
 

  

 

 

Harriet Tubman was a 

great American who 

freed herself and 

hundreds of her people 

from the bonds of 

slavery. She faced many 

challenges over the 

course of her lifetime; 

nevertheless she was 

determined to change 

the world with her 

courage.   

Our drama begins as 

Harriet’s friend Sarah 

Bradford, author of 

Scenes in the Life of 

Harriet Tubman, is 

persuading a publisher 

to print her book. The 

publisher is not 

enthusiastic until he 

begins to read through 

the stories of Harriet’s 

life.  

As our story unfolds we 

learn of Harriet’s early 

years in slavery, her 

escape to freedom, and 

her time as a conductor 

on the Underground 

Railroad.  

The Underground 

Railroad was a lifeline for 

slaves escaping to 

freedom, and Harriet 

Tubman was 

undoubtedly one of its 

most famous 

conductors.  

During the Civil War, 

Harriet becomes a spy 

for the Union Army and 

later she serves as a 

nurse and a scout. The 

North wins the war, 

bringing emancipation 

to the slaves, but that 

does not end Harriet’s 

struggle for freedom.  

Turning her attention to 

women’s suffrage, she 

continues fighting for 

everyone who suffers 

inequality.  
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STUDY GUIDE 

YOU Have an Important Part to Play 

 

Harriet Tubman & The 

Underground Railroad and this 

study guide are produced in 

support of the teaching of 

History and Social Sciences, 

Language Arts, Theater Arts, and 

Music. 

 

Additional Resources: 

LIBRARY 

Freedom Train: The Story of 

Harriet Tubman by Dorothy 

Sterling 

Harriet Tubman: Secret Agent: 

How Daring Slaves and Free 

Blacks Spied for the Union during 

the Civil War by Thomas B. Allen 

Moses: When Harriet Tubman 

Led Her People to Freedom by 

Carole Boston 

 

ON THE WEB 

PBS: Tubman Biography 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/p

art4/4p1535.html 

National Geographic: The 

Underground 

Railroadhttps://www.nationalge

ographic.org/maps/undergroun

d-railroad-journey-freedom/ 

 

 

 

How to Play Your Part 

A play is different than television or a movie. The actors are right in front of 

you and can see your reactions, feel your attention, and hear your laughter 

and applause. Watch and listen carefully to understand the story. The story 

is told by actors and comes to life through your imagination. 



Harriet Tubman, an icon 

of American history, was 

born a slave and raised 

on Maryland’s Eastern 

Shore, where the lines 

between slavery and 

freedom were often 

blurred. It was not 

unusual for families in this 

area to include both free 

and enslaved members. 

Harriet would remain 

enslaved until she fled to 

Pennsylvania in 1849. 

 

In 1849, Harriet Tubman, 

worried that she and the 

other slaves on the 

plantation were going to 

be sold, decided to run 

away. Tubman believed 

she had two choices: 

freedom or death.  

 

In Philadelphia, Tubman 

joined the Abolitionist 

Movement and became 

a conductor on the 

Underground Railroad, 

earning her the 

nickname of “Moses” 

after the prophet Moses 

Discovering Harriet Tubman 
 in the Bible who led his 

people to freedom. In all 

her journeys, Harriet 

never lost a passenger.  

 

Harriet’s work was a 

constant threat to her 

own freedom and safety. 

Slave holders placed a 

bounty for her capture 

and the Fugitive Slave 

Act of 1850 was an ever-

present danger, imposing 

severe punishments on 

any person who assisted 

the escape of a slave.  

 

Over the course of 10 

years, and at great 

personal risk, Tubman 

made 19 trips to 

Maryland and helped 

300 people escape to 

freedom along the 

Underground Railroad. 

 

During the Civil War 

(1860-1865), Tubman was 

a scout, spy, and nurse 

for the federal forces in 

South Carolina. 

Tubman was the first 

woman to lead an 

assault. She conducted 

the Combahee River 

Raid which set free 700 

slaves. 

 

After the war, Tubman 

continued the struggle 

for freedom as a leader 

in the suffrage 

movement.  

