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FADE IN:

EXT. SOUTHERN BAYOU - DAY

SUPER: SOUTH CAROLINA.  

SUPER: 1526. 

SUPER: Peter, the first African slave in America. 

A palmetto tree in silhouette. A black slave leans against 
it, gasping. 

The bayou consists of muddy flats and grassy fields broken up 
by little creeks. The slave hops in and out of a creek, 
hoping to cross up the dogs who are pursuing him, and reach 
the woods inland. Two Spanish soldiers aim heavy matchlock 
arquebuses at him. They fire and he falls. 

A bit further east toward the sea, Spanish explorers have 
landed on the coast of South Carolina with more slaves. 

Soldiers bring in captured natives from the woods. Nearby 
slaves are building a church. Two soldiers draw a map of the 
coast. In the distance is a ship, wrecked on a sandbar, 
crates of supplies floating away. 

EXT. SOUTHERN BAYOU - NIGHT

Spanish soldiers run through the woods, find a native 
campfire. They try to take a bird roasting on a spit; they 
are killed in the ensuing fight. 

In the night, the slaves burn a house they had build for the 
Spaniards, and menace a few waking soldiers. 

SLAVE  
There are no gems here. There's no 
food. Go home. 

The slaves run. 

EXT. SOUTHERN TOWN - NIGHT

MONTAGE. 

A black woman named CLEOPATRA, about 20, cuts down lynched, 
mutilated bodies. 

One is a woman with rags tied around her legs. 



One is an older man. 

One is a boy. 

REDNECK
Leave him there. Remind all the 
darkies what's coming to em. 

SECOND REDNECK
Summertime, stink something awful. 
Get to work, girl. Who you belong 
to, anyway?

CLEO
Nobody. 

SECOND REDNECK
We'll call the law on you. 

CLEO
I need to do my work. Find all his 
fingers and toes so I can bury him 
all in one place. Can't be sending 
him up to Saint Peter without all 
his parts. 

EXT. TOWN SQUARE - DAY

SUPER: MASSACHUSETTS

The 1800s. A PREACHER is ranting about slavery. An unruly 
Irish mob is skeptical. In the back is Cleopatra. 

PREACHER
Even up here in Boston, we have 
plenty to explain - 

IRISHMAN
Belt up, Father. 

PREACHER
We have plenty to explain when we 
go before our Maker. 

IRISHMAN
The sheep paid for the same sermon 
last week. 

PREACHER
We helped slavery spread across the 
country, before the revolution. 
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IRISHMAN
No joke, Father, could you and the 
women voter crowd just spew all 
your rubbish on the same day? 

PREACHER
We sailed the ships to Africa. Now 
is when we atone for our sins.

IRISHMAN
Reverend, meaning no disrespect, 
but all those people are dead now. 

PREACHER
All you mothers off on a break 
today, you know how many children 
have been taken from their mothers, 
sold off?

IRISHMAN
This is Boston, we have no need for 
another revolution. You should 
stick to your preaching. 

PREACHER
This is my ministry right here. 

BUSINESSMAN
That skint church of yours? How you 
keep the roof from falling in if 
you declare war on the rich boys?

PREACHER
The mills -

BUSINESSMAN
Because of people like you, my 
family's ships can't carry slaves 
anymore. But we buy Charleston 
cotton and sell Carolina cheap 
clothes and cheap food for their 
slaves. You're taking food out of 
my children's mouths. I've got a 
mill loaded with Irish boys 
working, you want them to starve? 
You want the whole Irish army 
around your house? 

PREACHER
I am willing to be a martyr to my 
cause, rather than strike a blow. 
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BUSINESSMAN
You don't know the Irish. Better 
get the first punch in. 

Cleo pulls the reverend aside. 

CLEO
Reverend, I hate to do this, but 
I'm taking you off the railroad. 

PREACHER
We have seven more coming tonight - 

CLEO
I'm taking them out of town. You 
make too much noise, the whole town 
is angry. Once the slave hunters 
realize we're bringing people here, 
your church is the first place 
they'll look. I warned you. 

PREACHER
You're awfully young. 

CLEO
Folks know when I run the railroad, 
people get to the promised land. 

PREACHER
I'm doing the Lord's work. 

CLEO
Jesus was doing the Lord's work 
when he turned the temple upside 
down. They killed him. Being a 
martyr sounds noble until you die. 
Now I got to spend two weeks up 
here, they need me down New York. 

PREACHER
You're leaving?

CLEO
They got folks kidnapping colored 
children, selling em down south. 

INT. SHABBY OFFICE - DAY

SUPER: ONTARIO
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An American DIPLOMAT gesticulates in front of a Canadian 
FUNCTIONARY. Sitting nervously in chairs are a black FUGITIVE 
and the man who brought him to Canada, Paul VALLARD. 

DIPLOMAT
Took me an awful time to find you. 

FUNCTIONARY
Canada is a funny place, the 
capital moves, Toronto, Quebec, 
Montreal, today we're here. 

DIPLOMAT
You're not the attorney general, 
you're just a damn bookkeeper!

FUNCTIONARY
Your complaint, I must say, is not 
among the more pressing issues for 
His Majesty's government. So yes, 
I'm rather a cipher. As are you.

DIPLOMAT
This letter came from the Secretary 
of State. Martin Van Buren himself. 

FUNCTIONARY
As you said. 

DIPLOMAT
He's going to be president, 
somebody Canada's going to hear 
hearing a lot more from. 

FUNCTIONARY
Are you people going to try to 
invade again?

DIPLOMAT
This man belongs in irons, Paul 
Vallard, he's stealing property 
from other men.

FUNCTIONARY
He's helping slaves escape. 

DIPLOMAT
We want him extradited!

FUNCTIONARY
Well unofficially our view is that 
if a colored man can get all the 
way up here, he stays. No 
extradition for the slave. 

(MORE)
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No extradition for the man who 
brought him here.

DIPLOMAT
But he violated the law - 

FUNCTIONARY
Your law. Our law will change soon, 
slavery will be illegal in Canada. 

DIPLOMAT
Every damn slave in the south will 
be coming here, you know that!

FUNCTIONARY
That's not your business. We have 
thousands of colored people here. 
Some had grandfathers in the French 
army. Female slaves with babies in 
a variety of colors, some might 
call it rape. It's not the promised 
land here, but they keep coming, 
ever wonder why? We will have no 
slaves here, and we're not going to 
help you do it either. 

Vallard and the man he rescued confer. 

FUGITIVE
We need to spread the word. Tell 
Cleo. If Canada passes a slavery 
law, every slave in America will 
want to come. 

VALLARD
You ever look at a map? You know 
how far it is from the south to 
Canada?

FUGITIVE
263 miles. Kentucky, cross to 
Cincinnati, up to Detroit. Yes, 
colored folks seen a map once or 
twice, til the master figured out 
what we were doing. You can get 
whipped, looking at a map now. 

VALLARD
Never thought about Ohio. Clever 
boy. 

EXT. NEW YORK STREET - DAY

FUNCTIONARY (CONT'D)
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SUPER: NEW YORK

David RUGGLES, a black man in his 20s, slides newspaper racks 
in front of his shop. A few passers by watch curiously. Nasty 
cops, Tobias BOUDINOT and Daniel NASH, look on briefly and 
then move on. Cleo approaches. 

RUGGLES
Come up the print shop, we got the 
Liberator, the Emancipator, the 
Mirror of Liberty. 

FEMALE PASSER BY
You own this store?

RUGGLES
Only black bookstore in the 
country. You white women, got a new 
sheet, call out your husbands and 
their colored mistresses. 

FEMALE PASSER BY
Why don't you show my husband, he's 
over there at the bank. 

RUGGLES
Those police, Boudinot and Nash. 
Like to gamble, they owe thousands 
of dollars to the wrong people, now 
they're blackbirds. Slave hunters. 

Boudinot and Nash are systematically grabbing black men off 
the street, beating one with a stick, and throwing them in a 
wagon which becomes noisier and noisier. 

RUGGLES (CONT'D)
They pretend they're arresting 
colored fellas. They love the 
drunks, don't even put up a fight. 

The wagon approaches an awning, under which black children 
learn to read. The two policemen calmly take two children 
right from their schooldesks and walk them to the wagon. 

RUGGLES (CONT'D)
These days they just grab children, 
they don't fight at all. 

The police lead their wagon to the courthouse steps and 
confer with Jacob HAYS, the chief of police, and Judge 
Richard RIKER. 
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RUGGLES (CONT'D)
The chief of police and the judge 
are crooked, get money for every 
colored man they kidnap. Move em 
out fast before anyone can stop em. 
And now it's my turn. Your Honor?

HAYS
Who are you with?

RUGGLES
I got an order from the capitol. 
Governor just issued this, all 
these colored folks have the right 
to a trial.

HAYS
Says who?

RUGGLES
You can't just put all these people 
on a boat. I'm gonna get em a 
lawyer next. 

A distraught black mother arrives. A growing black crowd 
assembles, angry. 

MOTHER
What's my boy doing in that wagon? 
He's only ten! He's not a criminal!

BOUDINOT
You best not interfere.

MOTHER
You give him back! 

BOUDINOT
I catch you following us again, you 
go in the wagon.

RUGGLES
You want to arrest me? For what?

BOUDINOT
Interfering.  

RUGGLES
You tried to arrest me three times 
already. 

BOUDINOT
Well, next time I try harder. Only 
got to nail you down once. 

(MORE)
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You're not letting the judge get 
the water from the well. Or me. 

A wealthy man in his late 30s, William SEWARD, arrives. The 
judge stares. Boudinot intercepts Seward. 

BOUDINOT (CONT'D)
We're processing prisoners, you 
need to wait a moment.

SEWARD
I know all about your prisoners. 
Boudinot, was it? 

BOUDINOT
And just who are you?

SEWARD
I'm William Seward. 

BOUDINOT
William - 

SEWARD
Yes, I'm the governor of this 
state. 

HAYS
I have an appointment to the bench, 
I don't answer to you - 

SEWARD
Well, today you do. I'm signing a 
lot of legislation into law, I 
wanted to do it right in your 
courtroom, but this will do. This 
one says that you, Judge Riker, 
can't issue arrest warrants for 
fugitive slaves anymore. 

HAYS
You can't do that! 

SEWARD
This one says that if that damn 
fool Boudinot kidnaps any more 
children, the State of New York 
will recover them. 

BOUDINOT
How the hell will you do that?

BOUDINOT (CONT'D)

9.



SEWARD
The state of New York has immense 
power. This one says that if you 
pretend a colored man committed a 
crime when you kidnap him, he gets 
a jury trial, not a boat trip to 
Charleston. 

HAYS
That colored fella wasn't joking. 

SEWARD
This law says when a slave comes to 
New York, he doesn't need to wait 
nine months to gain his freedom, he 
is a free man upon arrival. 

HAYS
We'll see what Washington has to 
say about that. Why are you here 
today, of all days?

SEWARD
Because that Virginia lawyer is 
coming today, isn't he? Somehow he 
got the idea that you would be 
sympathetic to bulldogging colored 
folks and sending them south. Can't 
imagine why. Do we have Virginia in 
the house?

A rich, irritated lawyer, John TENLEY, steps forward. 

TENLEY
John Tenley, your honor. 

SEWARD
Your honor, I can speed things 
along here. Not long ago, a 
fugitive slave escaped Norfolk 
Virginia on a ship, came to New 
York. Our man from Norfolk here 
demanded that the slave be 
returned, which we have done. 

RUGGLES
You gave him back?

SEWARD
My God you are a nuisance. I'm the 
governor, I swore to uphold the 
law. 
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RUGGLES
Then change the law. 

SEWARD
I just changed four laws right in 
front of you, what kind of magical 
powers do you think I have?

TENLEY
Mister Seward - 

SEWARD
Governor Seward - 

TENLEY
The slave is not why I brought the 
action today. That slave was 
assisted by three colored sailors.

SEWARD
So you want us to punish them under 
New York law?

TENLEY
No, we demand that you hand them 
over to us, as slaves. 

SEWARD
You want the sailors too? I'd 
rather burn in hell. 

TENLEY
I'm not joking. I spoke to our 
state capital. A lot of angry 
people down there. If we don't get 
those three sailors, Virginia will 
cut off trade with New York. 

SEWARD
Virginia declares war on New York. 
Look down the street. New York is 
the business capital of the western 
hemisphere. All the nation's goods 
come through our markets because we 
outperform Boston and Philadelphia. 
And Norfolk. I could walk into any 
one of half a dozen banks and 
secure a loan to buy your whole 
damn state, and see to it that your 
goods never see New York or Europe 
again. This is not the day that 
David beats Goliath. Take your damn 
slave and leave this city. 

11.



Ruggles pulls Seward aside. 

RUGGLES
Nice piece of work, sir. 

SEWARD
You know, I learned long ago not to 
take an absolute view of things. 
Especially since my family owned 
slaves, right here in New York. I 
recommend the same to you. Keep 
working that railroad, and don't 
let me SEE you breaking the law. 
Note my choice of words. 

RUGGLES
You want me to keep my mouth shut. 

SEWARD
If you get caught, they might kill 
you before I even know what's 
afoot. I'm going to be president 
one day, and we're going to get to 
the promised land. Just remember 
that it took Moses 40 years 
starting from "let my people go". 

Cleo approaches Ruggles. 

RUGGLES
And who are you, anyway?

CLEO
I saw what you did for those 
children, kept em off that boat.

She hugs him.

CLEO (CONT'D)
Thank you. Now's the part where I 
tell you you're dumb as a fence 
post, need to keep your mouth shut. 

RUGGLES
What the - 

CLEO
I came from your friends in Boston. 

