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Colson Whitehead (1969–)

Biographical Notes
Colson Whitehead is one of the most interesting 
American writers working today, known for 
blending history, imagination and sharp social 
commentary. Born in 1969 in New York City, 
Whitehead grew up in Manhattan as the third 
of four children. He was a quiet, bookish child 
who loved comic books and science fiction. 
After attending Trinity School, a private school 
in New York, he went on to study English and 
comparative literature at Harvard University. 
There, he joined a group of young Black writers 
called the ‘Dark Room Collective’, many of 
whom went on to win major literary awards.

After graduating from Harvard in 1991, 
Whitehead began writing reviews for The 
Village Voice, a newspaper known for covering 
culture and politics. His big breakthrough came 
with his first novel, The Intuitionist (1999), a 
strange and smart detective story about elevator 
inspectors that also tackled themes of race, 
gender and progress. His second novel, John 
Henry Days (2001), explored Black folklore 
and America’s obsession with work and fame. 
It was a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize and several 
other major awards.

Over the next decade, Whitehead wrote several 
more novels, including Sag Harbor (2009), a 

coming-of-age story loosely based on his own 
teenage summers, and Zone One (2011), a 
zombie novel set in a ruined New York City. No 
matter the genre, Whitehead used his fiction to 
explore the Black experience in America: past, 
present and imagined future.

His most famous book, The Underground 
Railroad (2016), re-imagines the real-life 
escape network for enslaved people as an actual 
railway beneath the earth. The novel follows 
Cora, a young woman fleeing slavery, as she 
travels through a brutal and surreal version of 
America. The book won the Pulitzer Prize, the 
National Book Award and several other major 
prizes. It was praised for its bold mix of history 
and fantasy, and for the emotional depth of 
Cora’s journey.

Whitehead has written several further novels, 
as well as essays and reviews for publications 
like The New Yorker and The New York Times. 
He has won many major honours, including 
a MacArthur Genius Grant, a Guggenheim 
Fellowship and the Library of Congress Prize 
for American Fiction. Colson Whitehead 
lives in New York City. His work continues 
to challenge readers and shine a light on the 
darkest, and most human, parts of American 
history.

8

Introduction
The Underground Railroad: Whitehead’s 
blend of fact and imagination                     

The Underground Railroad is a novel that blends 
real history with imaginative storytelling. To 
understand the novel properly, it’s important to 
know what the Underground Railroad really was 
– and how Whitehead re-imagines it in a bold and 
symbolic way.

Historically, the Underground Railroad was 

not a railroad at all. It was a secret network 
used in the 1800s to help enslaved African 
Americans escape from the southern United 
States to the North and Canada, where slavery 
was illegal. This network included ‘stations’ 
(safe houses), ‘conductors’ (people who guided 
the escapees) and ‘routes’ (paths to freedom). 
It was dangerous and relied entirely on people 
risking their lives to help others escape. It was 
not a physical structure with tracks or trains. The 
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‘railroad’ was a metaphor.
In the novel, Whitehead takes that metaphor 

and turns it into something real and magical. 
In his version, the underground railroad is an 
actual train system running beneath America, 
complete with tunnels, secret stations, platforms 
and conductors. Trains arrive and disappear 
into the darkness, often without warning or 
explanation. The novel never fully explains who 
built it or how it works. This re-imagining forces 
the reader to think differently: it suggests that the 
journey to freedom was as much a mental and 
emotional struggle as a physical one. The train 
is not just transport - it’s a symbol of escape, 
possibility and uncertainty.

Whitehead also re-imagines American 
history itself. Each state Cora passes through 
seems to represent a different version of 
racism or oppression. South Carolina appears 
progressive at first. Black people are given jobs, 
housing and education, but the state is secretly 
running medical experiments on them, including 
sterilisation. In North Carolina, slavery is 
abolished, but all Black people are banned and 
publicly executed. Indiana offers a glimpse of 
real freedom, but even that is destroyed by white 
violence. By exaggerating or twisting historical 
realities, Whitehead highlights the many faces 
of racism: how it adapts, hides and continues 
even after slavery.

This approach is sometimes called alternative 
history or speculative fiction. It doesn’t mean 
the novel is less serious. In fact, it often brings 
the emotional truth of history into sharper focus. 
The cruelty in the novel is not fantasy; it’s 
based on real horrors. What Whitehead does is 
build a world that helps modern readers feel the 
confusion, fear and hope that surrounded every 
escape attempt. He shows that freedom wasn’t 
a straight path but instead a series of uncertain, 
risky choices.

The Underground Railroad is a powerful book 
not just because of its story, but because of how 
it tells that story. It challenges us to think about 

history differently. Whitehead asks: what if the 
metaphor was made real? What if we followed 
the tracks into the unknown and asked what 
freedom really means? This blend of history and 
imagination makes the novel original, emotional 
and deeply thought-provoking.

Language in The Underground Railroad  

Colson Whitehead’s The Underground Railroad 
is a powerful and disturbing novel that tells 
the truth about slavery in America. To do that 
truthfully, the author includes language that was 
commonly used by white slaveholders and racists 
during the time the story is set. This includes 
extremely offensive racial slurs such as ‘nigger’ 
and ‘pickaninny’, among others. These words are 
used in the novel not to shock or insult readers 
today, but to show the brutal reality of the time 
period. Whitehead depicts a world where Black 
people were not seen as human beings by those 
in power. He uses this language to help us 
understand just how deeply racism was built 
into the society of the 19th Century and how that 
legacy still affects the world we live in now.

It’s important to be absolutely clear that these 
terms are deeply offensive and completely 
unacceptable to use in everyday conversation 
today. They are part of a hateful history that 
dehumanised and abused Black people for 
generations. Just because these words appear in 
a book, that does not make them appropriate to 
repeat or use casually. Reading them in context 
can help us understand the past, but repeating 
them today causes harm.

When reading The Underground Railroad, it’s 
fine to feel uncomfortable. In fact, that discomfort 
is part of the point. Whitehead wants us to face 
the cruelty of slavery and racism honestly, not 
to look away or soften it. But we should also 
read responsibly and with respect for the people 
whose stories are being told.

MENTOR B
OOKS



10

THE UNDERGROUND RAILROAD

Brief plot summary                                      
The Underground Railroad is a powerful, 
imaginative telling of one woman’s escape 
from slavery in the American South. The novel 
opens on the Randall plantation in Georgia, 
where Cora, a young enslaved woman, lives a 
harsh and isolated life. Her grandmother Ajarry 
was captured in Africa and sold into slavery, 
and her mother Mabel disappeared when Cora 
was a child, leaving her with deep feelings of 
abandonment. After defending a young boy, 
Chester, from punishment, Cora catches the 
attention of Caesar, another enslaved person who 
is planning to escape. At first, she refuses his 
offer to escape together but she later agrees to 
flee.

Cora, Caesar and another slave girl named 
Lovey attempt to flee north. Lovey is captured, 
and Cora kills a white boy while defending 
herself. This makes her not only a runaway but 
also a wanted murderer. Cora and Caesar reach 
South Carolina via a literal underground railroad, 
imagined as an actual train network hidden 
beneath the ground. In South Carolina, they 
are given new identities: Cora becomes Bessie 
Carpenter. At first, life seems peaceful. Cora 
attends classes and works for a white family, but 
she soon discovers that the city is performing 
secret medical experiments on Black residents, 
including forced sterilisation.

The ruthless slave catcher Arnold Ridgeway, 
who once failed to capture Mabel, is 
determined to succeed with Cora. He tracks 
her to South Carolina, captures Caesar and 
forces Cora to flee again. She is hidden in an 
attic above the home of Martin and Ethel Wells 
in North Carolina, a state where Black people 
have been completely outlawed. From the attic, 

she witnesses horrific public lynchings on the 
so-called ‘Freedom Trail’. During this time, she 
reflects on history, race and survival. Eventually 
betrayed by the family’s servant, Fiona, Cora 
is discovered and taken by Ridgeway.

Ridgeway transports Cora through 
Tennessee, a land ravaged by wildfire and 
illness. They are accompanied by Homer, a 
Black boy who willingly works for Ridgeway 
and chains himself to the wagon at night, and 
Boseman, Ridgeway’s brutal assistant. Cora 
learns Caesar has been killed by a white mob, 
but she remains emotionally guarded. One night, 
a group of Black rebels led by a Black freeman 
called Royal ambush Ridgeway’s camp and 
rescue Cora. Boseman is killed.

Royal takes Cora to Valentine Farm in 
Indiana, a thriving Black community. There, 
Cora builds a new life, helping to raise a girl 
named Molly and falling in love with Royal. But 
internal divisions between those who want to take 
in runaways and those who wish to act with more 
caution, split the community. A public meeting 
turns tragic when Ridgeway and a white mob 
attack the farm. Royal is killed. Cora is forced 
to lead Ridgeway to the underground station 
beneath a nearby farm. Seizing her chance, 
Cora strangles Ridgeway with her chains and 
throws him down the stairs.

Alone again, Cora pumps a handcar through the 
dark tunnel. When she is too tired to continue, 
she walks. At the tunnel’s end, Cora meets an 
old man named Ollie who offers her food and 
companionship. The novel ends with Cora once 
again on the move, carrying the memories of 
those she lost and the hope of true freedom 
still ahead.
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Ajarry                                                        
The novel begins with a one-sentence paragraph 
detailing an interaction between two key 
characters. We read that ‘The first time Caesar 
approached Cora about running north, she said 
no.’ In this sentence we are introduced to the 
central character, Cora, her predicament about 
‘running north’ and the fact that much of the 
novel’s action will flow from Cora’s decisions. 
Cora’s initial ‘no’ to running north is ‘her 
grandmother talking’, i.e. a reflection of what 
Cora has inherited from her grandmother Ajarry.

Whitehead tells Ajarry’s life story and, in 
doing so, provides a window into the life and 
expectations of a Black African caught in slavery 
around the end of the 18th Century. Ajarry was 
kidnapped from her village in Africa, as was her 
father a month before her. Both were marched 
separately toward the port city of Ouidah, in 
Benin. Ajarry thought she would be ‘reunited 
with her father’ when they reached the city but 
she learned that because he could not march fast 
enough for his captors they ‘stove in his head 
and left his body by the trail.’ Ajarry’s mother 
had died ‘years before’.

On the trail, Ajarry is ‘sold a few times’ and 
‘passed between slavers for cowrie shells and 
glass beads.’ We learn that Ajarry is often part of 
a ‘bulk purchase, eighty-eight human souls for 
sixty crates of rum and gunpowder.’ Ajarry is 
taken to America in appalling conditions aboard 
The Nanny, a ship which sailed from Liverpool. 
Ajarry is raped six weeks into the voyage and, 
despairing, twice tries to kill herself – once 
through starving, then through drowning. Her 
captors stop her, as they recognised what she was 
attempting ‘from thousands of slaves before 
her.’ She is ‘chained head to toe, head to toe, 
in exponential misery.’ 

Ajarry was separated from the rest of her 
extended family at auction. The others were 
taken on the Portuguese ship Vivilia. Struck by 

the plague, which killed all aboard, Vivilia was 
set alight by the authorities when found. Ajarry 
never knew the truth of her family’s fate and, 
poignantly, ‘for the rest of her life she imagined 
her cousins worked for kind and generous 
masters up north’. These ‘fantasies,’ we learn, 
‘gave Ajarry comfort.’

Ajarry is bought and sold repeatedly through 
much of her life. The ways in which Whitehead 
describes this reality give us an insight into the 
brutal, twisted logic that underpinned slavery. 
Ajarry seems ‘cursed’ by virtue of the sheer 
number of times she is ‘sold and swapped 
and resold over the next few years.’ Her first 
master was swindled, another master lost her in 
a card game. The constant change in Ajarry’s life 
teaches her to ‘pay attention’ and she takes in 
much about the world of the white slavers. She 
learns to survive in a world in which ‘each thing 
had a value.’ In a sentence that could sum up 
much of the first chapter, Whitehead writes that 
‘In America the quirk was that people were 
things.’ 

