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For Myra Frances Burton, 
Student, Teacher, and Friend

Then we saw the lightening, and that was the guns; and then we heard the thunder, and that was the big guns; and then we heard the rain falling, and that was drops of blood falling; and when we came to get in the crops, it was dead men that we reaped.

Harriet Tubman on the War Between the States





CHAPTER ONE
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~May 1863~

Another woman today, just from “de main,” said to me that she had hard work to escape, sleeping in “de ma’sh” and hiding all day. She brought away her two little children, and said her master had just “licked” her eldest son almost to death because he was suspected of wanting to join the Yankees. “They does it to spite us, ma’am, ’cause you come here. They spites us now, ’cause de Yankees come.”

Laura Towne, Teacher, St. Helena Island

HARRIET’S EYES FLEW OPEN AT THE cock’s crow. Her mouth was dry, and her heart pounded. In the early morning light, she still sensed her husband’s solid hip against hers, as if all she had to do to take him in her arms again was roll over. Instead, she pulled the sheet across her face; John Tubman was gone for good.

Their marriage had been a sturdy one. John’s timber business thrived in the five years they lived next to the plantation where Harriet grew up, rented to one sour-tempered mistress after another until she was strong enough for fieldwork outside slapping range. Her master, Edward Brodess, hadn’t objected to the union. As she recalled, he even smiled when she asked permission. If a free man wanted to waste his seed on a slave wife, Brodess was happy to reap the fruit. Free people of color like John Tubman often loved the wrong person. It was an easy mistake in a Maryland county where half the black population was enslaved and the other half was not. And John had been smitten ever since he spied Harriet felling a hickory all by herself—one tiny woman against the forest, he’d said, singing like an angel and swinging an axe like the devil.

Daylight filtered through the thin fabric. Harriet lowered the sheet in the stuffy boardinghouse on Port Royal Island and gently pressed two fingers against her lips, as John had done in her dream. She breathed slowly and deeply through her nostrils, filling her lungs. She could almost smell him.

His voice still sounded in her ears. “You know I can’t, sweet baby,” he’d whispered. Tracing a line down her cheek, his fingers had come to rest on her lips, quieting her objections. Then he’d lifted his head and kissed the dent above her left eyebrow—she felt it even now—in that tender way he once had. The gesture never failed to soothe her, though she couldn’t abide a kiss on the back of her neck where the whip scars of childhood still tingled and shied at any touch.

Why wouldn’t he go with her? She’d tried so many different ways to phrase the question, this way and that, though she knew all of them made him feel weak. If she wanted to be his woman, she needed to let him be a man. Or so Mama said, and she had been married to Harriet’s father nearly three decades. They’d brought nine babies into the world despite seeing each other only on the Saturday nights that Daddy’s owner let him visit. Mama cried and begged whenever Harriet talked about running away and told her to obey John. Mama thought that’s how matrimony worked, or so she pretended. If she was a good wife, and Daddy a strong man, they would be together always. But Harriet knew that marriage was like a bizarre children’s game. One cruel tap on the shoulder by the master and you were gone.

John had promised again and again that he would earn enough money to free her. In the dream, now fading so quickly she couldn’t recall how it ended, his voice hadn’t been much louder than the cicada that used to hide in the corner of their one-room cabin. But he must have said—as he had many times in person—that she shouldn’t worry. That he’d saved nearly half the cost. That she’d see. But Harriet had never seen. She wanted to believe her husband was right, yet she also knew Brodess would sell her the minute he felt like it. And when she’d become pregnant, she decided she couldn’t fool herself any longer. From then on, as her belly got bigger, it squeezed against her love for John Tubman.

Harriet sat up in bed. The limb of a live oak tree outside her window swayed in the sea breeze, trailing gray Spanish moss like an old man’s beard. A cart passed on the street below, and a dog barked. The occupied town was stirring. Somewhere on the far side of Beaufort, an army bugle piped reveille.

She thought about the morning ahead. If she and Septima finished their baking before noon, Harriet would make it to Hilton Head Island on time. General David Hunter needed to know what they’d found on yesterday’s scout of the Combahee, stealing past Rebel soldiers on picket duty who guarded the mouth of the river against Yankee warships. Though she felt scarcely rested, Harriet threw off the sheet and swung her feet onto the cool floorboards. It had been fifteen years since she left John Tubman and joined the Underground Railroad. If that no-good, no-account ever dreamed about her, which he probably didn’t, he wouldn’t imagine she’d become a spy for the Union army.

The woman on the far side of the whitewashed kitchen looked up brightly from her mixing bowl as Harriet entered the small outbuilding and took an apron from a hook on the back of the door. Harriet looped the strings behind her. “Morning, Septima. Thanks for starting without me,” she said. “Felt like the sun climbed out a bed early today.”

The apron tied high on Septima’s swollen abdomen was dusty with flour and looked ready to come undone. Her green turban was smoothly wrapped, though, and a necklace of tiny seashells indicated a resolve to preserve appearances despite the big belly. Behind the worktable stood a brick fireplace with a beehive oven. Nearer the door sat a weathered sideboard from which the finer crockery had disappeared early in the war. Something sweet bubbled in an enamel pot on a stove against the far wall while a tortoiseshell cat supervised from a windowsill that overlooked an orange tree spangled with white blossoms.

It was a southern kitchen like any other except for the absence of slaves, which gave it a cheerful air, as if there was extra breathing room. Set back from the main house to prevent the spread of grease fires, it possessed windows on three walls, another feature that put Harriet’s mind at rest, as she instinctively preferred as many escapes as possible.

“Morning, Miz Harriet,” Septima said with a smile, her slim fingers kneading continuously. “Don’t you worry on it. De beer is on t’ bile, and I got de biscuits jest bout confangled.”

