
harriet tubman the moses of her people

harriet tubman the moses of her people is a phrase that encapsulates the extraordinary life and
legacy of one of America’s most revered figures in the fight against slavery. Born into bondage,
Harriet Tubman escaped to freedom only to risk her life repeatedly by returning to the South to lead
enslaved people to liberation via the Underground Railroad. Her bravery, leadership, and unwavering
commitment to freedom earned her the biblical nickname “Moses,” symbolizing her role as a deliverer
of her people from oppression. This article explores the life, achievements, and enduring impact of
Harriet Tubman, highlighting why she remains a pivotal figure in American history. From her early
years to her work during the Civil War and her lasting influence, this comprehensive overview sheds
light on how Harriet Tubman became the Moses of her people. The following sections will guide
readers through her biography, her missions on the Underground Railroad, her wartime contributions,
and her legacy.

Early Life and Escape from Slavery

The Underground Railroad and Rescue Missions

Harriet Tubman’s Role During the Civil War

The Legacy of Harriet Tubman the Moses of Her People

Early Life and Escape from Slavery

Harriet Tubman was born Araminta Ross around 1822 in Dorchester County, Maryland. Enslaved from
birth, she endured harsh conditions and brutal treatment throughout her early years. Despite the
immense hardships, Tubman developed an unyielding spirit and resourcefulness. A severe head injury
sustained during her youth caused lifelong health complications but also contributed to her resilience.
In 1849, fearing impending sale and permanent separation from her family, she escaped slavery by
fleeing north to Philadelphia. This successful escape marked the beginning of her transformation into
a leading abolitionist and humanitarian. Her intimate knowledge of the terrain and determination
would soon make her an indispensable conductor on the Underground Railroad.

Childhood and Family Background

Harriet Tubman was raised in a large family of enslaved Africans who worked on a plantation. Her
parents, Harriet Green and Ben Ross, were enslaved by different owners but lived near each other.
Tubman’s early experiences with family separations and the cruelty of slavery deeply influenced her
lifelong dedication to freedom. Her childhood was marked by hard labor, limited education, and
constant danger. It was within this environment that Tubman developed the strength and courage
that would later define her legacy as the Moses of her people.



Escape to Freedom

In 1849, after learning that she was to be sold, Harriet Tubman escaped from slavery by traveling
approximately 90 miles to Philadelphia. She used the network of antislavery activists and safe houses
that constituted the Underground Railroad. Tubman’s successful escape was a testament to her
intelligence, stealth, and courage. Once free, she adopted the name Harriet, after her mother, and
began planning how to help others gain their freedom as well.

The Underground Railroad and Rescue Missions

Harriet Tubman’s most renowned contribution is her work as a conductor on the Underground
Railroad, a secret network of routes and safe houses used to help enslaved people escape to free
states and Canada. Over the course of nearly a decade, Tubman made approximately 13 missions
back to the South, guiding more than 70 enslaved individuals to freedom. Her efforts earned her the
nickname “Moses,” reflecting her role as a deliverer of enslaved people from bondage. Tubman’s
missions were fraught with danger; if caught, she risked severe punishment or death. Yet, her
strategic planning, knowledge of terrain, and ability to inspire trust enabled her to succeed
repeatedly.

Operating the Underground Railroad

Harriet Tubman’s role as a conductor involved meticulous preparation and the use of coded language
and signals to communicate with escaping slaves and abolitionist allies. She traveled primarily by
night, using the North Star and natural landmarks to navigate. Tubman’s deep understanding of
geography and her ability to remain calm under pressure were critical to the success of her rescue
missions. She also collaborated closely with other abolitionists, including Frederick Douglass and
William Still, to coordinate efforts and secure safe passage for those fleeing slavery.

Challenges and Risks

Each journey on the Underground Railroad posed extreme risks. Slave catchers and law enforcement
actively hunted escapees and their helpers. Tubman faced the constant threat of capture, physical
violence, and betrayal. Despite these dangers, she maintained her resolve and never lost a passenger
on her trips. Her courage and unwavering commitment made her an iconic figure in the abolitionist
movement and a symbol of hope for enslaved African Americans seeking freedom.

