Character Breakdown:

Nellie – She is a slave woman who has fallen in love with another slave, Big John, and has recently discovered that she is carrying Big John’s baby; Big John is the only human being that Nellie loves and trusts, and so she is willing to do anything to protect their baby. When Nellie and Big John fear they are to be sold Deep South, possibly to separate masters, they conspire to escape. When the play begins, Nellie has no confidence in herself and does not believe that she has the power to save herself or the child in her womb. Throughout the grueling events that occur in the play, Nellie transforms into a woman who learns to believe in herself.

Robbins Burrell – He is an historical figure and a strong abolitionist who hid runaway slaves. He would put slaves in contact with Captain Aaron Root to get them to Canada. One source describes Robbins and his brother as “giants in size” and Robbins’ obituary shares how he loved to offer to help the slave catchers “hunt” the slaves – and then send them on the wrong trails. He found it “delightful” to have them “ransack improbable places” and “peep into holes.” Sources speculate that Burrell helped John Price escape to Canada after the Oberlin-Wellington Slave Rescue although, if he did, he suffered no legal repercussions from the act. Historically, Robbins was a very religious man; in the play, note that he did the best that he could, then put his faith in God and refused to waste any time or energy worrying. 

Eliza Brigham Burrell – She married Robbins Burrell and aided him in Underground Railroad rescues. Eliza and Robbins married in 1824, which meant that they were not young when this play takes place; for the sake of creative license, we may decide to make them younger. Historically, she was a very religious woman; in the play, she took the opposite approach from her husband, believing that God helps those who help themselves. Therefore, when it was needed, Eliza stayed up all night in a vigil. She is fearful for Robbins, because of all the risks that he takes, but she is also very proud of what he is doing to help the slaves. She is unaware of how courageous she herself is and how much she helps Robbins accomplish his rescues.

Pepper Jack – He is a middle-aged white man who lives on the outskirts of society near the Burrell Homestead in Ohio; he has a shaggy salt and pepper beard, always looks to the ground, and frequently shuffles and mumbles, sporadically swatting at invisible items around him. He sleeps in the woods, just like an animal might. He is derisively called “Crazy Jack” by many around him; he plays a key role in Nellie’s future and is the pivotal character in the play. 

Marshal 1: He is extremely determined to capture Robbins Burrell in the act of helping a fugitive. He does not necessarily believe in slavery but he does believe that, because slavery is legal – while helping slaves is illegal – it is his duty to enforce the law by apprehending those who attempt to aid and abet fugitives. He is feeling pressure from his supervisor and believes that he may lose his job if he doesn’t arrest Robbins. This leads him to try desperate measures.

Marshal 2: He assists Marshal 1 as they try to catch Robbins Burrell in the act of helping a fugitive. He looks up to Marshal 1 and sees him as a heroic figure and is therefore willing to participate in any scheme that Marshal 1 might devise. He resents Robbins because of the trouble that it causes Marshal 1. 

Captain Aaron Root: He is an historical figure and the cousin of Robbins Burrell. Historically, he helped slaves escape to Canada by way of the Black River. In the play, he is adamantly against slavery – as he surely must have been in life – and has great faith in and admiration of Robbins. He is courageous and he keeps up to date on news regarding the slavery issue. 

Man assisting Aaron: He strongly believes that there needs to be a political solution to the issue of slavery and he also believes that the first step is to declare that all of the slaves who make it safely to Ohio is now a free person who should not need to fear being captured and taken back into slavery. He can be very single-minded once he forms a political opinion or belief.

Margaret: She is a Quaker woman who is involved in the Underground Railroad and takes great risks to help the slaves. Although she is a humble Quaker, she also has a feisty side to her personality. In one point of the play, she disguises herself to help Nellie and is willing to put aside Quaker speech (thee and thou) if it means helping a slave escape, believing that the ends justify the means.

Beaumont: He is a slave catcher who captures the three slaves who escaped along with Nellie. Money is the most important thing in the world to him and he does not see the slaves as human beings; rather, he sees them as a means to get more cash.

Shem: He is a slave catcher who captures the three slaves who escaped along with Nellie. He usually defers to Beaumont’s judgment and he feels as though he never has any luck in life, yet he doesn’t see how his behavior contributes to his lack of “luck.”

Martin: He briefly captures Nellie but his greed causes him to lose track of her. He isn’t too fond of work and is always trying to con more money out of someone.

