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Born Into Chains

Harriet Tubman entered the world not as Harriet Tubman, and not even as Harriet in the first place. She was born Araminta Ross, called ‘Minty’ by those who knew her, sometime around 1822 on the Eastern Shore of Maryland. The exact year of her birth remains uncertain, which is itself a small but painful reminder of the world into which she was born. Enslaved children were rarely welcomed into official records with the care given to free children. Their birthdays were not always written down. Their first cries were not treated as the beginning of a protected life, but as the arrival of another body claimed by someone else’s property system. Before she could choose a path, before she could read the landscape, before she could understand the meaning of bondage, the law had already decided what she was allowed to be.

The child who would one day become one of the most admired freedom fighters in American history was born into slavery in Dorchester County, Maryland, a region of marshes, creeks, timberland, farms, and waterways. This was not the Deep South of vast cotton plantations, but it was slavery all the same. In fact, slavery on Maryland’s Eastern Shore had its own particular cruelty. The region sat close enough to free states that freedom could feel imaginable, yet far enough away that escape remained terrifyingly dangerous. Enslaved people heard rumors, watched movements, listened for news, and sometimes knew that somewhere beyond the fields, roads, rivers, and patrols, there were places where slavery did not hold legal power. That nearness to freedom did not soften bondage. If anything, it sharpened the fear of those who owned human beings. They knew that the enslaved could dream of leaving.

The Maryland into which Araminta Ross was born belonged to the complicated world of the early nineteenth century, when the United States was expanding, arguing about liberty, building wealth, and protecting slavery at the same time. The country had declared that all men were created equal, yet millions of Black people lived under laws that denied them the most basic rights of personhood. In the North, gradual emancipation had changed the legal landscape in several states, though racism remained powerful and free Black life was full of restrictions. In the South, slavery hardened into an institution defended not only as an economic necessity but as a social order. Maryland stood in between, geographically and politically. It was a border state, where slavery and freedom existed close together, often within a few days’ journey of each other.

That borderland reality shaped Tubman’s early life in ways that would later become important. She grew up in a place where woods, swamps, rivers, and roads mattered. Geography was not background scenery; it was survival knowledge. A bend in a river, a path through trees, the habits of hunters, the sounds of dogs, the location of a road, the distance between farms, the timing of daylight and darkness—all of these details could mean safety or capture. Long before Tubman became famous as a conductor on the Underground Railroad, she was learning how to notice. She was learning how to move through a world that did not protect her. She was learning that the land itself could be both prison and possibility.

Her parents were Harriet Green, often called ‘Rit,’ and Ben Ross. Both were enslaved, though under different legal arrangements at different moments in their lives. Rit Green was enslaved by the Brodess family, while Ben Ross was connected to the Thompson family. Their marriage, like many marriages among enslaved people, had no full legal protection. Enslaved men and women formed families, loved one another, raised children, defended each other, and built emotional worlds of great depth, but the law refused to honor those bonds as secure. A husband could be sold away from a wife. A mother could lose a child to sale. A father could be separated from sons and daughters by an owner’s debt, death, convenience, or greed. Family among the enslaved was sacred, but in the eyes of slavery, it was fragile property arrangement.

This truth marked Tubman’s childhood from the beginning. She was one of several children in the Ross family, and the family lived with the constant threat that any member might be taken away. The sale of children was one of slavery’s most devastating weapons. It did not only remove labor from one place to another; it attacked memory, affection, identity, and hope. A child sold south might never again see her mother. A brother sent to another owner could vanish from daily life forever. Enslaved parents knew this danger intimately. They tried to protect their children with whatever small power they had, but slavery was designed to make that power painfully limited.

Harriet Green understood this with a ferocity that would later echo in her daughter’s life. One of the most revealing stories from Tubman’s childhood concerns Rit’s resistance to the sale of one of her children. When an owner or trader threatened to take one of her sons, Rit reportedly hid him and warned that anyone who entered her home to seize him would face her directly. Whether every detail of that story has been perfectly preserved or reshaped by memory, its meaning is unmistakable. Tubman grew up close to a mother who knew how to resist. Not with speeches, not with armies, not with legal authority, but with the desperate courage of a woman defending her child against a system built to destroy families.

