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HARRIET TUBMAN
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Name: Harriet Tubman

Born: 1820

Died: March 10, 1913

Position: Abolitionist, Civil Rights Activist

Career Highlights:

• Escaped from slavery in 1849 but repeatedly returned to Maryland help others

• Became the most famous “conductor” on the Underground Railroad

• Worked for the Union Army as a cook and nurse . . . and a spy

Interesting Facts:

• Harriet Tubman’s real name was Araminta Harriet Ross, and her nickname was “Minty”
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“Get up, you lazy thing.”

Minty grabs the broom and sweeps wildly.

At the end of the row Minty turns and works back toward the barns, picking big green caterpillars off the plants.

Harriet counts out forty dollars of her wood-chopping money.

“Hat, you purely will not believe what the lawyer found out for you.”

Harriet ducks behind a holly bush and holds her breath.

The chickens cluck and flutter wildly about.

“Who goes there!”

Even as she is dying, her will is as strong as ever.
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The following have provided assistance and inspiration:

Kay McElvey, EdD, and the staff at the Harriet Tubman Organization, Cambridge, Maryland; Pauline Copes Johnston, Alice Norris, the Reverend Paul G. Carter, the African Methodist Episcopal-Zion church, and the Harriet Tubman Home in Auburn, New York; The Reverend Michael Bolduc, U.C.C.
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SCARS


“YOU MEAN TO tell me you’re five years old? A scrawny little thing like you?”

Minty stared at the floor, confused by the white woman’s questions. Mama! she wanted to call out, but Mama was nowhere in this big, strange house. And the man who owned her family, the man who had named her, Master Brodas, had whipped up his horse to pull the wagon down the road without ever even looking back. Mama is not coming, Minty told herself. Not ever. Her eyes filled with tears.

“Never you mind,” Miss Susan said briskly. “I paid good money to hire out a slave to help with the baby. Mr. Brodas said you could do the work.” She sniffed. “And so you will.”

Miss Susan shifted her child off her wide hip and handed him to Minty. “Hold him while I change for dinner.” The child squalled and wiggled in Minty’s arms. “If you drop my little Charles Lee,” the woman said, smiling sweetly at the baby, “I’ll whip the skin right off you, girl.” Then she turned and walked out of the room.

Minty’s arms went weak. “Mama!” her lips moved, but no sound could come out. Not now. Not after that.

The baby twisted to watch his mother’s long, squash-colored skirts swirl then vanish through the door. Minty struggled to keep her balance. Charles reached his fat arms toward the door, and Minty almost dropped him. None of the babies in the slave cabins was this fleshy! She sat down so she could hold him tight in her lap.

“Oh!” she gasped. The floor felt soft through Minty’s thin cotton shift. She rubbed her bare feet on fabric as fuzzy as a bumblebee’s backside. The baby giggled with the movement. Minty glanced at the edge of the floor and blinked. It wasn’t made of packed dirt at all, but wooden boards, cut flat and melted together somehow. She stared.

Charles whimpered. “Hush-a-baby,” she tried to calm him. “Y’all be good, now, you hear?” The baby looked up at her. The air was so hot that her black skin and his white were stuck together with summer sweat, but when she looked into those sky-colored eyes, she shivered. Charles looked about to cry, so Minty kept talking. “Hush, pretty baby.” She made her voice soft and happy-sounding. “This child here, she don’ want a whipping,” she babbled, “nohow, I don’t. No, sir. No, sir.” She pictured her older brother’s back, bruised and bleeding after a lashing. Then she thought about her father’s back, crisscrossed with old scars. She remembered the sound of her sister, screaming in pain. Then she made herself stop thinking.

Suddenly the baby’s fat little hand was pushing at her lips. He was trying to stick his pink finger into her mouth! “What you want, baby?” she asked. Charles smiled. “You like my talking?” Now he grinned, showing little baby teeth as white as his soft gown. “I can sing for you, too, I reckon.” The baby waved his arms. “Oh, Go down, Moses,” Minty sang. “Way down in Egypt’s land, . . .” She began rocking in time with the church hymn. “Tell old Pharaoh, ‘Let my people go.’ ” The child lay quiet on her lap. Minty smiled. I can do fine here, Minty thought, starting the next verse. I jus’ got to sing, and—she swallowed hard—and never, never drop this here baby.

*  *  *

“Give him here, Araminta.” The sound of her new mistress’s voice made Minty jump. Was it dinnertime already? Her stomach growled, and she struggled to her feet, handing Charles to his mother.

“Wait outside, girl,” Miss Susan said. “When the meal is done we’ll feed you and the dogs.” Shocked, Minty hurried toward the door. “Not that one!” the tone in Miss Susan’s voice put a chill down her neck. “Use the servants’ door, back behind the brooms and buckets.” There were two doors in this house? Slave cabins had only one, and no windows, either. Minty scurried through room after room, toward the back of the house. She didn’t have to ask what would happen if she used the wrong door.