Big John – He is a physically powerful slave who desperately wants to take Nellie and their baby to the north so that they can live as a family; he pretends to be addle-witted around his overseers and masters so that they don’t realize his capabilities. 

Three slaves who escape with Nellie: there are two men and one woman. The female slave is not as intelligent as Nellie; the two men are capable individuals. None of them is named in the play.

Missus: She is a widow who works on the Underground Railroad and becomes attached to Mamie, a runaway slave who stayed at her house while trying to nurse her brother back to health. Missus appreciates Nellie’s intelligence.

Jean Rankin: She is an historical figure from Ripley, Ohio who helped slaves who just crossed the Ohio River to make it further up north, closer to safety. She and her husband, Reverend John Rankin, were credited with helping thousands of fugitives. In the play, she is quite maternal. 

Jennie: She is an escaped slave who has stayed in Ripley to help slaves who arrive at the Rankin home. She played a large role in helping Nellie gain the confidence she needed to finish her journey.

Mamie: This is the first slave that Nellie has the confidence and ability to help escape. Many of the things that Nellie was taught – from Big John, Margaret, Jean Rankin, Jennie and more – gets passed on to Mamie, which gives Mamie the confidence to decide to work on the Underground.

George: He pretends to be helpful to Nellie but is really trying to set her up.

Josiah: At the end of the play, he questions why Robbins keeps Pepper Jack around

Nellie’s and Big John’s master: very brief walk on role in the beginning of the play

*4 actors (white men) / multiple roles - breakdown:                                                                             

Actor A:
Shem: act 1 / Marshal 1: act 2   (2 roles)
Actor B:
Beaumont: act 1 / Marshal 2: act 2 / Josiah: act 2 (3 roles)
Actor C:
Martin: act 1 / Aaron Root: act 2 (2 roles)
Actor D:
Master: act 1 / Man assisting Aaron: act 2 / George: act 2 (act 2)
(3 roles)
Plus:  
Two men throwing rocks at Pepper Jack: brief roles

Off Stage Voices – Bounty Hunters Off-stage w/ dogs barking as Pepper Jack                      talks w/ Nelly
Bio on Freedoms’ Light Playwright, Kelly Boyer Sagert:  

Kelly Boyer Sagert, a member of the American Society of Journalists and Authors (ASJA), Author’s Guild and the Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ) has sold over 1,000 pieces of her writing to magazines, newspapers, online sites, encyclopedias and literary journals. She has written six books and is under contract for three more. She has contributed material to more than one dozen other books, including chapter 4 of Colonial America: From Settlement to Revolution by ABC-Clio.
Her books include: 
· Encyclopedia of Extreme Sports (Greenwood Publishing, 2008)
· American Pop Culture Through History: The 1970s (Greenwood Publishing, 2006)
· FabJob Guide to Become A Funeral Director (FabJob, 2005) 

· All-Time Greatest Hitters: Joe Jackson (Greenwood Publishing, 2004), a look at one of the most talented—and controversial—athletes of our century 

· Birth of Illumination (2001), a work-for-hire book about the rise of the public library system in Toni Morrison's hometown
· 'Bout Boomerangs: America's Silent Sport (PlantSpeak Publications, 1996), which the Australian boomerang coach called "nearly perfect"

For the past 8 years, Boyer Sagert has taught writing to adults, worldwide, through the Internet for the company that publishes Writer’s Digest.
Boyer Sagert also served as managing editor of Northern Ohio's Over the Back Fence for nearly four years (1997-2001). This magazine, which profiled the art, history, intriguing people and fascinating places along Lake Erie's shores, was nominated by Writer's Digest for their "Top 100 Award" in 1998 and 1999. She served as the contributing editor for the Southern Ohio edition of Over the Back Fence as well, and she also edited five trade magazines and numerous business directories, community guides and travel planners for the company. 

Boyer Sagert currently works fulltime as a writer, editor and speaker. She writes biographical and educational material for encyclopedias and other anthologies, including publications put out by Macmillan and Gale Group, Charles Scribner's Sons, ME Sharpe, Harvard University Press, Oxford University Press, University of Indiana Press and Facts on File. She also writes marketing materials for a wide variety of companies. 

She speaks regularly on communications issues at writer's conferences and workshops, including those held at The Ohio State University, Youngstown State, Kent State University, Bowling Green State University and Lorain County Community College. She has spoken at Progressive Field (the Cleveland Indians stadium) and the Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum in Cooperstown, New York, and she appeared on an ESPN2 program called “The Top Five Reasons You Can’t Blame the Black Sox.”