That maternal example matters. Tubman’s later life is often told as if her courage appeared suddenly when she escaped slavery. But courage usually has roots. In childhood, she saw defiance in domestic spaces, in whispered warnings, in hidden children, in a mother’s refusal to surrender quietly. She also saw the emotional intelligence required to survive. Enslaved people had to read moods, anticipate danger, understand the habits of white owners, protect secrets, and communicate carefully. The enslaved household was not merely a place of suffering; it was also a school of endurance, memory, discipline, and resistance. Young Araminta learned those lessons before she had the language to explain them.

Her father, Ben Ross, also shaped her. He was known as a skilled woodsman, a man familiar with timber, animals, outdoor labor, and the landscape of Maryland’s Eastern Shore. From him, Tubman likely absorbed practical knowledge that later became invaluable. The ability to survive outdoors, to read natural signs, to understand routes through difficult terrain, and to move with caution through woods and wetlands would become part of her strength. Her later work on the Underground Railroad required not only bravery but competence. It required confidence in darkness, cold, hunger, and uncertainty. Some of that competence began in the world of her father’s labor.

Yet it would be a mistake to romanticize these early lessons. Tubman did not grow up in hardship because hardship was noble. She grew up in hardship because she was enslaved. Childhood, for her, was not protected innocence. Like many enslaved children, she was hired out while still very young. Hiring out was a common practice in Maryland and other slaveholding regions. An enslaver could rent an enslaved person’s labor to another household or farm, collecting payment while the enslaved person endured unfamiliar conditions. For children, this could be especially brutal. They were sent away from parents, placed under the authority of strangers, and expected to work beyond their strength.

As a young girl, Araminta was hired out to perform domestic labor and other tasks. She cared for babies, checked muskrat traps, worked in fields and woods, and endured beatings when those who controlled her were dissatisfied. One of the cruelest aspects of slavery was that it punished children for being children. A tired child could be whipped. A frightened child could be beaten. A mistake made from inexperience could be treated as rebellion. The system demanded obedience before maturity and labor before growth. It forced children to become useful before they had been allowed to become secure.

There are accounts of Tubman being punished severely as a child while working in households away from her family. One story tells of her being assigned to care for an infant and being whipped when the baby cried. The image is almost unbearable: a child held responsible for another child’s discomfort, then beaten by adults who saw cruelty as discipline. Whether in kitchens, fields, yards, or marshes, enslaved children learned early that their bodies were exposed to the anger of others. Pain could arrive suddenly. Safety could disappear without warning. A person in authority could make a command, and refusal could bring violence.

These experiences help explain Tubman’s later toughness, but they should not be used to flatten her into a simple symbol of endurance. She was not born fearless. No child is. She learned fear because fear surrounded her. What made her extraordinary was not that she never felt it, but that she eventually learned to move through it with purpose. The child called Minty must have known confusion, anger, exhaustion, loneliness, and homesickness. She must have wanted, like any child, the comfort of her mother’s presence and the security of familiar voices. Slavery attacked precisely those ordinary human needs. It made tenderness difficult, then blamed the enslaved for the wounds it created.

The Eastern Shore’s economy depended on a mixture of agriculture, timber, ship-related labor, and small-scale production. Enslaved people worked in fields growing corn, wheat, and other crops, but they also labored in forests, docks, homes, and wetlands. This variety mattered. Unlike some plantation regions where labor patterns were dominated by a single crop, Maryland slavery could involve many forms of work. Enslaved people might be moved from domestic service to outdoor labor, from childcare to trapping, from fieldwork to hauling timber. For a child like Tubman, this meant constant adaptation. She had to learn different tasks under different supervisors, often with little patience shown to her limitations.

The natural environment of Dorchester County was beautiful, but for the enslaved it could be harsh and dangerous. Marshes could be cold and wet. Woods could be isolating. Work outdoors exposed people to weather, injury, insects, hunger, and exhaustion. Yet nature also offered knowledge beyond the reach of enslavers. The same marshes that made labor difficult could later conceal fugitives. The same forests that demanded toil could become pathways. The same waterways used for commerce could become routes of escape. Tubman’s later genius lay partly in understanding that landscapes used by slavery could be repurposed against slavery.

