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Chapter 1: The Birth of a Rebel
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Harriet Tubman was born Araminta Ross in Dorchester County, Maryland, around 1822, a date that remains uncertain but which is generally accepted by historians. The exact day of her birth is shrouded in mystery, much like many aspects of her early life. Born into slavery, Tubman’s story begins in an America where the institution of slavery was deeply entrenched, particularly in the southern states. Her birth occurred in a time when the United States was rapidly expanding, but also increasingly divided over issues of race, labor, and the moral question of slavery. Slavery was a legal institution in most southern states, while abolitionist sentiments were gaining strength in the North. Yet, the passage of the Missouri Compromise in 1820 and the later debates over the expansion of slavery into new territories revealed how slavery would continue to shape American politics for decades to come.

Araminta Ross was the daughter of Harriet Green, an enslaved woman, and Benjamin Ross, who was also enslaved. The circumstances of her birth were far from unique—millions of African Americans were born into slavery in the early 19th century, and their lives were shaped by the brutal reality of forced labor, inhumane treatment, and the constant threat of violence. Tubman’s parents, like most enslaved people, lived under a system that viewed them as property, not people. Harriet Green was, in fact, owned by one of the wealthier landowners in the region, which meant that the family’s day-to-day life was dictated by the whims of their masters.

Her father’s roots trace back to Africa, bringing with him the stories, traditions, and strength of his heritage. Her mother, in contrast, was born into slavery and was constantly subject to the whims of her owners. These generational differences would manifest in Tubman’s own views of freedom, especially as she grew up and developed her resistance to the chains of slavery. While she did not have access to the tools of resistance such as formal education or legal recourse, Harriet’s personal drive and the deep sense of injustice she felt formed the foundation of her future acts of rebellion.

As Tubman entered childhood, her world was defined by a rigid caste system that placed people like her in the lowest rungs of society. As a young girl, she was forced to work in the fields, performing arduous tasks alongside adults. It was a cruel irony that the labor of children like Tubman was seen as both essential and disposable by those who owned them. Children were expected to carry out tough work from an early age, as much a tool of economic survival for their masters as the adult slaves. Despite this, Tubman’s resilience began to show early. Even at a young age, she exhibited a strength that would become the hallmark of her character throughout her life.

Tubman’s childhood was also marked by extreme violence. At the age of five, she was hired out to work for a family that treated her poorly. This was a common practice in slavery, where children and adults alike were often hired out to other plantations or landowners, subjected to even worse conditions than their home plantations. Tubman’s first experiences with physical punishment came at the hands of her first employer. She was often beaten for minor infractions or mistakes, and at one point, she sustained a severe head injury when an overseer threw a weight at her, causing lifelong health problems. These physical scars became both a symbol of her suffering and the strength she would draw on in her later life as a fugitive and an abolitionist.

As Tubman grew older, she began to dream of freedom. This desire was not just personal—it was political and communal. It was deeply connected to the broader anti-slavery movements taking root in the northern states. The abolitionist movement, which gained traction throughout the early 19th century, became a vital part of her worldview. Abolitionists such as Frederick Douglass, William Lloyd Garrison, and Harriet Beecher Stowe had been vocal in their condemnation of slavery, and Tubman, though not yet fully formed as a leader, was already feeling the emotional pull of their cause. Douglass’s narrative, published in 1845, was widely circulated and shaped many minds on both sides of the Mason-Dixon Line.

In addition to the influence of the abolitionists, Tubman’s deep religious faith became central to her understanding of freedom. As a devout Christian, she viewed her struggles not as individual but as part of a divine plan. She often spoke of the voice of God calling her to escape, and she would later describe her own experiences as a series of spiritual encounters that guided her on her path. Her belief in God’s providence became an integral part of her mission—she was not merely a fugitive seeking to escape, but a chosen agent of a higher power, tasked with leading others to freedom. The influence of black spirituals and African American religious practices cannot be underestimated in understanding Tubman’s resistance. Songs like “Go Down Moses” and “Wade in the Water” contained coded messages of escape, and Harriet would use these songs, along with oral storytelling, to guide those she helped along the Underground Railroad.