In Georgia, she is bough by the Randall 
plantation for $292. Ajarry took three husbands. 
The first, a violent man with a taste for whiskey, 
is sold to a sugarcane estate in Florida – she is 
not sorry. Her second husband died from cholera, 
her third husband died after being tortured for 
stealing honey. Ajarry bore five children, each 
‘delivered in the same spot on the planks of 
the cabin.’ She was firm with them, hoping that 
if  they obeyed her they would in turn obey their 
masters and survive. Two children died of fever, 
another died from blood poisoning after cutting 
his foot. Her fourth child was beaten by a boss 
and ‘never woke up’. Mabel, Ajarry’s only child 
to survive into adulthood, is Cora’s mother. 

After never leaving the Randall plantation, 
Ajarry died while picking cotton, ‘keeled over in 
the rows from a knot in her brain.’ In Ajarry’s 
world, as she had come to know it, ‘Liberty 

Plot Summary
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was reserved for other people’. Her role in life 
was to be an object to be traded and mistreated. 
She learned, Whitehead writes, to accept the 
harshness of being ‘appraised and reappraised.’ 
For Ajarry, to leave the plantation would be akin 
to leaving ‘the fundamental principles of your 
existence: impossible.’ This is not the case, we 
will learn, for Cora. While Cora had first reacted 
with her grandmother’s fear when asked if she 
wanted to escape on the underground railroad, 
she did not repeat that decision when asked again 
three weeks later. Whitehead ends the opening 
chapter on the tantalising note that ‘Three weeks 
later she said yes. This time it was her mother 
talking.’

Many of the novel’s central themes are 
introduced in the opening chapter. Whitehead 
is careful to frame Cora’s story in the broader 
context of her family and sense of belonging 
by beginning with the tale of Ajarry, Cora’s 
grandmother. We are introduced to the brutal 
denial of freedom to a whole group of people 
through the evil institution of slavery. Once 
this initial freedom is taken from Ajarry, she 
and her descendants are thrust into a world in 
which violence and cruelty seem the norm and 
a person’s identity is intimately bound up with 
the fact that they are regarded as the property of 
a slaver.  

Georgia                                                                      
Section One, ending with ‘made her shiver to 
think about’.
In the Georgia section of The Underground 
Railroad, Colson Whitehead forces the reader 
to engage with the brutal, dehumanising world 
of a Southern plantation. Here, we meet Cora, 
a young enslaved woman whose life is marked 
by isolation, resistance and the bitter legacy of 
her ancestry. She is to be the novel’s protagonist. 

The chapter begins with a false advertisement 
for a runaway girl – a chilling reminder that 
enslaved people were seen as things to be 

bought and sold: ‘All persons are forewarned 
of harbouring said girl, under penalty of 
law prescribed’. This theme of property and 
punishment frames Cora’s world in this chapter. 
Cora lives on the Randall plantation, where 
enslaved people cling to small rituals for dignity, 
like celebrating Jockey’s birthday – a rare 
escape from suffering. But even these moments 
are controlled by their white bosses: ‘Everybody 
knew niggers didn’t have birthdays’. 

Central to this section is Cora’s struggle 
to claim a small garden plot – a symbol of 
dignity and a small legacy inherited from her 

KEY POINTS

•	 Ajarry, Cora’s Africa-born grandmother, is the central character in this opening chapter 
that bears her name. We learn little of her life before enslavement; the chapter focuses 
on the story of Ajarry’s brutal and punishing existence as a slave. 

•	 We learn how Ajarry came to understand herself as ‘a thing’ to be abused, bartered 
and traded by white slavers. This bitter reality is summed up in Whitehead’s biting 
phrase ‘in America the quirk was that people were things’. 

•	 After numerous twists and turns, Ajarry lives most of her adult life on the Randall 
plantation. She outlives three husbands and four of her five children before dying 
suddenly in the cotton fields.   

•	 Ajarry is convinced that ‘Liberty was reserved for other people’. This belief is in 
contrast to her daughter Mabel’s. Cora must decide whether to be more influenced by 
her mother or grandmother. At the end of the chapter she had made her decision.
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grandmother Ajarry. ‘The dirt at her feet had 
a story, the oldest story Cora knew’. Tending 
the garden gives Cora a sliver of agency, a way 
to assert her identity in a world that denies it. 
However, this act of resistance makes her a target 
for others.

After her mother Mabel escaped, Cora is 
left alone and becomes a social outcast. Ava, 
another slave, and Moses, a Black enforcer for 
the overseer (the manager of the plantation), 
conspire to evict her from her cabin and banish 
her to Hob, the shack reserved for the broken 
and mad. ‘Off to Hob with strays.’ This exile 
reflects how trauma and cruelty fracture even the 
enslaved community.

Conflict in Cora’s world escalates when Blake, a 
newly arrived enslaved man, builds a doghouse on 
Cora’s plot without her permission. Its placement 
is an intrusion: ‘The dog poked his head out… 
as if it knew it had been her land.’ This insult 
culminates in  an act of defiance and destruction 
from Cora: she destroys the doghouse with a 

hatchet, reclaiming her stolen dignity. ‘Her first 
blow brought down the roof… her last put it 
out of its misery.’

Blake prepares to retaliate, but the image of a 
determined Cora stops him. This is not just about 
a garden: ‘Regardless of perspective, what 
was important was the message imparted’. In 
that moment, Cora transforms from invisible to 
powerful.

That power has severe limits though: when 
Cora is just fourteen, four of Blake’s gang drag 
her behind the smokehouse and rape her. ‘If 
anybody heard or saw, they did not intervene. 
The Hob women sewed her up’.

This section sets the stage for Cora’s journey. 
It captures the psychological violence of slavery, 
the fragility of community and the tiny small 
rebellions and acts of resistance that prepare Cora 
for escape. The battle for her plot foreshadows 
the larger struggle ahead—the fight to reclaim 
her body, her past and her future.

Section Two, ending with ‘blood splattered the 
dirt.’
In this section of Georgia, Whitehead offers 
a chilling contrast of joy and brutality in the 
plantation system. Slaves temporarily experience 
humanity and celebration at Jockey’s birthday 
party, while the shadow of violence remains a 
threat.

The scene opens with preparations for the feast: 
‘The fire under the big cauldron cracked and 
whistled. The soup roiled within the black 
pot … the eye roving in the gray foam.’ The 
grotesque imagery mirrors the surreal nature of 
momentary joy in such a cruel situation. Cora, 
the protagonist, is withdrawn, reflecting on years 
of being excluded. For a previous banquet she 

KEY POINTS

•	 Cora, the novel’s protagonist and granddaughter of Ajarry, is introduced. We see 
her as defiant and strong, able to defend a meagre parcel of land inherited from her 
grandmother.

•	 The slaves on the Randall plantation are having a rare treat, a birthday celebration for 
Jockey, the oldest of the Black slaves. 

•	 Power dynamics among the slaves are detailed: Cora battles with Blake over a piece 
of land; she is exiled to live in ‘Hob’, a shack reserved for the broken and the mad, after 
her mother Mabel’s escape. 
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had donated two cabbages – grown with care in 
her patch of dirt –and she happened to see Alice, 
the cook, toss them in the slop bucket. Cora 
questions her place within the plantation’s social 
world: ‘There was an order of misery, misery 
tucked inside miseries, and you were meant to 
keep track’.

Jockey’s birthdays are spontaneous and more 
symbols than anything. His age is unclear: he 
claimed to be over a hundred  but he ‘was only 
half that, which meant he was the oldest slave’. 
He commands rare respect: ‘Once you got 
that old, you might as well be ninety-eight 
or a hundred and eight. Nothing left for the 
world to show you but the latest incarnations 
of cruelty’. His celebration provides the slaves 
with a temporary let-up: food, games, music 
and dancing. Even here, Cora remains detached, 
shaped by past traumas: ‘She shrank from the 
idea of loosening her leash on herself’.

Amidst the celebration, Caesar (a fellow slave) 
approaches Cora with a proposition: escape 
north via the Underground Railroad. Initially, 
she dismisses him. ‘White man trying to kill 
you slow every day, and sometimes trying to 
kill you fast. Why make it easy for him?’ This 
thought captures her learned caution. Caesar 
sparks the faint beginnings of change in her.

The joy ends abruptly with the arrival of the 
Randall brothers, the owners of the plantation. 
Their appearance is ominous: ‘Something 

always happened when the Randalls ventured 
into the quarter. Sooner or later. A new thing 
coming that you couldn’t predict until it was 
upon you.’ James, who is also the supervisor/
overseer of the plantation, is distant while 
Terrance is cruel and sadistic. His infamous 
appetite for degrading others is suggested in: 
‘He tasted his plums, and broke the skin, and 
left his mark’. Their intrusion culminates in a 
cruel and arbitrary exercise of power. Terrance 
demands to see a slave, a boy named Michael, 
recite the Declaration of Independence but is told 
he has died. This moment anticipates the return 
of cruelty after the brief illusion of freedom.

A young slave boy, Chester, accidentally 
bumps into Terrance Randall, ‘the single drop of 
wine staining the cuff of his lovely white shirt’. 
Terrance begins thrashing his cane on Chester. 
‘A feeling settled over Cora’ and she jumps in 
to protect Chester by bending her body over his. 
Both Cora and Chester receive multiple beatings 
as a result. Chester does not speak to Cora after 
this.

The section closes on a reminder of the 
plantation’s brutal truth: no matter the brief 
break, the ‘shadow of the master’ inevitably 
returns. Even celebration is only permitted by 
the white men’s indifference, or as Cora notes, 
‘a small freedom was the worst punishment of 
all, presenting the bounty of true freedom into 
painful relief’.

KEY POINTS

•	 Cora continues to be portrayed as an outsider. Caesar approaches her, proposing 
that she join him in an attempt to escape north via the Underground Railroad. Cora 
dismisses his proposal. 

•	 Jockey’s celebration is disrupted by the Randall brothers, who gatecrash the event. 
They demand to see a slave boy named Michael (now dead) in order to have him 
perform a recitation of the Declaration of Independence for them. 

•	 The section ends in violence as Chester is punished for spilling a single drop of wine on 
Terrance’s shirt. Cora receives a beating, too, after bravely attempting to shield Chester 
from the blows. 
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Section Three, ending with ‘see it for herself if 
she were to keep it.’
The harsh realities of the Randall plantation 
are sharply drawn through the lives of the Hob 
women, especially Cora. The Hob women are 
described as outcasts of the plantation, each 
marked by affliction or social exile. Mary, the 
oldest, suffers violent fits, ‘Foaming at the mouth 
like a mad dog, writhing in the dirt with wild 
eyes,’ a condition that isolates her further. Mary’s 
move to Hob is an act of desperation to avoid ‘the 
scorn of her cabin mates’. This illustrates the 
brutal social hierarchies even among enslaved 
people.

Margaret and Rida, fellow Hob residents, 
suffer their own afflictions: Margaret emits 
‘awful sounds from her throat’, while Rida 
is ‘indifferent to hygiene and no inducement 
or threat could sway her’. Lucy and Titania’s 
silence, one by choice, the other forced by 
mutilation, highlights the silencing inflicted by 
slavery. The Hob cabin is a place of broken bodies 
and spirits, where ‘two other women took their 
own lives that spring’. 

Cora, recovering from physical abuse, 
embodies both suffering and survival. After the 
‘night of feast’ and subsequent lashing, Cora’s 
swollen eye and scar ‘shaped like an X’ mark 
the violence inflicted on her. Connelly  is the 
overseer (supervisor), ‘one of Old Randall’s first 
hires’, who whips Cora the day after the feast as 
additional punishment for shielding Chester. Cora 
notes that ‘he was the same man who had whipped 
her grandmother and mother’. His relentless 
cruelty is compounded by his sadistic pleasure in 
wielding the whip: ‘The only time he exhibited 
speed was when he reached for his cat-o’-nine-
tails. Then he demonstrated the energy and 
rambunctiousness of a child at a new pastime.’ 
The whippings are not just physical punishments 
but public spectacles enforcing control.

