need 500 dollars apiece if we bring them back alive. 200 if we bring them back

dead.” His words are on assumption that they might kill the fugitive slaves if they have

trouble in getting them back to Mr. Fairleigh. Actually, he kills Walter but he tries not to

kill Sarah because Mr. Fairleigh wants her back intact and has promised to pay him
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double if he can bring her back alive. In addition, Horton thinks that the fugitive slaves

are only means of livelihood and in the case of Thomas, he actually breaks his spoken

agreement with Farleigh when he tries to take the latter to auction instead of taking him

back to his master. Horton does so out of greed and because it will save him a lot of

time to “get back on the trail of them women [Sarah and Minnie].” Of course, slave

hunters were mercenaries whose sole purpose was to make money. Greed made them

relentless and they constituted a real threat to runaway slaves and the Underground

Railroad.

Black conductors were also major actors in the Underground Railroad. In this

film, one black conductor and Harriet Tubman appear. When Thomas, Sarah, Walter

and Minnie arrive at the place where Dr. Ross is going to be meeting them, a black man

riding on a wagon is coming. Both those fugitive slaves and the black man are cautious

because they do not know each other, and Dr. Ross has not yet come although he is

expected to. However, Thomas and the other fugitive slaves can identify the black man

as a member of the Underground Railroad by using the secret word: “friend of a friend.”

After that, the black conductor instructs them to get on the wagon. As many sources

attest, the wagon was one of the popular ways to carry runaway slaves to the next safe

place: “Sometimes conductors used horse-drawn wagons to safely carry runaways
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between safe houses. If the wagon didn’t have a cover, slaves could be hidden under

hay or among crates or bags. Some wagons even had secret compartments hidden in the

bottom” (Underground Railroad). In the scene, the black conductor’s wagon has a

cover so that Thomas and the other runaway slaves can hide underneath it. However,

the quotation shows that there were many types of wagons to hide fugitive slaves.

People trying to help slaves escape devised various ways to carry them to safe places.

Thomas meets Harriet Tubman through the introduction of Mr. Coffin. Tubman

is known as one of the most famous Underground Railroad conductors. As Mr. Coffin

and a white man called Mr. Maxwell say, she had carried many slaves and earned the

nickname “Moses” for her leadership. Their mentioning such details is a reminder that

Tubman had a strong sense of responsibility and devoted her life to help slaves. It

seems that her childhood changed her life and moved her. She was born to enslaved

parents, and lived in Maryland as a slave when she was a child (“Harriet Tubman

Biography”). However, she decided to escape from slavery and ran away to

Philadelphia, using the Underground Railroad (“Harriet Tubman Biography”). After

that, she helped many slaves, including her family members, to run away even though

she had a bounty on her head (“Harriet Tubman Biography”). What she says and does

in this film also shows that she has a strong belief. Furthermore, one scene shows that

she is dressed like a man. As stated at the beginning of this part, wearing a disguise was
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important for the members of the Underground Railroad in order to avoid being

recognized and returned to slavery.

After this description of black people surrounding fugitive slaves, this essay

finally turns to free black people. When Sarah is at a loss as to how to escape from Mr.

Fairleigh and slave hunters, a free black family helps Sarah. They have a candle

burning in the window in order to show that they participate in the Underground

Railroad as stationmasters. They provide Sarah with a bed and some food. Also, their

existence and words raise her hopes. As mentioned above, a black boy, the member of

the free black family, is reading some newspaper article when Sarah wakes up. It gives

her hope that not only white people but also black people can learn reading and writing

if she can escape to freedom. In addition, the word of the free black woman relieves

Sarah. The woman says, “You’re gonna be all right now, Sarah. You got a lot of good

folks looking after you.” The encounter with the free black family makes Sarah keep

her will power. Then, the free black woman refers to their lives when talking with

Sarah. She says, “We still worry about our children. And we gotta carry our papers with

us everywhere we go.” It shows that the lives of free black people were unstable, and it

was very hard for them to keep their own freedom. According to John Hope Franklin,

there were about 488,000 free black people in America (165). However, there were
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many people who were against the existence of free black people. And also, free black

people always ran the risk of being taken back to slavery because white people could

insist that those free black people were slaves even if it was a complete lie (Franklin

165). From these facts, the black family appearing in this film also takes a big risk in

order to help Sarah escape to Canada.