 

She died from 

pneumonia on March 10, 

1913 in Auburn, New York 

and was buried with 

military honors. 

 

 

Questions to Consider: 

 

“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.” 

-Harriet Tubman 
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1. Why do you think Harriet’s brothers turned back when they decided to 

escape? Why would choosing to escape have been such a difficult decision 

for a slave? 

 

2. Harriet Tubman lived from 1820 - 1913, a time of great changes. In what 

ways do you think this time in history would have been different if she had 

never lived? 

 

3. Using the information above, create a timeline of important events in Harriet 

Tubman’s life. Add boxes if you need to. 
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Underground Railroad is a term that people first used before the American Civil War to 

describe the organized efforts to help runaway slaves escape to freedom.  These 

activities were often secret, sometimes dangerous, and almost always illegal, but many 

of the people who helped runaways flee on the Underground Railroad did so openly 

because they hated slavery so much and because they believed that any laws 

protecting slavery were wrong and should be broken.   

Station refers to a home or location that provided fugitive slaves or runaways with a 

safe resting place during their escape.  Today, there are lots of stories about secret 

stations along the Underground Railroad, but many of them cannot be proven to be 

true. 

Abolitionist refers to someone who wanted to see an immediate end to slavery.   In the 

early history of the United States, many people were opposed to slavery, but there 

were few true abolitionists.  However, these abolitionists had influence far beyond their 

numbers, because they were so active in the struggle.  That is why many, but not all of 

them, supported the Underground Railroad.  Some abolitionists wanted to end slavery 

but still could not support the idea of breaking the law to free individual slaves. 

Canaan is a place described in the Bible as land promised by God to Abraham and his 

descendants.  For runaway slaves, “Canaan” was a word they used to describe 

Canada, which was then a country that had banned slavery and bravely refused to 

send escaped slaves back to their masters. 

Conductor refers to people who helped runaway slaves move from place to place 

during their flight to freedom.  Today, Harriet Tubman is the best known conductor of 

the Underground Railroad, but there were hundreds of others who performed this most 

dangerous job. 

Fugitive is a word that Americans used in the nineteenth century to describe a slave 

who ran away from his or her master.  Fugitives were also called “runaways” but today 

many people prefer to think of them as “freedom seekers.”   Not all fugitives escaped 

on the Underground Railroad -- many left slavery on their own and ran away without 

any organized help. 

North Star refers to the star “Polaris” which can only be seen in the northern hemisphere 

and which can be used to help guide travel in a northern direction.  Some runaway 

slaves relied on the North Star as their main navigational tool during their flight to 

freedom. 

Slavery was a system of laws and customs that existed in the United States until 1865 

which treated most black people as property.   Masters owned slaves and could 

decide every aspect of their lives, from where they lived (and with whom) to what they 

did each day. Different forms of slavery had existed throughout the world’s history, but 

there was something especially cruel about an American slave system that was based 

on race and offered almost no hope of freedom.    

GLOSSARY OF TERMS 
 

“I was the 

conductor of the 

Underground 

Railroad for eight 

years, and I can 

say what most 

conductors can’t 

say; I never ran 

my train off the 

track and I never 

lost a passenger.” 

-Harriet Tubman 

Challenge 

Think about it: 

Abolitionists who 

ran the 

Underground 

Railroad system 

were following 

their personal 

beliefs instead of 

their country’s 

laws. Throughout 

history, people 

have used passive 

and nonviolent 

disobedience to 

protest laws and 

enact change. In 

your opinion, is 

civil disobedience 

ever justified? Why 

or why not? 



                                   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Her birth name was Araminta Ross. She was nicknamed “Minty” by her mother. She would 

later adopt the name "Harriet" after her mother: Harriet Ross.  

Harriet Tubman’s actual birthday is unknown. It is believed that she was born between 

1819 and 1823. 

 

When Harriet was a teenager she suffered a head injury when an overseer threw a 

heavy metal at a runaway slave and instead hit her in the head. 

 

As a result of the injury she suffered from sleeping spells, she would suddenly fall asleep 

and it was difficult to wake her up. It gave her visions and dreams that she considered 

signs from God. Religion faith was the reason she risked her life guiding slaves to 

freedom. 