Cora’s protectiveness towards Chester during 
the violent episode reveals the dark realities of 
survival under slavery. The overseer’s anger, 

‘more upset that his brother had touched 
his property, and before so many witnesses, 
than with Chester and Cora,’ reflects the 
dehumanisation inherent in ownership. Chester’s 
silence after the punishment – ‘never said a 
word to Cora again’ - symbolises broken bonds.

A Black slave called Nag also lives in Hob. 
She was once favoured by Connelly but was cast 
down to Hob, her status shattered, reflecting how 
even proximity to power offers no true security. 
Hob ‘hardened her, as was its way’. Yet Nag 
and Mary provide a fragile form of care for 
Cora, ministering to her wounds and spirits with 
‘brine and poultices’ and lullabies for ‘their lost 
children’. The cabin, though a place of shame, 
also serves as a space of reluctant solidarity.

Cora’s mental and physical exhaustion are 
palpable as she reflects on her scar and her 
mother’s legacy. Her small garden, neglected 
since the feast, is ‘her inheritance’, symbolising 
roots and hope amid suffering. The looming 
arrival of Terrance Randall, the more brutal 
brother, casts a shadow. James Randall has fallen 
sick and there are rumours that Terrance will 
take over James’s half of the plantation while his 
brother recovers. He decides to visit to inspect his 
brother’s half and bring the operation ‘in harmony 
with how things were done in the southern half. 
‘No one doubted that it would be a bloody sort 
of harmony’.

Mabel’s escape - the first ever from Randall land 
– is also briefly mentioned. Despite exhaustive 
hunts and rituals like the witch’s goofer ‘so 
that no one with African blood could escape 
without being stricken with hideous palsy, 
Mabel vanishes into the swamp. The relentless 
pursuit by slave catchers, including the much-
feared Ridgeway and his companion ‘with a 
necklace of shrivelled ears’ emphasises the high 
stakes of fleeing. Ridgeway’s chilling presence 
as ‘a thunderhead that seems far away but 
then is suddenly overhead with loud violence’, 
symbolises the constant threat enslaved people 
face.
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After the death of Old Randall and then James, 
the plantation braces itself for Terrance’s harsh 
control. Slaves intensify their labour, hoping the 
cotton will hide them from prying eyes. The failed 
escape attempt of a slave called Big Anthony 
ends with cruel punishment – he is placed in an 
iron cage with the mock inscription: ‘Take flight 
like a bird, you deserve a birdcage’. Finally, 
Caesar’s visit to Hob on the eve of Big Anthony’s 
punishment suggests new developments. Cora 
takes him outside and leads him to the old 
schoolhouse because ‘the loft was full of women 
either sleeping or listening’, underscoring the 
fragile network of resistance and hope threaded 
through this brutal world. 

The rotting schoolhouse, used at one time for 
education, is now abandoned and smells ‘rank’. 
Caesar, once seeming foolish, now carries himself 
‘like one beyond his years’. He shows empathy, 
saying, ‘I’m sorry that happened to you’, while 
Cora responds with hardened acceptance: ‘That’s 
what they do’.

Cora recalls the public whippings, designed 
as moral lessons where ‘everyone had to turn 
away … as they considered the slave’s pain 
and the day sooner or later when it would be 
their turn at the foul end of the lash’. Caesar 
urges escape: ‘Been thinking it’s past time to 
go,’ but Cora doubts her chances, warning, ‘You 

saw what happens when you get a thought in 
your head’.

Meanwhile, Terrance Randall’s arrival does 
intensify cruelty. Big Anthony is punished 
brutally. Terrance orders new stocks (a wooden 
frame with holes cut out for a person’s hands, feet 
and head; the person was forced to sit or stand in 
the stock which was usually put in a public place)  
that have been decorated with ‘Minotaurs, busty 
mermaids, and other fantastic creatures’ The 
stocks are placed on the front lawn and a table is 
set up on the lawn for Terrance’s visitors, ‘Swell 
ladies and gentlemen that Terrance had met on his 
travels’. Over the next three days, Big Anthony is 
tortured in a variety of horrific ways, only ending 
when Terrance’s ‘visitors sipped spiced rum as 
Big Anthony was doused with oil and roasted’. 
Terrance imposes tighter control over the slaves, 
including arranging marriages to ‘ensure the 
appropriateness of the match and the promise 
of the offspring’. His violation of Cora, as he 
‘slipped his hand into her shift and cupped her 
breast,’ highlights his abusiveness.

Cora mentally escapes, yearning for true 
freedom: ‘Each time she caught hold of 
something… it wriggled free like a fish and 
raced away’. The vision of liberty remains 
distant but vital.

KEY POINTS

•	 As Cora suffers the effects of her beating, we are introduced to the other rejected and 
wounded women in Hob. 

•	 The story of Nag’s time with Connelly, a violent and cruel boss, is told, ending in an act 
of dismissive cruelty by Connelly.  

•	 Mabel’s escape from the Randall plantation is described. She was pursued by the 
chilling slave-catcher Ridgeway but never caught. 

•	 As James Randall dies and the plantation is placed under Terrance’s control, Caesar 
and Cora meet again to discuss their plan to escape. 

•	 Big Anthony is subjected to an appalling punishment as the other slaves are forced 
to watch. During an inspection of the plantation, Terrance cups Cora’s breast, further 
highlighting his control and abusive attitude toward her.  
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Section Four, ending with ‘If they had never 
left at all.’
Cora continues to contemplate her escape plan 
from the Randall plantation, confiding only in 
Caesar, the ‘architect’ of their flight, because 
‘Who could she tell? Lovey and Nag would 
keep her confidence, but she feared Terrance’s 
revenge’. Caesar’s background is unique—born 
on a Virginia farm owned by Mrs. Garner, a 
widow who ‘didn’t agree with the popular 
arguments for slavery but saw it as a necessary 
evil given the obvious intellectual deficiencies 
of the African tribe’. Mrs. Garner’s relative lack 
of harshness and plan to free Caesar’s family 
upon her death give him hope, but upon her 
death, the family is sold south. Caesar is thrust 
into the brutal world of the Randall plantation.

Caesar’s ability to read, learned from Mrs. 
Garner, becomes a critical survival skill: ‘ “You 
can read?” Cora asked. “Yes”.’ This rare gift 
fuels their escape plans. Caesar introduces Cora 
to the underground railroad network operating 
in Georgia, despite its dangerous and illegal 
status in the Deep South, where ‘Antislavery 
literature was illegal... Abolitionists and 
sympathizers who came down to Georgia and 
Florida were run off, flogged and abused by 
mobs.’ A white shopkeeper named Mr. Fletcher, 
who does not agree with slavery, becomes an 
unexpected ally: ‘You can read, can’t you?... 
I’ve seen you in the square, reading signs. A 
newspaper. You have to guard over yourself.’ 
Their secret meetings lay the groundwork for the 
escape. Fletcher ‘pledged’ to help him reach the 
underground railway and escape if Caesar could 

get himself to the shopkeeper’s house, 30 miles 
from the Randall plantation.

On the night of their planned flight, Cora says 
goodbye without words, leaving behind “a comb, 
a square of polished silver... and the pile of blue 
stones that Nag called her “Indian rocks”.’ 
They set off with Caesar’s guidance through 
swamps and forests, navigating the perilous 
terrain: ‘Cora couldn’t have led them. She 
didn’t know how Caesar did it... Of course he 
had a map in his head and could read stars as 
well as letters’. Lovey joins them unexpectedly, 
increasing the risk but showing how the dream of 
freedom grips every slave.

Their journey exhausts them and they fall into 
fear and hopelessness. At dawn, Lovey senses 
their pursuers: ‘ “They know,” Lovey said when 
the orange sun broke in the east.’ The trio seeks 
shelter, moving cautiously to avoid detection. 
Ultimately, their flight is betrayed by hog hunters 
lying in wait: ‘There was no mistaking the 
identity of the trio, given the specificity of the 
bulletins’. A violent confrontation ensues; Cora 
fights fiercely, even bludgeoning one attacker 
with a rock: ‘She realized she had dropped her 
hatchet... She reached out and came up with 
a rock that she slammed into the boy’s skull.’ 
Caesar manages to escape with her, but Lovey is 
captured.

Though the runaways lose supplies and face 
confusion in the dark, their will to survive remains: 
‘Cora hesitated and he tugged her roughly 
forward. She followed his instructions.’ Their 
escape is only beginning, full of danger but 
fuelled by a desperate hope.

KEY POINTS

•	 Cora carefully plans her escape from the Randall plantation with Caesar, trusting no 
one else for fear of Terrance’s actions in revenge.

•	 Caesar’s ability to read, learned during a less brutal childhood under Mrs. Garner, 
becomes essential to their escape efforts.
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•	 They make contact with the underground railroad in Georgia and receive secret support 
from Mr. Fletcher, a white shopkeeper opposed to slavery.

•	 The escape is risky and brutal. Lovey is captured, but Cora and Caesar continue on, 
guided by determination and the hope of freedom.

Section Five, ending with ‘wondering how far 
she had travelled.’
In this final section of the Georgia chapter, Cora 
and Caesar’s flight from the Randall plantation 
intensifies as they approach the next stop on 
their escape route. In the beginning, they sleep 
in trees ‘like raccoons’, a detail that shows their 
forced animal-like existence as fugitives. Caesar 
is tense, and both realise they may have made a 
critical error by letting Lovey, who has now been 
captured, escape with them and possibly betray 
their plans to her captors: ‘We were foolish not 
to think on this’. The danger becomes immediate 
as they approach a house marked with specific 
signals – yellow curtains, a red weathervane – 
designating it as a safe house.

Despite their caution, they remain paranoid. 
‘If Lovey told them,’ Cora repeats, haunted by 
fear. Once inside Fletcher’s home, they learn the 
truth: their head start was a myth. ‘The patrollers 
had been deep in the hunt the whole time.’ A 
manhunt has erupted, fuelled by a reward from 
Terrance Randall and carried out by the dregs of 
society: ‘Drunkards, incorrigibles, poor whites 
who didn’t even own shoes.’

Lovey has been captured. Worse still, a boy 
injured in their flight may be dying, making 
Caesar and Cora targets of revenge. ‘The white 
men wanted blood.’ As they hide in the back of 
Fletcher’s cart under a blanket on their way to 
the underground railroad station, Cora is haunted 
by thoughts of the boy. ‘She didn’t care if he 

recovered, she decided’. The psychological toll 
of survival begins to surface: her compassion 
numbed, her moral compass twisted by trauma.

Eventually, Fletcher delivers them to a barn 
housing an eerie collection: thousands of 
manacles, ‘a morbid inventory of manacles and 
fetters’, a grotesque reminder of the country’s 
foundation in slavery. The presence of children’s 
shackles evokes both horror and the industrial 
nature of the slave system. It is here they meet 
Lumbly, a skeletal figure who guides them to the 
literal Underground Railroad: ‘If you want to see 
what this nation is all about ... you have to ride 
the rails.’

The tunnel is vast and totally hidden. It 
astonishes Cora. Its scale suggests collaboration 
and resistance across the country: ‘She wondered 
if those who had built this thing had received 
their proper reward.’ The train that arrives 
is crude but miraculous in its way, piloted by a 
Black engineer. Lumbly’s parting advice hints at 
danger ahead and the uncertainties of freedom: 
‘One destination may be more to your liking 
than another... You won’t know what waits 
above until you pull in.’

The boxcar is filthy, old and unsettling; yet it 
also represents hope. As they jolt into motion, 
Cora gazes into the darkness through wooden 
slats, searching for the ‘true face of America’. 
When they emerge in South Carolina, she is 
stunned: ‘She looked up at the skyscraper and 
reeled, wondering how far she had travelled.’
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KEY POINTS

•	 Cora and Caesar’s escape grows more dangerous as they discover that the headstart 
they believed they had from the authorities was false. A full-scale manhunt, driven by 
Terrance’s bounty, has been underway from the beginning.