The role of the Underground Railroad in shaping Harriet Tubman’s identity as a leader cannot be overstated. Though it was not a formal organization but a loose network of safe houses, conductors, and supporters, it became one of the most significant forces in undermining the institution of slavery in the United States. Tubman’s personal journey to freedom in 1849 was the beginning of what would become one of the most legendary underground campaigns against slavery. This was not a simple escape—it was an act of defiance against an entire system. In her decision to return and rescue others, Harriet Tubman became the embodiment of resistance.

The Underground Railroad was a complex, clandestine operation, and Tubman’s leadership in it exemplified a radical break from the prevailing norms of gender and race in the 19th-century South. Tubman did not just operate within the confines of the railroad’s established routes—she created her own path, navigating from Maryland to Pennsylvania, often under the cover of darkness, avoiding slave catchers, and eluding the bounty hunters who stalked the lives of the runaway slaves. These risks, often involving betrayal and the potential for death, were not merely peripheral to Tubman’s mission—they were essential. She worked with a network of trusted individuals, including Quakers and other abolitionists, to provide shelter, food, and guidance to those fleeing enslavement. Her leadership, driven by the understanding of personal and collective freedom, was as strategic as it was visionary.

One key moment in Tubman’s early life was her decision to adopt the name Harriet, which she chose in honor of her mother, Harriet Green. This decision marked an important moment of reclaiming her identity and transforming herself from a slave into a symbol of resistance. The change of name was an act of empowerment, and the choice of “Tubman,” taken from her first husband, John Tubman, further rooted her in the context of family and community.

Harriet Tubman’s birth and early life were steeped in the legacy of oppression. Yet, it was through her early years in bondage that she began to understand the concepts of freedom, resistance, and divine calling. These formative experiences would set her on a course that would reshape the meaning of rebellion in America and beyond. Tubman’s life was a testament to the human capacity to fight back against the forces of domination and to challenge the very structures of power that sought to oppress and control. Her life was not merely a quest for personal freedom—it was a mission to break the chains that bound others, to deliver them from the horrors of slavery, and to inspire generations to come in their own struggles for justice and equality.
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Chapter 2: The Early Years in Bondage

[image: ]




Harriet Tubman’s early years in slavery unfolded against the backdrop of a nation deeply divided over the moral and economic implications of slavery. The institution of slavery in Maryland, where she was born, was a powerful force that shaped not only her own life but the lives of millions of enslaved people in the United States. Maryland, while considered a border state, still maintained a large enslaved population, particularly in the southern part of the state. Slavery there was a complex and entrenched system. The plantation economy depended heavily on the labor of enslaved people, and it was a system that dehumanized them, treating them as mere property, devoid of legal rights or personal freedom.

Araminta Ross, later known as Harriet Tubman, was born into this brutal system around 1822. As an enslaved child, Tubman was exposed to the harsh realities of the plantation economy early on. Slaves like her were expected to work from the age of six or seven, and their labor was used to sustain not just the landowners but the larger economic and social structures that upheld slavery as an institution. Tubman’s childhood memories were filled with stories of abuse, hardship, and constant threat, not just from her masters but from the entire structure of slavery itself. As she later reflected, “I was the conductor of the Underground Railroad for eight years, and I can say what most conductors can’t: I never ran my train off the track and I never lost a passenger.”

The idea of bondage was not merely one of physical restraint—it was a spiritual and psychological imprisonment. Enslaved people were taught that they were inferior, that they were less than human. They were separated from their families, sold as property, and often forced to endure physical punishment for the slightest infraction. In Tubman’s case, she was born into this system as a child of enslaved parents. Her mother, Harriet Green, was enslaved on a neighboring plantation, and her father, Benjamin Ross, was similarly bound to the landowner’s property. Tubman’s family was torn apart by the whims of the enslavers, with parents, children, and siblings separated and sold to different owners. The idea of family, central to the African American experience, was often destroyed by the market forces that perpetuated slavery.