RUGGLES
So they heard. And what do you do 
again?
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CLEO
We got the underground railroad all 
across the country. When the 
railroad gets busted up, they send 
me to fix it. 

RUGGLES
They think my New York road is 
busted up?

CLEO
Matter of time. Every time you 
raise a stink here, more people 
notice. People who hate the 
railroad like those police. They 
told me to tell you, keep your head 
down or I take over the railroad. 

RUGGLES
What, gal like you?

CLEO
I can't hardly mess it up worse 
than you. 

RUGGLES
Well, I got to go to the dock. 

He moves off briskly. 

CLEO
Dammit!

EXT. CITY STREET - DAY

Continuation. Ruggles is at the city dock. Cleo follows. 

RUGGLES
Yessir, captain right there, 
Sampson, captain of the Mary 
Elizabeth. Yes, you! Kidnaps free 
men and sells em down south. Kidnap 
children. Every time you come to 
port I'm watching you!

CLEO
Did you hear a word I said? I hear 
you - these sumbitches sending 
colored folks down south as fast as 
we can move em up north. But you 
can't help anybody if you're dead. 
You ever see a lynching? Because I 
have. 
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EXT. CITY STREET - DAY

Continuation. Ruggles, in front of his shop, blocking wagons, 
holds up a newspaper. Cleo watches with increasing dismay. 

RUGGLES
Their names are Nash and Boudinot, 
they kidnap children. And the judge 
is in with em! Get the latest penny 
sheet! 

A handful of toughs arrive, beat him, and set his store on 
fire. They throw Ruggles down on the ground. 

TOUGH
You just stay down on the ground 
from now til the trump of judgment. 

The toughs leave. 

CLEO
Let me see your face. 

RUGGLES
That's why I keep the press in the 
stable down the street. Back in 
business tomorrow. Next they'll try 
to kidnap me again. 

CLEO
So you got a plan.

RUGGLES
I'm like the mule that starved to 
death between two piles of hay, 
can't make up his mind. I got six 
hundred runaway slaves through here 
to Canada, now these white folks 
are sending free colored folks down 
south fast as I can move runaways 
north. If I keep fighting these 
blackbirds snatching up children, I 
got to give up the railroad to 
Canada, no way I can do both.

CLEO
You figure out which one you're 
gonna do. If I have to come back 
here, you're off the railroad. 
You're wasting my time. 

RUGGLES
Got some railroad work tonight. 
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EXT. CITY STREET - NIGHT

The city docks are almost black, except for a few gaslights 
and torches. Ruggles and Cleo scan the sea. 

RUGGLES
Got a little boat come up from 
Virginia with a passel of runaways. 

CLEO
Good thing New York has miles of 
piers.

RUGGLES
That's the problem. Ship gets lost, 
we have to find em before the 
police do. 

CLEO
And there's no moon. 

Three street toughs appear a quarter mile down the dock. 
Ruggles and Cleo hide. The toughs move on. 

Ruggles climbs up in front of a gaslight and waves his coat 
in front of it several times.

A rowboat slides up to them, loaded with 12 runaways, two of 
them rowing furiously. A white sailor accompanies them. 

RUGGLES
Keep that child quiet. See that 
alley? Get over there. White boy, 
get on out of here before anybody 
sees. 

The boat sails off. 

RUGGLES (CONT'D)
One reason why I keep the shop near 
Canal Street. 

CLEO
Until they burn you down again. 

RUGGLES
There's a police, let's get moving. 

Everybody runs. 

EXT. STREET IN A SMALL TOWN - NIGHT

SUPER: OHIO
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A white man of 50, John RANKIN, herds his wife and children 
into his house, and steps into the street. Cleo arrives.

RANKIN
Boston?

CLEO
Yes. 

RANKIN
Name?

CLEO
Cleopatra.

RANKIN
I've heard your name.

CLEO
That's what I'm worried about. I'm 
supposed to disappear in the night. 

RANKIN
So when the railroad goes sideways 
they send you. Here they come. 

Two RIDERS approach his house. 

RANKIN (CONT'D)
Get in the kitchen quick. We 
shouldn't have met here. 

Knock on the door. 

RIDER
We're rounding up runaways, heard 
tell there was one on this street. 

RANKIN
This is the fifth time, every time 
at midnight. Got no slaves here. 

RIDER
Mind of we take a look?

RANKIN
Again? You wake up my wife, I'm 
gonna part your hair with a 
shotgun. I got children in here. 
Come back when the damn sun is up. 

Staredown, and then the toughs leave. 
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CLEO
Do your children know what you're 
up to?

RANKIN
I tried to keep them out of it. It 
was a total failure, there's too 
many of them. They help here and 
there, but they're afraid too. 

CLEO
Just make sure they don't know how 
we do what we do. You know you need 
to move, right?

RANKIN
Got a plan. Follow me. 

EXT. HILLSIDE OVERLOOKING THE TOWN - NIGHT

Cleo and Rankin climb a 540 foot hill and find an old house. 

RANKIN
From here I can see trouble if it's 
in town, down on the river. 

CLEO
You can even see Kentucky. 

They go to the obscured side of the hill, dotted with trees. 
Wooden stairs have been cut into the side of the hill. 

RANKIN
Took weeks. Runaways come round the 
dark side, up the hill, into the 
cellar. But only when it's safe. 

They come around to the front of the house and he attaches a 
lantern to a flagpole.

Out on the water, a rowboat with four runaways sees the light 
and begins rowing. 

EXT. STREET IN A SMALL TOWN - NIGHT

Rankin and Cleo watch as a loudmouth named MAYFIELD exits his 
shop. Rankin goes to his own shop. 

RANKIN
Ready for some theater?
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CLEO
Theater? Like acting?

RANKIN
Ladies and gentlemen, we are proud 
to announce the first free produce 
store on the lake shore. Nothing in 
this shop was made with slave 
labor. You can talk abolition or 
your can put your money down.

MAYFIELD
Put it in your pocket, you mean.

RANKIN
This is America, land of free 
enterprise. 

MAYFIELD
And I'm so glad you're in town, 
Rankin, instead of on one of your 
little rides into the countryside 
with your colored friends. 

RANKIN
Mayfield. 

MAYFIELD
I'm gonna see to it your abolition 
shop goes under by winter. 

RANKIN
And how are you going to do that?

MAYFIELD
Statehouse put a bounty on these 
railroaders. Hiding runaways is 
against the law. Bad enough they 
don't allow southern folks to bring 
their slaves anymore. You people 
aren't just encouraging crime. It's 
revolution. Either we're a nation 
of laws or we're not. I don't care 
how many friends I lose. 

Rankin pulls Cleo aside. 

RANKIN
Remember the name, Mayfield. He's 
actually our biggest donor. 

CLEO
What??
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RANKIN
All that hollering is an act. He's 
on our side. Slave hunters never 
look at his farm because they think 
he's out of his mind. He really has 
lost all his friends, acting like 
he hates all the colored folks. 

CLEO
That's why you brought me into town 
in broad daylight?

RANKIN
If the other fellas find out about 
our little beacon on the hill, you 
go to Mayfield. Trust me. Look at 
all these sheep. They don't agree 
with Mayfield's nonsense, but none 
of em got the guts to say it out 
loud. Ohio's a funny place. 

They go around to the back of his house in town and find 
runaway slaves waiting. 

RANKIN (CONT'D)
Be the last time we bring em 
through town. Here's some food. 
Corn bread, hard tack, some jerky. 
You get lucky, you can trap a 
rabbit or a squirrel in the woods. 

CLEO
Don't shoot em!

RANKIN
Take a straight road when you can, 
make good time on the full moon, 
stay near the trees case you need 
to hide, and keep moving. 

CLEO
Everybody pick a new name. Can't go 
wrong with the Old Testament. 

EXT. STREET IN A SMALL TOWN - DAY

Several TOUGHS enter a rickety school building, only to find 
a young black female TEACHER trying to sleep on a table. They 
throw her on the ground. 

TOUGH
What on earth are you doing here?
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TEACHER
I sleep in the school so you yokels 
don't burn this one down. 

TOUGH
You're gonna stop us? If you're 
lucky we only burn the school. 
There's folks want to tar and 
feather you. What kind of teacher 
are you, you got your schooling?

TEACHER
You think there's a college 
anywhere gonna take black folks for 
anything except cooking the food?

TOUGH
You teach colored kids to read, 
gives em ideas. You're causing a 
lot of trouble. We're going to the 
statehouse, pass a law, nobody can 
teach colored children on our soil. 

TEACHER
How do you mean, on our soil?

EXT. RIVERBOAT - DAY

The teacher and her students are on a large but rickety boat 
in the river. She is running them through their alphabets. 

STUDENT
Miss, when can we learn on dry 
land? This boat gives me the 
heavers. 

TEACHER
Keep us out of Ohio and out of 
jail. You chuck up, do it over the 
side. 

EXT. STREET IN A SMALL TOWN - DAY

Behind a livery stable, Cleo sees a massive crate on a wagon. 
A black man stands in the box. 

CLEO
You know you're a damn fool. 

BLACK MAN
Mail boat comes to Cleveland, 
straight to Canada. 

(MORE)
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Even the postage is cheap, better 
than boat fare. Got a loaf of 
bread, jar of shine, jar to pee in. 

CLEO
Last chance. 

BLACK MAN
Nail me up. 

He gets in the box and she nails it shut. Nails the postage 
letter to it. 

EXT. COUNTRY ROAD - DAY

Rankin and Cleo are out working the railroad. 

CLEO
Before Ohio got to be the big 
station, Florida is where runaways 
went. Seminole Indians would hide 
us from the white folks. Government 
sent in the army to get rid of all 
the Seminoles, what do you think 
happened to all the colored folks? 

RANKIN
So that railroad down in Georgia.

CLEO
Shut down, nowhere to go. 

RANKIN
What about New Orleans? 

CLEO
They got smugglers there, but 
they're not setting slaves free, 
they're bringing in colored folks 
who got kidnapped up north. We try 
to smuggle slaves there, we get a 
bullet in the head. 

RANKIN
That's why they come here, Ohio. 

CLEO
This is the promised land, 200 
miles from the slave states to the 
Great Lakes, up to Canada. Problem 
is, crackers can read a map too. 

BLACK MAN (CONT'D)

(MORE)
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Ohio will shut up tight like 
Florida did. So you need to be 
careful. I'll help you all I can. 

RANKIN
How long before they got slave 
hunters lining up on the river?

They see a burning house.

RANKIN (CONT'D)
Oh no. 

They run. Outside the house QUAKER WOMEN watch in horror. One 
VEILED WOMAN is hidden in a hat, veil, dress and gloves. 

QUAKER
Thee is come at the right time. The 
local watch caught us out with the 
runaways. We had one in the hand. 

The hidden "Quaker" lifts her veil. She's African. 

QUAKER (CONT'D)
Thee is in the right. Too many 
people could see the house. We need 
a new station. 

RANKIN
We'll take your new friend to our 
church. You can walk with us?

VEILED WOMAN
Far as you need me to go. 

EXT. COUNTRY ROAD - DAY

A group of RUNAWAYS races down a country road with Cleo in a 
one-horse wagon. 

RUNAWAY
There's horses back there, I can 
see em when the road goes straight.

CLEO
They after you?

RUNAWAY
No, the wagon. Remember you said do 
anything to get a horse and wagon?

CLEO (CONT'D)
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CLEO
So you stole it. If you'd stolen 
two horses instead of one we could 
outrun em into the trees. 

RUNAWAY
This is no good. We're so close!

CLEO
Round the bend, everybody out, head 
for those trees! With luck they 
just take their wagon and go home. 

The runaways run through the woods and board a steamer on the 
edge of Lake Erie. On a ridge above, riders scan the river. 

RUNAWAY
Those riders don't want the wagon, 
they want us! 

CLEO
Get this boat moving! 

RUNAWAY
Either come with us or get yourself 
in the trees. 

Cleo heads for the woods. The boat makes progress into the 
lake. The riders reach the shore and curse. 

As the sun rises, the steamer raises the flag of Britain and 
the runaways emerge. One of them salutes it and looks at the 
shore. 

RUNAWAY (CONT'D)
God save the Queen, you dumb 
cracker. 

CLEO
Never thought I'd be happy to see 
the flag of England. 

The riders begin scanning the trees and Cleo flees deeper 
into the woods. 

EXT. WOODS - NIGHT

Hunters and dogs chase two black teens up and down hills. 

HUNTER
Keep up the skeer. Never let em 
rest, never let em think. 
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SECOND HUNTER
Sure ain't like deer hunting. 

HUNTER
You never know what these bucks 
will do to get away. 

More running and barking. They find the two teens collapsed 
against a tree. A hunter pulls out a big coil of rope. 

EXT. SLAVE QUARTERS OF A FARM - NIGHT

SUPER: TENNESSEE

Laura Smith HAVILAND, a white woman in her late 30s, is 
causing mischief, conferring with a Tennessee SLAVE WOMAN. 

SLAVE WOMAN
You come all the way from Michigan? 
Where is that?

HAVILAND
A long way north.

SLAVE WOMAN
Near Canada?

HAVILAND
Near enough. 

SLAVE WOMAN
And there's no way to get my 
children out? Elsie and Willis. 

HAVILAND
Don't think about it. Someday we 
try again, but now they're watching 
everything, torches and dogs. 

SLAVE WOMAN
That master of mine is different, 
John Chester. He's got money and 
power and he gets mad awful fast. 

HAVILAND
This is my first time doing this. 

SLAVE WOMAN
Well, that's good to know. 