The floor under her feet had soft cloth on it. Minty couldn’t help it. She slowed down to shuffle across the strange smoothness. There were clothes on everything. She looked into a room. The table had a dress on it. The windows wore dresses, too, with ruffles. Minty smiled. Little tables wore scarves with fringe. The chairs were dressed in fuzzy, colored cloth. Minty wanted to rub her hands on all of it.

The walls were as flat as the floor, and all dressed in stripes and roses. And the ceiling? She stopped in wonder. The ceiling was as white as Miss Susan! Where did the cooking smoke go? Minty sniffed. The air was empty. No friendly smell of food cooking on the fire. No smell of family bodies all together and sweaty. No smell of wood from log cabin walls. No smell of home at all. Just the breeze off the ocean, scented with salt and the sharp tang of low tide in the marshes. A gull cried, lonely in the distance.

“Get out, girl!” Miss Susan stamped her foot against the wood floor. Minty jumped and ran. The white woman’s laughter chased her out of the house.

*  *  *

“Now, Minty.” Miss Susan stood in the lamplight next to the bed. She stretched her arms wide and yawned. Minty stared. No one she knew had so many teeth. And no one wore a pretty dress to bed. This one was pale pink, with tiny flowers stitched around the edges. “My sister is coming tomorrow,” Miss Susan said. “I need my rest tonight.” Minty looked down at the baby lying on a soft pink pillow in a cradle beside the bed. “Keep Charles quiet, so I can sleep.”

Miss Susan blew the lantern out, lay down on the bed, and pulled snowy white sheets over her dress.

Minty sat down beside the baby and began singing to him.

“Quiet,” Miss Susan growled in the darkness over her head.

Minty hummed as quietly as she could.

“Hush your mouth!” Miss Susan scolded. “Girl, I’ve got a switch up here, and you know I’ll use it.”

Minty blinked back tears and reached her hand out to rock the little cradle. At home, Mama would be saying night prayers over everyone resting on the floor. Papa would say a verse from the Bible to sleep on, and the day would be done. Minty said a prayer now, but silently. Soon the only sounds were Miss Susan’s snores. Starlight washed in through the glass of the windows, softening the shadows in the room. Minty yawned and settled against the wall, her hand still pushing the cradle, back and forth, again and again.

“Wanh!” Charles’s cry woke Minty just before the lash whistled down toward her head.

“Ow!” she cried, startled by the sound, the moonlight in the room, and the sudden pain along the back of her neck. “Ouch!” she cried as the switch fell on her again.

“You stupid girl!” Miss Susan’s voice was as sharp as the pain itself. “Rock the baby!”

Rock, rock, rock, Minty’s hand moved the cradle. Little Charles hiccuped himself back to sleep again. Miss Susan’s snores were louder now. Mama! Minty wanted to cry. Mama! She felt a trickle dripping down her neck, but kept rocking the cradle. The moon was staring at her full in the face through the window. She yawned. Stay awake, she scolded herself. But how? Minty sang in her head all the church songs she knew, rocking the cradle in time to the music that only she heard. Then she sang all the songs again. She didn’t remember losing her place before she jerked awake again at Charles’s groggy whimper.

“Thwack!” The lash fell, harder this time.

“Sorry, miss, sorry,” Minty begged, but the lash silenced even this.

The moon moved past the window, and darkness filled the bedroom again. Presently the faintest dawn woke a distant rooster. The stars winked out, one by one, beyond the glass. Minty’s head was nodding when Miss Susan finally sat up and stretched. “Get up, you lazy thing,” she said. “It’s time to get to work.”
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PIG FREEDOM


“HOW DARE YOU just sit there!” Minty jumped to her feet at Miss Susan’s angry voice.

“I don’ know what else to do, miss.” The last bite of cold breakfast biscuit turned to dust in Minty’s mouth.

“Don’t you know anything, girl? The house must be perfect for Miss Ellen’s visit. Get yourself a broom and a dust cloth and make that parlor room shine!”

The parlor? Minty shuffled her feet against the brightly patterned carpet as she wandered down the front hall. What is a parlor? She peeked into a room full of shelves. From floor to ceiling, rows of colored bricks stood edge to edge. Minty wandered into the room. One of the bricks lay open on a table. It was a Bible! The minister looked at one almost like it when he said verses on Sunday. The white people held them, too, when they sang from the pews down in front of the church. Minty stared at the shelves. So many Bibles! She couldn’t count near that high. Miss Susan is a wonderful good Christian.