This thesis has focused on slaves and other African Americans involved in the

Underground Railroad. The first part has analyzed slaves’ fates and treatments, what

escaping from slavery means, and outlined the Underground Railroad. The main

characters Thomas and Sarah finally decide to escape to Canada, but they have

different points of view in escaping from their master because they have been treated

very differently by the latter. After the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 was authorized, it

was more dangerous for fugitive slaves to escape to the North than before, so the roles

of the Underground Railroad became more vital. The second part has focused on people

surrounding fugitive slaves and paid particular attention to people who worked with the

Underground Railroad. There were many roles in the secret network, and the various

roles in the network are reminiscent of actual railroad professions. In this film, Dr.

Alexander Ross plays an important role as a conductor, and the other people also work

as conductors or stationmasters. However, slave catchers hired by Mr. Fairleigh try to
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capture the fugitive slaves. In the second part, the analysis of the African American

slave catcher Solomon is also important because it offers an unexpected perspective on

the paradoxical situation of an African American man who is both a slave and a slave

catcher. This thesis has discussed the various roles of the Underground Railroad and the

situation of fugitive slaves. The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 made it even more difficult

for both the members of the network to help slaves and for the latter to run away from

their masters. Yet, the Fugitive Slave Act did not deter the people involved in the

Underground railroad for their resolve to abolish slavery was unshakeable.

28



Works Cited
“‘An Act for the Better Ordering and Governing of Negroes and Other Slaves in this
Province’or Slave Code of South Carolina, May 1740.” Teaching American

History in South Carolina. Web. 22 December 2015.

Bruner, J.J. “The Fugitive Bill.” The Carolina Watchman, 24 October, 1850. Web. 20
March 2015.

Franklin, John Hope. FHIF) « KNGEEUIER. 7 A U BB AOEES ], HaT,
MEgEAE. 1978 4. Fl#,

“Fugitive Slave Acts.” History.com. 2009. Web. 24 December 2014.

Gates, Henry Louis, Jr. “Were There Slaves Like Stephen in ‘Django’?” The Root, 29
April 2013. Web. 30 November 2014.

“Harriet Tubman Biography.” Biography.com. Web. 26 November 2015.

Simkin, John. “1833 Abolition of Slavery Act.” Spartacus Educational. August 2014.
Web. 24 December 2014.

“The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850.” African American history of Western New York. Web.
20 March 2015.

“The Life of a Field Slave.” fieldslaves~ Smile! You re at the best WordPress.com site
ever, 19 September 2012. Web. 24 December 2014.

“The Underground Railroad.” Africans in America. Web. 20 March 2015.

“The Underground Railroad: Escape from Slavery.” Scholastic. Web. 26 November
2015.

“Why was it called the Underground Railroad?” Pathways to Freedom: Maryland and
the Underground Railroad. 2002. Web. 20 March 2015.

Wood, Maren L. “Levi Coffin and the Underground Railroad.” LEARN NC. Web. 26
November 2015.

29



Summary

Kim L, BLE“Race to Freedom: The Underground Railroad” % L T, 19 {3213
DT AV BT DT 7V AFRT AV I NOHZEHALRES LS 25t fiE, £ LT
N $RE & FEIEAL D BB KRR DA O T2 DI G- 2 DB E BN DWW T a5 2 &
AWM ET 5,

BEETIE, RELHTT2O0FHICONTELEEZY T TS, —DORIIBGE-HD
ETE EHINEIZ DWW T TH AN, AT RRAL A TE T 4 — L RALA TOEWIZER L
oo BMEEDOFENAD 1 ANTHDLY ZIIHEICODFHINDN, FTEENLAIEN L, D
FIW D OFE L LA, LTI TITHEEOH ORI OMFEEZIT> TN D, —
5. b= A LEMENRD L O~ ADOEAANL, EHANO/NBICHOBGEE- B & I E R,
NS E CHIAE O LM TENIN TS, 2F0, HHEELLLRCEGEHTIZH
Db0D, HIZEE I LORMEE, FHANE. TEEND OB EICEHL TRERED
WHoT2DThHDH, ZIOWNOIAFDEIT, HREAOET LW I ERTRERKAL~DE
ATDEVNZERNLTEY, "TRAAVLATTELRERZE L TETHHBEFITANLD
ZEITHEPIAK L T =T lmEE R Ao T 4 — LV RA LA T TEH D
BHREIZHTH2EWTR RoTWD, £z, ZOETIY RiF 58 5 —DOFEMNIL., WGk
DR} ZFBEEIZTIT LT FEE &0 9 $RE O pRT S R0 Y B 042 O
WTTHD, ZOMETIEID T X NOBGRGIFEILwRE CHD Ry Z—a XL ) A b
—VATLOFAEDOL & EFiRE L BRREIC, T EEDOREBEISLCYREDT A U D
G T L OBGHEHIEE 3T 2 BB OE N2 ERB ST o TV D, 1850 F Y Ik,
KEBGEREOEFCIC L > TEEEN LR E T2 2 L0V A7 RN EVEE D, 7T AU BEAND
ERNERA SN WA T X2 BIRRTOEEREIM L., Tl CTHITFTSHEDFHEER L& E
STWo2DTh D,