INT. PARLOR - NIGHT
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SUPER: MICHIGAN

Haviland and the woman she rescued read by a fire. 

HAVILAND
This is a letter from your former 
master. Chester. How on earth does 
he know you're up here?

SLAVE WOMAN
I told you. He's whip smart. May be 
some folks here, you think they're 
friends, got Chester's money in 
their pockets. 

HAVILAND
He's inviting you back down south. 
He says he will reunite you family 
and give you all your freedom. 

SLAVE WOMAN
He's trying to sell me a pig in a 
poke. He probably sold my children 
off to some other plantation.  

HAVILAND
You know? I'll go instead. See what 
this fool does. 

SLAVE WOMAN
You're playing with fire. Just let 
it go. 

EXT. FARM - NIGHT

SUPER: TENNESSEE

Haviland returns to the farm from which she stole the 
runaway. The owner, CHESTER, emerges with a pistol. 

CHESTER
You're not Elsie's mother, who the 
hell are you?

HAVILAND
I am Miss Haviland. I am acquainted 
with her mother. 

Chester aims the gun at her, grabs her by the wrist, and 
thrusts her into his parlor. 
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INT. FARMHOUSE - NIGHT

Continuation. Haviland is ignoring the gun entirely. 

CHESTER
By your cunning villainies you 
deprived us of our property. Thanks 
be to a wise and provident God that 
I have more of that sable kind, 
greasy, slick, and fat. Who do you 
think would parley with a thief, a 
robber of man's just rights, 
recognized by our glorious 
Constitution! Such condescension 
would damn an honest man. What! To 
engage in a contest with you? A 
rogue, a Negro thief, an out-
breaker, a criminal in the sight of 
honest men. I would rather be 
caught with another man's sheep on 
my back than engage with such an 
individual as you. 

HAVILAND
Words cannot express my 
disappointment. 

CHESTER
You can tell Elsie that since our 
return my father bought her eldest 
daughter; she is now his property 
and the mother of a likely boy, 
that I call Daniel Haviland after 
your pretty son. What do you think 
your portion will be at the great 
Day of Judgment? I think it will be 
the inner temple of hell.

HAVILAND
Well I thank you for bringing a 
child of such fine stock into my 
family. With luck he will deliver 
his people from bondage like Moses. 
You don't have enough sand to look 
me in the eye and shoot me, do you?

CHESTER
I'll be a good sportsman. I give 
you a week to run, and then I put a 
price on your head. 

HAVILAND
You boys with your guns. 
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EXT. TOWN SQUARE - DAY

Chester has a stack of wanted posters. 

CHESTER
We posted a bounty, unlimited. 
Laura Haviland of Michigan, known 
abductor of slaves. A reward for 
anyone capable of kidnapping or 
murdering Miss Haviland, payable by 
Thomas Chester, that's me. It's 
open to anyone, not just 
professional bounty men. And you 
may want to hurry because this is 
being posted in every capitol in 
the South.

BYSTANDER
So what's the reward?

CHESTER
Three thousand dollars. 

BYSTANDER
Buy three premium field hands for 
that. 

CHESTER
Another reason to hurry. With that 
price on her head, she'll be dead 
in a week. I pay if she gets killed 
up north, too. Happy hunting. 

EXT. TOWN SQUARE - DAY

SUPER: MICHIGAN

Haviland and Cleo scheme and plot. 

CLEO
So you got trouble on the railroad. 

HAVILAND
I stand out too much. This jackass 
spent years suing me, sending me 
these terrible letters. There's a 
price on my head, north and south.  

CLEO
Hell, for three thousand I shoot 
you myself. 

A glare. 

27.



CLEO (CONT'D)
Three thousand dollars I can use on 
the railroad, worth more to me than 
a white lady who doesn't understand 
that an underground railroad means 
underground, not waving your draws 
around for everybody to see. 

HAVILAND
Not sure whether you're joking. 

CLEO
You're no good to me, you can't run 
raids down south, that's for damn 
sure. I don't even want you working 
the railroad up north, everybody's 
watching. You're still hiding 
runaways on your farm?

HAVILAND
You mind your own. 

CLEO
And you keep your head down. 

HAVILAND
Oh, yes, absolutely. 

She walks to the center of the square. Everyone watches her. 

HAVILAND (CONT'D)
Yes, lads, the story is true. Three 
thousand dollars on the hoof here. 
I was told to back down, trim my 
sails. I would not for my right 
hand become instrumental in 
returning one escaped slave to 
bondage. All men are created free 
and equal, and no one has a right 
to make merchandise of others born 
in humbler stations, place them on 
a level with horses, cattle, and 
sheep, sundering family ties. 

A bunch of TOUGHS arrive at Haviland's home.

TOUGH
We want those darkies now, don't 
give us any trouble. 

SECOND TOUGH
We got the law on our side. 
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Haviland's neighbors rush to the scene and a melee ensues, 
during which some runaways escape to a barn. 

TOUGH
Well, we'll have the old witch in 
jail anyway.

INT. COURTROOM - DAY

Haviland is taken to a courtroom. Judge WILKINS is in his 
chair but runs things informally. Haviland whispers to Cleo. 

HAVILAND
We need a plan to get the runaways 
out of the state. Can you pitch in?

WILKINS
Miss Haviland. Well, it was only a 
matter of time. I am delaying your 
case and remanding you to the 
county jail for…

Haviland looks at Cleo who quickly signals ten with her 
fingers. Haviland makes the same sign to the judge. 

WILKINS (CONT'D)
County jail for ten days. After 
which we will consider the charges 
and the disposition of any property 
claims by our out of town guests. 

An angry man stands in the back.

ANGRY MAN
She'll be behind bars for ten days?

Wilkins approaches Haviland and waves off a deputy who is 
eager to toss Haviland in the hoosegow. 

WILKINS
Is there any way you could alter 
your operations?

HAVILAND
Alter…

WILKINS
Get them out of my jurisdiction. I 
am not a king, I do not rule for 
life. These are harsh times and I'm 
making people angry. Pretty soon 
we'll both need to run to Canada.
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HAVILAND
I will definitely help you escape. 

WILKINS
I'm too old to be a buccaneer on 
the road. I'll assume your little 
band is all skint?

HAVILAND
Every dollar helps another soul on 
the way.

He pulls out some bills. 

WILKINS
You do realize how improper it is, 
doing this right in my courtroom?

HAVILAND
This whole country is one big 
crime. Improper doesn't bother me 
but I'll add you to my praying 
string.

WILKINS
Save my soul?

HAVILAND
I wouldn't worry. Could I have a 
moment?

Haviland confers with Cleo. 

HAVILAND (CONT'D)
I have one more job I never got to. 
Free colored woman from Delaware 
got kidnapped, she's in Virginia. I 
ran raids down there, stole the 
slaves, brought em up here…

CLEO
Yeah, your raiding days are over. 
Wait, you want my help?

HAVILAND
I have unfinished business, this 
woman. I went raiding down south, 
used to travel through the woods, 
pretend I was a bird watcher. 

CLEO
I don't know a thing about birds, 
except eating them. 

(MORE)
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Only thing I can do is pretend to 
be a slave and cut into their 
plantation. 

HAVILAND
Too dangerous. 

CLEO
You're the one in jail. 

HAVILAND
This game we play, the railroad, 
the stupid folks get arrested or 
killed. The ones who survive are 
the smart ones. But the same goes 
for the slave hunters. Every day 
they come up with new tricks. The 
latest problem, they round up 
uppity slaves, the ones who want to 
run, move them further south. Good 
luck down there. 

CLEO
So you think you're the smart one. 

She is led off by a man with a gun. 

INT. SLAVE QUARTERS - NIGHT

SUPER: VIRGINIA

Cleo questions SLAVES. 

SLAVE
That yella gal, she's gone. She 
tried to run, they sold her down 
Georgia. You made a long trip for 
nothing. You best get up in the 
woods, this is a rough place. 

CLEO
Thank you. 

SLAVE
Here's some corn dodgers. 

EXT. COUNTRY ROAD - NIGHT

SUPER: MICHIGAN

Haviland and Cleo organize a large group of runaway CHILDREN. 

CLEO (CONT'D)
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HAVILAND
I want you all to listen. I don't 
know how many times I can do this 
before I get caught. 

CLEO
I don't think you're gonna make it 
this time, let alone come back. 

HAVILAND
You hush! This time, I take the 
girls. Anybody ten years and up.

BOY
Ten years. Why do they go first?

SECOND BOY
I know why. They get broke in, then 
they get sent to New Orleans. 

GIRL
Then their babies get sent to the 
Delta. 

HAVILAND
Girls, this trip is gonna be scary.

GIRL
Scary? More scary than this? I'll 
help you with the young ones. 

SECOND GIRL
Don't worry about us. We'll be 
ready to move. 

CLEO
Did you say broke in?

Almost all the girls raise their hands. 

SMALL GIRL
Me too. I'm just nine. Can I come?

HAVILAND
Welcome to our pirate crew. 

INT. HOTEL ROOM - DAY

SUPER: PENNSYLVANIA

A white southern official name WHEELER, his wife and child, 
settles into a hotel room. Against the wall is his slave, 
Jane JOHNSON, and her two sons. A PORTER arrives. 
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PORTER
Ambassador Wheeler, you're sure you 
need a room with a double key?

WHEELER
Taking my family to see the sights, 
need to stow my slaves so they 
don't get lost up here. Three of 
them. Make sure they have a chamber 
pot. 

The family leaves. In time the porter returns. 

JOHNSON
Can you get us out into that alley?

EXT. CITY STREET - DAY

The slaves flee, but a SLAVEOWNER sees them and grabs Jane. 
Her sons intervene, but a crowd is gathering. Soon Cleo and a 
LAWYER arrive, followed swiftly by Wheeler and his family. 

LAWYER
Mis Johnson, you are entitled to 
your freedom according to the laws 
of Pennsylvania. If you prefer 
freedom to slavery -

WHEELER
She doesn't want to leave. 

LAWYER
If you want to be free, you can 
accept it now. Act calmly. Don't be 
frightened by your master. You are 
as much entitled to your freedom as 
we are, or as he is. 

WHEELER
She doesn't want to leave!

LAWYER
Be determined and you need have no 
fears but you will be protected by 
the law. If you want to remain a 
slave, we cannot force you. 
Remember, if you lose this chance 
you may never get such another.  

JOHNSON
I always wanted to be free. But 
he's holding me!  
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A bell rings on a nearby boat. 

LAWYER
That's the last bell. 

Wheeler grabs Johnson. The lawyer intervenes. 

SLAVEOWNER
Let them alone, they are his 
property!

Five black SAILORS surround Wheeler. Jane and her children 
escape but the law arrests the lawyer and the sailors. 

INT. COURTROOM - DAY

A JUDGE surveys the Wheeler clan, Cleo, the sailors, and 
white witnesses. In a corner is a black man named QUINCY, 
guarded by a deputy. 

JUDGE
Well, this is a a mess. Doesn't 
matter if you like the law or not, 
you all belong in jail. Got 
witnesses claiming that woman 
wanted to be free, that's simply 
not good enough for - 

Jane has returned. The court falls silent. 

JUDGE (CONT'D)
Miss, you do know you could walk 
out of here a slave. 

JOHNSON
The law says once I land in 
Philadelphia, I can demand my 
freedom. And I do. These boys here 
were upholding the law, and I'm 
sure you'll do the same. 

JUDGE
You better get out of town, you're 
free to go. Lawyer can go too. You 
colored fellas get a week in jail 
to think things over. 

SAILOR
I'll take that trade. 

JUDGE
It is so ordered. 
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Cleo whispers to Jane. 

CLEO
We got lucky. The law is rigged 
because the judge gets ten dollars 
to give you to the slave hunters 
but only five dollars to set you 
free. You get a certificate of 
freedom, judge tosses it out. 

JOHNSON
Even in Philadelphia?

CLEO
Even here, colored man generally 
can't complain in court or even 
testify. Getting the right to vote 
or put our kids in school is a 
dream. 

JUDGE
Quiet back there. I got the whole 
slave docket to get through today. 
Thomas Quincy, a Negro of no known 
address, convicted of aiding and 
abetting fugitives, sentence is to 
be sold to a slave contractor, sent 
down south. 

QUINCY
No, you can't - 

JUDGE
I've had this man in my court one 
time too many. 

JOHNSON
How much to buy him?

JUDGE
He's young and strong but he's a 
troublemaker. Six hundred dollars, 
payable to the court. Meaning me. 

CLEO
A slave sale in Philadelphia. It's 
like we're going backwards in time. 

Jane steps forward and counts out a stunning pile of bills. 
The judge holds one up to the light. He is extremely tempted. 

JUDGE
Well, you're a damn fool, but have 
it your way. I'll take your money. 
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QUINCY
So you're my mistress now? What you 
got in mind, girl?

JOHNSON
You hush. We need to get out of 
town. 

INT. PARLOR - NIGHT

SUPER: CONNECTICUT

BUSINESSMEN argue about the guest of honor, Harriet Beecher 
STOWE. Large rich crowd. 

BUSINESSMAN
We've been patient with you. We're 
taking a beating at the shipyard, 
at the bank. Our southern accounts 
are upside down. This Uncle Tom 
book got people brassed off.

SECOND BUSINESSMAN
Down Washington they can't even 
have a civil conversation anymore. 
It's all Harriet Beecher Stowe and 
her little revolution. I don't 
think she was fair. 

THIRD BUSINESSMAN
You folks are right, Miss Stowe's 
book is not accurate or fair. She 
went too easy on southern folks. 

BUSINESSMAN
Beg pardon?

