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PRAISE FOR HARRIET TUBMAN



“At Weston’s inaugural Juneteenth celebration, the vibrant atmosphere created a sense of unity and it became clear that this celebration was more than just a commemoration; it was a catalyst for dialogue about history and progress and fostered a deeper understanding of the significance of freedom and equality.”

—Samantha Nestor, First Selectwoman, Town of Weston

“An intriguing, compelling, ambitious and well-researched book that gives insight into a world most of us have not encountered. Daniels and Wiesen go to remarkable depths to tell Harriet Tubman’s true story. It resonated with me to such profound levels that it sometimes moved me to tears.”

—Anni Domingo, author of Breaking the Maafa Chain

“As the first African American Selectman of Weston, it was with great pride that the keynote speaker on Junteenth was Rita Daniels, whose account enlightened the audience with her intellectual honesty and captivating delivery. Jean Marie Wiesen’s extensive research, coupled with Rita’s riveting testimonies, give a different perspective and deeper insight into my hero, the fierce Harriet Tubman.”

—Martin Mohabeer, Former Selectman, Town of Weston

“I had the distinct pleasure of personally meeting Rita Daniels, the great-great-great-grandniece of Harriet Tubman. I listened intently while she elaborated on oral history passed down through the generations, telling the rich story of one of America’s most beloved iconic figures. At last, she and Jean Marie Wiesen have put these stories on paper, filling in numerous gaps and correcting many longstanding errors. This book should be read by every American.”

—Richard Blumenthal, United States Senator, State of Connecticut

“In Harriet Tubman, familiar aspects of Tubman’s story are accentuated and expanded with what has been gleaned from family lore. Character traits and sensibilities, like Tubman’s famed curative skills as an herbalist, are placed within a powerful context and linked to a family’s African roots and her descendants’ ongoing work. Having had a front-row seat to the ways Tubman has been studied, dissected, and honored, Daniels grants both authoritative history and authentic humanity to a story frequently segmented for political expediency or specialized study, leaving readers with a fuller understanding of Tubman’s unique bravery, fortitude, and leadership.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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After escaping the severe beatings and humiliation of slavery, Harriet Tubman made it her mission to help others seek freedom. Throughout her life, Tubman faced many struggles but persisted in her fight for justice. She fought for enslaved people, served in the Union Army during the Civil War, and advocated for women’s rights. She proudly boasted, “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.”

—Rita Daniels and Pauline Copes Johnson








My Uncle Don stood by me every step of the way on this project from its inception in June of 2022 until his passing in November of 2023. If it had not been for his loving encouragement, guidance, and nearly daily phone calls, I don’t know if this book would have been completed—he’s always been my champion with grace and humor. A week before his passing, he promised he would always watch over me, and I believe he is.

—Jean








I hold dear to me the memory of my mother, Geraldine Copes Daniels, who passed away in March 2020. Her unwavering support and belief in me drove my pursuit of an MBA in Education and the establishment of the Harriet Tubman Learning Center (HTLC). She firmly believed that the HTLC was not just a tribute but a crucial institution in perpetuating the legacy of our Aunt Harriet Tubman. As a formerly enslaved person, Harriet Tubman was denied a formal education, making the establishment of the Learning Center a significant step in honoring our Aunt’s legacy.

—Rita








To thine own self be true…

—Jean Marie Wiesen, with gratitude to Shakespeare’s Polonius (in Hamlet)
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Queen Mother Dr. Delois Blakely in front of the Harriet Tubman statue in Harlem, New York.



