History Lesson

Harriet Tubman

What is a cause that is important to you? Maybe it's helping the hungry by donating canned
goods during a food drive at school. Maybe it's caring for God's creation by throwing your
trash away after eating lunch on the soccer field. Or, maybe it's supporting our American

'II

heroes by saying “Thank you!” to a police officer or member of the military when you see them

in a store.

In these examples, you are doing something for someone else. You are serving others and, in
the process, making your community a healthier, cleaner, and happier place to live in. You are
advancing a cause that you care about — which is what activists do. An activist is someone who
tirelessly works for a particular cause.

In the last lesson, we learned about the Civil War and abolitionists, who were people working
hard to end slavery in America. Harriet Tubman was one of these abolitionists and was one of
the most courageous activists in American history, dedicated to fighting for freedom.

Harriet Tubman was born around the early 1820s (her actual birthdate is unknown) in
Dorchester County, Maryland, which was a slave state. While today most people know her as
Harriet, her birth name was Araminta Ross, and her family called her “Minty.”

Araminta had eight brothers and sisters and was not born with her freedom but was born into
slavery. This means that as a baby, her fate was already sealed, and she did not have any control
over her decisions. Because slaves were viewed as property, Araminta could be punished and
scolded by her masters, sold and separated from her family, and forced to work long hours in
brutal conditions.

Even as a young girl, Araminta dreamed of being free like you and me and having a happy
childhood without the fear of working for a mean master. Instead of having playdates with other
children or playing games with her family, Araminta spent her days working hard and was
treated badly. As a child, Araminta’s owners “loaned” her out to other slave masters for work.
When Araminta was just about five years old, she worked as a babysitter and if the baby cried,
she was whipped. During her childhood, Araminta was also rented out to trap muskrats and
work in the fields, which she preferred over doing housework.

Growing up in such grueling and brutal conditions made Araminta incredibly brave, with a solid
sense of right and wrong. One day, when Aramanta was just around 12 years old, she was in a
store helping the cook with purchases and suffered a devastating injury." An overseer (or the
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manager of the slaves) chased a runaway slave to the store and ordered Araminta to help tie him
up. In her first act of defiance against the evils of slavery, she refused. As the escaped slave
aftempted to run, the overseer threw a heavy weight to stop his escape, but instead, the weight
struck Araminta’s head and cracked her skull. She later recalled, “The weight broke my skull ...
They carried me to the house all bleeding and fainting. | had no bed, no place to lie down on at
all, and they laid me on the seat of the loom, and | stayed there all day and the next.”?She
miraculously survived the accident, although she suffered from seizures, headaches, sleep
problems, and “visions” (which she believed were from God) for the rest of her life3

Despite her injury, Harriet's courage and her faith in God were strong. She would come to rely
upon God for His help throughout her life as she faced many challenges. She said, “I always
told Him, I trust you. | don’t know where to go or what to do, but | expect You to lead me,” and
He always did.” 4

Araminta married a free black man, John Tubman, in 1844 and changed her name to Harriet
Tubman (her mother’s first name and her husband’s last name). It was soon after her marriage
that her life changed forever. (Editor’s note: After Harriet escaped from slavery, she tried to get
John to come with her to Pennsylvania in the 1850s. But John had remarried and refused to leave
Maryland. Harriet later married a Civil War veteran after the war.) In 1849, after Araminta’s
owner suddenly died, the family decided to start selling off slaves. Not wanting to be separated
from any more of her family members, she was determined to devise a plan to escape. *

In September 1849, Harriet and her two brothers attempted to escape. We don’t know why, but
her brothers decided to turn back, and Harriet was forced to go back with them. (Sometimes
that happens when you study history! It can sometimes be like a mystery or a puzzle.) A few
months after the failed escape, Harriet, with her resolute faith in God, bravely decided to
aftempt to escape again — this time, on her own .6 She traveled during the dark of night to avoid
capture and used the North Star to guide her north, toward freedom.” She said, “God’s time is
always near. He gave me my strength and He set the North Star in the heavens. He meant |
should be free.”8

Recall from our last lesson that the northern states were free states, and the southern and border
states were slave-holding states. The line that separated free and slave states was known as the
Mason-Dixon Line. To be free, Harriet needed to make it across that line.