Harriet Tubman’s Role During the Civil War

During the American Civil War, Harriet Tubman extended her fight for freedom by serving the Union
Army in multiple capacities. She worked as a nurse, cook, scout, and spy, leveraging her knowledge of



the South and its geography to assist Union forces. Tubman’s military contributions were
groundbreaking, especially as an African American woman in a predominantly male and racially
segregated environment. One of her most notable achievements was leading an armed expedition
that resulted in the liberation of over 700 enslaved people in South Carolina, further cementing her
legacy as a fighter for freedom and justice.

Medical and Support Work

Harriet Tubman’s work as a nurse during the war involved caring for wounded soldiers and managing
sanitation and nutrition in military camps. Her skills in herbal medicine and home remedies proved
invaluable in treating illnesses and injuries. Tubman’s compassionate care helped improve survival
rates and morale among troops. Additionally, she served as a cook, ensuring that soldiers received
much-needed nourishment despite challenging conditions.

Military Intelligence and Leadership

Tubman’s expertise in espionage and reconnaissance was instrumental in Union military operations.
She gathered intelligence on Confederate troop movements and geography, enabling Union
commanders to plan effective strategies. Tubman’s leadership during the Combahee River Raid in
1863 demonstrated her tactical acumen; she guided a flotilla of Union gunboats through Confederate
territory, leading to the destruction of supply lines and the emancipation of hundreds of enslaved
individuals. This operation marked one of the first instances of an African American woman leading
armed combatants in the Civil War.

The Legacy of Harriet Tubman the Moses of Her People

Harriet Tubman’s legacy as the Moses of her people endures as a powerful symbol of courage,
freedom, and resilience. Beyond her tangible achievements in abolition and wartime service, Tubman
inspired generations of civil rights activists and advocates for social justice. Her life story has been
commemorated in books, films, monuments, and educational curricula, ensuring that her
contributions remain central to American history. Tubman’s commitment to equality extended beyond
emancipation; she was also active in the women’s suffrage movement and worked tirelessly to
improve conditions for African Americans after the Civil War.

Recognition and Honors

Throughout the 20th and 21st centuries, Harriet Tubman has received numerous posthumous honors
recognizing her impact. These include the establishment of the Harriet Tubman National Historical
Park and the decision to feature her on the $20 bill, highlighting her enduring importance in American
culture. Educational programs and museums dedicated to her life continue to educate the public
about her extraordinary contributions as an abolitionist and humanitarian.



Impact on Civil Rights and Social Justice

Harriet Tubman’s example of fearless activism has inspired countless movements for civil rights and
social justice. Her legacy is evident in the ongoing struggles for racial equality and human rights in
the United States and around the world. Tubman’s life exemplifies the power of individual and
collective action to challenge oppression and create lasting change.

Key Contributions Summarized

Conductor on the Underground Railroad, leading over 70 enslaved people to freedom

Spy and scout for the Union Army during the Civil War

Leader of the Combahee River Raid, liberating over 700 slaves

Active participant in the women’s suffrage movement

Enduring symbol of courage, freedom, and resilience

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Harriet Tubman and why is she called 'The Moses of
Her People'?
Harriet Tubman was an African American abolitionist and political activist who escaped slavery and
then helped hundreds of enslaved people gain freedom via the Underground Railroad. She is called
'The Moses of Her People' because, like the biblical Moses who led the Israelites out of slavery in
Egypt, Tubman led many enslaved people to freedom.

What role did Harriet Tubman play in the Underground
Railroad?
Harriet Tubman was a key conductor on the Underground Railroad, guiding enslaved people through a
network of safe houses and secret routes to freedom in the North and Canada.

How many people did Harriet Tubman help escape slavery?
Harriet Tubman personally helped approximately 70 enslaved people escape to freedom and provided
instructions and guidance to many others.



What were some dangers Harriet Tubman faced while leading
slaves to freedom?
Harriet Tubman faced dangers including capture and severe punishment, bounty hunters seeking her
capture, harsh travel conditions, and the risk of betrayal by those she helped.

Did Harriet Tubman participate in any other activities besides
helping slaves escape?
Yes, Harriet Tubman was also a nurse, a spy, and a scout for the Union Army during the American
Civil War, contributing significantly to the war effort.