THIRD BUSINESSMAN
Southerners treated the whole 
continent of Africa as something to 
be consumed and shoveled away like 
coal. Burn people up, for profit. 

BUSINESSMAN
Are you suggesting we're 
accomplices or something?

THIRD BUSINESSMAN
Yes, not Charleston, not Norfolk, 
you. You sent ships to kidnap ten, 
fifteen million people, take em 
from their families. 

(MORE)
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Treat em so bad a million of em 
died before they even got to 
America. 

BUSINESSMAN
All we did was provide the ships. 

THIRD BUSINESSMAN
When slaves got here, southern boys 
wrote laws imposing discipline: 
make them feel inferior, keep them 
in terror, illiterate, helpless. 

BUSINESSMAN
That's just discipline. 

THIRD BUSINESSMAN
No, that was castration, shackling, 
hanging, cutting out eyes and 
tongues, decapitation, cutting off 
ears, slitting noses, knocking out 
teeth, beating, scalding, flaying, 
amputation, burning, branding. 

BUSINESSMAN
Jesus. Perhaps the women folk - 

THIRD BUSINESSMAN
You raised this issue in front of 
women folk. Someone will answer for 
whipping slaves, rubbing 
turpentine, gravel and pepper in 
their wounds. Punishment with guns, 
knives, sticks, dogs, farm tools. 
Putting spiked collars on slave's 
necks for months. Performing 
medical experiments on slaves. 
Depriving slaves of food and 
doctors. Forcing such long work 
days of hard labor that finally 
Maryland imposed a limit of 15 
hours per day. 

BUSINESSMAN
You talk like we're criminals.

THIRD BUSINESSMAN
Just the opposite. All this is 
happening under color of law. Laws 
banning education for slaves, 
whipping slaves that learn to read, 
death penalty for runaways, 
treating slaves as people only when 
they were accused of crimes. 

THIRD BUSINESSMAN (CONT'D)
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STOWE
Depriving slaves of the right of 
self-defense when they're attacked, 
banning slaves from planting food 
or wearing decent clothes.

BUSINESSMAN
Miss Stowe - 

STOWE
Sending white men to rape black 
women, killing women who resist, 
and making their husbands watch; 
selling girls into prostitution; 
breaking up families for profit or 
punishment. Or sheer cruelty. 

BUSINESSMAN
Perhaps it's time for the lads to 
take brandy in the parlor while the 
ladies sort themselves out. 

INT. POLICE OFFICE - DAY

SUPER: NEW YORK

1851, Syracuse, the sun sets and the shabby office is lit 
with gaslight. A slave with reddish hair, William HENRY, is 
shackled, bruised face. A policeman presides over a shabby 
trial. Cleo watches. 

CLEO
Officer. Are those shackles 
necessary? He's a cooper, he makes 
chairs. 

POLICEMAN
He's like a magician. Escaped in 
Missouri, escaped again, owner got 
so angry he sold the rights to him 
for a quarter what he paid for him. 

CLEO
You got two deputies there. 

POLICEMAN
He escaped from my jail once. 

CLEO
This is a trial, how can you keep 
him in chains, last thing he's 
gonna do is attack a white man. 

38.



Cleo turns off the gaslights. The crowd outside begins 
chanting "RUN!" And he does. Chaos. 

EXT. TOWN SQUARE - DAY

Continuation. Cleo and a man bundle Henry into a carriage. 
Big crowd hollering. DEPUTIES emerge and fire warning shots. 

CLEO
The first safe house is only good 
for a day, you need to get him over 
the river by Sunday!

Deputies grab two men and shove them toward the door of the 
police office. 

DEPUTY
Well, more room to put these two in 
a cell, they helped that boy 
escape, saw it plain as plain!

Seward emerges from the crowd. 

SEWARD
You're charging these men?

DEPUTY
How is this your business?

ONLOOKER
Wait, that's the governor - 

SEWARD
Your information is out of date, 
I'm a Senator. Senator Seward. How 
much is their bond? I've got cash. 

INT. BARN - NIGHT

A WOMAN tends Henry's wounds while a blacksmith bangs away at 
his shackles. 

HENRY
How many more stops until Canada?

WOMAN
This is it. 
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EXT. WOODS - NIGHT

1850s, New York state. Cleo is looking at a tree while 
Harriet TUBMAN rolls her eyes. Two fugitive slaves wait. 

TUBMAN
What in blazes are you doing?

CLEO
Looking for moss, it only grows on 
the north side. 

TUBMAN
You said you did this before, moss 
grows all over the trees, no wonder 
you got lost! Hush and listen!

They hear a roar. They pick their way along a path and soon 
see Niagara Falls. Frederick DOUGLASS arrives with a sack. 

TUBMAN (CONT'D)
I get em over Rochester, young 
Douglass here gets em over the 
falls. Got hundreds of em over. 

CLEO
Is that food?

DOUGLASS
It's not for you, it's for Canadian 
customs. 

CLEO
So they don't arrest us?

DOUGLASS
They don't care, but we want to 
stay on their good side, in case 
the weather changes over there. You 
never know. Over Saint John, 
colored folks can't go at all, need 
to keep taking them to Saint 
Catherines. 

TUBMAN
You starve for a few weeks, then 
hire on a farm until you can start 
your own. 

DOUGLASS
They got black schools and white 
schools, but it ain't like where 
you came from. 

40.



They begin to cross a bridge. 

DOUGLASS (CONT'D)
In winter it freezes, in summer we 
got to go this way. 

They step onto the Canadian side and two SOLDIERS emerge. 
Douglass approaches them with a jug. 

DOUGLASS (CONT'D)
Keep the winter chill away.

SOLDIER
It's blazing hot, boy. 

DOUGLASS
Try it anyhow. 

SOLDIER
You wouldn't be trying to bribe us 
now, would you?

DOUGLASS
Wouldn't dream of it. 

SOLDIER
Bloody hell, that's good. 

DOUGLASS
Pleasure doing business with you. 
Just the two today. 

INT. COURTROOM - DAY

SUPER: ONTARIO

1850s, Toronto. A black mob drags handcuffed BOUNTY HUNTERS 
before a MAGISTRATE. A fugitive follows. 

BOUNTY HUNTER
Dammit, we got the law on our side! 
The Fugitive Act!

MAGISTRATE
Young man, do you ever want to see 
the sun again?

BOUNTY HUNTER
What?

MAGISTRATE
Don't say another word until I tell 
you. 

(MORE)
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You are on trial for attempted 
kidnapping and assault. Do you see 
the flag outside?

BOUNTY HUNTER
Yes sir. 

MAGISTRATE
You're not in America now. In 
America men like you can hunt 
people down. You were hollering 
about capturing a slave and 
castrating him, so I'm told. All of 
that is illegal here. Why did you 
come here in the first place?

BOUNTY HUNTER
Toronto, every damn boat in the 
harbor has a runaway slave on it. 
And we were right, we found him. 

MAGISTRATE
Yes, ever since that fugitive act 
was passed. Well, you two will be 
our guests for a few months, until 
your former slave has a chance to 
find somewhere safe. If I ever see 
either of you in Her Majesty's 
provinces, I promise you, you won't 
be going home. 

Cleo takes the quaking fugitive out of the courtroom. 

INT. HOTEL - NIGHT

SUPER: LOUISIANA

New Orleans, black girl named MINK is on her honeymoon with 
her white HUSBAND, some fine dining and drink. They are both 
Canadians. 

MINK
Town makes me nervous, I wasn't all 
that concerned about the honeymoon.

HUSBAND
You want to go back home? Toronto?

MINK
New Orleans isn't what I expected. 
Not your fault. Nice hotel, nice 
food, you're getting the hang of 
the romancing - 

MAGISTRATE (CONT'D)
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HUSBAND
Thank you, I think. 

MINK
You see how everyone watches us? 
White man and a colored girl.

HUSBAND
Happens every day in New Orleans.

MINK
They think I'm a prostitute sitting 
at the wrong table. You did try, 
New York was wonderful. 

HUSBAND
Right, I can book a ship tomorrow. 
You do a bit of shopping. 

MINK
I need to find the closet. 

He rises, she leaves. In the back, two men cover her mouth 
and shove her into a hallway. She tries to scream but is 
pulled into an alley. 

INT. TAVERN BACK ROOM - NIGHT

A KIDNAPPER drinks and eyes the Mink girl. A black man named 
ABBOTT enters with two armed marshals. 

ABBOTT
So, you are the man who purchased 
this girl. 

KIDNAPPER
You watch your mouth, buck. 

ABBOTT
My name is Wilson Abbott. I am a 
member of the Toronto city council. 

KIDNAPPER
Like hell you are - 

ABBOTT
These men are federal marshals. 

KIDNAPPER
She may not be my slave, but sure 
she must be somebody's. 
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ABBOTT
That girl your friends kidnapped is 
a Canadian citizen. Took me days to 
hunt you down. 

KIDNAPPER
Don't make no difference to me. 

ABBOTT
Well, it's going to make rather a 
huge difference. I assume you 
sampled this young lady's wares 
already. 

KIDNAPPER
My business. 

ABBOTT
This can turn out one of two ways.I 
will pay a small donation to you, 
and the marshals here, so I can 
reunite this girl with her groom. 

KIDNAPPER
I'd rather burn in hell.

ABBOTT
And that's my second option. I will 
blow your head off while the 
marshals watch. And I will still go 
home with the girl. Look away girl, 
this is going to be messy. 

KIDNAPPER
You won't live another day. 

ABBOTT
I am also first secretary at the 
consulate here, a bit like a 
license to kill. I was never 
partial to rapists, but I know it's 
one of your favorite sports down 
here. So, here's some drinking 
money. Come here girl. 

MINK
Shooting him would have been fine 
by me. 

ABBOTT
Whose clever idea was it to spend 
your honeymoon down south? 

44.



MINK
They're animals. My husband, he'll 
never take me back now. 

ABBOTT
He's the one who sent me. 

MINK
But he didn't come. 

ABBOTT
I insisted on doing this one 
myself. I didn't understand how 
dangerous it was until I got here. 

MINK
Let's get out of here.

ABBOTT
We're going straight to my 
consulate and then to a ship. 

INT. OFFICE - DAY

SUPER: BRITISH COLUMBIA

1858, Vancouver. A middle aged mulatto man, James DOUGLAS, 
sits before a desk, one S in his name unlike Frederick 
Douglass. Cleo enters. 

CLEO
Governor, I didn't want to bother - 

DOUGLAS 
I wanted to take this case myself. 

CLEO
Wait - I don't believe it - 

DOUGLAS
You solved the puzzle. 

CLEO
You're a colored man. 

DOUGLAS
About a quarter. 

CLEO
They made a colored man the 
Governor of Vancouver? 

45.



DOUGLAS
When they stuck me here, no one 
knew we'd have a gold strike, a 
thousand California miners digging 
holes in the ground. Before it was 
a little camp surrounded by the 
tribes, the Skokomish. 

CLEO
So you let the white folks in. 

DOUGLAS
And there it is. 

CLEO
Down California the colored folks 
can't own mines, can't own 
anything, they make em wear badges. 

DOUGLAS
Generally we don't let colored 
folks in here either, but I wasn't 
around when they made that rule. 
How many colored folks you want me 
to let in?

CLEO
A few hundred. California isn't as 
bad as the other states, but it's 
still - 

DOUGLAS
So they want Canada. Alright, send 
them up. What are you doing here? 
Must have taken you weeks to get 
here. Don't you do your criminal 
work over by the Great Lakes?

CLEO
I couldn't take it anymore. 

DOUGLAS
But you're going back. 

CLEO
No. I have to go to Kansas. Try to 
stop some of the killing. Jump 
straight into the fire. 

DOUGLAS
I think all this will be over soon. 
One way or another, there will be 
war, you can smell it. Put an end 
to slavery forever. 
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CLEO
You think I want a war? What if the 
South wins? They'll probably send 
the ships to Africa, start bringing 
in more slaves again.  

EXT. OUTSIDE LAWRENCE KANSAS – NIGHT

SUPER: KANSAS

Two armed forces converge upon Lawrence. One led by JOHN 
BROWN and JIM LANE, abolitionists. The other, bushwackers.

LANE
John Brown, boys. 

BROWN
We been collecting money and guns 
all the way across the country, and 
now we reap the fruits. All along 
the border, Kansas or Missouri, any 
man with a slave will answer to me. 

INT. SMALL HOME – NIGHT

Brown comes home and finds it trashed.

BROWN
Where are my boys?

LANE
Bushwackers took em.

BROWN
Round up the men. I need forty.

INT. FARMHOUSE – NIGHT

Brown and a platoon arrive and find two parents, two teenage 
sons, and a slave. The intruders stab the father and one son 
with broadswords, and proceed to the other son.

MOTHER
Please, he’s only sixteen!

They kill the boy and shoot the father to ensure he’s dead.

INT. ANOTHER FARMHOUSE – DAY

Brown’s platoon takes over another farmhouse.
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BROWN
You had those bushwackers hiding in 
your barn, I saw their leavings.

FATHER
Please, no – kill that boy in the 
barn. Don’t burn the house. 

BROWN
Take the sons, we’ll use em to 
trade for my boys.

EXT. CORNFIELD – DAY

Pitched battle between Brown’s forces and bushwackers. 
Brown’s son is shot dead.

EXT. MAIN STREET - NIGHT

A black man is getting a beating from two bushwackers. 

BLACK MAN
I ain't no slave!

BUSHWACKER
Slow down, there, Buck. 

BLACK MAN
This is Kansas. You can't just grab 
me off the street - 

BUSHWACKER
All I need is the fugitive law. 
Take you back to Missouri. 