FOREWORD

Education of the underserved has been my passion for as long as I can recall—assisting those in the direst need among us. I was honored to be appointed United Nations Goodwill Ambassador to numerous African Nations, including Ghana, several decades ago, which was a high honor for me. My being named Community Mayor of Harlem is an equal honor, as well. When I was approached to write the foreword for Harriet Tubman: Military Scout and Tenacious Visionary, I did not hesitate. The phrase, “Ain’t I a woman,” spoken by Sojourner Truth, a close ally of Harriet Tubman’s, came to mind. We’re all of a similar background, with the same mission—freeing those who are in bondage. Too many stories abound of Harriet Tubman, none of which an author has penned directly with a descendant of Harriet’s since Sarah Bradford Hopkins herself interviewed Harriet in 1886. Finally, Jean Marie Wiesen, an investigative author, has carefully researched and collaborated with Rita Daniels, a three-time-great-grand-niece of Harriet Tubman. We learn more of Harriet’s immense courage, spirit, and leadership skills under fire in spite of a childhood head trauma. Harriet’s theme throughout her life was putting others first until her final breath.


Come on, come on, come on through! Like a river.

—Queen Mother Dr. Delois Blakely








PREFACE by Rita Daniels


Growing up in Auburn, New York, I was always inquisitive. I will never forget some of the stories passed on to me and my siblings. The most fascinating story to me was about being related to an enslaved woman who also lived in Auburn, New York, for fifty-plus years. This woman happened to be Harriet Tubman. I wasn’t sure if I should be happy or not when I was informed that I was related to this enslaved woman. One must understand that the only stories about her that were read in our history books back in the day were about one to two paragraphs long and described her as a fugitive with a bounty on her head. I remember in the third grade; I was given a task to write about this enslaved woman, not knowing that I was going to be shocked to find out that I was related to her. What! I was about to lose my mind; how in the world am I related to this woman?

I remember speaking to several other relatives who informed me of the great deeds this woman, Harriet Tubman, had done in all her years. I visited the property where the Home for the Aged is, and her home in Auburn. I became even more fascinated when I discovered that the history books were wrong about Harriet Tubman by omitting most of the crucial information regarding her life leading up to the Combahee River Raid and beyond. Her life was more heroic than what was illustrated in history books, either back then or today. We now understand that Sarah Bradford Hopkins was unable to complete her entire interview with Harriet because of Harriet’s declining health. Harriet focused on saving her people, regardless of what she might personally lose in the process—before the Civil War and afterward. She advocated for equal voting rights long before it became fashionable—an often overlooked fact. This is precisely why we wrote this book: to fill in the gaps and correct inaccuracies.

My mother, Geraldine Copes Daniels, and I started the Harriet Tubman Learning Center in 2016 to ensure that the legacy of Harriet Tubman continues through education, regardless of a person’s ability to pay. The Center relies solely on donations as a 501c nonprofit organization. Harriet Tubman was not able to obtain an education as an enslaved person because it was against the law during that era. You can visit our website at https://www.harriettubmanlearningcenter.org if you would like to learn more about what the Learning Center offers.

Harriet Tubman freed enslaved people and took them through the Underground Railroad, becoming the Moses of her people (just like the Moses in the Bible). Harriet survived and served in the military during the Civil War; she became a nurse and healer to the injured soldiers and an advocate for the women’s suffragists. Even though she was denied an education and could not read, she could still promote education. Harriet Tubman’s legacy will not be forgotten because of the many statues sculpted and placed in various locations in her honor over the years and throughout the world, including Ghana and Canada.

Harriet Tubman became our reason to be free because of her journey and fight for freedom! We need to segue from her story to what we are doing today to continue the legacy of Harriet Tubman: What are we doing now? The Harriet Tubman Learning Center must keep the legacy and heritage to honor her fight for freedom through education because she could not read or write! She deserves it, and we deserve reparations, perhaps through further education—college or trade school of the individual’s choosing. My great-great-great-aunt Harriet remained illiterate her entire life, and I believe that regardless of the career path one chooses, one must be able to read and write. For example, construction workers must be able to read instructions and write notes detailing the tasks that need to be carried out. It’s one of the reasons my mother and I felt so strongly about opening the Harriet Tubman Learning Center: to continue Harriet’s legacy of “keep going in the face of adversity.” We will never know the people from our past and how they survived from generation to generation. But if we do not understand our past, how do we ensure people won’t repeat the same mistakes? We cannot disappoint our ancestors. We must keep going and make a difference.