•	 The psychological strain deepens. Cora’s fear and trauma begin to erode her empathy, 
especially after learning Lovey has been captured and a white boy may die from their 
earlier fight.

•	 They are smuggled to a hidden barn filled with shackles, a grim symbol of slavery’s 
scale and cruelty, where they meet Lumbly, who leads them to a literal underground 
railroad.

•	 The secret train, dirty but miraculous, takes them toward an uncertain future; as they 
emerge in South Carolina, the modern world shocks Cora, hinting at both possibility 
and danger ahead.

Ridgeway                                                               
In this chapter, Whitehead provides a chilling 
origin story for Ridgeway, the slave catcher, 
mapping his evolution from an uncertain youth to 
the enforcer of slavery’s brutal logic. Ridgeway’s 
story unfolds as a reflection of America’s own 
violent growth. The son of a blacksmith in 
Pennsylvania, Ridgeway grows up under the 
shadow of his father’s deep connection to his 
craft. His father sees ironworking almost as a 
spiritual calling and believes in ‘working the 
spirit’, the raw force in molten iron. ‘You got to 
work that spirit, boy,’ he tells his son, who sees 
this not as guidance, but as a challenge he cannot 
meet.

Unable to match his father’s mastery, Ridgeway 
searches for purpose elsewhere, finding it in slave 
patrols. His huge frame and physical strength 
make him ideal for the brutal role. At first, he 
imitates the infamous Chandler, the head patroller 
in the county, who is feared and despised as he 
embodies violent authority. Ridgeway finds 
meaning in dominance: ‘The chase was the only 
remedy for his restlessness.’

This restlessness becomes what drives him. 
Ridgeway becomes a slave catcher, extending 

his reach from Virginia plantations to Northern 
cities. He learns to exploit the contradictions of 
a country that is in theory committed to freedom 
but in reality dependent on bondage (slavery). In 
New York, abolitionists and Black communities 
resist capture, but Ridgeway adapts: ‘It was more 
like remembering than learning’. He thrives at 
tracking fugitives with ruthless determination.  
He grows into his role as an enforcer of white 
supremacy.

His philosophy hardens: ‘If you can keep it, it 
is yours. Your property, slave or continent. The 
American imperative.’ Ridgeway rejects his 
father’s spirituality for a more materialist, violent 
creed. He is no longer the smith, the hammer or 
the anvil. ‘He was the heat’. The elemental force 
that shapes metal is the same force Ridgeway 
sees in himself: destructive and relentless.

The section closes with Ridgeway’s return 
to Georgia, haunted by his only failure—
Mabel, Cora’s mother. Her escape exposed a 
weakness in his otherwise flawless record. Now, 
he is called to hunt her daughter, Cora, and 
destroy the Underground Railroad that makes 
escapes possible. His pursuit is no longer about 
payment but about pride. ‘He would find it. 
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He would destroy it’. This chapter brings into 
focus Ridgeway’s role in the novel: the living 

embodiment of the country’s violent logic, where 
domination triumphs over all. 

South Carolina                                            
Section One, ending with ‘only bed she had 
ever lain in.’ 
In the first section of this chapter Whitehead 
paints a portrait of apparent freedom for Black 
people, masking the sneaking control that the 
state still holds over them. Sam, the agent who 
meets Cora and Caesar when their train stops in 
South Carolina, explains that in this state Black 
people can ‘get food, jobs, and housing. Come 
and go as they please, marry who they wish’. 
Caeser points out that ‘we’re still the property of 
the United States Government’ but Sam insists 
that’s just ‘a technicality’. 

Cora, now going by the name Bessie Carpenter, 
is living in a deceptively idyllic (misleadingly 
perfect) version of the South, under the watchful 
eye of government-controlled assimilation (i.e. 
the government works to make everyone behave 
in the same way).

Bessie works for the Anderson family, a 
wealthy white household. Her routine includes 
childcare, cleaning, errands and modest leisure. 
On the surface, her life appears normal—even 

pleasant. She experiences some degree of 
autonomy, shopping independently and walking 
the town freely. ‘She walked down the sidewalk 
as a free woman. No one chased her or abused 
her.’ This line captures the illusion of freedom 
that South Carolina extends to its Black residents.

Yet all is not as it seems. Bessie lives in well-
kept dormitories, surrounded by rules and 
surveillance. Her interactions with Miss Lucy, 
a proctor or type of supervisor, reflect a subtle 
but firm control over language, education and 
behaviour. Miss Lucy’s insistence on calling 
the accommodation a ‘Dormitory, Bessie. Not 
quarter’ highlights this social engineering. The 
government’s system aims to civilise former 
slaves by imposing middle-class values.

Through flashback, we learn how Cora and 
Caesar arrived. Their journey through the 
Underground Railroad was dangerous and strange 
– a testament to Whitehead’s blend of historical 
fiction and magical realism. They endure 
suffocating conditions in a beaten-up boxcar. The 
train engineer dismisses their gratitude, saying, 
‘This is my job ... Get the passengers where 
they got to be.’ 

KEY POINTS

•	 Ridgeway grows up feeling like a failure to his blacksmith father, who treats ironworking 
like a sacred art. Ridgeway can’t live up to that, so he looks for power elsewhere.

•	 He finds purpose in violence, becoming a slave catcher who sees hunting people as a 
way to feel strong and in control. He copies cruel men and eventually becomes even 
worse than them.

•	 Ridgeway believes that power is everything. If you can take something and keep it, it’s 
yours. That includes land, people, anything. He stops caring about right or wrong and 
becomes obsessed with dominance.

•	 His one failure – Mabel’s successful escape - haunts him, and now he’s out to catch 
her daughter, Cora, not for money but to fix his pride. He’s more than a villain; he 
represents the brutal side of America’s history.

MENTOR B
OOKS



21

PLOT SUMMARY

Upon arrival, Sam, the station agent, presents 
South Carolina as a haven. It is, on the face of it, 
a progressive state where Black people can live 
dignified lives. However, Black people are still    
bought, just not at auctions, and still categorised 
as assets. ‘“You’re runaways,” Sam said. “This 
is who you are now. You need to commit the 
names and the story to memory”.’ Their new 
identities are crafted and owned by the system 
that claims to liberate them.

Despite the dark undercurrent, Cora embraces 
self-improvement. She studies literacy, adopts 
more refined speech and dreams of a truer kind 
of selfhood. The section closes with a gentle but 
powerful line: ‘It was the softest bed she had 
ever lain in. But then, it was the only bed she 
had ever lain in.’  In a way, this section is a 
masterclass in subtle horror. Whitehead exposes 
the veneer of freedom, making the reader (and 
Cora) question whether safety and autonomy can 
ever truly exist in a system built on ownership.

Section Two, ending with ‘and the ghosts she 
called her own.’ 
The section opens with a classroom scene 
where Miss Handler instructs a group of African 
American students, including Cora and the older, 
struggling student, Howard. Despite Howard’s 
difficulties with English, Miss Handler stays 
patient, showing the complex mix of compassion 
and control in the program. ‘In North Carolina, 
what we are doing is a crime … Your master 
would likely have a more severe punishment.’ 
This stark reminder from Miss Handler reveals the 
fragile and conditional nature of their perceived 
freedom.

Cora reflects on how language was stolen from 
African people as part of a broader effort to erase 
identity and suppress rebellion. ‘The words from 

across the ocean were beaten out of them over 
time. For simplicity, to erase their identities, 
to smother uprisings.’ This scene highlights 
the theme of cultural destruction and resistance 
through memory.

Haunted by her mother’s disappearance, Cora 
searches South Carolina’s records but to no avail. 
The response of her proctor/supervisor, Miss 
Lucy, to Cora’s request for information on her 
mother is couched in indifference. ‘She didn’t 
know where her mother had fled … Miss Lucy 
never did find her mother’s name.’ Cora’s 
resentment is palpable, yet she learns to contain 
her emotions to survive.

The medical examination Cora undergoes  
reveals the state’s interest in Black bodies 
as subjects of scientific curiosity rather than 

KEY POINTS

•	 Cora, now Bessie Carpenter, appears to live freely in South Carolina, but her life is 
tightly regulated by a government-run assimilation program masked as benevolence 
(kindness).

•	 Though treated politely and given some liberties, Bessie’s world is full of quiet control—
strict rules, re-education and identity replacement reinforce the idea that the state owns 
her new life.

•	 The supposed safety of South Carolina is undermined by the fact that Black residents 
are still considered property—just not through overt chains, but through paperwork.

•	 Cora strives for dignity and growth, yet Whitehead forces us to confront the chilling 
reality that even comfort and education can be tools of oppression when imposed by a 
system rooted in control.
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individuals. Dr. Campbell’s impersonal probing of 
Cora’s body exposes the dehumanising treatment 
that persists under the guise of progress. ‘Blood 
research is the frontier,’ he says, reducing her 
pain to a piece of scientific interest.

Financial independence remains beyond Cora’s 
grasp. Despite working for the Anderson family 
and living in government dormitories, deductions 
for living expenses make saving impossible. 
‘After the town deducted for food, housing 
… there was little left.’ This economic model 
echoes plantation exploitation.

Cora and Caesar reunite at a government-
sanctioned social event, discussing their 
ambiguous freedom and the possibility of catching 
the next underground train. The conversation is 
shaded with doubt and resignation: ‘Yes, maybe 
the next one.’ Their delay in leaving South 
Carolina is a symptom of the soft comforts and 
deep uncertainties of their new life. The section 
ends with both characters caught between two 
worlds: haunted by the past, uncertain of the 
future. Their power to change things seems 
constrained by a system that dresses slavery in 
the language of reform.

Section Three, ending with ‘So they can get 
better.’
In this section Cora is moved from domestic 
service with the Anderson family into a disturbing 
role in the Museum of Natural Wonders, where 
she and other Black women are placed behind 
glass as ‘living history’ exhibits. Cora is reassured 
that this new assignment is a reward for her good 
behaviour: ‘You did a splendid job, Bessie’. 
Yet she is unsettled, still haunted by a screaming 
woman she happened to see as she returned home 
from a social event organised by the government. 
The woman was running through the green near 
the schoolhouse screaming, ‘My babies! They’re 
taking away my babies’. At the time Cora thinks 
this is a glimpse of the psychological damage 
that slavery has wrought that is masked by the 
more tolerable life in South Carolina. Later she 
discovers a more sinister reason.

Inside the museum, she performs in three 
dioramas: Scenes from Darkest Africa, Life on 
the Slave Ship and Typical Day on the Plantation. 
Each exhibit sanitises and falsifies the brutal 
realities of Black history. ‘There had been 
no kidnapped boys swabbing the decks … 
The enterprising African boy … would have 
been chained belowdecks.’ Cora, though she 
complies, grows more and more aware of the 
falseness of these narratives. The lies displayed in 
glass both mock and rewrite her own experience.

Despite superficial kindness from people 
like Mr. Fields, the museum curator, and Dr. 
Stevens, a physician at the local hospital, the 
undercurrents of control and dehumanisation 
persist. Stevens, under the guise of progress, 
offers Cora sterilisation: ‘It’s a chance for you 
to take control over your own destiny.’ This 
illusion of choice masks the state’s eugenics 

KEY POINTS

•	 The school system shows both care and control. Students are taught with patience but 
reminded their freedom could be taken away at any time.

•	 Cora tries to find out what happened to her mother and thinks about how African 
languages and identity were erased to keep people powerless.

•	 Even though life seems better, Cora is still trapped. She can’t save money, she is 
treated like an object in medical exams and the system continues to control Black 
people in new ways.
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programme targeting Black women.
Cora, shaken, attempts to revisit the Andersons 

to see the children. The new girl who answers the 
door views Cora with suspicion. Core, who is still 
upset after her visit to the hospital, accidentally 
gives her real name at the door. The girl sneers, 
‘I thought her name was Bessie … You said 
you was Cora.’ Her identity—never fully her 
own—is now so compromised that even her 
name becomes suspect. This rejection severs any 
lingering sense of belonging Cora had.