“Girl!” Minty dashed out, following her mistress’s voice into yet another room. “Sweep!” A broom was thrust at her. “And dust.” The dust cloth flew through the air at her head. Minty grabbed the broom and swept wildly as Miss Susan left. Dust filled the air. It sparkled all around her in the sunshine from the windows. Minty laughed aloud and whirled in a circle, dancing with the dust stars, until she saw the switch. A long willow branch was lying on a shelf over the fireplace. Suddenly Minty swept harder. Coughing, she leaned the broom against the door and grabbed the dust cloth.
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When she was done, the wooden chairs and tables gleamed, even under their lacy white aprons. The keys on the piano were spotless. Every little seashell, every glass doll, and every little framed picture had been moved, dusted, and returned to its place. Minty looked around the room, took a deep breath, and skipped back to the kitchen.

*  *  *

“Minty!” A screech brought her running back to the parlor. “Didn’t I tell you to sweep and dust?” Minty raised her arms to protect her face as Miss Susan thrashed at her head with the willow stick. At last her mistress paused for a breath.

Minty looked around. Dust dulled every surface.

“But, I . . .,” she started.

Miss Susan drew a line in the dust on top of the piano with her finger. “Do it again, you stupid thing!” Her voice was cold with anger.

Minty cried as she swept the floor this time. She didn’t dance with the dust. Her face and neck stung. Her ear was bleeding, too, where the willow switch had sliced an edge. Finally the parlor was done.

*  *  *

“Get yourself in here!” Minty could hardly make her legs move down the hallway again. Three times she’d cleaned the room the best she could. Three times she’d been beaten for it. “You call this clean?” The stick whipped down on her head as she slunk through the parlor door.

“No, miss, don’t!” Minty sobbed. She twisted and bent, trying to hide from the beating.

“What are you doing to the child?” A stranger in a blue dress stood in the doorway. Minty tried to cover her head, as the lash fell again. “Stop at once, sister!”

“She’s wasted the entire morning playing in here, Ellen,” Miss Susan said, trying to reach Minty around her sister’s wide skirts.

“Stop, I tell you!” Miss Ellen’s voice was firm and calm.

“She’s a willful little thing,” Miss Susan said. “Only the lash will tame her.”

“Why, she’s just knee-high to a milk pail.” Miss Ellen put her hand right on Minty’s head. “Mayhap she doesn’t know any better.”

Miss Susan snorted.

“Girl,” Ellen went on, “have you ever done housework before?”

Minty looked down, sniffling and hiccuping back her sobs.

“I thought not.”

Minty watched Miss Susan’s skirts swirl as she stamped out the door.

“Try this,” Miss Ellen told her, “sweep first. Wait a bit until the dust settles back down. Then come use the dust rag.” Minty nodded. It made sense. She glared around the parlor, hating every table and picture, chair, and piano key. Three more days—and nights—and I can see my mama, she thought.

*  *  *

“Amen!” Mama called out at church the next Sunday. Minty nestled in beside her mother’s bulk on the bench. Her sisters sat behind them in the women’s section. Papa sat across the aisle with the men and all of Minty’s brothers. Twelve children, four benches. Minty always loved having everyone near in church, back from all the farms where Master Brodas had hired them out. This Sunday was even sweeter. Mama’s arm curled around her as the minister’s voice rang out.

“Remember when Moses had to leave behind his people in Egypt, all of them slaves?” The black section in the back of the church grew still, listening. The minister glanced out the window. So did the slaves. Everybody knew that the sheriff was out there, listening, in case the minister said something to make the slaves expect to be freed.

“Moses broke a law and killed a man. He ran to escape. He ran all the way to Midian. People were good to him there. He had a wife and a son. He was free. But was he happy?” The minister paused. “No,” he answered for everyone. “No, he wasn’t. Moses missed his people. He said, ‘I have been a stranger in a strange land.’ ”

After a week at Miss Susan’s, Minty knew how it felt to be away from home. She nestled closer to her mama. “But the Lord had something to say to our Moses,” the minister’s voice rose. “He came to Moses in a vision. A bush flamed with a white-hot fire right before Moses’s eyes, but that bush did not burn up.” The minister waited for that to sink in. “And God spoke to Moses right out of the fiery bush. He told Moses he was sending him to lead his people out of Egypt. Out of slavery.”

The church was deathly quiet now. “Well, brothers and sisters,” the minister went on, “Moses didn’t believe it was the Lord talking. So God sent him more signs and visions and told him what would happen in the future. And finally Moses believed.”

He dropped his voice. “And so the lesson for y’all today—” No one in the white section seemed to breathe. The sheriff leaned in through the open window and stared at the minister. “The message is, be ready for the Lord.” The whites relaxed in their pews. “The God of ancient Moses is here today, in eighteen twenty-five, talking to you, right here in Cambridge, Maryland.”
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