As she grew, Araminta developed a reputation for physical strength, independence, and stubbornness. Those qualities did not make life easier. In slavery, a strong will could attract punishment. Enslavers wanted laborers who were capable but submissive, intelligent but controllable, alert but obedient. Tubman’s personality did not fit that expectation. She resisted humiliation. She disliked unjust authority. She carried within herself a fierce sense that she was not born to be owned, even before escape became possible. That inner refusal was dangerous. It could have destroyed her. Instead, over time, it became the core of her greatness.

Her childhood also unfolded within a religious world that shaped many enslaved communities. Christianity among enslaved people was complex. White slaveholders often used religion to encourage obedience, emphasizing selective passages and presenting slavery as part of divine order. But enslaved people also created their own spiritual interpretations, drawing strength from biblical stories of deliverance, justice, exile, and promised freedom. The story of Moses leading the Israelites out of bondage held special power. Long before Tubman herself would be called ‘Moses,’ she lived in a culture where the Bible could become a language of resistance. God, in that world, was not merely the God of churches controlled by white authority. God could also be the listener in the night, the witness to suffering, the guide through danger, and the judge of oppressors.

Tubman’s faith would later become one of the defining forces in her life, but its foundations were laid early. For enslaved people, faith was not an abstract luxury. It was tied to survival, grief, courage, and community. Spiritual songs carried coded meanings. Prayers expressed hopes that could not safely be spoken plainly. Biblical figures became companions in suffering and symbols of deliverance. A child listening to these stories would not hear them as distant history. She would hear them as living possibility. Egypt was not only ancient Egypt. Pharaoh was not only an ancient ruler. Bondage was not only something from scripture. It was the field, the cabin, the auction block, the hiring contract, the whip, and the fear of sale.

In Tubman’s childhood, the law worked against her at every level. She could not legally own herself. She could not move freely. She could not claim wages for her labor. She could not count on legal protection from violence. She could not rely on the state to defend her family. The institution of slavery was not merely a collection of cruel individuals, though cruel individuals certainly existed. It was a legal, economic, political, and cultural system. It turned human beings into assets, labor units, inheritable property, and collateral. It created paperwork around ownership while erasing the personhood of the owned. That is why Tubman’s later escape was not simply a personal relocation. It was an act of rebellion against an entire legal order.

The precariousness of enslaved family life became especially clear through the complicated arrangements surrounding the Ross family. Some members had expectations of eventual freedom because of provisions in wills or manumission arrangements. In parts of Maryland, manumission was more common than in the Deep South, but it was often delayed, conditional, contested, or ignored. Enslaved people might be promised freedom at a certain age, only to have those promises manipulated or denied. Legal documents could be hidden, misread, or disregarded by those who benefited from continued bondage. For families like Tubman’s, the possibility of freedom could exist like a distant light—real enough to hope for, uncertain enough to torment.

This atmosphere taught Tubman that law and justice were not the same thing. The law might say a person was property, but that did not make ownership morally true. The law might allow a child to be sold, but that did not make separation righteous. The law might protect an enslaver’s claim, but that did not erase an enslaved mother’s claim to her own child. Tubman’s later life would be built on this distinction. She obeyed a higher moral logic than the laws of slavery. But that conviction did not appear fully formed in adulthood. It grew out of witnessing, from childhood, how often legality served cruelty.

The violence of slavery was not always spectacular. Sometimes it was daily, ordinary, and woven into routine. It was in the command to rise before rest had done its work. It was in the hunger that followed labor. It was in clothing that did not warm enough. It was in the knowledge that complaint could bring punishment. It was in being called by a name without respect. It was in watching adults suppress anger because open anger could be deadly. It was in seeing strong people forced to lower their eyes. Young Minty grew up surrounded by these quiet violences as much as by beatings and threats.

At the same time, enslaved communities preserved dignity in ways that slavery could never fully control. They told stories. They formed marriages even when the law refused to honor them. They cared for children. They shared food when possible. They passed along survival knowledge. They created music, humor, memory, and faith. They named themselves and one another with affection. They built networks of trust. For Tubman, community was not an abstract ideal. It was the difference between despair and endurance. Later, when she risked her life to rescue others, she was not acting from a detached political theory. She was acting from a world in which people belonged to one another despite a system that tried to break every bond.