BLACK MAN
Can't just throw me in a wagon -

BUSHWACKER
That's the old law. New law says 
here in Kansas, even the sheriff 
has to help me track runaways. All 
I do is point the finger at you. I 
can tell em any story I want. 

BLACK MAN
But I got my manumission, my 
freedom papers. 

CANFIELD
Here, I'll take that - 
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BLACK MAN
Hey!

BUSHWACKER
No no, give it back. That paper 
gets you nothing. You take it to a 
judge? You're colored. There's no 
court for you, judges get a reward 
for selling you down the river. 

BLACK MAN
But I got freed - 

They take the black man to a caged cart loaded with black 
children. 

BUSHWACKER
Stealing the children, it's like 
picking apples off a tree. 

BLACK MAN
So that's where the children went. 

BUSHWACKER
Should have gone to Ontario while 
you had the chance. 

A black woman looks out of a doorway, at the cage. 

BLACK WOMAN
Children in cages. 

EXT. A FIELD NEAR A CROSSROAD - NIGHT

Cleo leads a black couple with a baby through tall wheat. 
Cleo whispers. 

CLEO
You give that baby some whisky?

BLACK FATHER
Yes'm.

CLEO
Keep your damn voice down!

BLACK FATHER
There's nobody out there. 

CLEO
See, look at the crossroads. 
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BLACK FATHER
That's where we want to go!

CLEO
No, you don't. 

She throws a rock at the crossroads, and some bushwackers 
step out from behind a shed. 

CLEO (CONT'D)
Bushwackers. You can't go through 
Missouri. They grab hold of you.

BLACK FATHER
Just need to get to Illinois, cross 
the River Jordan. 

CLEO
Even if you get through the bounty 
hunters in Missouri, Illinois still 
got slaves, free colored folks 
aren't allowed in Indiana at all. 

BLACK FATHER
But I know Missouri - 

CLEO
So you know better. They're out of 
their minds. 

EXT. WHEAT FIELD - NIGHT

Continuation. Cleo leads the family through the tall wheat. 

BLACK FATHER
I go around the wheat?

CLEO
You go through the wheat.

BLACK FATHER
It's almost up to my head. 

CLEO
Just be glad you got the wheat to 
hide in. 

They hear voices on the road. 

CLEO (CONT'D)
Hush!

They wait. 
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CLEO (CONT'D)
Go through the brush to Nebraska, 
keep on til the wheat turns to 
corn. 

BLACK FATHER
Nebraska?

CLEO
Nebraska is okay for colored folks, 
but you don't get the colored 
railroad til you get to the town in 
Iowa, Tabor. Man named John Todd. 
They get you to Chicago, then the 
boat to Canada. 

BLACK FATHER
John Todd?

CLEO
Don't tell anybody that name or you 
get him killed. 

They hear bushwackers, one named CANFIELD, stumbling through 
the wheat. 

BUSHWACKER
I know I heard somebody out here. 

CANFIELD
Never find em with the crop this 
high. Let's go up the east side, 
see if they cross the state line. 

CLEO
You hear that? Go north, Nebraska. 

BUSHWACKER
See! I heard that. 

CANFIELD
How many bucks you hiding in there?

More rustling noises. 

BUSHWACKER
Go to the crossroads, wait em out. 

CLEO
Keep going north. By day, keep the 
sun at your back. By night, follow 
the drinking gourd, the Big Dipper. 
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BLACK MOTHER
How do we get up there?

CLEO
You walk at night. First stop is 
ten miles up, the blue barn. 

BLACK MOTHER
And then where?

CLEO
I don't tell you anything you don't 
need to know yet. Keep us both 
safe. Take some rum to keep the 
children quiet, and a gun for when 
hiding doesn't work. 

BLACK MOTHER
You're not coming north?

CLEO
Got places to go. 

Sound of dogs. 

BLACK MOTHER
We're out of time. Run! 

EXT. CORRAL - NIGHT

Brown and a dozen armed men lead 22 prisoners into a corral.

BROWN
You kill one of my boys, you got 
two more hidden somewhere. Give me 
my boys or these men gonna hang by 
a rope, right in front of their 
kin. You two get em, now.

Two men run.

LANE
You sure this will work?

BROWN
I’ve been doing this a long time. 
Got thousands of bucks through the 
railroad up to Canada. Had a room 
in my tannery to hide the slaves.

JAYHAWKER
So we’re not staying in Kansas?
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BROWN
No, Virginia. There’s a depot with 
the army’s guns. Free every slave 
in Virginia, start a revolution.

LANE
Lot of people gonna die.

EXT. SMALL STREET NEAR AN ARMORY - DAY

SUPER: WEST VIRGINIA 

1859. Brown, fifteen whites and five blacks, approach the 
Harpers Ferry armory. One climbs a pole.

BROWN
Make sure that telegraph is down.

The armory watchman surrenders and runs. A handful of Brown’s 
men herd farm families into the armory as hostages.

A train rolls into town; the black baggage master shouts to 
his passengers.

BAGGAGE MASTER
There’s a robbery going on, get 
away from the windows!

Brown’s men shoot him.

Local farmers pin them down in the armory. Watson Brown exits 
with a white flag and his shot; Oliver Brown also shot.

Army troops break down the armory door with sledgehammers.

ARMY OFFICER
Every one of you, put your hands up 
where I can see em. Get that door 
open, get some light in here. 

INT. JAIL - DAY

The Governor confers with Major Thomas JACKSON in front of 
Brown's cell. 

GOVERNOR
Major, you have enough men to stop 
his friends from breaking him out? 

BROWN
I’m too old to live on the run.
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JACKSON
You killed four people. If you’d 
got your way, families across the 
south be murdered in their beds.

BROWN
Had I so interfered in behalf of 
the rich, the powerful, it would be 
all right; every man in court would 
have deemed it an act worthy of 
reward rather than punishment. If 
it is deemed necessary that I 
forfeit my life, mingle my blood 
with the blood of millions in this 
slave country whose rights are 
disregarded by cruel enactments, I 
submit; so let it be done! The 
crimes of this guilty land will 
never be purged away but with 
blood. And I will make the gallows 
glorious like the Cross.

EXT. WIDE STREET - DAY

Soldiers take Brown out of the courthouse. In the distance is 
a scaffold. 

EXT. MAIN STREET, LAWRENCE KANSAS – DAY

Cleo sees a slave named EPHRAIM; she holds a newspaper.

CLEO
That Lincoln freed the slaves. 

EPHRAIM
He did what?

CLEO
He issued a proclamation. 

EPHRAIM
Thank the Lord, it finally came. 

She reads the paper. He looks over her shoulder.

EPHRAIM (CONT'D)
A lot of big words. Eman - 

CLEO
Emancipation. It's not a law, it's 
just Lincoln saying we're free. 
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She keeps reading. She sees the fine print. 

CLEO (CONT'D)
Oh no. All persons held as slaves 
within any State or designated part 
of a State, the people whereof 
shall then be in rebellion against 
the United States, shall be then, 
thenceforward, and forever free -

EPHRAIM
See? We're free!

Three bushwackers walk up. One casually takes the paper. 

BUSHWACKER
This frees slaves in states that 
quit the Union. Missouri didn't 
quit. Put you in a wagon any time I 
want. 

EPHRAIM
Well, it's a start, anyhow.

BUSHWACKER
That Union general busted up Bloody 
Bill's sister. Then Lincoln with 
this foolishness. We're coming back 
for you. Don't get too comfortable. 

He ambles off. 

CLEO
You want to be a slave down south 
right now? The whips coming out. 

EXT. MAIN STREET - DAY

A BLACK GIRL hurries down a sidewalk when her path is blocked 
by her OWNER and Union soldiers, one of them named PACKER.

PACKER
Is this her?

BLACK GIRL
I'm done with you! This is Kansas!

PACKER
Sorry, you're still his property.

BLACK GIRL
But we got emancipated!
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PACKER
Not in Missouri, you didn't. 

BLACK GIRL
General Ewing said we were free. 

PACKER
Well, different general, different 
rules. Put her in the wagon.

She looks down the street. 

BLACK GIRL
All you bucks, run!

INT. SHED - NIGHT

Cleo, a pregnant mother, father and grandfather in a shed.

MOTHER
Please cut me!

CLEO
We can do it the Lord’s way. If I 
cut you, you can’t walk to Chicago 
til winter. You don’t want to see 
the hawk in winter.  

MOTHER
I can’t!

CLEO
Dogs and cats do it, so can you!

Yells from Mama, then baby. Cleo peers out the door.

FATHER
Bad weather coming. Maybe we should 
have gone already.

CLEO
You didn’t want to go still 
carrying the baby, push him out in 
the woods like a cat.

FATHER
How long do I wait?

CLEO
Month from now, double up socks, 
strap that baby on your back. 

(MORE)
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Cover 20 miles a day, take care of 
your feet, steal a horse, like 
Jesus and Mary. Every stop on the 
railroad, they tell you where to go 
next. Get to Chicago in about a 
month.

MOTHER
Are there bounty hunters in Iowa?

CLEO
Not yet. They find out I’m sending 
y’all that way, they shut the gate 
on us. So you keep your mouth shut.

FATHER
I know.

CLEO
I hope so. You may be the last 
batch I get to send out.

FATHER
Who runs the railroad after you?

Cleo sighs. The old man is trying out a primitive cane.

CLEO
Got that backwards. You put the 
cane on your good side. Trust me.

He tries it out, and looks back, smiling.

GRANDFATHER
I’m gonna slow these chillum down.

FATHER
We’ll wait.

GRANDFATHER
It’s you they want, not me.

FATHER
Least-wise we get you to Omaha.

GRANDFATHER
I can make it that far.

A white teenager named CLAIRE enters. 

CLAIRE
That a Colt Navy you got?

CLEO (CONT'D)
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CLEO
What you talking about?

CLAIRE
Talking about ammunition. Here.

She hands the old man some shells.

CLEO
You ain't supposed to be here - 

CLAIRE
Went to Missouri for shells. What 
you think happens if you try that?

She points to the gun but looks at Cleo. 

CLAIRE (CONT'D)
Keep it loaded. Not always easy to 
tell who’s your friend. 

CLEO
Look at you, family all together.

Cleo begins to cry.

CLEO (CONT'D)
Colored folks don't belong in 
Canada nohow. Like the North Pole. 

GRANDFATHER
We didn't ask to come to America 
neither. Canada be just fine with 
me. 

EXT. ALLEY - NIGHT

Canfield is following Ephraim. He pulls a gun and grabs 
Ephraim by the neck. 

CANFIELD
You come with me, boy. 

EXT. CORNFIELD – NIGHT

Claire, pregnant, carries Rose, a year old, into a cornfield.

CLAIRE
Your Daddy run off again. I hope he 
runs all the way to New York.

She sets Rose down.
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CLAIRE (CONT'D)
Sweetie, it is real important that 
you stay quiet now.

Claire begins to cry. Canfield finds her. 

CLAIRE (CONT'D)
You bushwackers leave us alone!

CANFIELD
Keep your voice down!

CLAIRE
What are you doing, bird-dogging me 
all the way into the corn?

CANFIELD
I wanted you to see.

CLAIRE
See what?

CANFIELD
I wanted you to see that I wasn't 
there when it happened.

CLAIRE
What? What's happening? And why do 
you give a damn what I think?

CANFIELD
The bushwackers. There's gonna be a 
ruckus. Lawrence in Kansas. It's 
gonna be bad this time. 

CLAIRE
So why didn't you stop it?

CANFIELD
You ever try to argue with 
Quantrill and Bloody Bill?

He takes Rose's hand. 

CANFIELD (CONT'D)
Come here, girl. You be quiet, I'll 
show you how I lace my boots. 

Seven black fugitives arrive. 

FUGITIVE
Bushwackers gone crazy. I got as 
many out as I could. Where's Cleo?
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CLAIRE
Cleo?

FUGITIVE
She's in charge of the whole thing. 

SECOND FUGITIVE
You mind your own! You don't know 
who these people are!

FUGITIVE
They hiding in the damn cornfield, 
which side you think they on?

CANFIELD
Got half the colored folks in 
Kansas, you can come out now, boy. 

Ephraim emerges. 

EPHRAIM
Thought you gonna string me up. 
Damnedest bushwacker I ever did 
see. 

CLAIRE
So your notion here is to romance 
me by kidnapping my -

CANFIELD
Your slave.

CLAIRE
He's not my slave, he was a gift.  
This is how you sweet-talk a girl? 
You know I'm married, right?

CANFIELD
Yeah, I need to steer clear of your 
husband, he's a real killer. 

CLAIRE
Now you're being mean.

CANFIELD
That Billy Boy of yours, how long 
you think he's gonna last here? 

CLAIRE
You just mind your business.

CANFIELD
Keep it down!
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Claire sighs. 

CLAIRE
I haven't seen Billy in six days. 

CANFIELD
Sorry. 

Cleo arrives and draws her pistol, outraged. 

CLEO
Who brought this cracker here? And 
this girl and her slave!

CLAIRE
I  brought food. Canfield here 
brought Ephraim. You're not gonna 
shoot me in front of my girl. 

CLEO
Bushwacker, I put a hole in you. I 
told you field hands. No white 
people, unless I say so. It only 
takes one to take my whole railroad 
off the rails. 

CLAIRE
Calm down, have some bread. 
Tomorrow we need you. A lot of hurt 
people.  

CLEO
Every time I trust white folks to 
use their heads. It's not you with 
a rope around your neck. 

They glare at each other. 

EPHRAIM
What kind of name is Cleo?

CLEO
Cleopatra, queen of Africa.

EPHRAIM
You ain't the queen of nothing. 