Later, as Cora walks through the museum’s 
exhibits, she realises that the historical lies extend 
beyond her own life: ‘People wore different 
kinds of chains across their lifetimes, but it 
wasn’t hard to interpret rebellion.’ The displays 
showing White people romanticise colonialism, 
settlement and the idea of ‘civilisation’ while 
hiding the violent truths beneath. Cora sees it 
for what it is: ‘Truth was a changing display 
in a shop window … alluring and ever out of 
reach’.

Section Four, ending with ‘The house was on 
fire.’
This section follows Cora’s gradual awakening 
to the illusions of freedom in South Carolina 
and her grim discovery of the hidden systems of 
exploitation that continue to target Black lives 
while being disguised as progress. Cora begins 
with a moment of reflection atop the Griffin 
Building, pondering the progress of the town 
and imagining a hopeful future: ‘Putting the boy 
and the girl to sleep upstairs’. Yet her inability 
to clearly imagine the faces of her imagined 
children or the man she might share that future 
with shows an unease: an awareness that this 
dream is fragile, maybe even false.

Cora’s serenity is quickly pierced by a revelation 
from Sam. At the meeting with Caesar and Cora, 
Sam warns them against going to Red’s Café, a 
saloon that Black people often frequent. At first, it 
seems a minor social warning. But as he recounts 
the drunken confession of a new doctor from the 
hospital, Dr. Bertram, it becomes clear the entire 

Black community is the subject of grotesque 
medical experiments: ‘The tonics the hospital 
administered, however, were merely sugar 
water.’ The hospital is using Black people as 
unknowing participants in medical experiments. 
Bertram also reveals a government-backed 
eugenics programme aiming at sterilisation and 
manipulation of Black genetics, based on junk 
science and supremacist fear. Cora and Caesar 
are appalled. ‘”They think you’re helping them?” 
Sam asked ... “It’s important research,” Bertram 
informed him.’ The irony of using ‘freedom’ 
as a front for biological control is brutal and 
deliberate.

Cora’s disillusionment deepens when she 
remembers the woman screaming on the green, 
‘They’re taking away my babies’. What once 
seemed like the cries of a traumatised former 
slave now seems a modern injustice, ongoing 
and institutional. The chilling conclusion is that 
freedom in South Carolina is another cage, 
a thin disguise for systematic dehumanisation. 

KEY POINTS

•	 Cora is made to act in fake museum scenes that pretend to show Black history but 
instead spread lies that cover up the real pain and violence of slavery.

•	 Even when people seem polite or helpful, like the doctor who offers her sterilisation, 
they’re still part of a system that controls and harms Black women.

•	 Cora sees that the world around her twists the truth to hide injustice. She realises her 
own identity has been so changed that even her name no longer feels like hers.
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‘Not pure merchandise as formerly but livestock: 
bred, neutered.’

Cora’s personal journey crystallises in her 
work at the museum. She selects one visitor per 
hour to stare down with her ‘evil eye’. ‘To seek 
the imperfection in the chain that keeps you in 
bondage.’ This becomes a quiet rebellion, a form 
of psychological resistance to the spectators 
who consume her suffering as entertainment. 
A particularly harrowing moment comes when 
she locks eyes with Maisie, the white child 
she once nannied. ‘I’ll break you, too, Maisie.’ 
Cora’s rejection of sentimentality reveals her 
transformation from passive survivor to someone 
actively questioning and resisting the very 
structures that oppress her.

Ultimately, the section raises a chilling 
question: Is the North any freer than the South, 
if both simply wear different masks? Cora and 
Caesar’s decision to stay now hangs in doubt, 
and the reader is left with a deeper understanding 
of how slavery has mutated, not ended. As 
Caesar reflects: ‘According to the law, most of 
them were still property.’ Cora senses her false 
sanctuary in South Carolina is unravelling. After 
a tense visit to Miss Lucy, her proctor/supervisor 
in the supposed ‘safe haven’, Cora realises her 
control over her life is still restricted. Cora asks 
about the woman who was screaming on the 

green. Miss Lucy says she – and some others 
‘who need help’ – have been ‘moved to another 
town’ and ‘are not coming back’, Cora sharply 
responds: ‘On the plantation, master decided 
everything for us. I thought we were done with 
that here’. This confrontation exposes the reality 
that her supposed freedom is just another form of 
managed control. Cora overhears a conversation 
between Miss Lucy and another proctor which 
indicates that Ridgeway is in town and searching 
for her and Caesar. 

A growing sense of dread leads Cora  to seek 
out Caesar. Sam, the station agent, confirms her 
fears: Ridgeway, the notorious slave catcher, is 
in town and knows their identities. The bulletin 
he gives her lists her as a murderer: a terrifying 
escalation. ‘Now that she knew her letters, the 
word murder hooked her heart’. Sam urges 
her to hide in the secret trapdoor beneath his 
house. As Cora descends, we see the weight of 
fear and futility crushing her. Alone in the dark, 
she reflects bitterly: ‘From what she saw, the 
bargains never bore fruit ... the plantation was 
always still there’.

Eventually, her hiding place is raided. From 
beneath the trapdoor, Cora hears the house 
being violently ransacked, then burned down. 
Her fate is uncertain. She remains underground, 
enveloped in silence, darkness and hopelessness.

KEY POINTS

•	 Cora continues to realise that her life in South Carolina isn’t truly free. Her dreams of 
a better future feel shaky, and she begins to see that the system around her is built to 
control her, not to liberate her.

•	 A shocking revelation exposes that Black people in the town are being used for secret 
medical experiments and forced sterilisation, disguised as healthcare and progress.

•	 Cora grows more aware of how deeply the lies go: what seemed like safety is actually 
another form of slavery. Even her work in the museum becomes a quiet act of resistance 
against those watching her.

•	 As danger closes in, Cora is forced into hiding, fully aware now that freedom here is 
just another trap. The chapter ends with her buried in darkness, unsure if she will ever 
escape.

MENTOR B
OOKS



25

PLOT SUMMARY

Stevens                                                                            
In this disturbing and revealing episode of The 
Underground Railroad, we are introduced to 
Aloysius Stevens, a medical student at Proctor 
Medical School in Boston. While respectable 
on the surface, Stevens participates in the illegal 
and morally dubious trade of grave-robbing, 
acquiring bodies for anatomical dissection 
(examination of a dead body that involves 
taking it apart). This necessity is rooted in the 
economics of medical training, which demands 
cadavers (dead bodies) for study but offers few 
ways to get them.

Stevens, under financial pressure and isolated 
from his wealthy peers, finds himself entangled 
in a gruesome world of ‘resurrection men’. 
These body snatchers operate in the shadows, led 
by Carpenter, a grotesque but efficient operator 
whose criminal enterprise supplies corpses to 
less privileged medical institutions. ‘It helped 
to be a wee disreputable when you were a 
young surgeon, especially when it came to 
materials for postmortem dissection.’ This 
line underlines Stevens’s uneasy compromise 
between professional ambition and ethical 
failure.

The chapter follows a single night’s body-
snatching mission to a cemetery in Concord. 
Stevens joins Carpenter and his companion 
Cobb, who treat the entire affair with grim 
humour and hardened indifference. Carpenter 
is revealed to be a true villain of opportunism, 
reportedly having sold the corpses of his own 
children and routinely reselling dead bodies. The 
entire industry is depicted as competitive and 
vicious: ‘The competition was a pack of rabid 
animals’. Rival gangs clash violently, and scams 
are common.

Stevens is aware of the immorality of his actions 
but justifies them to himself. He tells himself that 
dissection offers the dead a ‘second chance to 
contribute’, suggesting his desire to see meaning 
in the repulsive: ‘Resurrection man was a bit 
florid, but it held a truth’.

However, the real horror unfolds when 
Carpenter’s business model turns exclusively 
toward the graves of Black Americans. They 
are targeted because they are defenceless; no one 
protects their burial sites, no law pursues justice 
for them. ‘The niggers did not post sentries 
over their dead… Every one of them a miracle, 
in Stevens’s view, providing instruction into 
the intricacies of God’s design.’ This quote 
further highlights the dehumanisation of Black 
bodies. They are glorified as specimens for study 
at the same time as being dismissed as unworthy 
of dignity.

Stevens considers himself racially tolerant 
and reflective, even lamenting his peers’ 
prejudice. ‘Indeed, an uneducated Irishman 
like Carpenter … had more in common 
with a negro than a white doctor.’ But this 
liberalism is paper-thin. He remains complicit, 
passive and self-justifying. He never confronts 
the brutal exploitation he facilitates, nor does he 
reject the racist system - he simply finds a way 
to excuse and explain it. By the chapter’s end, 
Stevens picks up a spade to begin digging up 
corpses, fully transformed from student to grave 
robber. ‘He’d be a medical student again in the 
morning. Tonight he was a resurrection man.’ 
This duality captures the central moral ambiguity 
teased out in the novel: the collapse of identity, 
integrity and empathy when it comes to ambition 
and survival.
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North Carolina                                                
Section One, ending with ‘forgot to ask where 
they were headed.’
Cora finds herself entombed (trapped) in 
an underground station in North Carolina, 
abandoned and unsure if rescue will ever arrive. 
She cannot get back up into Sam’s house via 
the trapdoor and she does not know if the train 
that Sam mentioned two days earlier is still due 
to arrive. The passage unfolds in intense detail, 
reflecting her physical and mental descent. Time 
seems to dissolve. The only measures are ‘her 
hunger and fear piling on one side while her 
hopes were removed from the other’. The 
railroad, once a metaphor for escape, is silent, 
and her waiting becomes a form of purgatory.

Cora’s confinement is described in great detail. 
She maps her surroundings with obsessive 
precision: the steps, the trapdoor’s warmth, the 
broom she loses. These minor details echo her 
desperate grip on reality. But her mental state 
deteriorates. She begins to construct grotesque 
inner visions, a personal hell that includes 
Caesar’s brutal capture and images of her own 
torment. She reimagines herself as part of the 
Museum of Natural Wonders, trapped in the Life 
on the Slave Ship exhibit, caught ‘ever between 
ports and waiting for the wind’, a metaphor for 
her stalled quest for freedom.

The passage is permeated with the sense 

of psychological unravelling. Dreams and 
memories blur, culminating in the most haunting 
of recognitions: ‘She was a stray in every sense. 
The last of her tribe’. This is not just physical 
abandonment, it is existential. Cora does not 
belong to a family, a lineage or even to the world 
of people anymore.

Just when despair reaches its peak, the 
underground train arrives, then shockingly speeds 
past her. Her scream, raw from days without 
speech, is finally heard. The train reverses, and 
a teenage Black boy operating the locomotive 
offers her a hog tongue sandwich and a rare 
glimpse of human kindness. Their exchange 
is oddly comical, even awkward, and sharply 
contrasts with the violence and neglect she has 
endured.

This ‘rescue’ however is not triumphant. The 
boy tells her, ‘You’re not supposed to be here,’ 
underscoring Cora’s continued dislocation from 
any sense of belonging or structure. She boards 
an open flatcar, fastens herself down with ropes 
and prepares for another journey—this time more 
exposed and turbulent than before.

As they move through the tunnel toward 
an unknown destination, she does not sleep. 
Instead, she clings to the flatcar, buffeted by 
air and uncertainty. The train barrels ahead, but 
the future remains unknowable. The reader, like 
Cora, is denied the comfort of resolution. This 

KEY POINTS

•	 Stevens, a struggling medical student, joins grave robbers to snatch dead bodies for 
dissection, justifying it as necessary for learning while ignoring the moral cost.

•	 The illegal trade is led by Carpenter, a ruthless figure who profits from corpses, 
especially those of Black Americans, whose graves are unprotected and exploited.