Harriet walked over to look in the mixing bowl. It had taken a year to accustom her ear to the local Gullah dialect that combined African expressions with an English so retooled that it sometimes constituted a secret language. She saw that Septima had nearly finished the biscuits. Clumps of gingerbread stuck to the back of her hands. “That looks a bit wet,” Harriet said. “May I fetch up more flour?”

“Yes’m. I might a added too much ’lasses. But we almos’ out a flour, I b’lieve.”

Harriet took the limp sack from the sideboard. From the weight, there might be a cup or two. She carefully tipped the large, floppy bag and a small amount of pale flour dusted the tacky dough. “That enough?”

“Maybe jest a bit more.”

Harriet jiggled harder. The flour was stuck in the folds, so she gave the bottom seam a good, strong shake. The remainder dumped into the bowl, and a puff flew up into her face. She straightened and sneezed. Then sneezed again.

Septima’s eyes widened. She burst into laughter. Her apron came loose, and the strings flapped down altogether.

“Ki! You done turned white, Miz Harriet. Now you one a dem high-falutin’ Buckra. Don’ have to work no more.”

Harriet put her hands on her hips—she hadn’t time to waste—but she pinched back a smile. Sometimes she did want to play. Lay down her burdens for a spell. Septima looked so pretty with her seashell necklace and catlike eyes that Harriet wondered if she ought to bead a necklace for herself even though she couldn’t picture wasting time on such folderol. Septima grabbed the edges of her apron with sticky hands and sashayed around the table. She was nimble for a woman seven months gone.

“Play whenevuh you want!”

“Septima, I got to catch the packet for—” Harriet said.

“Dance whenevuh you want! No more cooking, no how. Mm-mm.” Enjoying herself, Septima began humming a tune. She snatched up Harriet’s hands. “Come on!”

Harriet saw Septima wasn’t going to give up. She shook her head, then laughed and squeezed Septima’s hands in return. Motes of flour flew upward as Harriet batted her lashes in her best imitation of a Baltimore belle. “All right, baby girl. Turn your partner.”

The two women dipped and swung one another, humming, breaking into song, smiles bigger at each turn. Harriet ducked easily under the bridge of Septima’s uplifted arms. The Sea Islander towered over her like an egret twirling a sandpiper. Harriet finally stopped. She brushed the flour from her nose with the hem of her apron and slipped behind Septima to retie the apron strings. “But don’t you lay that burden on me, or I’ll never get to heaven,” she said. “Most white folk topple clean off Jacob’s ladder. Shouldering too much guilt, poor sinners.” Harriet turned back to the table. The dough looked firm. “Ready to roll that?”

Without awaiting an answer, she fetched a wooden pin from the shelf to start the task herself. Septima tended to give the dough a heavier workout than advisable, and Harriet didn’t feel like making a lesson out of the afternoon. The day’s biscuits needed to get done—and a soft crumb kept customers coming back.

Septima wiped her hands on her apron before taking up a wooden spatula. She scraped the contents of the bowl onto the work surface. Harriet shaped the dough into a ball that she rolled flat with the pin while Septima followed behind, cutting biscuit shapes with a tin cup. “Why you never marry, Miz Harriet?” Septima asked. “Pretty ooman like you.”

Since Harriet had hired Septima three months earlier, she’d avoided topics she didn’t care to discuss. The curious Sea Islander must have assumed that the abolitionist everyone called “Moses” had never had much of a personal life. “I did,” Harriet said as she gathered the last remnants into a couple of lumpier biscuits for Septima’s two boys and wondered what she’d done that morning to rile John Tubman’s ghost.

“What happened?” Deep lines furrowed Septima’s brow. A corner of her mouth quavered, and she looked like she regretted the question. “He git sold?”

Harriet wrestled a baking sheet from a crate of jumbled pots and pans and placed it on the table. She began arranging the cut rounds. “No. He was already free. I went without him.”

“By yo’self? Like me?”

“Uh-huh.”

Septima heaved a sigh. “’Clare to Gawd, I thought I seeing Angel Gabrul when you and Mistah Plowden chanced on we last fall. Don’t know how much longer de boys could a held out. Famembuh?”

“I remember thinking the Lord marked you out special,” Harriet said.

She and two other scouts had plucked Septima from a marsh along the Combahee on a moonless night, four miles south of the plantation from which she had escaped with her children. Although most of the Gullah lived on the Sea Islands, planters moved servants around as it pleased them and the Gullah dialect—whose origins time had obscured—had spread across the Low Country. Septima was born on St. Helena, called Sa’leenuh by folk on Port Royal, before being sent to the main. Harriet guessed she was around twenty-five. The father of Kofi and Jack, Septima’s two boys, had been traded away long before as a down payment on a racehorse.

Septima placed the last row of gingerbread rounds on the sheet. She set the tin cup on a shelf next to the windowsill on which the cat slept and folded her hands atop her high belly. “Chillun, what bout dem? You and Mistah Tubman have any chillun?” she said after a cautious pause.

It was a question women often hesitated to ask. Seven-year-olds sent to auction instead of school. Harriet picked up a dishcloth to avoid Septima’s eyes, folded it into a potholder, and told the lie that haunted her. “Thank the Lord, no.”

A dodger might call it the truth. She had never possessed a child. John’s younger sister, Mary—a free seamstress married to a timberman named Isaac—lived across the yawning Chesapeake in Baltimore. Mary had been expecting around the same time as Harriet and agreed to pass off the newborn as a twin. John and Harriet’s child would come back later as their free “nephew” or “niece.” Harriet had recognized the plan’s merit. The baby didn’t belong to her anyway; it belonged to Master Brodess. But if the child went to Mary, that was different. Free mother, free baby.

Even so, a terrible foreboding swelled along with the belly that Harriet hid under bulkier and bulkier coats that winter. Her arms actually cramped at the idea of never holding the child that tumbled and kicked just below her ribs. And even if they smuggled the infant safely to Baltimore, what if Brodess took it into his cussed head to peddle Harriet before John finished saving up? It had happened before.

