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JIM worked as a slave on the plantation 
where Harriet was born and raised.  A 
loyal friend, he encouraged Hatt to 
escape, suggesting she follow the 
Underground Railroad despite her 
husband’s threats. 
 
 
For slaves, plantation life was filled with 
hardship.  They worked sunrise to 
sunset, six days a week, with little or no 
time and money to spend on themselves.  
While some Masters treated slaves better 
than others, most thought of “negroes” 
not as human beings, but as property.   

 
On the plantation, a slave man was expected to do the most 
difficult jobs.  Jim plowed and cleared land, in addition to 
planting, picking and packing tobacco.  During harvest season, 
slaves would often work 18 hours a day.  Out in the fields, 
“misbehavior” was swiftly punished.  With his whip, rifle or cane, 
the Overseer showed little mercy.  These slaves received just 
enough corn and pork to fuel their work.  Those who didn’t steal 
extra food suffered from constant hunger pangs. 
 
Because of his duties, Jim barely had time to spend with Hatt.  
Masters ran their slaves’ lives; families and friends could be torn 
apart at any moment, when someone dear was suddenly sold to 
a different plantation.  
 
 
After Jim’s first attempted escape, he 
was caught and brutally beaten.  He 
feared the Fugitive Slave Act, knowing 
that normal citizens—now turned slave 
catchers—were on the prowl for 
runaways and would likely send him 
back in chains were he to run North 
again.  Yet his spirit could not be 
broken.  And with Hatt as his guide, Jim 
finally “flew,” finding freedom at last.  
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OLD RITT ROSS–Harriet’s mother–lived most of her life 
as a slave.  Sold to the Brodas plantation in Maryland 
when she was 10 years old, Ritt married and raised 11 
children before journeying North, now a grandmother, 
with her daughter Hatt in the lead.  Old Ritt eventually 
died a free black woman at over 80 years old.  
 
 

For slaves, plantation life was filled with hardship.  They worked 
sunrise to sunset, six days a week, with little or no time and 
money to spend on themselves.  While some Masters treated 
their slaves better than others, most owners thought of 
“negroes” not as human beings, but as their property.   
 
On a plantation, a slave woman might perform any one of a 
variety of jobs, which included sewing clothing for the Master and 
his family, assisting in childbirth, raising both black and white 
children, and preparing food for the owner’s family.  But most 
slave women were not so lucky. Many, like Old Ritt, worked in 
the fields, laboring alongside the men under threat of the 
Overseer’s whip.  These slaves received just enough corn and 
pork to fuel their work. Those who did not steal extra food 
suffered from constant hunger pangs. 
 
Because of her duties, Old Ritt barely had time to raise her own 
family.  Masters ran their slaves’ lives, arranging marriages and 
deciding the fate of “negro” children.  But even when two of Old 
Ritt’s daughters were torn from her and sold South, her spirit 
could not be broken.  No matter how big the obstacles, the Ross 
family found a way to survive. 
 
 
Old Ritt feared the Fugitive Slave Act, 
because she knew it endangered her 
daughter, a conductor on the Underground 
Railroad.  As Hatt led fugitives North, 
normal citizens—now turned slave 
catchers—were on the prowl for runaways.  But despite great 
danger, Hatt returned home in 1851 and led her parents to 
Canada, where they lived in freedom until the end of their days.  
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BENJAMIN ROSS was Harriet’s father. He taught Minty 
how to survive in the forest when she was a young 
girl, preparing her to someday lead fugitives as a 
conductor on the Underground Railroad. 
 
 
For slaves, plantation life was filled with hardship.  
They worked sunrise to sunset, six days a week, with 
little or no time and money to spend on themselves.  
While some Masters treated their slaves better than 
others, most thought of “negroes” not as human 

beings, but as their property.   
 
On the plantation, a slave man was expected to do the most 
difficult jobs.  Benjamin plowed and cleared land, in addition to 
planting, picking and packing tobacco.  During harvest season, 
slaves would often work 18 hours a day.  Out in the fields, 
“misbehavior” was swiftly punished.  With his whip, rifle or cane, 
the Overseer showed little mercy when dealing with “uppity” field 
hands.  These slaves received just enough corn and pork to fuel 
their work.  Those who did not steal extra food suffered from 
constant hunger pangs. 
 
Because of his duties, Benjamin, like most slave men, barely had 
time to spend with his family.  Masters ran their slaves’ lives, 
arranging marriages and deciding the fate of “negro” children.  
Families could be torn apart at any moment, when a parent or 
child was sold to a different plantation.  But Benjamin’s spirit 
could not be broken.  No matter how big the obstacles, slave 
families stuck together as best they could and found a way to 
survive.   
 
 
Benjamin feared the Fugitive Slave Act, because he knew it 
endangered his daughter.  As Hatt led fugitives North, normal 
citizens—now turned slave catchers—were on the prowl for 
runaways.  But despite great 
danger, Hatt returned home in 
1851 and led her parents to 
Canada, where they lived in 
freedom until the end of their days.  
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JAMES ROSS was Harriet’s older 
brother, born into slavery on a 
Maryland plantation.  Thanks to 
the Underground Railroad and 
sister Hatt, James eventually 
escaped North to live as a free 
black man.  
 