 

During her time as a conductor on the Underground Railroad, she worked during winter 

months to avoid being seen and on Saturday night because newspapers would publish 

runaway notices on Monday morning. 

 

She earned the nickname General Tubman by John Brown. 

 

Tubman used disguises to avoid getting caught. She dressed as a man, old woman or 

middle class free African American. 

 

During the Civil War she was paid $200 over a period of 3 years. She supported herself by 

selling pies. 

 

During the Civil War she worked as a nurse and a cook. Her knowledge of local plants 

helped her cure soldiers with dysentery. 

 

Her first authorized biography, Scenes in the Life of Harriet Tubman, was published in 1869 

by Sarah Hopkins Bradford. She received $1200 from its publication. 

 

After the Civil War she became involved in the cause for women’s suffrage. She gave 

speeches in Boston, New York and Washington. 

 

Just before Harriet's death from pneumonia in 1913 she told friends and family, "I go to 

prepare a place for you."  She was buried with military honors in Fort Hill Cemetery in New 

York. 
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INTERESTING FACTS ABOUT HARRIET TUBMAN 

http://www.harriet-tubman.org/early-life/
http://www.harriet-tubman.org/role-in-the-civil-war/
http://books.google.ca/books?id=mUgDAAAAYAAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=harriet+tubman&hl=en&sa=X&ei=lRSZUtSkDOP9igLpgIHIBg&ved=0CDwQ6AEwAzgK#v=onepage&q=harriet%20tubman&f=false
http://www.harriet-tubman.org/women-rights-suffrage/
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THE UNDERGROUND RAILROAD 
 

The Underground Railroad (UR) was not underground nor was it a railroad. It was 

called “underground” because of its secretive nature and “railroad” because it was 

an emerging form of transportation. 

 

Its most famous conductor was Harriet Tubman. 

 

The UR was an informal network and had many routes. Most routes went to northern 

states and after 1850, to Canada. Others went south to Mexico or the Caribbean. 

 

Historians estimate that about 100,000 slaves escaped using the UR network. 

 

Most actions by people who helped slaves escape were spontaneous actions of 

generosity. They were women, men, children, white and black. A lot of them were 

Quakers and Methodists. 

 

Railroad language was adopted as secret codes use by agents, station masters, 

conductors, operators, stockholders and all of those involved in saving slaves. Coded 

songs were used by slaves. 

 

Levi Coffin was known as the “President of the Underground Railroad” and his home as 

the “Grand Station of the Underground Railroad”. 

 

The history of the UR goes back to the 1780s and became known as such in the 1830s. 

It reached its height in the 1850s and ended in 1863 when President 

Lincoln announced the Emancipation Proclamation. 

 

The most famous supporters of the UR are: Harriet Tubman, Levi Coffin, William Still, 

Frederick Douglass, Thomas Garrett, William Lloyd Garrison, John Brown, Samuel 

Green, Gerrit Smith, and Lucrecia Coffin Mott among others. 

 

UR stations had secret hideouts such as passages, basements, cellars and hidden 

compartments in cupboards where slaves were safely hidden. 

 

The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 made it more difficult for slaves to escape. The law 

allowed for slaves to be returned to their masters even though they were in a free 

state. The final destination became Canada. 

 

Under the Fugitive Slave Act any person who was caught helping a slave escape or 

offering shelter could be send to jail for 6 months or subjected to a $1,000 fine. 

 

http://www.harriet-tubman.org/underground-railroad/
http://www.harriet-tubman.org/who-was-harriet-tubman/
http://www.harriet-tubman.org/underground-railroad-secret-codes/
http://www.harriet-tubman.org/songs-of-the-underground-railroad/
http://www.harriet-tubman.org/songs-of-the-underground-railroad/
http://www.abraham-lincoln-history.org/
http://www.abraham-lincoln-history.org/
http://www.harriet-tubman.org/the-emancipation-proclamation/
http://www.harriet-tubman.org/supporters-of-the-underground-railroad/
http://www.compromise-of-1850.org/fugitive-slave-act-of-1850/


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ACTIVITIES 

Critical Thinking Discussions 

There were many other men and women who wanted to help slaves gain their 

freedom. Read about other people such as Sojourner Truth and Frederick Douglass 

who used lectures, newspapers, and books to tell people why slavery was bad. 