As if he had taken a cleaver and removed her mother’s fingers one at a time, Brodess sold Harriet’s three older sisters a year apart. The frigid November that traders showed up for Linah, Harriet had been but twelve. Hauling water from the creek in pails, she’d heard a child scream on the far side of the Big House. Although her hands were frozen stiff, something in that wail caused them to fly open, and she dropped both buckets. One tipped over. She didn’t stop to right it but rushed around the building to find her mother restraining a grandbaby. Linah, the child’s mother, clutched her skirt to her thighs while a man in a beaver hat rudely pushed up her cotton petticoat to get his cuff around her ankle.

Master Brodess just stood there counting his money. “You said $400,” he told the man, whose partner grunted and pulled out another $10 bill in response.

Harriet ran to Linah and grabbed her arm. “No,” she yelled. “No!”

The man with the money tried to push her aside, but she clung for dear life. Linah almost tripped on the chain since his partner had by then secured the band around the other ankle. The trader had broad arms, and he shoved Harriet so hard the second time that both she and Linah stumbled. A button popped off her sister’s sleeve as Harriet fell onto the rough gravel.

There was no uglier sight under Heaven than one human locking chains on another, or a mother looking at a child for the last time, as both Linah and Mama did when the traders’ wagon rolled past the white Methodist church and turned into the forest. Ashamed, Harriet felt she should have done something more to save her sister. But her grip hadn’t been strong enough, her voice not powerful enough. So gentle Linah—who knew how to nudge a comb through Harriet’s stubborn hair in a way that never hurt—vanished into Georgia, leaving behind two children and the button that Harriet picked up off the ground.

John just didn’t understand. He sometimes ribbed her for being too serious. “Always last to get the joke,” he once said in annoyance, when she’d fretted so much during a Saturday supper with Isaac and Mary that she failed to smile the whole evening. This time, though, she thought he was the slow one. If history repeated itself, as was its tendency, she might be separated from her baby forever. Still, John wouldn’t hear of making a break for Pennsylvania. It would mean pulling up roots sunk by his grandparents a generation earlier and abandoning the business. And she could hardly go alone or take a newborn. What sort of woman exposed her infant to patrollers if she didn’t have to or deserted her husband to live on the run? In nightmares, she heard hounds baying. When she awoke, John held her to his chest until she stopped shaking.

“You asking too much, Hattie. You my woman, and you staying put,” he said in sterner moments—one moment humble as a kitten, the next angry as a bear—when the sun came up over Cambridge, and it was time to face the day. So Harriet prayed instead for Brodess to change his ways. But then he took $350 for her cousin when he got a notion to buy some acreage, and she pleaded with God to let scrawny old Edward Brodess sicken and die. The wish became a chant in her head as she chopped firewood on the plantation, slaying one stump at a time, though she knew the prayer wasn’t Christian. Each morning, Harriet scrubbed her face in the horse-trough with extra vigor, trying to wash her soul clean, trying not to forfeit God’s grace.

A bang interrupted Harriet’s troubled reverie. The tin mug bounced across the floor as a black and tan blur leaped from the windowsill and dashed through the open doorway. Bits of dough flew off the lip of the cup. Harriet threw the dishcloth over her shoulder, snatched a broom, and ran to the threshold. “Shoo!” she said, though all she spied was a swaying clump of ferns near the stable. She shook her head with disgust.

Harriet whisked the debris out the door and returned the broom to its corner. She picked up the fallen mug since Septima couldn’t touch the floor any longer and handed it to the tall Sea Islander, who stowed the object on a shelf too high for the cat. Even Harriet would need a crate to stand on.

“Evuh see your man again?” Septima asked.

“I went back for him the next year,” Harriet said. “By then, I knew folk on the Railroad. I bought John a suit a clothes, thinking he could pretend to travel north for a funeral in case anyone asked why he wasn’t hauling his usual load. We’d pass through Bal’more. I got as close as I could, but he’d found already himself another wife.”

Hurt thickened Harriet’s throat as she lifted the tray. Anger and sorrow, braided tight as a pigtail, yanked her back to that instant when everything that made life sweet turned sour, and her heart broke beyond repair. The messenger she’d paid to find John had had to restrain her. She’d wanted to raise Cain. Bang on her husband’s door and make him explain, regardless of who heard. Even now, she couldn’t get over the way John had cast her aside. He wouldn’t even talk to her, as if she were lower than the path down to the swamp and deserved nothing at all for the years they’d been married. She’d thought of him as the answer to her prayers. Then he betrayed her.

No man could do that ever again.

“He married a free woman,” Harriet added. She reminded herself that he had found someone of greater value. That’s what happened when you reckoned a wife in dollars.

Septima’s mouth fell open. “Ki! A free lady? To replace you? I’s sorry, Miz Harriet. You deserve bettuh. Dat man gafa!”

Harriet shook her head. “Not evil. Jest weak.”

Most people were. A friend claimed that the blow to Harriet’s forehead at thirteen had knocked a higher moral sense into her that others didn’t possess. But she’d been able to see the right and do it even before an overseer brained her for defending another child. As Daddy said, “Hattie come with gumption for two.” Others accepted how things were. Harriet asked how in the world they could be.

The future would be better. She resolved to keep that thought foremost for the rest of the day as she gestured with the metal tray toward the oven. “Get the door?”

Septima took the rag from Harriet’s shoulder and held the cast iron handle as Harriet slid in the pan.

“Why don’ you find yourself a new man? A bettuh one,” Septima said as she closed the oven. “Alfred sho make me an my boys happy. I made my X, and now I’s a lawfully lady. Married right under de Union flag. Wish you had someone like him, Miz Harriet.”

But Harriet knew she was best off relying only on herself, so she shook her head and smiled. “A new man? Why, I get new men all the time. I got six right now. Hunter’s scouts keep me plenty busy. I’d find jest one man boring.”