 
For slaves, plantation life was 

filled with hardship.  They worked sunrise to sunset, six days a 
week, with little or no time and money to spend on themselves.  
While some Masters treated their slaves better than others, most 
thought of “negroes” not as human beings, but as their property.   
 
On the plantation, a slave man was expected to do the most 
difficult jobs.  James plowed and cleared land, in addition to 
planting, picking and packing tobacco.  During harvest season, 
slaves would often work 18 hours a day.  Out in the fields, 
“misbehavior” was swiftly punished.  With his whip, rifle or cane, 
the Overseer showed little mercy when dealing 
with “uppity” field hands.  These slaves received 
just enough corn and pork to fuel their work.  
Those who did not steal extra food suffered from 
constant hunger pangs. 
 
Because of his duties, James barely had time to 
spend with his family.  Masters ran their slaves’ 
lives, arranging marriages and deciding the fate 
of “negro” children.  Families could be torn apart 
at any moment, when a parent or child was sold 
to a different plantation.  But James’ spirit could 
not be broken.  
 
 
Harriet’s brother was proud of his sister.  Her tales of daring 
escape inspired hope and courage among slaves and led James 
to join Hatt on one of her many trips North, despite fear of the 
Fugitive Slave Act.  James knew that normal citizens—now 
turned slave catchers—were on the prowl for runaways.  But he 
trusted sister Hatt to lead him safely, straight on to freedom. 
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MODESTY was Harriet Tubman’s grandmother.  She 
traveled the Middle Passage by boat from Guinea in 
West Africa during the late 1700’s.  When she arrived 
in America, Modesty was sold at auction to a tobacco 
farmer in Maryland. 
 
 
For slaves, plantation life was filled with hardship.  
They worked sunrise to sunset, six days a week, with 
little or no time and money to spend on themselves.  
While some Masters treated their slaves better than 
others, most thought of “negroes” not as human 
beings, but as their property.   

 
On a plantation, a slave woman might perform any one of a 
variety of jobs, which included sewing clothing for the Master’s 
family, assisting in childbirth, raising black and white children, 
and preparing food for the owner’s family.  But most slave 
women were not so lucky.  Many worked in the fields, laboring 
alongside men under threat of the Overseer’s whip.  These slaves 
received just enough corn and pork to fuel their work.  Those 
who did not steal extra food suffered from hunger pangs. 
 
Because of her duties, Modesty barely had time to raise her own 
family.  She was forced to work in the Big House every day, even 
while pregnant.  Masters ran their slaves’ lives, arranging 
marriages and deciding the fate of “negro” children.  Families 
could be torn apart at any moment, 
when a parent or child was sold to a 
different plantation.  But Modesty’s 
spirit could not be broken.  
 
 
Although Modesty likely died before 
1850, she would have feared the 
Fugitive Slave Act had she survived, 
since it endangered her granddaughter.  As Hatt led fugitives 
North, normal citizens—now turned slave catchers—were on the 
prowl for runaways.  With this new law, Modesty would worry 
that Hatt could be caught and sent back South...to meet her fate 
in chains. 
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John TUBMAN was Harriet’s husband, a free black 
man who hired himself out to slaveholders.  John met 
Hatt while working on the plantation where she lived.  
They fell in love and soon married. 
 
 
Most “negroes” in the South lived as slaves, toiling in 
their Master’s fields for no pay.  But a few with “kind” 

owners were able to earn wages by offering their services on 
other plantations, in addition to completing their duties at home.  
These “negroes” might eventually “buy” freedom by paying their 
Masters a large sum of money.  John Tubman became a free 
black man in just this way. 
 
Even when Harriet and John married, Hatt remained Master 
Brodas’ slave.  She was still required to work on his plantation all 
day long, and could only see her husband late at night, when she 
slept in his cabin near the Brodas property.  Hatt knew that the 
Master could sell her South at any moment, tearing her away 
from husband and home.  
 
One night, Harriet had a vision: slave-traders were coming for 
her.  Hatt knew she had to act fast and pleaded with John to 
escape North together.  But her husband refused, afraid that 
slave-catchers, hot on their trail, would capture the couple and 
sell them both back into slavery down South.  John banned his 
wife from running North, promising to send Brodas after her if 
she tried.  But nothing—not even her husband’s threats—could 
stop Hatt from seeking freedom.  As she crept through the night, 
she feared her marriage was over.  Hatt returned South two 
years later, hoping John had changed his mind.  When she 
arrived at his cabin, another woman answered the door.  
 
 
John Tubman feared the Fugitive Slave Act, 
because normal citizens—now turned slave 
catchers—were on the prowl for runaways.  
Although John was legally a free man, this 
new law would make it easier for someone to 
capture him, claim he was a fugitive, and 
send him South to meet his fate in chains.  
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