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THE FUGITIVE SLAVE ACT 

 

NARRATOR 

The business of the Underground Railroad had always been dangerous work but in the fall 

of 1850 the stakes get much higher. 

In an effort to appease the South and shut down the Underground Railroad, Congress 

passes the Fugitive Slave Act.  

KAROLYN SMARDZ FROST 

The Fugitive Slave lobby of 1850 said that every state and territory in the United States 

was required to return fugitive slaves or escaping African Americans to their owners or 

their owner’s agent, and that those agents had the right to seek them out anywhere in the 

continental United States. 

NARRATOR 

It means there’s no safe haven left for fugitive slaves no matter how far they run or how 

long ago. 

BRYAN PRINCE 

The passage of the Fugitive Slave Act had such a dramatic effect on blacks across North 

America. 

Many of those people who had fled to the northern states, who had established 

themselves, built homes, became part of communities and were building lives there, 

suddenly that was threatened. No one was safe. 

NARRATOR 

The new law also obliges every citizen to aid in the recapture of fugitives under pain of 

imprisonment and fines.  

ACTOR AS WILLIAM STILL 

The day the Fugitive Bill passed even the bravest abolitionists began to fear that a fugitive 

slave was no longer safe anywhere under the Stars and Stripes, North or South. 

VELMA MAIA THOMAS 

It’s kind of like, this is the last resort. And the one hope you thought you had of being 

free, we’re going to take that. 

Because if you could get to the North and live as a free person, fine. But once you realized 

that the boundary is no longer the United States, you had to go further north. 

Because if they catch you anywhere they can bring you back. 

So you’re never free. You’re always looking over your shoulder. 
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You’re always dodging. You never know when someone can come and say, “Yeah, that’s 

mine. I’m taking them back.” 

NARRATOR 

It’s now infinitely more dangerous for agents in the Underground. 

And Still takes to hiding his records every night in the crypt of a cemetery.  

SPENCER CREW 

If you read other stories of people who were involved in the Underground Railroad, what 

you hear is that when the 1850 Fugitive Slave Law is passed many of them decided 

they’re going to destroy the records that they had saved in order to make sure that they 

weren’t caught. 

But I think Still is remarkable in that he is willing to continue to preserve those records 

despite the jeopardy that it put him in. 

 