Septima laughed and laid an arm across Harriet’s shoulders. “You always got an ansuh. Dat must be why folk listen.”

Harriet slipped her arm around Septima’s waist. She didn’t always have the answer—half the time she didn’t know which way to jump—but she knew that a husband made life complicated. And Harriet had no use for that kind of trouble.





CHAPTER TWO
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Go Down, Moses, way down in Egypt’s land,
Tell old Pharaoh, “Let my People go.”

Spiritual

“CONTRABANDS BELONG IN BACK,” THE SOLDIER repeated with a scowl that cottoned no sass. He tilted the barrel of his long-shanked musket to indicate the path leading around the porch to the refugee camp and beyond it, the rows of silky white cotton for which Hilton Head was famous. There were dark half circles under the sentry’s armpits. Summer came early to the islands that hugged South Carolina’s coast. May was August on a low boil.

Being female wasn’t particularly useful, except as a disguise, which was another reason Harriet had mostly given it up. Frustrated, she gazed up at the blue-uniformed sentry who blocked the entrance to army headquarters. Here was her chance to free more people in a day than she had in a decade. Raise an army. Turn the war around. Make up for all she’d sacrificed. This man stood in her way, and he wasn’t the first. Harriet drew herself as tall as five-foot-zero would allow. She knew she looked no different from other former slave women in her gingham dress and yellow headscarf, despite the regulation musket.

The soldier tilted his barrel toward the path again—and slapped a mosquito on his neck with his free hand. “Damn!” he cursed in a brassy Boston accent. “Off the porch, I said. Now.”

Harriet guessed he was another collegian come south to serve as an officer and assigned guard duty to learn the business of soldiering. Sunburn glowed on his cheeks where his blond beard still grew in patches, somewhere between the full whiskers fashionable among white soldiers and the smooth shave preferred by colored ones. She saw he was only a handful of years older than Margaret and it mitigated her impulse to kick him in the shins. His mother must worry about him, too. She had probably woken alongside the boy’s father year upon year. They’d seen him take his first step, say his first word, jump his first puddle. Everything Harriet and John had missed and could never get back.

“The general’s expecting me,” she said in the confident, storyteller’s tone she used with people who must be convinced to mark her words despite believing she could have nothing to say. In Boston years before, crowds curious about the Underground Railroad had pressed into theaters to hear thrilling tales of midnight raids and brazen reconnaissance missions from someone they would not have noticed folding their laundry. Northerners listened more attentively after the gentlemen of Charleston set fire to the Constitution and eleven states bolted the Union.

The sentry’s expression toward Harriet wasn’t hostile—she was only a woman after all—but his gray eyes narrowed. “General Hunter’s in a meeting.”

“Uh-huh. I supposed to be there,” Harriet said.

The sentry leaned forward, casting a shadow across her face. “Orders are no interruptions. Except for a scout named Moses.”

“That’s me,” she said.

He snorted. “You’re Moses? Well, if you’re Moses, I’m God Almighty, and I’m telling you, get your fanny off this porch. Field workers started five hours ago, mammy.” Before Harriet could reply, he snatched her musket with his free hand, quick as a copperhead in slack water. “And I don’t know what you’re doing with this,” he said, “but you’d best let go before you hurt somebody.”

Harriet couldn’t believe she hadn’t seen him coming. She must be wearier than she realized. No Massachusetts toy soldier, no matter his height, could compete for grip with a woman who could pull a hysterical runaway from a swamp after dark.

Most assumed the scout everyone called Moses was a man. When strangers met her, they saw a woman. Once they knew she was Harriet Tubman, they saw a neuter without personal needs or soft spots. Saintly John Brown had called Harriet him. He meant it as a compliment. “I want him—General Tubman—leading my right flank,” Brown had told a meeting of their supporters in Boston before he got himself killed. His comment stung, but she knew better than to disturb a notion that allowed her to do things otherwise unseemly. On the Underground Railroad, the name Moses had kept bounty hunters looking for a man.

The soldier rested the butt of Harriet’s musket on the porch with a hand around the barrel. He appeared to relax now that he had the gun and eyed her with dawning recognition. “Hey, aren’t you the one who sells gingerbread? I saw you last week, when we came off the steamer in Beaufort. Your helper ran out before I got to the head of the line.”

“Sho am, sah,” Harriet said, sliding into her deepest Maryland drawl to humor his expectations. She had always known how to stir men’s interest or pass beneath notice, depending on need. When to look them in the eye, when to study her bootlaces. A generous smile cut dimples in her high cheeks and turned a plain face into an attractive one, despite the gap where she’d fixed a troublesome tooth with the butt of her pistol. Harriet had an unexpected, animated beauty. “Fine looking,” said the advertisement offering a reward for her capture. With her lithe movements, minute waistline, and musical voice, no man would guess Harriet Tubman was close to forty. When she wanted to disappear, she simply let her inner light wink out.

Harriet’s expression warmed. She lifted her small, pointed chin. “You partial to gingerbread, lieutenant? I add orange peel. Folk say mine the finest on Port Royal.”

“Partial I am, indeed,” the sentry said. “And I haven’t tasted anything edible since we sailed from Boston two weeks ago.” His nose wrinkled like he’d gotten a whiff of vinegar. “Hominy, peas, and salt pork is about it.”

“You like some, sah?”

The youth’s lips parted. Harriet pictured him at one of the pastry shops on Boston Common where students mobbed the counters and lady abolitionists had taken her for tea and apple cake. The boy was a long way from home.

“Why, I got some right here. Made mo’ this morning,” Harriet said sympathetically and lifted down the leather satchel she carried over one shoulder. She hitched up her dusty hem and bent over to search the heavy bag. She prayed he didn’t have a hair trigger. The Rebels had taken down their artillery. Lucky breaks wouldn’t hold still. The thought made her fingers clumsy, and she fumbled with the buckle before flipping it open.