BT, BRECEIGT O T ERED N2 O 2T T2 2 & T, KX HEBE
TOHTEE &V O MDA ARCEFNCER LY TH L LB, ZOBMBEOEANATH
LZH TR~ AL VoG L EEDDLT 7V IRT AU D ANEBIZONTERLT
Wb, ZTOETHRELS T —E DT TOMEIToTWDHR, —DHITH TEGED
—BThoIHE|RE] LMEEINTEALDBEIZHONTTHD, ZOWETIEIIFZAD
K72 —a ZRFITRTCIGR-DZE THE | L L TORFZH - TR | MGk bich
FTH~RET LD HTEEBZMELRLDOE 5258612, KEiko TIROL A0 H
WK BT o &EZH > Tnd, £ LTHRE EMEENRTZAXIZZOLDEY | THR) &
FEE DR 2 R G - HICIRE T2 & & BT, RO— FRoRA > LS AR
HEEEM S TV, EMEO RN TH FEED X v R —R BT H AW
“friend of a friend” £\ FIESLT X U7 EFOBERICEH L, OB AEWIIHK T THD
EHBIL TV HFEIZOW T LTnd, ZLTZ2HOT7T—v & LTE, EAAD

30



REBGRTZBE BT DAL A TN EZ =N Ty b XTI EOBRNDTHE |
ZLTCYURFOHBREAZBIZOWTHE - TV D, BGEETAEICEDI., MGk b A BENRE
THEAHEZLEENTWEA LA TN E—ThDHHR, ZOBRETEA— M0 BADAN
VAT TR, HOMBELELTY TR E NI BAOAVE=RELLTEBY . A
XTI S OBRSL Y B ONFIZ O T LTV D, 51 AR 51E%E Eos— |
FT=EWn O DOTIF L FrAELBGEE WD UIFDT A Y A DIFS %t < ) L 72 Bf%
Tholz, £/ —FTlE, REDGEHRT=HICHTH Y aE® L OEZ OB, AL
AT B =L NI HEFA~DREDOEOBI LDV ICHERELLYTTWVDS, HEFBRT
BT B ERIC LD ICEZBGEEDO— AN THSTLODRICT 7V BRT AU I ANOKLTH
HIZBICHBRIT DA LA TN 2= LTOMBEEEADLINZI L TEBEL, 028
F7eWnEN I LRREIZHFEZ TN D THD, £ L THRFOHBEANELTOSHITT
X, REEFOY 7 E2FYT LEERBAOREOKTEZIY LF 1D, BAHTEHOA
ERFFTT, HELAIEZT DI ENTERD STV IO LS R HICE>T, A
NZHLOEBIZHHLOD, HOBEHBICESTZLOEL LN TE, irZrsd52
EHLTETHHBAOHEIR, EfERARRCOFTHRICH T 2HEEZ Y TIZHEZTWY
Do ETWHOIIH FEGEOTEEN AT ) ECHREBGEHT-HEEFMEL LTRWICEBL T
WZDTH D,

CTAVE CBUE A B L CHE N EGE ORBICHERTBGRT-H OB NN REICEICERE YT
THMLT&E I, FIEERCALA TNV Z—IZEDBHTLBAA, REBEREICL - T
T AV ARERICECHGRZ B I TTOFAFEICRT 2 L NERBM T b R0 72
WROLE, HTFSESCR T BRI HIZ L > THBMER DD Th 72, HR~ORTITH
TEEDZ < DAL DR, O OELEC 5 Lo 7ok x R TRIC K - TREEICT
b TWizoThb,

31