•	 Stevens sees himself as thoughtful and fair-minded, but his actions show he is deeply 
involved in evil-doing: willing to excuse racism and cruelty for the sake of his career.

•	 By the end, Stevens fully crosses the line, becoming a grave robber himself, showing 
how ambition can erase empathy and blur the line between respectability and horror.
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section powerfully captures the emotional cost 
of survival, the cruelty of false hope and the 

resilience required to keep moving.

Section Two, ending with ‘Jamison gave the 
word.’
Cora arrives at a desolate, disused station in 
North Carolina. The underground cavern, carved 
brutally from the earth, reflects the danger and 
rawness of the escape: ‘Cora stood in the guts 
of a mountain’. The place is abandoned and 
grim, cluttered with old tools and crates, as if the 
freedom it once promised had dried up.

The young engineer who drove the train from 
South Carolina explains that the Georgia station 
has shut down and the passenger train is no longer 
running – he is just doing a maintenance check 
along the tracks with his engine. Despite her plea, 
he cannot take her further: ‘I can’t go south,’ 
Cora says. Alone once again, Cora explores the 
tunnel system and discovers a collapsed section. 
Trapped, despair overtakes her until Martin 
Wells, the anxious and reluctant station agent, 
finds her and helps her escape the rubble. He 
is shocked to find her: ‘Don’t you know this 
station is closed?’

Above ground, Martin smuggles her through 
a treacherous region. On a quiet forest road, he 

halts to show her a chilling sight: bodies of Black 
people hanged from trees, a grotesque warning to 
fugitives and those who might help them. ‘“They 
call this road the Freedom Trail now,” Martin 
said.’ The bitter irony of that name highlights the 
hypocrisy and savagery of the system.

Martin hides Cora in his attic, but she is not 
entirely welcome. His wife Ethel resents her 
presence: ‘You’re going to get us murdered.’ 
Cora is forced into silence in a tiny, claustrophobic 
crawlspace above the ceiling. Cora watches 
life unfold in a nearby park. At first, it seems a 
pleasant American town. But slowly the true 
horror emerges. The park is all-white. “In North 
Carolina the negro race did not exist except at 
the ends of ropes.” That realisation drives home 
the terrifying truth: here, even the idea of Black 
existence has been eradicated.

A community festival takes place. It seems 
cheerful on the surface, but beneath it lies deep 
racism. The townspeople enjoy minstrel shows 
and racist skits that ridicule Black identity. In a 
grotesque play, a runaway slave begs forgiveness 
for ever seeking freedom and is handed back 

KEY POINTS

•	 Cora is trapped underground, isolated and unsure if she’ll ever be saved. The silence 
and darkness interfere with her sense of time and reality.  Her fear grows while her 
hope fades. The once-symbolic railroad offers no escape now – just endless waiting.

•	 Cora’s mind begins to unravel. She clings to tiny details to stay sane, but soon spirals 
into disturbing thoughts, imagining brutal scenes and seeing herself as part of a 
museum exhibit about slavery, stuck in limbo and unable to move forward.

•	 Even when rescue comes for Cora, it’s unsettling. A train finally shows up but speeds 
past her before backing up. The awkward encounter with a young Black driver – offering 
her a sandwich – highlights how far removed she is from normal human connection.

•	 Told she doesn’t belong there, Cora boards an open train car, exposed and unsure of 
what’s next. There’s no happy ending; just more motion, more uncertainty. The moment 
drives home the harsh cost of survival and the strength it takes to keep going.
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to patrollers. The town applauds, blind to its 
cruelty, pleased with its moral lesson. Cora, 
hidden in the attic, witnesses all of this in silence. 
This segment shows Whitehead’s brutal honesty 

about American racial violence and hypocrisy. 
The section ends with Cora not yet caught, but 
deeply imprisoned in a new kind of captivity.

Section Three, ending with ‘America remained 
her warden.’  
Cora remains hidden in an attic in North Carolina 
by Martin and his wife, Ethel, who claim to be 
reluctant allies of the Underground Railroad. Her 
concealment becomes a metaphor for the broader 
horrors and contradictions of a society built on 
racist violence masked by civility.

Martin recounts how North Carolina resolved 
the ‘colored question’ not by abolishing slavery 
but by removing Black people entirely. The state’s 
White elites (planters, lawyers and politicians) 
feared rebellion due to the growing Black 
population. Oney Garrison, one of the elites who 
came up with this solution to the feared rebellion, 
declared ‘We abolished niggers’, reducing 
emancipation to ethnic cleansing. 

Cora lives in a state of claustrophobic suspense. 
She’s physically confined, psychologically 
isolated and politically erased. She’s aware 
that her presence endangers her hosts. Martin 
explains why he cannot let her leave the house: 
‘You won’t make it. They’ll catch you. Then 
you’ll tell them who we are.’ His fear is both 

cowardly and realistic.
North Carolina’s new order replaces slavery 

with institutionalised extermination. Night 
riders carry out patrols, capturing or killing any 
Black person found. ‘They strung up the guilty 
and, in the interest of prevention, a robust 
percentage of the innocent.’ This grotesque 
‘Freedom Trail’ is lined with lynched bodies, a 
perverse inversion of liberty.

Ethel refuses to see Cora, showing a kind of 
passive complicity. Cora observes her hosts 
with a growing sense of bitterness. Her sarcastic 
inquiry to Martin: ‘You feel like a slave?…
You were born to it? Like a slave?’ highlights 
Whitehead’s doubts about what is often expressed 
as white liberal guilt and moral cowardice.

Meanwhile, Martin recounts the manipulation 
of Irish immigrants: ‘True, you couldn’t treat 
an Irishman like an African … But once they 
finished their contracts … they would be allies 
of the southern system.’ Whiteness, even if poor, 
is folded into power structures, while Blackness 
remains a death sentence.

The attic becomes a kind of coffin. ‘She 

KEY POINTS

•	 Cora reaches a shut-down station in North Carolina. She gets stuck in a collapsed 
tunnel and is reluctantly saved by the frightened agent, Martin Wells.

•	 On the way to his house, Martin shows her the ‘Freedom Trail’, a road lined with the 
bodies of hanged Black people. This display serves as a brutal warning to runaways 
and helpers alike.

•	 Martin hides Cora in a cramped attic. His wife Ethel fears discovery, and Cora soon 
sees that in this town Black people ‘exist’ only as targets of violence.

•	 From her hiding place she watches a town festival full of racist skits that mock runaways, 
realising she has escaped one prison only to be trapped in another, where hatred 
wears a cheerful face.
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wondered why there were only two kinds 
of weather: hardship in the morning, and 
tribulation at night.’ Cora tracks daily life 
through the spy hole, reads almanacs and 
abolitionist tracts but hears nothing from the 
Railroad. Hope evaporates. ‘After a few months, 
she stopped [asking].’

The section ends in anxious stillness. Martin 
is paralysed by fear, Ethel by dread and Cora by 
confinement. ‘The situation is plain,’ Martin 
says. But the plain truth is that everyone is trapped: 
by history, guilt, cowardice and circumstance.

Section Four, ending with ‘Cora couldn’t see 
them anymore.’ 
We find Cora still confined to a cramped attic 
nook, hidden by Martin and Ethel Wells. It’s a 
tense period of waiting, just before the summer 
solstice, and Martin shares a growing sense of 
dread with Cora: ‘Martin reviewed the series of 
bad omens’. A knocked-over chamber pot, near 
discovery by Ethel’s maid Fiona and a surprise 
inspection by local regulators (night riders) all 
point to increasing danger.

Martin’s account of his reluctant role in the 
underground railroad reveals his inner conflict. 
He inherited his father’s hidden abolitionist 
activities but lacks the strength of character to 
continue them with real conviction. His father, 
Donald, a seemingly passive man in life, left 
a powerful legacy: ‘Chattel slavery was an 
affront to God, and slavers an aspect of 
Satan’. His secret missions and the attic nook 
were acts of quiet rebellion. In contrast, Martin 
is timid and fearful, more moved by guilt and 
family expectation than conviction. Even Ethel, 

who appears detached, is locked in complicity: 
her silence is driven by fear and social pressure.

Meanwhile, Cora remains trapped, ‘in transit 
like the passenger she’d been ever since she 
ran’. The metaphor of the underground railroad 
becomes literal and psychological: freedom is 
always just out of reach. Her thoughts contrast 
the plantation and the attic: ‘On the plantation, 
she was not free, but she moved unrestricted 
… Here, she was free of her master but slunk 
around a warren so tiny she couldn’t stand’. 
Freedom, she realises, is a shifting illusion, not 
defined by space or law but by autonomy and 
dignity.

Outside, the community is haunted by its 
crimes. Cora observes the park from her attic 
as a space of collective guilt, where the white 
townspeople walk like ghosts, ‘caught between 
two worlds: the reality of their crimes, and 
the hereafter denied them for those crimes’. 
The gruesome spectacle of lynching, including 
the recent hanging of two black boys and their 
white protectors, exposes the violence beneath 

KEY POINTS

•	 Cora is hidden in an attic by Martin and Ethel, whose fear and guilt reveal how white 
people can claim to help while still being part of a violent, racist system.

•	 North Carolina has ‘solved’ its racial fears by wiping out Black people entirely: not 
ending slavery but replacing it with extermination and public terror.

•	 Cora lives in silence and fear, watching a world that denies her existence, while her 
hosts struggle between wanting to help and fearing for their own lives.

•	 The attic becomes a symbol of hopelessness, where time drags on, the Railroad stays 
silent and everyone, Cora included, is stuck in a system built to limit or deny freedom.
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the town’s polite surface.
When regulators arrive at Martin’s house, the 

tension is nearly unbearable. They search the 
house methodically, and only a thin layer of 
wood separates Cora from certain death. ‘Only 
thin planks separated hunter and prey.’ The 
attic, a temporary haven, becomes a prison. Still, 
Cora remains defiant in spirit: ‘What a world it 
is … that makes a living prison into your only 
haven’.

Despite the horror, Cora reflects on justice and 
power. She questions the very fabric of American 
ideals: ‘Now that she had run away and seen 
a bit of the country, Cora wasn’t sure the 
[Declaration of Independence] described 
anything real at all’. America itself becomes a 
ghost, an idea that’s spoken of but never truly 
lived by its black citizens.

Initially suspicious when Cora falls ill, Ethel 
becomes a reluctant caregiver, reading to Cora 
from the Bible. As Cora recovers, she begins to 
question the contradictory messages in scripture 
about slavery. ‘Slavery is a curse, though, 
that much is true.’ Cora challenges the moral 
justifications of slavery, drawing attention to 
the hypocrisy of a system that claims religious 
support while practising cruelty.

Ethel defends biblical justifications for Black 
enslavement, invoking the ‘curse of Ham’, a 
common racist idea. Cora, with characteristic 
wit and clarity, rebuts her: ‘I have black skin, 
but I don’t have a tail … Slavery is a curse’. 
Her critical mind and desire for truth find better 
nourishment in old almanacs than in Ethel’s 
scripture. The almanacs, though outdated, 
provide knowledge untainted by ideology. ‘They 
didn’t need people to say what they meant. 
The tables and facts couldn’t be shaped into 

what they were not’.
Despite the temporary warmth of the household, 

danger looms. Their servant Fiona, who has had 
suspicions for a long time, reports them to the 
authorities. A brutal raid interrupts the grotesque 
Friday town spectacle—a regular lynching event. 
Cora is dragged from her hiding place beneath a 
bed, her body battered. ‘They tossed her down 
the stairs … Her ears rang.’ She is displayed 
on the porch like prey, with the crowd eagerly 
awaiting her punishment.

Ridgeway, the implacable slave catcher, 
reclaims Cora as property under the Fugitive 
Slave Law. He asserts his right without shame or 
hesitation: ‘The Fugitive Slave Law says I have 
a right to return this property to its owner’. 
The idea of people as ‘property’ underscores the 
dehumanisation at the heart of slavery. Fiona, the 
young Irish servant girl, participates in Cora’s 
betrayal to secure a monetary reward. ‘A girl’s 
got to look after her interests if she’s going to 
get ahead in this country.’