CLEO
Got it out of a Shakespeare book. 

CLAIRE
Didn't Cleopatra die in the end?
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CLEO
What do we do with the cracker? 
Smart thing is to kill him. You 
tell me, what would you do?

CANFIELD
If we swapped places? I have done 
terrible things. I'm a bushwacker, 
don't know how I got into it, don't 
know how I get out. I don't know 
where a man goes, to not be a thief 
and a murderer. You should string 
us all up. 

EXT. TOWN SQUARE – DAY

Canfield, Claire, Rose and Trudy say goodbye to Ephraim.

CLAIRE
Jayhawkers want to kill me cause I 
got a slave. Bloody Bill want to 
kill me cause he’s not a slave. 
Shawnee kill me cause I’m white. I 
thought New York was dangerous – I 
could walk naked up Broadway and be 
safer than I am here.

CANFIELD
You got me thinking evil thoughts. 
Ephraim, will this get you to 
Canada?

EPHRAIM
With that I could buy Canada. Where 
you steal it?

CANFIELD
You accusing me of something?

EPHRAIM
I don’t want to sell it where you 
stole it. Good way for a colored 
man to get strung up.

CANFIELD
Don't sell it in Missouri.

EPHRAIM
So you setting me free now?

CLAIRE
You hush. 
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EPHRAIM
Miss Rose, you gonna behave?

Claire arrives with Trudy.

ROSE
I suppose so.

EPHRAIM
You suppose so. Hmm…Miss Claire.

CLAIRE
Got my fingers crossed for you. Did 
your owner give you that name?

EPHRAIM
You’re my owner.

CLAIRE
I mean before. You can change it.

EPHRAIM
Suppose I got all of Illinois to 
figure it out. God bless.

CLAIRE
You best get across Missouri quick.

Ephraim mounts a horse and trots off.

EXT. BEANFIELD - DAY

Ephraim and Cleo lead a nag through a field. They stop behind 
a tree when they see a crossroads shack manned by 
bushwackers. 

CLEO
Wait for those boys to get liquored 
up, go through that beanfield. 

EPHRAIM
Shush! Why we going north?

CLEO
I brought in babies with more sense 
than you. You're a colored man 
wanted to go across a slave state, 
Missouri, with a sack of junk that 
got stole in Missouri. 

EPHRAIM
I could have made it. 
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CLEO
You come up through Nebraska, Iowa, 
Illinois. I know some folks there. 

EPHRAIM
The railroad? You know there's 
Lakota up there, it's dangerous. 

CLEO
You're colored, there's trouble 
anywhere you go. Get on up Canada, 
we'll be sleeping rough for a while 
but they won't be killing you. 

EPHRAIM
We? You're going up with me?

CLEO
You do what I tell you. I'm not 
going back to Kansas. Not going 
back to America at all.

They emerge and find two Lakota on horses. Cleo raises her 
hand, offers a piece of bacon. 

EPHRAIM
Miss Claire said I need a new name. 
You're Cleopatra?

CLEO
You want to be Marcus Antonius? Got 
to tell you, he dies too. 

EPHRAIM
So we're gonna be Canadian?

CLEO
Yep, going to Canadia.

EXT. INSIDE A SMALL MILITARY FORT - DAY

Fort Pillow, Tennessee, is a small fort sitting on a high 
bluff, surrounded by a high wall so it’s hard for the 
defending bluecoats to see the force of attacking rebels. An 
officer, PACKER, gives it another try. 

PACKER
Can’t even see em, let alone shoot 
em. A clever man I am, to get 
caught in a hole like this. 
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EXT. OUTSIDE THE FORT - DAY

The rebel force attacks. The union defenders escape down a 
bluff toward a river. Nathan Bedford FORREST, rebel 
commander, surveys the terrain. 

UNION SOLDIER
Where’s the ship? How do we get out 
of here?

The rebels approach and the bluecoats surrender. Some fall to 
their knees.

REBEL SOLDIER
These boys are colored.

FORREST
Kill the bucks. Parole the white 
boys.

REBEL SOLDIER
Affix bayonets!

Slaughter.

FORREST
Sherman outnumbers Joe Johnston two 
to one, he’s only a hundred miles 
from Atlanta, South is cut in two.

REBEL SOLDIER
We’ll have Richmond and not much 
else.

FORREST
Colored men be voting, run for 
office. We need rifle clubs, keep 
up the skeer, keep killing em till 
they get the message. Lincoln can 
emancipate all he wants, we will 
not surrender white supremacy, we 
don't leave our women undefended.

Packer approaches. 

FORREST 
Major. Have a seat. You gonna be 
the fifth blue belly to give me the 
speech about the prisoners?

PACKER
No.
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FORREST 
Cause I got plenty of ammo left.

PACKER
Forrest. You’re gonna lose this 
war.

FORREST 
We ran you out of your fort, you 
and your mulatto brigade. It is our 
policy to shoot colored soldiers on 
sight. 

PACKER
Even after they surrender. 

FORREST
My wife is on a plantation over 
there. These bucks know it. So 
yeah, shoot all of em. It’s a war.

PACKER
This country is gonna turn into 
something different. Don’t suppose 
it’ll help anybody, bunch of field 
hands running around with guns. 

FORREST
So you're not in love with the 
colored man.

PACKER
Gave my parole, war is over for me.

FORREST 
This war will never be over.

PACKER
Well, after you lose the war, we 
could use fellas like you, ride out 
west, take on the Comanches. 

FORREST
Big talk for a prisoner. Why don't 
you win this war first? 

EXT. CITY STREET - DAY

SUPER: WASHINGTON

Ms Haviland is with Sojourner TRUTH, an elderly black woman, 
boarding a streetcar. 
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HAVILAND
Miss Truth, we need to get back to 
the hospital, just hop on. 

Truth hops aboard but the conductor pushes her back.

CONDUCTOR
Get out of the way and let this 
lady come on.

TRUTH
I'm a lady too. 

PASSENGER
Are darkies allowed on this car?

The conductor grabs Truth's shoulder. 

CONDUCTOR
You get off now. 

TRUTH
I will not.

HAVILAND
Don't put her out. 

CONDUCTOR
Does she belong to you?

HAVILAND
She belongs to humanity. 

They see smoke in the distance. 

HAVILAND (CONT'D)
Wonder why we even fought the war. 
Let's hop off at the next stop. 

They do. They see a store burning, a black couple in front. 

BLACK OWNER
Where's the fire brigade?

SHERIFF
They get here when they get here. 

BLACK OWNER
And the police?

SHERIFF
You don't want these police, you 
only think you do. 
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BLACK WIFE
What did I tell you? Black store 
only sells to black folks on black 
streets. You make too much money, 
they burn you out. 

BLACK OWNER
Let's go start over with your 
family in Tulsa. 

EXT. TOWN SQUARE - DAY

SUPER: MISSISSIPPI 

A handful of armed white men surrounds a pack of dozens of 
young black men. 

YOUNG BLACK MAN
They didn't just pass one 
amendment, they passed three! We 
got the vote and everything. 

ARMED MAN
They didn't tell the Mississippi 
legislature. Got a new law. Every 
colored man must be signed up for 
labor with a white farmer by 
January or you go to jail for 
vagrancy.

YOUNG BLACK MAN
Vagrancy, what's that?

ARMED MAN
Vagrancy, it means being a colored 
man with no owner. Or we get you 
for theft, for selling cotton after 
sunset, for using profane language, 
they write laws fast as lightning. 

YOUNG BLACK MAN
So we sign up for the same 
plantation we were on before, or 
we…

ARMED MAN
You get arrested, get sold to the 
plantation anyway. Read that 
amendment real close, we can arrest 
you and assign you to penal labor. 
If the plantation says you got a 
debt, we can sell you off again. 

(MORE)
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Sell your children as apprentices, 
get free after seven years. 

EXT. TOWN SQUARE - DAY

Election day, the KLAN chases blacks out of the town square 
for a day.

FORREST
Told you already. You colored folks 
come do your marketing Wednesday. 
After the white folks done voting. 
Steer clear on Saturday night, the 
white women coming to town. 

EXT. COUNTRY ROAD - NIGHT

Night riders stand in front of a church with explosives. A 
black reverend, his wife and a toddler look on, dazed. These 
night riders do not bother to wear masks or Klan regalia. 

NIGHT RIDER
Do the church and the house. Give 
the reverend something to think 
about. 

SECOND NIGHT RIDER
The house too?

NIGHT RIDER
He's their leader, doesn't know his 
place. 

They bomb the church and then a house.

NIGHT RIDER (CONT'D)
I do love that sound. Colored man, 
got to keep him down on the ground. 

EXT. COUNTRY ROAD - NIGHT

Night riders have pulled a white female teacher out of her 
home. They are beating her. They throw her to the ground. 

NIGHT RIDER
I already been here once, appears 
you forgot. If I come back again, I 
take a branding iron to your face, 
so you don't forget. 

ARMED MAN (CONT'D)
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TEACHER
I told you, I won't teach the 
colored children anymore - 

NIGHT RIDER
No, you're gonna leave the state. 
Don't come back. I heard you're a 
girl who likes girls. We work hard 
to protect this community from the 
outside element. 

EXT. COUNTRY ROAD - NIGHT

Night riders are whipping a black man. 

NIGHT RIDER
This is exhausting, repeating 
myself again. What happens when you 
eyeball a white girl? Dammit are 
you eyeballing me now?

BLACK MAN
No sir. 

EXT. COUNTRY ROAD - NIGHT

Night riders roll into a small town with their torches. They 
find an armed black force of ten MILITIAMEN, patrolling the 
main street. When the black men see the Klan they form a 
line. Some young whites have joined the blacks. And Cleo. 

NIGHT RIDER
Who the hell are you?

MILITIAMAN
The Kolored Klan. We even spell it 
with a K. 

NIGHT RIDER
And who are these white boys?

UNION VET
Veterans of the Union army. We beat 
you crackers once, we're here to do 
it again. 

An older man arrives on horseback with a handful of lawyerly 
types in tow. Townspeople emerge from their homes. 

NIGHT RIDER
Mister, you're not from this town. 
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GOVERNOR
That's right, I'm the governor. And 
I know who you all are. 

NIGHT RIDER
The cavaliers. 

GOVERNOR
There are those who say the Klan is 
an organized band of criminals. 
This is dead wrong. These are men 
who commit crimes and call 
themselves the Klan. We catch em 
wearing Klan hoods while they steal 
horses, rob stores, kill folks they 
don't like. 

NIGHT RIDER
We're the ones protecting you, from 
them. You're welcome. 

GOVERNOR
Ever see a runt, little pig can't 
get to the tits because the big 
pigs won't let him? Runts usually 
die. These boys are the runts. They 
failed at everything even before 
they failed in the war. They were 
too lazy to keep a farm working. 
They're stupid, can't read, afraid 
of the world, they hate everybody. 
Men who revel in cruelty for fun, 
rapists, Jesus fanatics, thieves, 
people with grudges, backwoods 
bootleggers, the Forever Poor. 

NIGHT RIDER
You know we can get a new governor. 
We can empty that chair right now. 

GOVERNOR
One clever thing they did was take 
over all the police. That's how 
they could kill hundreds of people. 
You colored boys, I'm telling you 
to stand down and go home. 

CLEO
Dammit, we got the Klan right here 
in town, doing who knows what.

GOVERNOR
You need to let us do our jobs, 
that's why we have a government. 

(MORE)
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Federal jury called the Klan people 
a terrorist organization. Congress 
is hopping mad about it. Statehouse 
is passing a law against the Klan.

CLEO
What, Washington, the statehouse? 
What good does that do us here?

GOVERNOR
I know. I am writing to the 
president to send the federal 
troops back. 

NIGHT RIDER
You want the damn Union army back 
here?

GOVERNOR
It's your army too, now. 

NIGHT RIDER
Took four years to get rid of em!

GOVERNOR
You mean it took four years for 
them to beat your ass and go home. 
You crackers go back to your farms, 
or your shacks. 

NIGHT RIDER
What if we don't?

GOVERNOR
Then these darkies gonna give you 
rednecks your worst nightmare. A 
fair fight. 

EXT. TOWN SQUARE - DAY

Cleo and a black MILITIAMAN from the previous scene monitor a 
growing crowd. Forrest has arrived and is watching the crowd 
from a hitching post. 

MILITIAMAN
They say Forrest is going to start 
up the Klan raids again. You ever 
see that man in a cavalry raid?

CLEO
If he does that, I drop him right 
where he's standing. 

GOVERNOR (CONT'D)

(MORE)
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They can't hang me if they can't 
catch me. There he is. He looks 
mad. 

Forrest walks to a flagpole. The crowd falls silent. 

FORREST
My neighbors and friends, the 
gossips and rumor mongers have been 
yammering about me for a week. You 
notice I'm not on my horse today. 
It is time for the Klan to disband. 

BYSTANDER
Disband?

FORREST
We formed our brotherhood for a 
noble purpose. A patriotic cause. 

CLEO
(under her breath)

Beating down colored folks until 
they get their minds right?

Forrest glances at her but pretends not to hear. 

FORREST
Now our brotherhood has become 
injurious to the public peace, 
instead of serving public order. 

The crowd is stunned. Forrest glares at Cleo and approaches a 
rich LAWYER. 

LAWYER
Take our battles to the statehouse. 
If we can't keep the darkies down 
by killing em, we arrest em all 
until they get the message. Just 
convict em and sell em. 

INT. TOWN SQUARE - DAY

Cleo and the militiaman read a newspaper. 

MILITIAMAN
Well, they went and did it. 

CLEO
This was never about protecting 
white folks. They're bringing back 
slavery. 