Harriet dug around a small package wrapped in sailcloth, a leather pouch of gunpowder, a filigreed but practical pair of sewing scissors received as a parting gift from the Anti-Slavery Society when she’d sailed for South Carolina, and the button that had belonged to Linah. Harriet hesitated. Fear washed over her. Then she slipped her hand around the wooden butt and her finger through the cool brass loop.

“Here you go,” Harriet said as she drew out the Colt revolver, straightened swiftly, and aimed it at the boy’s chest. “Now let me in. I need to see General Hunter.”





CHAPTER THREE
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To the [Congressman’s] first question I therefore reply that no regiment of fugitive slaves has been or is being organized … There is, however, a fine regiment of persons whose late masters are fugitive rebels, men who everywhere fly before the appearance of the national flag … So far indeed are the loyal persons composing this regiment from seeking to avoid the presence of their late owners that they are now one and all working … to go in full and effective pursuit.

Major General David Hunter to Secretary of War Edwin Stanton

THE DOOR BURST OPEN. THE STARTLED sentry jumped sideways, and the heavy muskets clattered together. The youth dropped Harriet’s on the porch. She swept up the gun with one hand.

“Moses. I thought I heard you,” Colonel Thomas Wentworth Higginson said. “Where the hell have you been?”

The commander of America’s first colored regiment—and Harriet’s old friend—stopped short. He looked from her, holding two weapons, to the rattled sentry. “Is everything in order, Lieutenant Nickeson?”

With a poet’s high forehead, Colonel Higginson was born looking heroic. Although he had thickened around the waist and acquired a dash of gray at his temples since they’d first met in Boston—where Thomas adopted every humanitarian cause from abolitionism to women’s rights—he still glowed with youthful idealism. Like most Northerners, he had a limited notion of all they were up against, yet he had done what few white officers would even consider. When the war started, he became first to lead former slaves into battle. By way of thanks, Confederate President Jefferson Davis signed a death warrant for any white man caught doing so.

“I been showing the lieutenant the new Colt that Uncle Sam sent us,” Harriet said, her heart still thumping. She tipped the barrel of her musket skyward and leaned it toward the soldier. No sense making a fresh enemy when they had so many, or letting Thomas know she’d pointed a gun. “Watch my musket whilst I join the meeting?” she asked the sentry. “I’d be obliged, sir.”

The youth’s sunburn became general, reddening his neck and ears, and he answered the Massachusetts officer without looking at him. “Yes, Colonel Higginson. Everything’s well.” Not taking his eyes off Harriet, he took the gun and stacked it against the wall. “I’ll keep it here, mam—Moses.”

Harriet stooped for her satchel, tucked the pistol back in the main compartment, and pulled out the item wrapped in sailcloth. She handed her provisions to the sentry. “Welcome to South Carolina. Hope you like my gingerbread.”

Thomas waved Harriet through the door, and she passed close enough to catch the fragrance of lemon verbena on his clean skin. It had been his favorite tonic as long as Harriet could recall, and she’d come to think of it as the smell of righteous indignation. “Did you get some rest?” he asked as they crossed the anteroom. A clerk stood and saluted, and Thomas returned the gesture without giving the man his full attention.

“Plenty,” she fibbed as Thomas opened the door to the general’s office, through which blue cigar smoke curled.

Major General David Hunter sat at the end of a long conference table. An older man with two stars on his shoulder and six decades of experience under his belt, Hunter stared gloomily at the map of South Carolina’s coastline. Someone had pinned it to the wall when the Union wrested the Sea Islands from the Rebels a year and a half earlier, after the dust-up few expected to outlast the summer of ’61 settled into civil war. Looming beside the map was tall James Montgomery, a pious and lethal Kansas Jayhawker who had ridden with John Brown himself. Light from a window touched the back of Colonel Montgomery’s head and turned his unruly hair into a burning bush. A second window faced the alley, which Harriet automatically noted as a getaway if she needed one.

“With respect, General Hunter, your timidity confounds me,” Colonel Montgomery said. “All we had to show for the Jacksonville raid was thirteen bales of cotton and a couple dozen contrabands. Not worth spit.” The hawk-nosed former preacher avoided the cuss word many white soldiers would have chosen. He angled his head aggressively at the faded chart. “What are we waiting for when the prize is right here?”

The Southern sun had glared at the map so long that it looked like it had gone through the wash. Harriet recognized South Carolina’s serrated coastline and the adjoining Sea Islands. Hilton Head, Port Royal, Lady’s, St. Helena, and a handful of smaller lily pads were the Union’s refuge from Confederate forces on the mainland. As the chart indicated, and gunshot occasionally proved, much of their turf lay within musket range of the Rebels. When Harriet first arrived, she’d been astonished to learn they were hardly islands at all. More like clumps of green that had broken off, leaving watery cracks between them and the main. Hunter and his officers had puzzled endlessly over the map that showed the isles they must defend and the coastal positions they might attack if they could avoid being trapped.

Listening for cues, Harriet took a chair against the wall. If a woman hoped to convince a roomful of men of anything, she must pick her moment.

An older soldier with heavy eyebrows and a coarse mustache dyed black, General Hunter showed his age that morning despite efforts to hide it. Lines ran down his cheeks. The wig that covered his bald spot rested awkwardly. While men elsewhere waged Armageddon, General Hunter guarded the last federal foothold on the Confederate coast. His troops had fought a few remote, backwater skirmishes in Florida, but every one of them yearned to do something bigger—something that burned a hole in history and scattered Dixie’s ashes. Unfortunately, the catastrophe in Charleston Harbor the month before showed they had little idea how. They’d spent weeks preparing to attack the birthplace of the Rebellion, only to be smashed within minutes. Underwater mines called torpedoes had trapped their ships right in Fort Sumter’s line of fire. It was another humiliating defeat in the long line of disasters that had begun two years earlier in the very same spot.

Hunter shoved aside a stack of telegrams and stubbed out his cigar in a chipped teacup. “What makes you think your men can do what our navy can’t?”