Along her journey north, Harriet had help from those in the Underground Railroad. Despite its
name, the Underground Railroad had nothing to do with a train or tracks. For many slaves, their
only way out of bondage was to escape to places where slavery did not exist, such as northern
states and Canada. Those who ran away from slavery were, at the time, called “fugitives” or
“runaways,” but now are more accurately called “freedom seekers.” The Underground Railroad
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was a network of people who helped freedom seekers on their journey and began at places with
with slavery and followed routes toward freedom.? Freedom seekers were guided by
“conductors,” protected by Vigilance Committees, who helped them avoid bounty hunters, and
offered shelter and hiding at “stations,” which included homes, churches, and schools.™

With Harriet's immense courage and faith, she crossed the Mason-Dixon Line and arrived in
Pennsylvania. She later recalled, “When | found | had crossed that line, | looked at my hands to
see if | was the same person. There was such a glory over everything; the sun came like gold
through the trees, and over the fields, and | felt like | was in Heaven.” 1"

Harriet found work in Philadelphia, but she was always determined to rescue her family
members from slavery, whom she missed dearly. As Harriet said, “I had crossed the line. | was
free; but there was no one to welcome me to the land of freedom. | was a stranger in a strange
land; and my home after all, was down in Maryland; because my father, my mother, my
brothers, and sisters, and friends were there. But | was free, and they should be free.”12

She knew she wanted to help.

In 1850, after settling in Philadelphia, Harriet learned that her niece and two children were
going to be sold to another slave master. This was a particularly dangerous time for Harriet and
her fellow freedom fighters due to the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act in 1850. The law
strengthened the previous Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 and required that escaped slaves be
returned to their masters, even if they were in a free state.!®

But the time had come for Harriet to act to bring her family members to freedom, so she made
the risky journey back to Maryland to help her family. Aided by her brother-in-law, Harriet
successfully brought her niece and two children back to Philadelphia. After this first freedom
fighter success, Harriet dedicated her life to helping other slaves escape to freedom.™*

Over the next decade, Harriet became a respected and well-connected conductor and
established her own Underground Railroad network. She led more than seventy slaves to
freedom and instructed dozens of others on the best ways to escape. Harriet said, “I never ran
my train off the track and | never lost a passenger.”’®

Harriet's heroic reputation spread throughout the abolitionist community, earning her the
nickname “Moses.” Even though she couldn’t read or write, Harriet gave speeches at antislavery

and women's rights conventions to tell people about her life and the horrific evils of slavery.16

As the Civil War erupted, Harriet continued to fight for freedom, although in different ways than
before. Harriet conducted her last rescue mission in November 1861 before going to work with
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the Union Army. She left for South Carolina in 1862 to provide much-needed nursing care for
black soldiers and recently freed slaves.’” She also led a spying and scouting network for the
Union Army and bravely conducted missions behind Confederate enemy lines.’8 Additionally,
she helped rescue more than 700 slaves in June 1863 during an assault mission with Colonel
James Montgomery along the Combahee River. After her brave actions in the war, Harriet
became well-known across the country as a (just over) five-feet-all force to be reckoned with1?

In a letter to Harriet, Fredrick Douglass, an abolitionist movement leader, wrote, “The midnight
sky and the silent stars have been the witnesses of your devotion to freedom and of your
heroism. Excepting John Brown — of sacred memory — | know of no one who has willingly
encountered more perils and hardships to serve our enslaved people than you have.”20

As the war came to an end, Harriet went to Auburn, New York, and remarried 2! A very
committed and dedicated woman, Harriet stayed active her entire life, always helping those in
need. As Harriet said, “The Lord who told me to take care of my people meant me to do it just

as long as | live, and so | did what He told me."” 22

She fought for women’s suffrage (which is the right for women to vote) as hard as she fought for
the end of slavery. She established the Harriet Tubman Home for the Aged and it was here, on
March 10, 1913, that Harriet died surrounded by friends and family. She was buried at Fort Hill
Cemetery in Auburn as a hero with military honors 23

Today, Harriet Tubman is recognized as a strong American heroine who fought for her moral
beliefs. A strong Christian, Harriet believed all people deserved to live a life of freedom.
Harriet's strength, courage, and faith allowed her to rescue people from the bondage of slavery
and further the rights of blacks and women across America.
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