 

Slave owners usually did not like to let their slaves learn to read or write. Why 

do you think this is so? It has been said that “readers are leaders.” How would this have 

been true for the slaves? 

 

Many brave people endangered their lives and homes to help slaves escape 

the Underground Railroad. Write a diary entry that you think you might have made 

while helping a slave escape. 

 

The Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution was ratified in 1865 when Harriet 

Tubman was 45 years old. Read a copy of this amendment and think about Harriet 

must have felt when she learned about this new law. 

 

Imagine you are a slave.  You have no rights and no freedom.  Six days a 

week you toil in the fields for your master making him wealthy.  One of your friends is 

talking about escaping north to freedom.  Do you go with them?  Explain your answer.  

Be sure to include reasons for escaping, hardships you must face/overcome, and 

possible sources of help.  If you choose not to escape explain you reasons. 

You have been asked to hide a fugitive slave overnight.  If you get caught, 

you will be sent to prison.  What would you do?  Explain your answer.  Be sure to 

include your reasons for aiding the fugitive slave.  If you decide not to hide the fugitive 

slave explain you reasons. 

Freedom Quilts 

Did you know quilts were used to aid runaways on the Underground Railroad? Slaves 

made coded quilts and used them to navigate their escape on the Underground 

Railroad.  

Activity1: Use the templates to provide uniform quilt blocks. Have each student create 

a paper quilt block for a class freedom quilt. Assemble the finished blocks using 

additional construction paper for the binding on edges and between blocks to create 

a class quilt: http://mathwire.com/quilts/freedomtemplates.pdf 

Activity 2: The Freedom Quilt challenges students to use slides, flips and turns to 

recreate the Flying Geese pattern using a single half white/half black quilt square: 

http://mathwire.com/quilts/freedomquiltchallenge.pdf 

 

 

http://mathwire.com/quilts/freedomtemplates.pdf 
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http://mathwire.com/quilts/freedomtemplates.pdf
http://mathwire.com/quilts/freedomquiltchallenge.pdf


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Virginia Repertory Theatre 

114 West Broad Street 

Richmond, Virginia 

23220 

Phone  804 783 1688 

E-mail  

contact@virginiarep.org 

 

presents… 

HARRIET TUBMAN & 

THE UNDERGROUND 

RAILROAD 

By Douglas Jones 

Music by Ron 

Barnett 

SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 

Harriet Tubman: The Road to Freedom by Catherine Clinton 

The Underground Railroad: Authentic Narratives and First-Hand Accounts by William Still 

 

Harriet Tubman: http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part4/4p1535.html 

 

Harriet Tubman’s Path to Freedom: 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/02/24/travel/underground-railroad-slavery-

harriet-tubman-byway-maryland.html 

 

Nurse, Spy, Cook: How Harriet Tubman Found Freedom through Food: 

https://www.npr.org/sections/thesalt/2016/04/27/475768129/nurse-spy-cook-how-

harriet-tubman-found-freedom-through-food 

 

Who Was Harriet Tubman?: https://www.biography.com/people/harriet-tubman-

9511430 

 

 

 

 

VIRGINIA REPERTORY THEATRE 

Formerly Theatre IV 

Virginia Rep’s Children’s Theatre is a nonprofit, professional theatre in Richmond, 

Virginia. Since 1975 we've created exciting and innovative theatrical productions for 

young audiences. Each year we stage six shows at our intimate Children’s Theatre in 

Richmond, and we tour national-caliber, educational plays to schools and public 

venues in Virginia and across the country. 

 

 

 

 

What We Provide: 

 Professional productions of literary classics, holiday shows, and historical 

biographies connected to the school curriculum 

 Meet and Greet the cast at your request 

 40 years of experience of touring professional theatre for young audiences 

 Reliable and talented company of actors who load-in and load-out the entire 

production, including attractive sets, costumes, and sound systems 

 Competitive pricing structure 

 Question and Answer sessions between our cast and your audience 
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