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NARRATOR 

But if the intent of the law is to shut down the Underground Railroad, the effect is quite 

the opposite. 

The Railroad doesn’t go out of business, it just gets longer. 

Instead of making its last stop in one of the northern states, it will now extend all the way 

into Canada. 

Under British law, slavery had been illegal here since 1833. 

ROSEMARY SADLIER 

And once this Act went into effect, whole congregations of black churches, for example, 

made the trek across the border, for example, from Buffalo into St. Catharines and 

Niagara Falls. 

It was powerful. It was phenomenal.  

FERGUS BORDEWICH 

Hundreds, possibly thousands, pick up stakes and flee to Canada. 

Many return later on, but by the hundreds, entire church groups, entire neighborhoods, 

pick up from Pittsburgh, from the Boston area, parts of New York State and move to 

Canada where they would be safe. 

NARRATOR 

In the first few months after the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act, 3,000 black Americans 

flood across the border. They call it Freedom’s Land. 

CHARLES BLOCKSON 

Well, as far back as my memory goes, around the age of 10, my grandfather one day was 

sitting in the backyard in my hometown of Norristown, Pennsylvania, 18 miles from 

Philadelphia singing the song “There’s a Highway to Heaven.” 

And I said, “Grampa, what are you singing about?” He said, “I’m singing about the 

Underground Railroad.” 

It was a spiritual, the code of spirituals. “The highway to heaven,” heaven was referring to 

Canada. 

He said, “My father, James Blockson and his cousins escaped on the Underground 

Railroad.” 
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VELMA MAIA THOMAS 

The words we’re saying have a double meaning. So any time you hear anything about 

travelling shoes or chariots or wheels, somebody’s getting ready to run. 

And so, you take a Negro spiritual -  

<singing> 

Swing low sweet chariot 

Comin’ for to carry me home 

Swing low sweet chariot 

Comin’ for to carry me home 

<speaking> 

That chariot is movement. That chariot is swinging low, picking you up, putting you on 

that Underground Railroad, taking you somewhere to freedom. 

So when we sing those songs, it’s like, “Uh huh, something’s getting ready to happen.” 

“Then I looked over Jordan and what did I see?” Jordan, that was metaphorically the Ohio 

River. 

“A band of angels coming after me.” Those conductors coming to help you. “Coming for 

to carry me home.” 

So they had all kind of little messages. And the slave master would hear us singing and 

say, “Oh, don’t they sound pretty happy tonight?” 

The next day two or three people gone, because we put that message out. 

NARRATOR 

In the years before the Civil War, as many as 40,000 black Americans will take refuge in 

Canada.  

None of them really know what to expect once they cross that border. But they know it’s 

Queen Victoria’s land where slaves are free. 

One 12-year-old runaway says he’s certain she must be just like him. 

BRYAN PRINCE 

He pictures Queen Victoria as a black woman surrounded by black servants. 

He thinks she’d have to be black because he is so used to seeing cruelty at the hands of 

white people where he was in the South that he just can’t imagine this queen being 

anything but black. 



Freedom’s Land Transcript 

NARRATOR 

Slave owners in the South, hoping to dissuade them from flight, paint a grim picture of 

Canada -- a land of fierce cold and famine. 

ROSEMARY SADLIER 

They would tell slaves that if they made their way to Canada they wouldn’t find any food 

there. 

They would tell them that the winters were 10 months long.  

They would tell them that people in Canada would make collars for their coats out of their 

hair. 

They would tell them all kinds of horrendous tales to make them so fearful of going that 

they would feel that remaining in slavery would be a better option. 

NARRATOR  

They even spread rumors that Canadians are running their own illegal slave trade, and that 

the natives there are cannibals. 

But what William Still hears from the fugitives is that the lies only backfire.  

ACTOR AS WILLIAM STILL 

Daily, the disposition increased among the more intelligent slaves to distrust the 

statements of their masters, especially when they spoke against the North. 

For instance, if the master told the slave that the blacks in Canada were freezing and 

starving to death by the hundreds, his hope of trying to reach Canada was made ten-fold 

stronger. 

He was willing to risk all the freezing and starving that the country could afford.  

His eagerness to find a conductor, then, would become almost painful. 

 