How did Harriet Tubman earn her nickname 'Moses'?
Harriet Tubman earned the nickname 'Moses' because she led her people out of slavery just as the
biblical Moses led the Israelites out of bondage in Egypt.

What impact did Harriet Tubman have on the abolitionist
movement?
Harriet Tubman was a symbol of courage and freedom, inspiring many in the abolitionist movement
and providing practical assistance that helped weaken the institution of slavery.

Where can one learn more about Harriet Tubman’s life and
legacy?
One can learn more about Harriet Tubman through biographies, history books, documentaries,
museums such as the Harriet Tubman Underground Railroad National Historical Park, and educational
websites.

How is Harriet Tubman remembered and honored today?
Harriet Tubman is honored through monuments, museums, inclusion in school curriculums, and
recently, plans to feature her on the U.S. $20 bill, recognizing her as an American hero and symbol of
freedom.

Additional Resources
1. Harriet Tubman: The Moses of Her People by Sarah H. Bradford
This classic biography offers a detailed account of Harriet Tubman’s life, from her early years in
slavery to her heroic efforts in leading enslaved people to freedom via the Underground Railroad.
Bradford provides a vivid portrayal of Tubman’s courage, faith, and determination. The book
highlights her role as a conductor and her work during the Civil War.

2. Bound for the Promised Land: Harriet Tubman, Portrait of an American Hero by Kate Clifford Larson
Larson’s biography delves deep into Tubman’s personal history and the historical context of her time.



The book combines meticulous research with narrative storytelling to illuminate Tubman’s remarkable
achievements and the challenges she faced. It also explores her legacy as a symbol of resistance and
freedom.

3. Harriet Tubman: Conductor on the Underground Railroad by Ann Petry
Aimed at younger readers, this book tells the inspiring story of Harriet Tubman’s bravery and
leadership. Petry focuses on Tubman’s daring missions to rescue enslaved people, emphasizing her
strategic skills and unyielding spirit. It is both educational and accessible, making Tubman’s story
relatable for children.

4. Harriet Tubman: The Road to Freedom by Catherine Clinton
Clinton’s biography offers a comprehensive look at Tubman’s life, highlighting her role in the
abolitionist movement and her work during the Civil War. The author presents Tubman not only as a
rescuer but also as an advocate for women’s rights and social justice. The book provides an insightful
view into Tubman’s multifaceted legacy.

5. Harriet Tubman and the Underground Railroad by William H. Armstrong
This book provides a vivid narrative of Tubman’s perilous journeys guiding enslaved people to
freedom. Armstrong combines historical facts with storytelling to capture the tension and bravery
involved in the Underground Railroad missions. It is an engaging read that brings Tubman’s heroism
to life.

6. Harriet Tubman: Freedom’s Road Warrior by Ann Bausum
Bausum’s work presents a dynamic biography highlighting Tubman’s fearless leadership and tactical
genius. The book covers Tubman’s early life, her escapes, and her Civil War service, portraying her as
a warrior for freedom. It is well-researched and filled with compelling details that inspire readers.

7. Harriet Tubman: The Life and the Life Stories by Jean M. Humez
This collection combines biography with oral histories and personal narratives related to Harriet
Tubman. Humez explores Tubman’s impact on American culture and memory, providing a nuanced
perspective on her life and the myths surrounding her. The book is a valuable resource for
understanding Tubman’s enduring significance.

8. Never Forgotten: Harriet Tubman, Portrait of an American Hero by Ann Petry
This book offers a poetic and narrative-driven exploration of Harriet Tubman’s life and legacy. Petry
emphasizes Tubman’s spiritual strength and moral courage, portraying her as a beacon of hope and
resilience. It is both inspiring and informative, suitable for a wide audience.

9. Harriet Tubman: Myth, Memory, and History by Milton C. Sernett
Sernett examines how Harriet Tubman has been remembered and represented in history, literature,
and popular culture. The book analyzes the intersection of fact and legend, shedding light on how
Tubman’s story has been shaped over time. It is an insightful study for those interested in
historiography and cultural memory.
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