CLEO (CONT'D)

(MORE)
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Control black workers, drive black 
folks off their farms, keep them 
from voting, keep them from joining 
a union. 

MILITIAMAN
You sign on to a white man's farm 
or you go to jail, women too. White 
man charges you debt, you try to 
run, you go to jail, put you to 
work. Either way, you're still a 
slave. 

CLEO
Did the same thing in Mississippi. 

MILITIAMAN
You thought the governor was our 
friend?

CLEO
So they make up a debt, so you can 
never leave. I need to start up the 
railroad again. I can't believe it. 

MILITIAMAN
Girl, you better get back north 
before they start enforcing this. 
You got a month. We lost this one. 

CLEO
We beat the Klan!

MILITIAMAN
This is worse. First it was 
criminals, now it's the law. 

CLEO
I thought my work was done. 

Cleo crosses to a statue of Robert E. Lee; at its base a 
legless veteran begs. 

CLEO (CONT'D)
In case you forgot. Robert E. Lee 
was a sad-ass general, lost 3000 in 
the Seven Days. Invaded Maryland 
and got beat, invaded Pennsylvania 
and got beat, took on Grant and 
surrendered. He sent soldiers north 
to kidnap free black men and make 
them slaves, murder black soldiers 
who try to surrender. He led a 
cause he knew was treason. 

CLEO (CONT'D)

(MORE)

74.



He refused to free slaves who were 
promised their freedom, broke up 
families, hunted them, whipped 
them, rubbed salt in their wounds. 
He hollered that black people 
didn't have the brains to be free 
or vote, he set up a school where 
the students got a taste for rape 
and lynching. 

She points at the veteran. 

CLEO (CONT'D)
You sent ships to Africa to kidnap 
twelve million people, pack em into 
coffin ships. Three hundred years. 
Generations destroyed; families, 
traditions destroyed. 600,000 men 
had to die in a war to end slavery, 
and a million more lost their arms, 
their legs, their minds. Just 
calling a spade a spade, like I do. 

EXT. TOWN SQUARE - DAY

Handful of armed white men surrounds a dozen BLACK MEN. Union 
soldiers march out of town, followed by wagons. 

BLACK MAN
Where all the bluecoats going?

ARMED WHITE MAN
Home. 

BLACK MAN
That was the only thing stopping 
the crackers from dragging us back 
to the plantation. 

SECOND BLACK MAN
It was the damnedest thing. They 
had an election, nobody could agree 
who won, not even Congress. So they 
made a deal. And guess who got the 
short end. 

ARMED WHITE MAN
Soldiers are leaving. War's over. 

SECOND BLACK MAN
The local boys can treat colored 
folks however they want, and 
Washington won't interfere. 

CLEO (CONT'D)
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BLACK MAN
What was the war all about, if we 
just go back to the way it was?

A sheriff's DEPUTY arrives. 

DEPUTY
So who's going to prison today?

ARMED WHITE MAN
Well, let's see. Speaking loudly in 
front of a white woman. 

BLACK MAN
Told her to look out for the wagon. 

ARMED WHITE MAN
You frightened her. Shouting in 
front of a white woman is against 
the law. Loitering after sundown, 
no papers to prove you got a job, 
got caught with a gun. 

DEPUTY
I don't get salary. A commission on 
every arrest. My chief keeps 
telling me to make more so he gets 
his cut. When the field hands get 
unruly in summer, more arrests. 
When mills are short-handed, price 
of a darkie goes up, more arrests. 
Helps keep out those unions out of 
the state, when the mills know they 
can buy slave labor. 

ARMED WHITE MAN
The spirit of enterprise.  This 
here is what freedom looks like. 

EXT. PRISON YARD - DAY

BLACK WOMEN and CHILDREN are marched into a prison mill, 
monitored by armed GUARDS. 

GUARD
Where they going? The farms, the 
factories? They're a rough bunch, 
get em to the coal mines. 

SECOND GUARD
No, this bunch got uppity on me, so 
they're going to the railroad. 

(MORE)
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One man in three will be dead in a 
year. And then word gets around. 
Washington sent inspectors down, 
try to stop it, and we ran em off. 

GUARD
But what about that new jail?

SECOND GUARD
That agitator up north, Tutwiler, 
got one over on us. Now we got to 
keep the women's prison separate. 
Women and boys work cotton here. 
Girl, you know what you're doing?

FEMALE PRISONER
Yes, I know cotton right well. 
Y'all afraid of a bunch of women 
and children?

An OLD MAN emerges from a long building. 

GUARD
Well  uncle, it's emancipation day. 
Last adult man in this jail. 

OLD MAN
My sentence was over eight years 
ago. 

GUARD
Well, you missed quotas, bad 
conduct, you got a few extensions. 
I had a dollar down on when you 
were gonna die, but you fooled me. 

The old man goes into the woods, breaks off a long piece of 
wood, and uses it to hobble away. 

EXT. TOWN SQUARE - DAY

Hunters and dogs surround two bloodied slaves. A photographer 
shoots the slaves and the main hunter. Merriment. 

HUNTER
You remember, don't go after your 
bag limit, they're out of season!

SECOND HUNTER
Don't even think of leaving the 
plantation til you pay what you 
owe. 

SECOND GUARD (CONT'D)
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EXT. TENNESSEE STREET - DAY 

SUPER: TENNESSEE

1892. A black man named MOSS opens a store with a sign, 
People's Grocery, over the door. Looking at the store from 
across the street is another shop owner, BARRETT. They set up 
their outdoor displays. Barrett is irritated. He watches 
customers of both colors enter the Moss store and gets more 
irritated. A black woman, Ida WELLS, approaches Moss. 

MOSS
Maam. 

WELLS
You seriously opened a shop on this 
street? Here?

MOSS
Free country. 

WELLS
A lot you know. I run a colored 
newspaper, give you a week's 
advertising for free. 

MOSS
A week?

WELLS
You won't be here after that. 

EXT. TENNESSEE STREET - DAY 

Black and white kids play marbles in front of the Moss store, 
glancing nervously at the Barrett store. They begin arguing 
over the game. A white father emerges from the Barrett store 
and begins hitting the black kids. Two Moss employees, 
STEWART and MCDOWELL, step in and defend the black kids. 

EXT. TENNESSEE STREET - DAY 

Barrett and a DEPUTY visit the Moss store. 

BARRETT
We want that boy Stewart. 

STEWART
He ain't here. 
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BARRETT
I say he is. He's wanted by the 
law. 

STEWART
He still ain't here. 

Barrett pistol-whips Stewart. McDowell emerges from a back 
room and grabs Barrett's gun. He fires at Barrett but misses. 

EXT. TENNESSEE STREET - DAY 

A deputy and six white men show up at the Moss store; Stewart 
and McDowell shoot at them. 

EXT. TENNESSEE STREET - DAY 

A mob of 75 men arrives; Moss and both of his employees are 
arrested. They all head to a railyard. Kids follow with candy 
and sodas: it's a parade. The three blacks are shoved against 
a train wheel. 

MOSS
You tell my people to go west, 
there's no justice here. 

All three are shot dead. A teenage girl takes a picture. 

EXT. TENNESSEE STREET - DAY 

Wells stands outside her print shop. In the window is her 
paper, the headline reading NO JUSTICE, GO WEST. Barrett and 
some white thugs arrive. 

BARRETT
We tried to be fair. Gave you all 
morning to take down those papers. 
We see you around here tomorrow, 
it's not gonna turn out well for 
you. Alright, let's get to it. 

They wreck her shop and her presses. 

INT. MASSIVE BALLROOM - NIGHT

1915. A movie screen shows a Klansman with one foot on a 
black man's back. 
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Rich white people cheer and applaud a movie, which shows 
Klansmen attacking black men. Birth of a Nation. In the back, 
the director, D.W. GRIFFITH, and a Southern CONGRESSMAN. 

CONGRESSMAN
You should call this rebirth of a 
nation. Mister Griffith. 

GRIFFITH
I can't believe I pulled this off. 

CONGRESSMAN
You got the whole Supreme Court 
here, almost half the Senate. 

GRIFFITH
Congressman, I'm selling the myth. 
The story brings a tear to my eye. 
The blue bellies threaten to murder 
southern prisoners. Our heroes stop 
a colored militia from attacking a 
lady's home. 

CONGRESSMAN
Our last hero of the war bring 
Lincoln to justice for good. 

GRIFFITH
Colored folks steal the election. 
Colored man hunting a white girl to 
her death, he got strung up, got 
what was coming to him. 

CONGRESSMAN
And our knights, our cavaliers. 

An image of Klansmen. The title of the film appears of the 
screen and the crowd goes wild. 

GRIFFITH
All is right with the world again. 

In the back, black maids watch in horror. 

MAID
I tell myself, a hundred years down 
the road, it won't be like this. 

EXT. OUTSIDE A RURAL TRAIN STATION - DAY

SUPER: MISSISSIPPI

YOUNG BLACK MAN is getting a beating by two deputies. 
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INT. MISSISSIPPI BARBERSHOP - DAY

The young man finds four older black men, doing very little. 

BARBER
Farm kin, right? First day in town? 
You look down the main street, 
that's all you can do is look. 

FIRST CUSTOMER
Colored man can't use the bathroom, 
the restaurant, the school, back of 
the bus, back of the train. 

BARBER
And on election day you better not 
be anywhere town at all. 

FIRST CUSTOMER
Colored man get a farm going, a 
shop, they burn you out, beat you 
out. 

BARBER
You even look at a white girl, best 
find another county to live in. 

The five gather around a newspaper. 

BARBER (CONT'D)
See, the Defender, the Pullman boys 
brought it down on the train. 

FIRST CUSTOMER
Over here, all the stories the 
white folks won't tell you, Ida 
Wells, another lynching. 

BARBER
On this side, the Great Migration, 
letters from the folks who went on 
up Chicago Got the job in the 
railroad, take a girl to a night 
club, the theater, the American 
Black Giants - 

YOUNG BLACK MAN
Giants?

BARBER
Colored boys, best damn baseball 
team there is. Chicago. 

(MORE)
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Save that paper, get a dozen people 
to read it before white folks take 
it away. Where you get that eye?

YOUNG BLACK MAN
Police found me at the train 
station, ask me if I was fixing to 
run, beat on me. Told me colored 
folks got it real bad up north, I 
should know my place. 

FIRST CUSTOMER
They're afraid. No colored men, 
they got no cotton, no town. Got 
folks running away, the railroads 
give em free tickets, the churches. 

YOUNG BLACK MAN
So, the promised land?

BARBER
The war didn't change things like 
you think. Up north, they need 
workers cause of the Europe war. 
That packing plant sent recruiters 
here again, give you a cheap place 
to live. Detroit too, Pittsburgh. 

FIRST CUSTOMER
Stay clear of a factory where you 
work with white people, specially 
the Irish, they're trouble. Had a 
couple of lynchings already. 

BARBER
Make sure you're somewhere safe by 
sundown. Get out of town. 

INT. MODEST TIDY HOME - DAY

Cleo meets Ida Wells in her Chicago home. Ephraim is with 
her. Sounds of children. 

SUPER: ILLINOIS

WELLS
Can't believe you came all the way 
up here at your age. 

CLEO
I'm up for good. The south is the 
south.

BARBER (CONT'D)

82.



WELLS
Yeah, they told me to ride and keep 
riding, I'm a Chicago girl now. 
Keep fighting the fight in the 
papers when the kids let me. It 
wears you out.

CLEO
Yes it does. Good to hand this over 
to the young folks. 

WELLS
We need more young folks. Hearing 
good things about Harlem. New York. 
I was there for the Silent Parade. 

CLEO
Silent - 

WELLS
There was a factory, Saint Louis. 
White workers go on strike, factory 
hires colored men, somebody sounds 
off about colored boys messing with 
white girls, you know the rest - 

CLEO
How many?

WELLS
Forty dead. Got old Wilson saying 
us colored folks fighting for our 
rights, we're all communists, our 
boys all want to sleep with white 
girls, and you know the rest. 

CLEO
The lynchings are back.

WELLS
They never stopped. 

CLEO
And the police?

WELLS
You know the rest. Red Summer, they 
burn down our churches too. Afraid 
our God will stand up to their God. 

CLEO
Lynchings and beatings up north. 
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WELLS
You can always go up to Canada. 

CLEO
Ephraim? Maybe we stay in Chicago, 
make trouble for the white folks. 

EPHRAIM
I got warrants on me in Illinois. 

CLEO
That's fifty years, old judges are 
dead. Let's live dangerous. 

EPHRAIM
Like there's any other way. We one 
foot in the grave anyhow. 

CLEO
Speak for yourself. Well I'm 
running 90 some years. Somewhere 
there's a girl gonna live to be a 
hundred. Hundred years from now, we 
won't have to deal with this 
nonsense anymore, not nohow. 

Outside, they hear gunfire, which segues us quickly into the 
next scene. 

EXT. CITY SQUARE - DAY

SUPER: MINNESOTA

A row of fat white boys with rifles, bandannas, goatees, 
sunglasses, ammo vests, in front of pickup trucks with 
Confederate flags, one with "CERTIFIED ASSHOLE" on his 
license plate frame. One has just fired his gun in the air, 
and we're hearing the echo. 

MONTAGE. 

White boys scream at a black waitress.

WHITE BOY
Good tips are for good service. 

White boys scream at a breastfeeding mom, black. 

WHITE BOY (CONT'D)
Do that in the ghetto, not here. 

Scream at a black girl and a white girl holding hands. 
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WHITE BOY (CONT'D)
What kind of town you think this 
is?

ANOTHER WHITE BOY
Least they can't make any more 
black babies. 