Cora’s recapture is public theatre. Townspeople 
pelt Martin and Ethel with stones as punishment 
for aiding a fugitive. ‘A segment of the town 
laughed at Ethel’s piteous shrieks.’ The passage 
ends with Cora shackled in a wagon, her captors 
grotesque and brutal. One wears a necklace 
made of human ears, demonstrating how deeply 
normalised cruelty has become.

This section offers a chilling depiction of how 
ideology, community complicity and institutional 
power combine to uphold systemic evil. Cora’s 
brief rest is shattered, and she is once again thrust 
into the machinery of slavery, her humanity 
denied and her struggle for freedom tragically 
interrupted.
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Ethel                                                                    
In this short chapter Whitehead gives us the 
backstory of Ethel, a white woman who becomes 
an unwilling participant in the Underground 
Railroad while living in North Carolina. Her 
story is marked by hypocrisy, denial and deeply 
ingrained racism disguising itself as religious 
duty.

From childhood, Ethel fantasised about being 
a missionary in Africa, craving admiration and 
purpose: ‘In gratitude the niggers lift her to 
the sky, praising her name: Ethel, Ethel’. This 
fantasy is not rooted in compassion but in vanity 
and delusion. Her early relationship with Jasmine, 
a slave girl who lived in the house, reveals both 
intimacy and inequality. Ethel played games with 
Jasmine, blackening her face to mimic African 
natives, revealing early signs of warped racial 
perceptions: ‘Given the color of their skins, 
there was never any doubt over their roles in 
either game’.

Her family embodies the perverse logic of 
slavery. Jasmine’s mother, Felice, is treated 
as property and gifted to a white boy and later 
removed when she became unwell and unable to 
work: ‘Ethel observed no disturbance in her old 

playmate’s face when they loaded her mother 
into the cart’. Ethel’s father’s trips ‘upstairs’ 
are revealed to be predatory visits to Jasmine, an 
abuse framed by religious justification: ‘Whites 
lived downstairs and blacks lived upstairs, 
and to bridge that separation was to heal a 
biblical wound’.

As an adult, Ethel is bitter and repressed. She 
marries Martin out of resignation rather than 
affection and resigns herself to a tedious life. 
When Martin secretly begins aiding escaped 
slaves via the Underground Railroad, she is 
furious: not because of slavery, but because 
it threatens her own safety and comforts. 
Her response to Martin’s action reveals her 
indifference: ‘Slavery as a moral issue never 
interested Ethel’.

Eventually, when Cora, the protagonist of the 
novel, is hidden in their attic, Ethel is again 
forced into proximity with a black woman. 
Unlike her father’s visits, Martin’s help for Cora 
is not sexual, but it still reflects a selfish, guilty 
conscience. Ethel, moved by a twisted longing 
for missionary fulfilment, finally acts on her 
long-nursed delusion: ‘In the end she had not 
gone to Africa, Africa had come to her’.

KEY POINTS

•	 Cora continues to be trapped in a cramped attic, hidden by Martin and Ethel Wells, 
as danger grows around them. Martin is a reluctant participant in the Underground 
Railroad, motivated more by guilt than conviction, while Ethel is complicit through 
fearful silence.

•	 Cora reflects on the illusion of freedom: legally unowned but physically and 
psychologically confined. The attic becomes a prison, and she questions whether 
American ideals like liberty and equality were ever real for people like her. 

•	 Tension explodes when their servant Fiona betrays them. Regulators raid the home, 
violently capture Cora and publicly shame her protectors. Cora’s capture is treated as 
a town spectacle, exposing the community’s deep complicity in racist violence.

•	 The section exposes how religion, law and everyday people uphold slavery. Even a 
poor servant like Fiona joins in for profit. Cora’s brief moment of safety is destroyed, 
and she’s forced back into the brutal system, her fight for freedom once again crushed.
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Her care for Cora is framed not as compassion 
but as an expression of lifelong selfishness and 
unfulfilled desire. In Cora’s vulnerability, she 
sees an opportunity to become the saviour she 
always fantasised about. The chapter ends with 

her kissing the girl and baptising her, ‘a savage 
to call her own, at last’. This is a chilling 
culmination of decades of twisted thinking and 
behaviour on Ethel’s part.

Tennessee                                                                
Section One, ending with ‘”He’s right,” he 
said.
Cora is once again a captive, being transported 
by the ruthless slave catcher Ridgeway, through 
a scorched and devastated Tennessee. With her is 
Jasper, another runaway, whose endless singing 
of spirituals and hymns irritates Ridgeway and 
his sidekick Boseman. Despite brutal beatings, 
‘Jasper wouldn’t stop singing’, a haunting 
echo of resistance and spiritual longing. His 
songs – part prayer, part lament – underscore 
the emotional and psychological torment of 
captivity. Cora, herself chained, reflects both 
their suffering, noting bitterly that ‘It was the 
longest she had ever been in chains’.

The route they travel is apocalyptic: blackened 
forests, dead towns and skeletal remains of 
human settlements. This desolation, blamed on 
a massive wildfire, represents not just physical 
devastation but the moral and cultural ruin of a 
country built on the exploitation of black people. 

‘This is what Cora saw: Nowhere to hide. No 
refuge between those black stalks.’ This barren 
landscape acts as a metaphor for the absence of 
sanctuary in America for enslaved people.

Among her captors is Homer, a young Black boy 
who works for Ridgeway. Though technically 
free, Homer remains voluntarily shackled to 
the wagon each night. ‘Each night … Homer 
opened his satchel and removed a set of 
manacles. He locked himself to the driver’s 
seat.’ This act reveals the deep psychological 
damage wrought by slavery: it is as if Homer sees 
bondage as safety, freedom as peril.

Ridgeway’s worldview is chilling in its 
bluntness. He sees history and violence as 
natural facts. When Cora questions the fate of the 
Cherokee, he replies, ‘Progress … My cousin 
got lucky and won some Indian land’. The 
dispossession of Native Americans is reduced 
to a game of chance, illustrating Whitehead’s 
bleak critique of the growth of America in the 
19th Century. Cora attempts escape several 

KEY POINTS

•	 Ethel grows up with racist, self-serving fantasies about becoming a missionary in Africa, 
driven more by vanity than compassion. Her childhood games with a slave girl reveal 
early signs of her deep racial bias and entitlement.

•	 Her family life reflects the brutal norms of slavery, including sexual abuse disguised as 
religious duty. Ethel witnesses cruelty and exploitation without questioning it, showing 
how normalised these horrors were in her world.

•	 As an adult, Ethel is bitter and resentful. She opposes her husband’s help for runaway 
slaves—not out of support for slavery, but because it threatens her safety and disrupts 
her dull, controlled life.

•	 When Cora hides in their attic, Ethel finally acts out her saviour fantasy. Her care is 
not genuine compassion but a twisted fulfilment of lifelong delusions, culminating in a 
disturbing, selfish baptism of Cora as her ‘savage’.
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times. Each time, she fails and is punished more 
severely. Eventually, she stops running. ‘She ran 
once at dusk … Ridgeway thrashed her. She 
stopped running.’ This surrender captures the 
grim truth that resistance is often punished into 
submission.

The towns they pass through are filled with 
displaced white settlers. Fires have claimed 
their homes and children scream in confusion. 
Yet Cora’s sympathy remains with ‘the colored 
babies’. Her perspective reinforces the moral 
line between structural injustice and accidental 
hardship.

Ridgeway exhibits no rush to return Cora to 
her plantation. This delay is less mercy and more 
control. Cora sees herself transformed, not just 
physically by her manacles, but spiritually. She 
stumbles ‘into the burned field’, a modern-day 
Calvary, embodying suffering, survival and the 
heavy truth that ‘There was no escape’. The 
atmosphere is tense, bleak and dominated by 
silence: ‘They seldom spoke the first days after 
leaving North Carolina…silence was their 
policy in general’. This silence is only disrupted 
by Jasper, whose unrelenting optimism clashes 
with the grim reality of captivity and eventually 
proves intolerable to Ridgeway and Boseman.

Ridgeway informs Cora they are traveling west, 
not south, revealing they are en route to Missouri 
to capture another escaped slave. Despite her 
fear and despair, Cora begins to notice details 
like the sun’s position – echoes of Caesar’s 
earlier teachings – ‘She’d never paid attention 
to the sun’s habits before Caesar’. Ridgeway’s 
sinister charm masks the full horror of her 
situation, suggesting she will be ‘reunited’ with 
Terrance Randall: ‘From what I’ve seen, he’ll 
prepare a worthy welcome’.

The narrative then flashes back to Ridgeway’s 
recent visit to the Randall plantation. Ridgeway 
tells Cora what sight greeted him when he turned 
down the road leading to the big house: a young 
girl impaled on a gallows, her blood soaking the 
ground. ‘The young girl was installed in hers, 

hooked through her ribs by a large metal 
spike and dangling.’ He then cruelly reveals 
that the young girl was Lovey, the slave who had 
escaped with Cora and Caesar from the Randall 
plantation. This gruesome display represents the 
ultimate consequence of resistance, and Cora 
cannot contain her horror. ‘Cora covered her 
mouth to keep in her scream. She failed.’ She 
collapses on the ground and Ridgeway ‘waited 
ten minutes for her to regain her composure’. 
Meanwhile, the townspeople coldly step over her 
collapsed body.

Terrance Randall, now in control of the Randall 
plantation, is depicted as cruel and degenerate, 
drunk and indifferent to human suffering. 
Ridgeway, though ostensibly more practical, 
views slavery only as an economic enterprise, 
devoid of moral consequence. ‘Ridgeway 
didn’t need to dissemble about the business 
of slavery.’ His conversation with Ridgeway 
is laced with arrogance and racial superiority. 
Ridgeway wrongly assumes that Cora was 
Terrance’s concubine but he also sees something 
else: her power, even in chains: “You exert a 
powerful influence.”

Jasper is introduced fully into their group, 
singing hymns constantly. Cora and Jasper 
become part of a gruesome convoy, chained 
in a wagon built for human transport. As they 
travel through the desolate, burned remains of 
Tennessee, Cora sees a world reduced to ashes. 
“What’s left when everything worthwhile has 
been consumed, dark powder for the wind to 
take.”

The climax arrives suddenly and violently. 
Ridgeway calmly instructs Boseman to kill 
Jasper: ‘He held Boseman’s pistol in his hand 
and shot Jasper in the face’. The brutal murder 
is justified economically. Jasper’s bounty wasn’t 
worth the noise. ‘Divide thirty-five dollars … 
the lost bounty was a very small price to pay 
for silence and a restful mind.’ Homer, the child 
accomplice, verifies the math in his notebook, a 
disturbing symbol of mechanised cruelty.
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Section Two, ending with ‘It was all for her.’
Cora continues to travel as a captive through 
the desolated, ravaged landscape of Tennessee. 
‘First came the stumps of the houses that 
had once contained the dreams of pioneers’. 
These towns, obliterated by wildfire and yellow 
fever, symbolise the decay of a so-called civilised 
world built on violence and exploitation.
Ridgeway, Homer, Boseman and Cora find 
themselves skirting a plague-stricken settlement. 
Yellow fever, Ridgeway explains, follows the 
slave trade: ‘It’s a human tax on progress’. 
Cora notes this idea of suffering as a cost of 
expansion, but remains unconvinced that justice 
has any hand in this destruction. Initially, she 
sees divine revenge in Tennessee’s desolation: 
‘Let them burn by flame or fever … let the 
destruction started here rove acre by acre 
until the dead have been avenged’. Yet she 
ultimately discards this logic, recognising the 
randomness of the world’s brutality: ‘Plantation 
justice was mean and constant, but the world 
was indiscriminate’.

