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A Fight for Freedom

You take a break to get a drink from the water fountain. On your way, 
you hear a group listening intently to an author reading a book. You 
lean in to listen closer. The author is talking about writing a biogra-
phy of a historical figure. You head to the library’s biography section 
and pull out a book about famous women in history. You flip to a 
chapter about Harriet Tubman and dig into the pages.

You’ve probably heard of Harriet Tubman, the famous conductor 
of the Underground Railroad. She saved lives by helping many en-
slaved people reach freedom and safety. The injustices and  injuries 
she faced as a child motivated her to work tirelessly to save others 
who were forced into slavery.

A Girl Called “Minty”

Harriet Tubman was born around 1822 to parents Harriet “Rit” 
Green and Ben Ross. They named her Araminta and called her by a 
nickname, “Minty.” The family was enslaved and forced to work on 
farms and plantations in Maryland, a state that allowed the inhu-
mane institution of slavery until 1864. 

Slavery ripped apart Tubman’s family. Their enslavers, Mary Brodess 
and Edward Brodess, forcibly split up Tubman’s sisters, including her 
beloved sister Mariah. When Tubman was still a child, Brodess hired 
her out to work for other farmers nearby so he could earn money for 
her labor. Not only was she young and alone, but the enslavers often 
beat and whipped her.
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A Blow to the Head

One hot summer day when Tubman was a teenager, she worked in 
a field harvesting flax. She pulled stalks and separated fibers that 
would later be woven into rope or fabric. On an errand to a nearby 
store, Tubman tried to help a young enslaved man escape a beating 
from an overseer.

An overseer was a man in charge of the enslaved field laborers who 
often used brutal methods to force them to work. The overseer threw 
a heavy iron weight at the boy and hit Tubman in the head instead. 
He forced Tubman back to work in the field while she was bleeding 
and dizzy. She went on to have seizures and headaches for the rest of 
her life.

At the wharf where she sometimes worked with her father, Tubman 
met “Black Jacks.” They were free Black men who worked as sailors. 
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She marveled at their freedom and learned that some northern states 
didn’t allow slavery. If she could get to Pennsylvania, she could live 
free. She might find her way on foot by following the stars at night. A 
mysterious network of brave people along the way, called the Under-
ground Railroad, could also help her get there. 

Tubman didn’t like the idea 
of leaving her family, but she 
made a plan and escaped. 
She walked at night so she 
wouldn’t be discovered, trav-
eling through forests, fields, 
and creeks. She discovered the network of people that would help her 
make it to freedom. She walked more than 90 miles to Philadelphia.

Sometime around that time, Tubman changed her first name to Har-
riet, her mother’s name. Even though she was free, she couldn’t stop 
thinking about the friends and family she had left behind. She soon 
risked her life to return to Maryland, where she was a wanted per-
son, to help her family and others escape to freedom. Over the years, 
she led 70 people to freedom and gave instructions to many more. As 
a conductor on the Underground Railroad, Tubman was known for 
never losing a “passenger.”

DID YOU KNOW?

During the Civil War, 
Tubman worked as a 
spy and a nurse.