Tubman’s early experiences with violence were profound. She would later recount in her writings and speeches that from the age of five, she was hired out to work in the homes of local landowners. This practice, known as “hiring out,” was common among enslavers in Maryland, who often rented out their slaves to other landowners or even businesses, seeing it as a way to generate additional income. While this might seem like a minor difference compared to the full-scale plantation system of the Deep South, the work for Tubman was brutal. She was sent to work in a neighboring family’s household, where she was subjected to harsh treatment by her employers. She was not allowed the comforts or protection of her own family, and she was often treated as nothing more than an expendable piece of labor.

At the age of 12, Tubman suffered a traumatic injury that would affect her for the rest of her life. While working in the fields, she was struck in the head by a heavy weight, thrown by an overseer. The blow caused significant injury to her skull, leading to chronic pain and debilitating episodes of unconsciousness throughout her life. The event marked a turning point in Tubman’s life—she began to experience spiritual visions and dreams, which she later described as divine guidance. These visions, combined with her experiences of suffering, would be integral to her sense of calling and destiny. The belief that God had a plan for her became a central theme of her life, shaping her actions and her leadership role in the abolitionist movement.

The violence that Tubman experienced and witnessed in her early years was not isolated. Throughout the South, enslaved children and adults were subjected to constant brutality. Enslaved mothers and fathers often had no recourse when their children were sold away from them, and entire families were ripped apart by the demands of the slave market. The system of slavery was designed to break familial bonds and prevent any sort of collective resistance from forming. The psychological damage of such a system was immense. Harriet Tubman’s childhood was shaped by these realities—her own separation from her family, the constant threat of violence, and the belief that her life was expendable. Yet, these early years of suffering also ignited a deep sense of resistance and resilience.

As Tubman grew older, the reality of slavery continued to shape her world. By the time she reached adulthood, she had been sold to various masters, and her physical and emotional suffering deepened. In the 1840s, at the age of around 25, Tubman was working as a field hand and had been living in bondage for more than two decades. It was during this time that she married John Tubman, a free man. Despite their love for each other, their marriage could not overcome the insurmountable barriers that slavery placed in their path. John was free, but Harriet remained enslaved, and the couple’s relationship suffered due to the restrictions placed on them by the system of slavery. John Tubman’s eventual rejection of Harriet’s decision to escape to freedom was a heartbreak that Tubman would carry with her for much of her life.

The year 1849 marked a turning point for Harriet Tubman. The death of her master, Edward Brodess, and the subsequent sale of her to a different owner created a new sense of urgency in her. The possibility of being sold further away from her family was a constant threat, and it was this fear that drove her to attempt to escape slavery. She later recalled, “I had reasoned this out in my mind: there was one of two things I had a right to, liberty or death; if I could not have one, I would have the other.”

Her escape was a monumental act of defiance against a system that had controlled her life since birth. Tubman’s ability to escape was not due to sheer luck, but to the careful planning and resourcefulness she learned from others and from the traditions of resistance that had been passed down by enslaved people. The Underground Railroad, an informal network of abolitionists and safe houses, was critical to Tubman’s success. It was through this network that Tubman would later return to the South multiple times to help others escape, leading dozens of enslaved people to freedom.

Tubman’s early years in bondage were marked by both brutal suffering and extraordinary resilience. Her experiences shaped her into a leader capable of navigating the complexities of the Underground Railroad and the larger abolitionist movement. It was through her own suffering and the suffering of others that Tubman came to understand the true cost of slavery—not just in terms of physical labor, but in the erasure of humanity, the destruction of families, and the denial of basic human rights. These lessons would guide her as she took on the mantle of leadership, becoming one of the most iconic figures in American history.
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