Our ancestors faced challenge after challenge, which eventually presented opportunities for change, which we live through today. For example, they marched in Birmingham, were hosed in Selma, were assassinated in Memphis, were segregated in the South, and were relegated to ghettoes in the North. These historical events became the pivotal resurrection points for our ancestors’ fight for freedom. For some reason, their stories are ignored in history books, and they are stereotyped in Hollywood.

We will never understand the exact pain endured and how hard our ancestors had to work for their survival. Still, we do know that because our ancestors were mistreated, we are working to ensure that we do not let their sacrifices be forgotten. We do this by ensuring that the present and the future do not repeat what our ancestors had to live through. Working together is the only way we can right the wrongs of the past.

Each year, our families would visit the Harriet Tubman Home for the Aged for a family reunion and stay on the property. We would stay in our motor homes, RVs, tents, etc., and enjoy a lovely long weekend where we had cookouts, fashion shows, storytelling, and many games. These family reunions were celebrated each year until they were no longer allowed once it became a national park.






1 HERITAGE


To understand who Harriet Tubman was, one needs to know her roots and acknowledge her Ashanti tribal heritage in Accra, central coastal Ghana. But she was born far from Accra. Harriet’s story begins on Maryland’s Eastern Shore. Born Araminta, she was the fifth of nine children of Harriet Green (whose nickname was Rit) and Ben Ross. Rit and Ben’s known children were Linah (1808), Mariah (also known as Mary, 1811), Sophe (1813), Robert (1816–1893), Araminta (Minty, March 1822–March 10, 1913), Ben (1823), Rachel (1825–1859), Henry (1830), and Moses (1832). Death dates are not known for all of Harriet’s siblings, as some were sold into slavery and never seen again by Harriet.

The name Araminta means prayer and protection and is of Hebrew origin. Her parents lovingly referred to her as Minty. Although slave birth records were not maintained, it has been estimated Minty was born sometime in March of 1822 on the Anthony Thompson farm in Peter’s Neck, Dorchester County, Maryland. Araminta’s mother, Rit, was the “property” of Mary Pattison Brodess, who had inherited enslaved people from her late grandfather, Atthow Pattison. However, uncertainty remains to this day regarding the exact year. It is known that Minty’s maternal grandmother, Modesty, a name given to her by her future slave master, was born in Accra, Ghana, and was captured and stolen from her family when she was in her late teens. According to family history, Modesty was then sold as an enslaved person. It is known that she was part of the Ashanti tribe, but there are no records of her birth parents or the year she was forced to make the voyage aboard a slave ship to Maryland. There are no records of what happened to her family members. There are several references to Modesty in other historical works and, according to family lore, Modesty did not meet her granddaughter, Minty, until several moments before her passing.

The Ashanti, also known as Asante, were undoubtedly the largest tribe in Ghana and were part of the Akan ethnic group. They migrated to the rainforest areas along the Atlantic shoreline after the fall of the Old Ghana Empire in the thirteenth century. It is well documented that they discovered an incredibly vast amount of gold ore in this area, which gave them enormous wealth and bargaining power until the eighteenth century. The Ashanti grew yams, cocoa, vegetables, legumes, maize, plantains, and onions in the fertile soil of the coast, which made up their starchy and vegetable diet. They are world renowned for their wood carvings and colorful Kente weavings, which date back centuries.

In the Ashanti civilization, the family, including the extended family, is of the utmost importance. The Ashanti are a matrilineal society, with the mother’s clan being the most revered. According to their beliefs, a child is said to receive flesh and blood from the mother and inherit the soul or spirit from the father. The family remains close by, even in a nuclear fashion, as they grow up, marry, and move into their own homes or huts. Marriage is integral to their culture; however, women will not marry without the consent of their parents. Divorce is extremely rare among Ashanti. If necessary, the parents take it upon themselves to intervene to keep a marriage on track.