“We don’t have to prevail against Sumter, just circle around and bushwhack the Secesh from behind. Attack some plantations. Get crackers on the defensive,” Colonel Montgomery argued. The Kansan balanced his lean weight on the balls of his feet. His rumpled blue uniform hadn’t seen the flat side of an iron in a week. “They want their fill of war? We’ll give it to them. Now!”

Harriet knitted her hands tightly. They were her feelings exactly. The Secessionists had dominated from the start. It was time to turn the war around.

Thomas Wentworth Higginson pulled his chair close to the table. He straightened a notepad, took up a pencil in front of him, and studied his rival. Each of the former preachers hoped to cover his regiment with a little more glory than the other—as everyone with eyes in their head knew. Thomas had assumed command of the 1st South Carolina Volunteers three months before Colonel Montgomery took up the 2nd.

“This isn’t Indian-fighting,” Thomas said. He sat erectly, which made him seem taller than he was, and his fine locks brushed his starched collar. “Congress doesn’t think colored men can learn discipline. We need to prove they can fight.”

Montgomery’s chin jutted out. “What we need is to win.”

Harriet caught herself leaning forward and drew back with her face cautiously blank.

“Not at the price of dishonor,” Thomas retorted. “You gave your troops too much license in Florida. We’re training soldiers, not bushwhackers. Damaging civilian property breaks every rule of civilized warfare.”

“No idea what you mean,” Montgomery said, though his eyes gleamed at the reference to his first raid, when his men confiscated local foodstuffs to fill out their scanty rations. “I make it a point not to interfere with private property. I just reminded the boys they have a right to defend themselves if attacked by Rebel pigs and turkeys.”

General Hunter withdrew another cigar from his top pocket and bit off the end. “I’d order our colored troops to burn every goddamn mansion in Charleston to the ground if I could, but we have barely enough men to hold the Sea Islands, much less attack overland,” he said. The general took up a box of locofocos, struck one against a small piece of iron, and puffed on his cigar to light it. He blew out the smoke, turning the air around his head a deeper blue. “And conscription just won’t work on people used to being swooped up like chickens whenever their masters needed cash.”

Harriet knew exactly where they could get more volunteers. Hundreds. Maybe a thousand. She burned to speak up, but Hunter would listen better if he asked the question. Men always did.

The debate over how to recruit colored troops had simmered ever since the navy’s invasion sent planters fleeing from the islands off South Carolina’s coastline a year and a half earlier. The day they attacked Port Royal, one white family had abandoned a steaming pork roast, a full pitcher of mint julep, and over five hundred slaves. The poor four-year-old operating the fan over their dining table wasn’t unstrapped from his perch for an hour.

Yet there had been switchbacks on the path to freedom for those accidentally liberated. The Union declared the Rebels’ property forfeit, but when Hunter freed the human portion of the Confederate “contraband,” Lincoln canceled the order. When Hunter turned slaves into soldiers, Congress pitched a fit and refused to pay them. And when the president issued his Emancipation Proclamation, he took aim only at states in rebellion. Plantation owners in Harriet’s home state of Maryland could keep all the slaves they wanted, so long as they didn’t backtalk the federal government.

When the proclamation was at last read aloud under Port Royal’s biggest shade tree on Emancipation Day—that blessed January 1, 1863—a thousand contraband surprised the Northerners with a raw, heartfelt version of “My Country, ’Tis of Thee.” Harriet asked one old Gullah man how he knew the song, and he said with a smile, “Dat de first ting I larn aftah freedom.” The government finally approved colored units, but hardly a man didn’t worry about being double-crossed once the white gentlemen of the United States patched up their spat. Despite ten thousand freed slaves on the Sea Islands, colored regiments lacked sufficient volunteers.

Colonel Montgomery glowered at Hunter. “I didn’t join up to twiddle my thumbs.”

“And the president didn’t assign me command over our first colored regiments to watch them commit suicide,” Hunter said. “God rest John Brown, but I’m not presiding over another Harper’s Ferry. We need more men in uniform to have a hope of taking Charleston, and Lincoln isn’t sending them anytime soon. The president’s barely holding Washington.”

Now was the moment. Harriet scuffed her shoe against the plank floor as if shifting to get more comfortable. Colonel Montgomery’s head flicked toward her. General Hunter followed his glance.

“Moses,” Hunter said. “What’s your report?”

Harriet nodded at the map. “May I, sir?”

“I’m waiting,” Hunter said.

Harriet strode to the map across the room while Colonel Montgomery took a seat and tipped back in his chair, scratching his armpit in contemplation of the worn chart. The Jayhawker appeared blind to everything except how to destroy the Secesh. Harriet liked him more all the time. Some beanpole had pinned the map, so she reached as high as she could to tap a squiggly line that burrowed deep into the mainland. The Combahee River watered South Carolina’s richest rice plantations before flowing to the sea.

“We can recruit right here, General,” she said, pointing to the river. “Y’all keep twisting the arms a men that got freedom right now on the islands. They ain’t sure a Lincoln’s plan and whether he gone stick to it, but they safe for the moment. The men over here,” she said, and again tapped the squiggle of the Combahee, “live in a special kind a hell. They gone do anything to get out.”

The grooves in Hunter’s face deepened. “Our troops can’t just sail up there, Moses.”

“Yes, they can,” she said.

The room grew quiet. Harriet waited.

Hunter flicked fresh ash into the chipped teacup. “There’s artillery and pickets around every bend.”

“Artillery’s gone, sir.”

“Gone? How do you know?”

“A man who escaped the Nichols place told us they drew the cannons away from Fields Point, where the river meets the Sound. Took the cannons off Tar Bluff, too. Hauled em up Stocks Road and onto the Savannah railway last week. I checked his story yesterday with my own eyes.”

“Perhaps the guns are in the trench,” Hunter said. He drew again on his cigar. The tip glowed red.