One of the most painful features of Tubman’s childhood was the way slavery forced children to understand danger too soon. Free children might learn the rules of politeness, school, chores, and neighborhood life. Enslaved children learned the rules of survival. They learned when to speak and when silence was safer. They learned which adults were unpredictable. They learned how to hide emotion. They learned that a family member’s absence might not be temporary. They learned that white people’s conversations could contain threats. They learned that money troubles among enslavers could mean the sale of human beings. Tubman’s intelligence developed under pressure, sharpened by necessity.

Her early years also placed her in contact with both domestic and outdoor labor, and this gave her a broad understanding of slavery’s reach. Domestic work placed enslaved girls near white households, where they could see the intimate contradictions of slaveholding life: people who spoke of morality while using children as servants, people who demanded loyalty while threatening families, people who could be affectionate one moment and violent the next. Outdoor labor revealed another face of bondage: physical exhaustion, exposure, and the demand that the enslaved transform land into profit for others. Tubman saw slavery from multiple angles. She knew its kitchens, fields, roads, woods, and emotional traps.

As a child, she was sometimes considered difficult by those who tried to control her. That word, ‘difficult,’ deserves careful attention. In slaveholding language, a difficult enslaved person might simply be one who resisted being reduced. A difficult child might be one who did not submit quickly enough, who answered back, who ran away from mistreatment, who defended herself, or who refused to internalize inferiority. What enslavers called disobedience, history may recognize as the earliest form of self-possession. Tubman’s stubbornness was not a flaw to be corrected. It was the beginning of freedom within the mind before freedom of the body became possible.

Still, her resistance came with consequences. Slavery was designed to punish independence. The system could tolerate suffering, but it feared self-direction. A person who believed she belonged to herself was dangerous. A person who could endure pain without surrendering her inner life was dangerous. A person who knew the land, loved her family, trusted God, and hated bondage was especially dangerous. Tubman became dangerous long before slaveholders understood the full measure of her strength.

To understand Tubman’s childhood, it is important to avoid imagining slavery only through the moment of escape. Escape stories are dramatic, and Tubman’s later rescues are among the most thrilling episodes in American history. But slavery was not dramatic every minute. Much of it was grinding repetition: work, hunger, fear, surveillance, and uncertainty. Children grew inside that repetition. Their lives were shaped not only by rare crises but by ordinary deprivation. Tubman’s greatness came partly from surviving a thousand ordinary assaults on dignity before she ever made the extraordinary decision to run.

The name Araminta itself belongs to this early world. Later, she would take the name Harriet, likely in honor of her mother, Harriet Green. That change of name has deep symbolic resonance. Names mattered greatly among enslaved people. Enslavers could impose names, record names, miswrite names, or reduce people to first names in documents. But within families and communities, names carried memory and belonging. By becoming Harriet, Tubman connected herself to her mother’s identity and strength. She carried Rit’s name into history, just as she carried forward Rit’s fierce resistance to family separation.

The surname Tubman came through her first husband, John Tubman, whom she married later, around 1844. But in this first chapter of her life, before marriage, before escape, before fame, she was Minty Ross, a child of enslaved parents, moving through a world that demanded labor and obedience while giving little protection in return. The famous name came later. The legend came later. The woman who led people to freedom began as a girl whose own freedom had been denied before birth.

The fact that Tubman was born in Maryland rather than farther south would later influence her possibilities. The state’s proximity to Pennsylvania, a free state, meant that escape, while dangerous, was geographically imaginable. But that same proximity also made slaveholders vigilant. The presence of free Black communities in the region complicated the social order. Free Black people, enslaved people, white abolitionists, Quakers, sailors, laborers, and travelers all moved through borderland spaces in ways that made information flow possible. Rumors of routes north, safe people, dangerous roads, kidnappers, and changing laws circulated quietly. A child might not understand all of this at first, but over time Tubman grew up in a region where the idea of movement carried political meaning.

Movement, however, was heavily controlled. Enslaved people often needed passes to travel legally. Patrols and suspicious whites could stop Black travelers. The Fugitive Slave laws and local enforcement practices created danger even beyond slave states. Free Black people could be kidnapped and sold. Those who assisted fugitives risked punishment. The entire society was structured to make Black movement suspect. For Tubman, learning to move anyway became an art. But before she became a master of movement, she lived under a system that treated her steps as something to be monitored.