As they reach a new town, the narrative shifts 
into a disturbingly theatrical form. Ridgeway has 
Cora dressed in a new blue dress and paraded 

through the streets and into a saloon, creating a 
grotesque performance of control and humiliation. 
Despite the new clothes, Cora’s dignity remains 
intact. Her awareness of the role she is forced to 
play becomes a quiet act of rebellion: ‘”You go 
on about reasons,” Cora said. “Call things by 
other names as if it changes what they are. But 
that don’t make them true”.’

Ridgeway reveals the death of Caesar, Cora’s 
past companion, painting a scene of mob justice: 
‘They broke into the jail and ripped its body 
to pieces.’ But Cora, hardened now, does not let 
Ridgeway see her grief. Her resistance lies not in 
hope of escape, still seemingly impossible, but in 
emotional refusal.

The conversation turns to the ideology behind 
slavery and white supremacy. Ridgeway praises 
the idea of Manifest Destiny: ‘To lift up the 
lesser races. If not lift up, subjugate. And if 
not subjugate, exterminate’. Cora’s simple 
response strips away his grand rhetoric: ‘More 
words to pretty things up’.

In a brief moment of physical and emotional 
power, Cora closes the outhouse door on 
Ridgeway, a symbolic act of shutting out his 
world. Still, Ridgeway continues lecturing her 

KEY POINTS

•	 Cora is once again enslaved, chained and transported through a burned, lifeless 
Tennessee by Ridgeway, a ruthless slave catcher. Her only companion, another 
runaway slave called Jasper, sings spirituals non-stop—a haunting act of resistance 
that ends in his murder for being an inconvenience.

•	 The scorched landscape symbolises America’s moral decay, offering no refuge or 
hope. Cora’s repeated escape attempts fail, leading to severe punishment and eventual 
submission—a grim reminder of how resistance is often crushed by violence.

•	 Homer, a young Black boy who works with Ridgeway, voluntarily shackles himself each 
night. His behavior reveals how slavery distorts minds, making bondage feel safer than 
freedom.

•	 Ridgeway treats slavery and genocide as simple progress and business. His murder of 
Jasper for peace and quiet and his plan to return Cora to a sadistic master expose the 
system’s cold efficiency and his utter disregard for Black life.
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from the other side of the outhouse door, now 
attacking Cora’s mother, Mabel, framing both 
women as threats to the slaveholding structures. 
‘You and your mother are a line that needs to be 
extinguished.’ In this moment, Cora understands 
that survival is a legacy too. Her mother’s escape 
and disappearance offer not shame, but a model 
of resilience.

They leave the town and make a camp for 
the night. The tension builds as Boseman, 
intoxicated and predatory, attempts to take 
advantage of Cora. She is ‘ready’ for him, 
having anticipated this moment as her chance to 
flee: ‘She had thought about this moment for 
days’. The scene underscores the constant threat 
of sexual violence against enslaved women, and 
Cora’s desperate watchfulness in preserving her 
autonomy.

However, her plan is undone when Ridgeway 
intervenes and violently beats Boseman in 
a display of unpredictable brutality: ‘The 
quickness of the violence, the blade of it, 
arrested her’. Cora freezes, and the opportunity 
passes. She is simply too afraid of Ridgeway to 
act. This moment deepens our understanding of 
Cora’s psychological imprisonment.

Salvation comes unexpectedly in the form 
of three Black men, armed and defiant, who 
confront Ridgeway and Boseman. For Cora, 
the appearance of these men is both surreal and 
revolutionary: ‘She had never seen colored men 
hold guns. The image shocked her, a new idea 

too big to fit into her mind’. The idea of Black 
agency, resistance and solidarity begins to take 
shape before her eyes.

The stand-off escalates into a violent skirmish. 
Boseman is fatally shot, and Ridgeway, ever 
resourceful, gains the upper hand until Cora 
finally acts. ‘Cora jumped on Ridgeway’s 
back and strangled him with her chains … 
Her scream came from deep inside her, a 
train whistle echoing in a tunnel.’ Cora’s 
scream becomes symbolic: a moment of personal 
rebellion echoing the deeper theme of the railroad 
as a pathway to liberation.

When offered vengeance by the rescuers – ‘If 
you want, miss, I can shoot him for you’ – Cora 
refuses a simple execution. Instead, she chooses 
symbolic justice. ‘Cora kicked Ridgeway in the 
face three times with her new wooden shoes.’ 
Later she says the three kicks were meant as 
revenge for her friends Lovey, Caesar and Jasper, 
but the deeper truth is more raw and personal: ‘It 
was all for her’.

The chapter concludes with Cora again seizing 
an uncertain freedom, assisted by Black men 
who represent a network of resistance beyond 
anything she has yet seen. Their response when 
Ridgeway tells them Cora is not their property 
– ‘That’s what the law says. White law. There 
are other ones.’ – challenges the supremacy of 
white law, suggesting the presence of other moral 
codes and the resilience of enslaved people 
creating their own justice.

KEY POINTS

•	 Cora, still a captive, is transported through a devastated Tennessee where fire and 
disease have wiped out entire towns. The ruined landscape symbolises the collapse of 
a nation built on slavery and violence, though Cora rejects the idea that this destruction 
is divine justice.

•	 Ridgeway parades Cora publicly in an appalling display of control, revealing Caesar’s 
brutal death to break her spirit. But Cora’s defiance remains internal: she rejects 
Ridgeway’s ideology with quiet clarity and refuses to let him see her grief for Caesar.
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Caesar                                                                        
In the Caesar chapter, Whitehead shifts 
perspective to explore the inner life of Caesar, an 
enslaved man on the Randall plantation. As the 
slaves feign joy during a fake birthday celebration 
for Jockey, Caesar retreats to the abandoned 
schoolhouse. This is his one sanctuary, to read, 
weep and imagine freedom. ‘Enslaved. In fear. 
Sentenced to death.’ This stark trio captures his 
daily reality and propels his desire for escape.

The schoolhouse symbolises both loss and 
possibility. Once a place of learning, now rotting, 
it mirrors Caesar’s own frustrated potential. 
Raised in Virginia under the illusion of freedom, 
Caesar had grown up believing he was free to 
choose his own fate. His memories of holidays 
and buggy rides contrast painfully with the painful 
monotony of life on the Randall plantation. The 
betrayal by the white widow who sold his family 
south hangs heavily: ‘The old woman had 
destroyed his family so thoroughly it couldn’t 
have been accidental.’ Caesar imagines the 
brutal fates of his parents and sees his own bleak 
trajectory in the crippled elders around him.

Caesar is drawn to Cora, observing her closely 
before ever speaking to her. Her guarded 
demeanour, occasional smile and resilience 
intrigue him. ‘She knew the preciousness of 
what little she called her own.’ When he finally 
approaches her, she rebuffs him: unsurprising, 
given the general air of suspicion and danger on 
the plantation.

The narrative also reveals the toxic attitudes 

and brokenness of the enslaved men. The other 
male slaves speak crudely about women, their 
intellect dulled and spirits crushed. ‘The place 
had undone them.’ In contrast, Caesar sees 
something different in Cora: a possible partner in 
flight, not merely an object of lust.

A turning point arrives during the dance. The 
white masters descend in drunken boredom. 
Violence erupts. Chester, a boy unscarred by 
punishment, is suddenly whipped. Cora throws 
herself between him and the blows: ‘She shielded 
the boy with her own body and took his blows 
for him.’ This act of defiance confirms Caesar’s 
belief: she is not a mere token of good luck for 
his escape. ‘She wasn’t a rabbit’s foot ... but 
the locomotive itself.’

In the aftermath, Caesar clutches a hidden book 
named Travels into Several Remote Nations by 
Irish author Jonathan Swift, a stolen remnant 
of a freer past. Fletcher, the white shopkeeper 
aiding him, warns that the book could get him 
killed. Yet ‘if he didn’t read, he was a slave’. 
In Gulliver (a character in the book), Caesar sees 
a white man blundering through alien worlds, 
always forgetting home. ‘That was white people 
all over: Build a schoolhouse and let it rot.’ 
Caesar vows not to be like Gulliver, ‘Unless 
she came with him. With Cora, he’d find the 
way home’. This chapter is both a psychological 
study and a quiet revolutionary moment. It plants 
the seeds of Caesar’s and Cora’s escape, driven 
not by fantasy, but by bitter truths and desperate 
hope.

•	 Cora narrowly avoids sexual assault by Boseman, only to have her escape chance 
lost when Ridgeway violently intervenes. The moment reveals her deep fear and the 
psychological prison she lives in.

•	 Liberation arrives suddenly when three armed Black men confront Ridgeway. In the 
chaos, Cora physically fights back and claims her agency; not through killing but 
through symbolic revenge. She escapes again, now with a glimpse of collective Black 
resistance and a growing sense of her own power.
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Indiana                                                               
Section One, ending with ‘first person to open 
a book.’
In the Indiana section of the novel, Cora finds 
relative safety and stability on the Valentine 
farm, a Black-owned community and refuge for 
freed and escaped slaves. The farm offers a stark 
contrast to the dehumanising plantations Cora 
has fled, providing not just physical safety but 
intellectual and emotional nourishment.

At first, Cora struggles to adjust to life in 
this freer world. In Georgina’s classroom, she 
realises her education in South Carolina barely 
holds up against the sharp, confident voices of 
children raised in a nurturing environment. ‘She 
felt conspicuous, older than all of them and 
so far behind.’ Yet, over time, Cora advances. 
Four months in, she is no longer the outsider. 
Her new friendships, particularly with Georgina, 
a gossipy teacher from Delaware, ground her in 
this unfamiliar stability. She gains some esteem 
and finds a kind of belonging.

This section also explores the formation of 
family bonds. Cora shares a cabin with Sybil 
and her daughter Molly, where subtle, maternal 
dynamics unfold. Cora begins braiding Molly’s 
hair and sharing quiet, caring moments. ‘She 

hadn’t been chosen by one of the little ones 
since Chester.’ These moments serve as both 
healing and haunting reminders of Cora’s lost 
childhood and her mother, Mabel.

The three of them work on sewing quilts and this 
work becomes a metaphor for reconstruction and 
personal identity. Cora’s botched cardinal quilt 
is a symbol of both her internal chaos and her 
persistence. ‘The quilt betrayed a crookedness 
in her thinking: run it up a pole as the flag 
of her wild country.’ Sybil insists she finish it, 
reinforcing the theme of perseverance.

Sybil’s backstory is told in flashback: she fled 
her plantation with Molly in tow after hearing of 
a looming sale. Her tale of escape, with a silent 
two-year-old understanding the gravity of their 
journey, is a powerful testament to maternal love 
and resistance. ‘Molly didn’t make no sound … 
she knew what we were up to.’

Cora, however, remains emotionally unsettled. 
She continues to ask every new arrival about 
her mother, Mabel, holding onto a hope of 
reconnection. She has not forgiven the perceived 
abandonment, though doubts creep in. ‘A woman 
who leaves her daughter behind becomes 
someone else to hide the shame of it.’ The 
section closes with Cora curled up in her room, 

KEY POINTS

•	 Caesar finds comfort in an abandoned schoolhouse, where he reads and reflects on his 
stolen freedom. Once raised in Virginia under the illusion of liberty, he now lives in fear 
and despair on the Randall plantation, haunted by the betrayal that tore his family apart.

•	 The decaying schoolhouse represents both Caesar’s lost potential and his hunger for 
knowledge. Reading becomes an act of defiance—if he can’t read, he is nothing but a 
slave.

•	 Caesar is drawn to Cora not just romantically but as a fellow survivor. When she protects 
a young boy from a whipping, her bravery convinces him she’s the right person to 
escape with. She will be not simply a lucky charm, but a force of movement and change.

•	 Surrounded by broken men and casual cruelty, Caesar’s inner life becomes a quiet form 
of rebellion. His dreams of escape are grounded in painful truth, and he begins to see 
Cora not as a fantasy, but as his way toward a real future.

MENTOR B
OOKS