“Don’t reckon so, sir,” Harriet said. “Cannons been on top a them guard posts all year. We spotted em from the river.” She had seen the Confederate earthworks numerous times, slithering on her stomach through stubby cordgrass wherever the marsh hardened, slipping through the mouth of the Combahee in a dugout when the first inklings of sunrise cast the guns in silhouette.

“Why would the Rebels remove their artillery?” Hunter said.

“Don’t know, sir. Contraband say their owners head to high ground during the sickly season. Maybe Beauregard pulling his crews back ahead a the vapors. Whatever he’s thinking, the cannons are gone, along with their crews. Ain’t nobody there except a handful of guards on picket duty.”

Harriet paused. Snares took patience.

“That ain’t all,” she said.

“What else?” said James Montgomery.

Harriet looked at the Kansan whose gnarled hands gripped the arms of his chair as if ready to bare-knuckle fight the next man who walked through the door. This was the subject where every officer conceded her authority. What slaves knew. It was the reason she was there. The fly in the buttermilk and only Southerner in the room. Governor Andrews of Massachusetts, Harriet’s old acquaintance, had promised she would be useful. Desperate as he was, General Hunter had asked her to spy behind enemy lines, more or less as she had done on the Underground Railroad. With the Union courting extinction as each defeat knocked the wedge between the states deeper, Hunter apparently decided her sex didn’t matter.

Harriet glanced around the table. Thomas wielded his pencil, and his hazel eyes darted back and forth from his notepad to the map on the wall as he sketched a diagram. She’d hooked him, too. Now she needed General Hunter. It was his decision.

“A new Rebel unit took over jest a couple months ago,” Harriet said. “One a our men has a cousin who sweeps the tents. He overheard the new commander being chided for false alarms. Beauregard told him, drill more. Get to know the roads. It appears the commander allowed his troops to go to seed once they moved up and can’t find his own pillow in the dark. We can slip past em.”

“Up Stocks Road?” Hunter said.

“Up the Cum’bee. If our ships enter the river fore sunrise, we’ll reach them rice fields jest after slaves start work. More’n a thousand be dressed for the day and ready to run.”

Hunter drew meditatively on his cigar. He looked skeptical. “And a Confederate army less than a dozen miles away, up Stocks Road,” he said. “Even if their commander isn’t the sharpest, those pickets on the river are his eyes and ears, and he’s got two thousand troops camped behind them.” Hunter squinted against the fresh plume of smoke. “What about the torpedoes? Surely the Rebs didn’t withdraw those, too.”

Harriet knew this was the weak spot. Slaves had likely tethered the explosive barrels since alligators infested the waterways, and the Confederates relied on bondsmen for disagreeable tasks. She guessed the labor had come off the Lowndes Plantation. It was the only nearby estate that had not leaked runaways. Fugitives from elsewhere said the Lowndes overseer had horns and a forked tail. They quaked at his name.

“We looking for someone to tell us where they been put,” she said.

Hunter’s caterpillar eyebrows inched together. “So you don’t know where they are,” he stated flatly. The commander shook his head. “If I wanted to hazard the remainder of our navy, I’d send it back to Charleston.”

James Montgomery shoved a hand through his wild hair and leaned toward Hunter. The front legs of his chair banged the floor. “We went all the way to Florida for thirty measly recruits, General. It’s time to smite the big rice plantations. Fill our regiments with men trapped there. It’s the only way to get enough troops to take Charleston.”

The general tapped his cigar into the teacup. “I’m as eager to subdue Charleston as you, Colonel Montgomery,” he said, “but not without an adequate plan. This isn’t a prairie raid.”

A blue vein throbbed in Montgomery’s high forehead. “Those raids woke the nation.”

“The Cum’bee ain’t no Charleston Harbor, General Hunter,” Harriet observed. “The Rebs took down their big guns on the river.”

Hunter grimaced. He spoke sharply now. “Every fool knows that artillery’s only half the problem. Torpedoes trapped us right under Fort Sumter’s guns last month. Almost cost us the fleet.”

Harriet felt her dander rise at his words. She wasn’t a fool. “This is the time and place to strike,” she said. “’Fore the Rebs haul the cannons back to Fields Point and the commander gets off his duff. I got a good feeling, deep in my bones. I see it in my dreams. The good Lord’s looking down. He’s telling us, make our move. We can get around them torpedoes.”

“Around five thousand pounds of powder?” Hunter said. “Around a keg you don’t see until you’re on top of it? The Cairo sank in ten minutes. A feeling isn’t a plan, Harriet. Unless you know where the torpedoes are, our ships will end up at the bottom of the Combahee.”

Thomas stopped writing. He looked up from the opposite side of the table. A change had overtaken the room. From the corner of her eye, Harriet saw Colonel Montgomery glance at General Hunter, then drop his gaze to his chapped hands. Hunter’s expression was severe, as if he’d witnessed similar displays too many times. The only career soldier in the room, Hunter had a bullet slash across his neck from the disaster at Bull Run. The scar turned livid as a flush climbed his throat. Harriet’s gut tightened. Perhaps she shouldn’t have brought up the Almighty. Hunter might consider her religion-addled. There was a slim line, regularly crossed by reformers, between faith and folly. Yet she was sure He would have warned her if the plan were flawed. She’d seen it plainly in her mind—men and women streaming toward Jordan’s shore.

“A military assault isn’t like smuggling a few people on the Underground Railroad, Moses,” Thomas said, “as dangerous as that is.” He tapped the tip of his pencil on the paper, and the light from the window winked off his Harvard class ring. Harriet knew he was trying to let her down easy. “Whole regiments are at risk.”

She trained her gaze on Hunter. “I know we need a plan, sir. You don’t have to tell me—”

“Well, I am telling you,” the general snapped. “Unless you’ve got intelligence on the torpedoes—coordinates on a map—we’re focusing elsewhere. Like on the defense of these goddamn islands.” He collected the correspondence in front of him. A moment later, he glanced up. “Gentlemen? Dismissed.”