Her childhood also coincided with growing national tensions over slavery. During the early nineteenth century, debates over slavery’s expansion, abolitionist agitation, slave rebellions, and sectional politics increasingly shaped American life. Yet for a child in Dorchester County, these national debates were not experienced as newspaper arguments. They were experienced in the body: in work, in sale, in punishment, in family anxiety. History books often begin with laws and political compromises, but Tubman’s life reminds us that the true meaning of slavery was lived first in cabins, fields, kitchens, and roads.

The young Araminta did not need a political education to know that slavery was wrong. She knew it because it hurt people she loved. She knew it because it denied her mother peace. She knew it because it turned childhood into labor. She knew it because it made her future belong to others. Moral knowledge often begins not in theory, but in injury. Tubman’s later clarity came from lived experience. She understood slavery from below, from inside, from the perspective of the hunted rather than the hunter, the owned rather than the owner.

As she grew older, her body became part of the economic calculations of others. Enslaved children, once too young for hard labor, were gradually expected to produce more value. Strength increased market value. Skill increased market value. Youth itself could be priced. This reality is essential to understanding the darkness of her early world. To her family, she was a daughter, sister, and beloved child. To enslavers, she was labor and property. The distance between those two meanings created constant violence. Slavery forced human beings to live under the gaze of people who saw them as wealth.

Yet Tubman’s family and community saw something else. They saw personality, humor, will, temper, tenderness, and promise. They saw a child who belonged not to the ledger but to them. That recognition helped preserve her humanity. Enslaved communities could not always prevent sale or punishment, but they could resist the slaveholder’s definition of reality. They could insist, through love and memory, that a person was more than property. Tubman’s later devotion to rescuing family members and others suggests how deeply this communal understanding shaped her. Freedom was not only individual escape. Freedom meant restoring people to themselves and to one another.

There is also a gendered dimension to Tubman’s childhood. Enslaved girls faced the burdens of labor while also growing toward womanhood in a society where Black female bodies were profoundly vulnerable. They could be exploited as workers, punished as property, separated as daughters, and threatened as women. Tubman’s later public image often emphasizes toughness, and rightly so, but that toughness developed in a world where vulnerability was constant. Her strength did not erase the specific dangers faced by enslaved girls and women. It emerged in defiance of them.

The young Tubman’s work in trapping muskrats, fields, and outdoor spaces may have contributed to her physical endurance. Accounts often describe her as small in stature but extraordinarily strong and resilient. This combination would later surprise people. She was not imposing in the conventional sense. Her power came from stamina, nerve, discipline, and absolute commitment. In childhood, however, those qualities were not yet heroic. They were survival tools. A child forced into cold wetlands learns endurance because there is no alternative. A girl beaten for mistakes learns to read danger quickly. A young worker hired out to strangers learns to adapt, conceal, and persist.

The cruelty Tubman endured did not make her bitter in any simple way; instead, it seems to have deepened her hatred of oppression and her compassion for the oppressed. That distinction matters. Some suffering collapses people inward, and no one should judge those who are broken by brutality. Tubman’s suffering, however, became fuel for action. She developed a moral imagination fierce enough to include not only herself but others. When she eventually reached freedom, she did not decide that survival alone was enough. She looked back toward those still trapped. That turning back began in the family-centered world of her childhood, where one person’s pain was never isolated from the suffering of the group.

A major part of Tubman’s early formation was the constant uncertainty of status and ownership. Enslaved people could be transferred through inheritance when an owner died. They could be sold to settle debts. They could be moved because an owner married, relocated, or changed business arrangements. The enslaved lived with decisions made elsewhere, often suddenly, by people who did not consider their emotional lives. For a child, this meant that the future was unstable. Plans could be destroyed by someone else’s financial needs. Love could be interrupted by paperwork. A family could be rearranged by the market.

That instability helps explain why Tubman later acted with such urgency. She understood that delay could be dangerous. A person waiting for a better time might be sold before that time arrived. A family hoping for mercy might be separated before mercy came. Freedom, in Tubman’s mature understanding, had to be seized when the moment opened. The roots of that urgency lay in a childhood where no enslaved person could safely assume tomorrow would resemble today.

It is also important to see Tubman’s birthplace not only as a site of oppression but as the first map of her genius. Dorchester County taught her water, mud, trees, weather, distance, and secrecy. It taught her which sounds belonged to nature and which suggested human threat. It taught her how darkness changed the world. It taught her that people who seemed powerless could know things that powerful people ignored. Enslavers owned land legally, but enslaved people often knew land intimately. That difference would later become one of Tubman’s advantages.