A black transgender man trying to go to the bathroom. 

WHITE BOY
There could be children in there!

A black mom waiting in line to vote. 

WHITE BOY (CONT'D)
Where's your ID? You're wasting 
your time in that line. 

A black family waiting in line outside a restaurant. 

WHITE BOY (CONT'D)
Everybody from here back, we're at 
capacity. Popeyes down that way. 

Two black teens standing beside a pool. 

WHITE BOY (CONT'D)
These criminals just took over 
adult swim down here. 

Black children in a schoolyard. 

WHITE BOY (CONT'D)
Just keeping an eye on your 
neighborhood. 

A black father protecting his bleeding son from a white 
father and son. 

WHITE BOY (CONT'D)
Your kid's a rugrat, he needs 
another beating. 

A black politician addresses protesters and reporters. 

POLITICIAN
We had a fight, I'm withdrawing my 
candidacy. Too many death threats. 
Thank you for your help. 

A white teenager begins firing a rifle at protesters; two 
fall. Police shrug and offer him a water bottle. 
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MONTAGE. 

Racists bite off a the finger of a black guard, run over 
protesters, shoot a black man in a ditch and set him on fire, 
punch a teen's jaw screaming the N word, knock down a 
reporter and kick him in the face, shoot at a black family 
returning a U-Haul, point guns at a candlelight protest 
vigil, fire guns at a protest, point a rocket launcher at a 
restaurant, pose with fake lynched bodies, hang nooses from 
the back of their trucks, smash windows, shoot a guard 
holding out a mask, stab a black man, spray a crowd with 
pepper spray, tear off people's masks, burn down a store, 
vandalize a Jewish headstone, kill a guy protecting his 
girlfriend in her wheelchair. 

Last image, a black woman is chased down the street.

WHITE BOY
Go back to your own neighborhood. 

RESTAURANT OWNER
That's my restaurant right there! 
You're the ones with the out of 
town plates! Can't you cops at 
least get me into my own place?

MONTAGE. 

White boys starting trouble so they can blame it on blacks. 

REPORTER
Need a black face to put on CNN, 
blame it on antifa, find a link 
between the black guys and ISIS. 
Don't tell folks it's white power 
people. 

White guys pointing to a phone. 

WHITE BOY
A hundred users.

ANOTHER WHITE BOY
All my black brothers, get on up to 
Minneapolis -

WHITE BOY
They're gonna know you're white. 

ANOTHER WHITE BOY
Fight the power, fuck the police!

White guys standing in front of a smashed plate glass window. 
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WHITE BOY
It was a black guy. 

Whites in a crowd of protesters throw rocks at the police. 

WHITE BOY (CONT'D)
It was a black guy. 

White guys attacking a statehouse. 

WHITE BOY (CONT'D)
It was a black guy. 

White guys beating a reporter. 

WHITE BOY (CONT'D)
It was a black guy. 

White guys attacking protesters. 

WHITE BOY (CONT'D)
That mob threatened me!

ANOTHER WHITE BOY
Take off his mask. He's a cop!

COP
Shut the fuck up, man!

White guys starting a fight in a bar.

WHITE BOY
It was a black guy. 

White guys pointing at a policeman with a gunshot wound. 

WHITE BOY (CONT'D)
It was a black guy. 

White girl standing in front of a burning Wendy's. 

WHITE BOY (CONT'D)
It was a black guy. 

White guys painting "free shit" on a storefront. 

WHITE BOY (CONT'D)
It was a black guy. 

White guys in a forest fire. 

WHITE BOY (CONT'D)
It was antifa started the fire, 
gonna shoot em!
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White guy in blackface being arrested. 

EXT. TOWN SQUARE - DAY

SUPER: WISCONSIN

MONTAGE. 

A series of over-muscled policemen on the beat, meeting black 
people. Policemen cover their badges and name plates. 

Cops beat a teen with a baton, use a Taser on a woman, shoot 
people in the face with rubber bullets, spit on a reporter, 
dump coffee on a homeless man, chase a pregnant woman in an 
"I Can't Breathe" T-shirt, throw a jogger to the ground, 
scream the N word. 

Cops kick a cuffed suspect on the ground, stand on a 
suspect's back, put a sack over a man's head, order a police 
dog to bite a kneeling suspect.

Cops wrestling two black men to the pavement. 

VICTIM
I'm a military policeman!

COP
You fit the description. 

SECOND VICTIM
I'm an FBI agent!

COP
Your taillight is out. 

Cops roll up on a black child who uses an inhaler and then 
looks at his phone. 

COP (CONT'D)
That's the guy, bring him down!

They both pull their guns but accidentally shoot each other. 

CHILD
Um, hello? There's two police, just 
shot each other. They say there was 
a warrant for me?...So really they 
were looking for a white guy? 

BLM protest, protesters set up a table with medical supplies 
to treat protesters who get hurt. Policemen arrive. 
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PROTESTER
We have a constitutional right to 
be here. Once you beat the shit out 
of my team, I treat their wounds. 
It's the law. 

COP
Not today it isn't. 

The police wreck the table and spray it with toxic chemicals. 

Cops follow a car with a black driver. They run him off the 
road and shoot him. 

Cops pull over a Lyft car.

COP (CONT'D)
Hey, the passenger is black. 

The passenger is pulled out and beaten. 

Cops patrol a street. 

COP (CONT'D)
Remember, we're doing outreach to 
the homeless. Oh look, jaywalking.

They see a homeless man and shoot him. 

INT. APARTMENT - DAY

Cops break into an apartment with police dogs; a helicopter 
can be heard hovering. Resident jumps out of a chair. 

COP
You the one filed that complaint?

RESIDENT
You killed that boy, shoved a baton 
down his throat, damn right I filed 
a complaint.

COP
You do it again you're in the 
Graybar Hotel. You want to see 
police brutality?

INT. SCHOOL - DAY

SUPER: MINNESOTA

89.



Modern day. MOTHER, CHILD, POLICEMAN, TEACHER in a hallway. 

MINNESOTA TEACHER
This child was acting up and he 
won't stop. 

MINNESOTA MOTHER
Isn't that normal? 

MINNESOTA TEACHER
Told his parents to get Ritalin, 
they say they can't afford it. 

MINNESOTA POLICEMAN
You want another kid to go to jail.

MINNESOTA TEACHER
Or the discipline school.

MINNESOTA POLICEMAN
The black school you mean. They 
can't all go there. 

MINNESOTA TEACHER
If you don't like being a school 
cop, you can have em put you back 
on the street with the big boys.

MINNESOTA POLICEMAN
Fine, hook him up. He's gonna end 
up in prison anyway, might as well 
get a look now. 

MINNESOTA MOTHER
I beg your pardon - 

MINNESOTA POLICEMAN
Look at him. Soon as they see his 
face, they won't listen to a word 
he says. He'll be hearing a lot of 
"throw away the key". No place on 
earth gonna hire that boy. 

MINNESOTA MOTHER
That's my son! Told you, sometimes 
he gets panic attacks and flash 
backs. Gets nightmares too. 

MINNESOTA TEACHER
Not my problem. 
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INT. POLICE STATION - DAY

Still modern day. POLICE sort out a gaggle of SUSPECTS. 

CAPTAIN
We need more arrests, the prison 
company is complaining about empty 
beds. We don't want another fine. 

LIEUTENANT
Wait, the white kid, he goes to 
minimum security. Don't want him 
down in the jungle, turn him into a 
career criminal. 

SERGEANT
And the girl?

CAPTAIN
You guys have been having sex with 
women in the lockup. Put her in my 
office. 

LIEUTENANT
The new lynching?

CAPTAIN
Ruling it a suicide.

SERGEANT
Again?

One cop has managed to get himself arrested. 

DIRTY COP
You stupid motherfuckers take these 
cuffs off! They're my cuffs!

They do so. 

SERGEANT
Here, saved you the cruller. 

CAPTAIN
You put that kid in the hospital, 
the video is all over the internet.

DIRTY COP
You can't profile a whole group 
based on what one or two people do!

CAPTAIN
The cop who blew the whistle, he 
isn't gonna be on the street long. 
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LIEUTENANT
Give him the treatment til he gets 
the message and quits. 

SERGEANT
Go save the world somewhere else. 

LIEUTENANT
Internal Affairs is a joke around 
here, the union will save you. 

CAPTAIN
Sorry, you drew the short straw. 

DIRTY COP
You're kidding. 

CAPTAIN
Every once in a while we make an 
example. You have seventy brutality 
complaints. You put your wife in 
the ER. You're the sacrifice. 

DIRTY COP
Seventy. They're crap. All of em. 

As if he still owns the place, he makes a long distance call. 

DIRTY COP (CONT'D)
Captain Shreve? Alabama? I sent my 
resume. Had a bit of bother up 
here, decided to look for something 
new. I'm a wanderer. This is my 
ninth police department. I just 
move on. Like an itinerant priest. 
Well, I got a reputation for having 
a firm hand with the bad element. 
Yes. You can rest assured that I 
share your small-town values. 

In a cell, the child from the earlier scene finds an old 
black man missing three fingers on his right hand. 

CHILD
Dang, you all right, old dude?

LEFTY
This is old business, Alabama. It's 
alright on the street, Old Yella 
helps me open things, beer cans. It 
can be rough in the joint though. 

CHILD
What happened in Alabama?
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LEFTY
Black folks tried to move out of 
black neighborhoods, they bombed so 
many of our houses they called it 
Bombingham. Kill people trying to 
register folks to vote. Police said 
colored folks deserve it, because 
they all belong to the Klan too. 

CHILD
My name's Dante. 

LEFTY
You can call me Lefty. That's a 
joke, son. We gonna be alright. 

CHILD
Seems like we're fighting the same 
battles all over again. 

LEFTY
No, just the same people. Like 
training a mule with a stick, they 
never get the lesson the first time 
or the second. 

INT. POLICE STATION - NIGHT

Policemen drink coffee in a station house; a LAWYER enters. 

LAWYER
So that's the cop that murdered 
that black man?

COP
Still don't know who gave the order 
to arrest him. Arrest a cop, throw 
him in with the animals?

LAWYER
You don't know how to restrain a 
suspect, you couldn't defend your 
own station from the protesters.

COP
And just who might you be?

LAWYER
The union lawyer. I'm going to save 
that moron's job. Keep him out of 
the population, get him a phone. 

93.



COP
That black guy had it coming. 

LAWYER
You idiots better get your story 
straight, defense counsel's gonna 
lasso you for perjury. That Floyd 
fella was not armed, he was not 
high, he was not resisting, he was 
not carrying counterfeit money. 

COP
So you say. Those other cases they 
were annoying us about? You keep 
calling them lynchings, those are 
all suicides. Rand Paul did right 
by us, he killed that anti-lynching 
law. House passed it 410 to 4, only 
takes one patriot to shoot it down. 

EXT. STREETS OF DOWNTOWN D.C. - DAY

SUPER: WASHINGTON D.C. 

Young black girl stands between BLM protesters and white 
power Proud Boys. First she addresses the white power boys 
and their flags. 

BLACK GIRL
That flag you're waving, was never 
the flag of the Confederacy. They 
never used it in the war. It was 
never called the Stars And Bars. 
Even the guy who designed it said 
it was all about white supremacy 
over blacks. Why were were flying 
the flag in Michigan? When did 
Detroit secede from the union?

WHITE GUY
This country's done gone to the 
dogs. Not fit to live in. 
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BLACK GIRL
After the Civil War, blacks put up 
with lynchings, beatings, murder, 
mass incarceration, sheriffs sell 
them to coal miners, plantation 
ripoffs and rape, abusive cops, an 
whole swath of the South where they 
couldn't pee or eat, segregation, 
firehoses, rotten tomatoes, job 
discrimination, War On Drugs, 
poverty, ruined cities, ridicule, 
insults, barriers, dog whistles, 
Obama hung in effigy. All that 
after emancipation. 

A cop approaches. She glares at him. 

BLACK GIRL (CONT'D)
In Tulsa racists burn down 35 city 
blocks and killed folks, black 
businesses were too successful. JFK 
killed in the south, King killed in 
the south, civil rights workers 
killed in the south by the police. 
In the 1990s black churches bombed 
every two weeks. Colin Kaepernick 
is a punch line. A century of that, 
not once did black folks kidnap a 
governor. But ask rednecks to save 
their lives by wearing masks, it's 
Dog Day Afternoon, crazy men with 
guns, string that bitch up. White 
boys better pray that black people 
never run out of patience as fast 
as they do.

Then she turns on the BLM crowd. 

BLACK GIRL (CONT'D)
What next, sing We Shall Overcome? 
What good does that do, overcome 
someday? Someday, when is that? 
First slave in Carolina was 1526, 
five hundred years, wait on 
someday. You can't have it today, 
half a loaf is all we can give you, 
we talk someday. We tried this 
fifty years ago, baby steps toward 
rights, now we're being dragged 
back, fight for the right to vote 
again, fight not to be murdered 
again. Someday isn't working. We 
overcome now. 

(MORE)
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Now we stop accepting all this, the 
abuse, the police. Now we solve it. 
Not someday. Not - 

She stops when she sees three policemen grab their radios and 
then roar off in their units. The sound of gunfire segues us 
quickly into the next scene. 

EXT. SOUTHERN BAYOU - DAY

SUPER: SOUTH CAROLINA.  

A palmetto tree in silhouette. A black man leans against it, 
gasping. The sounds of gunfire are still echoing. 

The man runs across the creeks and grassy fields. Two 
policemen draw a bead on him and fire. He falls. 

FADE OUT.
THE END. 

BLACK GIRL (CONT'D)
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