Colonels Higginson and Montgomery rose to attention. General Hunter straightened his papers as if she’d wasted his time. Harriet walked back to her chair, so exhausted that her shoes scraped the floor. The excitement that had driven her had evaporated like brandy dashed in a pan. She felt unsure about everything of which she’d been convinced moments before.

Hunter might be old, but he was experienced and canny. The officers under him were responsible for hundreds of men. Although John Brown had called her General Tubman, she’d always operated alone. A civilian—and a woman, at that—she didn’t know the first thing about an armed assault. She’d never loaded a cannon or drilled a regiment. She couldn’t write an order or read a telegram. In a dozen missions on the Underground Railroad, Harriet had freed at best a hundred people under cover of darkness in terrain she knew like her mother’s voice. Steal a thousand slaves in broad daylight up a strange river studded with mines? No chance. That would take a magician, not a Moses.

Harriet retrieved her satchel from the back of the chair. As she lifted the strap over her shoulders, she recalled the heckler with a drunkard’s purple nose who had slandered her at the Melodeon lecture hall in Boston. “Trickster!” he’d shouted from the back of the mobbed auditorium. The insult had upset her abolitionist companions, but Harriet had been proud that day. She’d bamboozled the planters of Maryland again and again—to her boundless satisfaction. Slaveholders underestimated her. No man ever suspected what one puny woman could do. That had been the secret to her success.

The corner of her mouth twitched. Trickster, sure enough. If she took down the rice plantations of the Combahee, it would be the greatest trick of her whole career. With the Lord’s help, the best thing she ever did. It would prove black troops could fight. Help Hunter recruit enough men to subdue Charleston, symbol of the Rebellion. Give other mothers a chance to keep their babies.

Her mood flipped like the boom on a boat. Ambition lifted her sails. Let them try to stop her. Men studied their maps and chomped their cigars and made their plans and told women to wait. Yet she knew what lifetimes of safety didn’t allow most officers to see, just as soldiers afraid to get their feet wet couldn’t find the paths in the trackless marsh. The signs added up: the guns, the new Secesh regiment, their lazy commander, the turn of the season. Years before, God had told her to go back one more time, then another, then another, to set His people free. He’d shown her the way every time. Running wasn’t wrong if you brought others with you.

Harriet sucked in her breath. But it would not be easy. It might not even be possible.

The welts on the back of her neck prickled. Goosebumps chilled her arms. She drew the strap of the satchel tightly across her breast as she made her way to the door, comforted by the revolver’s bulk. To persuade Major General Hunter, she would have to get onto the Lowndes Plantation even if the devil did live there and find someone to reveal the location of the torpedoes.

The thought made her head hurt. She had been in Satan’s house before. If he caught her, she wouldn’t get out alive.





CHAPTER FOUR

[image: image]

The sun has just gone down in Charleston Harbor… In half an hour, five out of the nine [Union] ships, were wholly or partially disabled! Such is the ghastly fact in its naked proportions … Stretching from a point close to … Fort Sumter, completely across the channel to Fort Moultrie, is a stout hauser, floating on lager-beer casks … strung with torpedoes.

New York Times, April 1863

THE UNIFORMED CLERK AT THE COMMISSARY near Major Hunter’s headquarters reached for the pencil behind his ear and leaned a spindly forearm on the counter. The edges of his government logbook curled with humidity, and a molasses thumbprint obscured the pre-stamped page number at the top. A thin man with a receding hairline, Private John Webster glanced over the cheap wire spectacles balanced on the tip of his bony nose. His gaze shifted to some hazy point behind Harriet, then back again, eyes not quite on her. “How much do ye want this time?” he asked with an immigrant’s lilt, possibly Scottish.

“I’ll take thirty a the brown sugar and forty a the flour,” Harriet said.

“Thirty o’ the sugar, tis,” Webster said to an assistant in ragged trousers who took up the burlap sacks that Harriet had placed on the counter. “Take the flour from yesterday’s shipment.”

“Dose barrels empty, boss,” the contraband said. He was a short Gullah man with ears that stuck out like clamshells and a crooked nose that had been broken more than once. “You wan’ me get it from de other barrels you set aside?”

“What do ye think?” Webster said abruptly, as if the answer was obvious. He returned his attention to the logbook.

“Sugar still fourteen cents a pound?” Harriet asked as he wrote.

“Tis,” he said. “Best bargain on Hilton Head.”

“If you call prices twice those a Boston a bargain.”

Webster looked up. “John Lilly over in Beaufort, why he’d charge ye sixteen cents.”

“That’s why I’m here,” Harriet said.

She leaned over to examine the ledger as Private Webster resumed writing. Most letters looked like broken twigs to her, but she’d recognize an “H” anytime. Harriet considered it fitting that the first letter of her name mimicked a rung on a ladder, helping people up. “T” resembled a tree: strong, tall, and reliable—as her husband had been until he wasn’t—though Harriet didn’t blame the alphabet for John Tubman. “H” and “T” were her letters. She didn’t need more, regardless of what some people thought. She had plenty on her brain already.

The clerk wrote “30” in the fourth column to the right of her name, and “40” several columns over. Numbers were clearer to Harriet, who had learned to substitute them for the marks she once made on a tally stick for Master Brodess. The clerk’s pencil dragged slow gray tracks behind it like the ones snails left on the doorstep each morning, gone by afternoon.

“I’d like that in ink,” she said.

Webster straightened. He pushed his spectacles higher and waved a hand at the counter, empty save for a grimy canister of corncob pipes. “Ye see a fountain pen, Tubman? Some thieving black stole it.”

Harriet stiffened at the accusation and pointed to the entries above her name. “Why them in ink?”

Webster frowned. “That pass Hunter gave ye tisn’t a license for impudence.”

“It do make me accountable.”
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