In the broader American memory, Harriet Tubman is often pictured in old age, stern-faced, wrapped in dignity, already legendary. But Chapter 1 of her life asks readers to imagine her before the legend: a child with tired limbs, a girl missing her mother while hired out, a young person watching adults struggle under burdens they did not deserve, a daughter absorbing the courage of Rit Green and the outdoor knowledge of Ben Ross. She was not yet the ‘Moses’ of her people. She was a child trying to survive a world that had no intention of letting her become free.

The phrase ‘born into chains’ can sound poetic, but for Tubman it was literal in its meaning even when chains were not physically present every day. The chain was the law. The chain was the pass system. The chain was the threat of sale. The chain was the whip. The chain was hunger, unpaid labor, and forced obedience. The chain was the denial of schooling. The chain was the fear placed inside family life. The chain was the claim that another person could own her body and profit from her future. Tubman’s life began inside that chain, and the greatness of her story lies in the fact that she did not merely break her own. She returned, again and again, to break the chain for others.

Her childhood did not offer the kind of education that schools provide, but it educated her nonetheless. She learned geography, danger, human character, secrecy, faith, physical endurance, family loyalty, and moral resistance. She learned that official power could be deeply unjust. She learned that survival required both caution and courage. She learned that people could be wounded and still powerful. She learned that love was worth risk. These lessons did not come gently. They were carved into her by the conditions of enslavement.

By the time Araminta Ross approached adolescence, the foundation of Harriet Tubman already existed. Not the name, not the fame, not the public mission, but the inner architecture: stubborn faith, attachment to family, hatred of bondage, knowledge of the land, and refusal to accept the slaveholder’s version of reality. The world saw an enslaved girl. History would come to see a liberator. But the liberator was not separate from the enslaved girl. She was formed there, in the cabins and fields of Maryland, in the shadow of sale, in the arms of family, in the terror of punishment, and in the quiet certainty that no human being was truly born to be owned.

The early life of Harriet Tubman therefore cannot be treated as a mere introduction to the exciting chapters that follow. It is the soil from which everything else grew. Without Dorchester County, there is no Underground Railroad heroine as we know her. Without Rit Green’s protective defiance, there is no full understanding of Tubman’s devotion to family rescue. Without Ben Ross’s world of woods and labor, there is no full understanding of her later confidence in difficult terrain. Without the cruelty of hiring out, there is no full understanding of her hatred of domination. Without the spiritual world of enslaved Maryland, there is no full understanding of her belief that God guided her steps.

In this first chapter of her story, Harriet Tubman stands not yet as a national icon, but as a child born into a system determined to make her small. Slavery tried to reduce her to labor, silence, obedience, and fear. It tried to separate her from family, deny her education, control her movement, and claim her future. But even in childhood, something in her resisted reduction. The girl called Minty watched, listened, endured, and remembered. She learned the cost of bondage before she could fully define freedom. And when the time came, those memories would travel with her into the night, guiding her steps toward a destiny that slavery never intended her to have.
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The Wound That Changed Everything

Before Harriet Tubman became a rescuer, before she became a Union scout, before people called her ‘Moses,’ before her name became a symbol of courage in American memory, she was a young enslaved girl whose body carried the violence of slavery in a permanent way. The wound that changed her life did not occur on a battlefield, nor during one of her famous rescue missions, nor in the public struggles that later made her legendary. It happened in an ordinary place, during an ordinary day of enslavement, under circumstances that revealed the everyday brutality of the world into which she had been born. She was still young, still known as Araminta Ross, still called Minty, and still living under a system that treated Black children as labor, property, and targets of punishment.

The injury was devastating. According to the most widely repeated account, Tubman was sent to a store or local business on an errand when an enslaved man attempted to leave or resist an overseer’s control. The overseer demanded that young Minty help stop him. She refused. That refusal matters deeply. It shows, even at a young age, the moral instinct that would later define her life. She would not participate in the capture of another enslaved person. She would not lend her small strength to the machinery of bondage. The overseer, furious, threw a heavy metal weight, reportedly intending to strike the fleeing man. Instead, the weight hit Minty in the head.
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