The Ashanti’s cultural philosophy combines spiritual and supernatural powers. They firmly believe that plants and animals have souls and, as a result, deserve the utmost respect. They acknowledge the healing powers of many plants and herbs and consider themselves the ultimate physicians of natural medicine through what nature has provided. This practice is orally taught and passed down through the generations, and it manifested in Minty’s own herbal medicinal mastery, which was taught to her by her mother and father. Modesty’s Ghanaian roots and the endurance of Ashanti oral cultural traditions were still on full display in her granddaughter’s knowledge and that of others in their community.

The Akan language, spoken by the Ashanti and brought with them across the Middle Passage, has links to ancient biblical writings. Today, many Ghanaians give their children names resembling those in the Bible. The first account of the Akans appears in the book of Genesis, chapter 36, verses 26–27, and states they are of Horite descent. These groups played an essential role in the biblical documentation of the scriptures. Several names, like Noah, Amos, and Joseph, were frequently used in biblical literature. Akan naming traditions include giving many of the same names to their children, such as Boah, Amoh, and Benefo. As a result of these accounts, many believe the Akan had a hand in writing the Bible and the Torah.

By the early nineteenth century, the Ashanti had begun to fight several wars with Britain. Their territory covered most of modern Ghana, and they traded directly with the British. They maintained their wealth in gold, allowing them to wield power over potential enemies. They enslaved people they captured from warring tribes and sold both gold and enslaved people to Europeans, the American Colonies, and the British in exchange for guns.

Before enslaved people were even boarded, they were stripped of all their clothing and put in chains. The slave ships were typically filled beyond capacity on their fateful journeys to the American Colonies. Subsequently, there was a low survival rate due to disease, close quarters below decks, unsanitary conditions, deliberate starvation, and lack of clean drinking water.

There were enough survivors despite the disease-ridden conditions aboard the ship and, fortunately, Minty’s grandmother, Modesty, was among them. Minty’s father, Ben, also had Ashanti roots and taught her celestial navigation and which healing roots were safe to gather in the Dorchester woods. These teachings could have come from both sides of the family, having their origins in the Ashanti tribe. It’s fascinating to note that many roots and healing plants found in Ghana, the ancestral home of the Ashanti, are also found in Dorchester, Maryland, and its surrounding areas, creating a geographical connection between the two.

The Ashanti, a tribe steeped in rich cultural practices, are renowned for their singing and drumming during ceremonies such as births, marriages, funerals, and important announcements. The drumming, a powerful precursor to these ceremonies, serves as a call for villagers to gather, resonating far and wide. This drumming, a code understood by the villagers, is reminiscent of the singing Harriet Tubman would later employ to announce her secret arrival to the still-captive enslaved people. The familiarity of the ancestral words sung and the drumming beat served as a signal to the enslaved, who instinctively knew to trust that Harriet had arrived.






2 CASTLES OF TORMENT


Numerous exotic castles dot the southern coast of Ghana, overlooking the Gulf of Guinea, which connects with the Atlantic Ocean to the east. Two of the more famous of these are the Elmina and the Cape Coast Castles. The Elmina (St. George’s Castle) was built in 1482 by the Portuguese, who later built the Cape Coast, in 1555, as a trade lodge. This portion of the Ghanaian coast had already become known as the Gold Coast because of the massive amounts of gold discovered by explorers. The castles were built as fortifications against other Europeans, who might attack and steal the gold, as well as against warring tribal Africans, whose wealth was being stolen from beneath them. The Portuguese were the first settlers of the Gold Coast, but their forts were eventually attacked, overwhelmed, seized by Spaniards, and sold, during several centuries of struggles among European powers competing over control of the Gold Coast. African tribal factions were caught in the middle while watching their most valuable commodities, gold and ivory, depart their shores. These tribes spent the next several centuries at war with each other and with the Europeans, as they sought to regain some control over their gold and wealth, which was disappearing from their shores almost daily.
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Elmina Castle in Ghana



Later in the 1500s, another demand came on the radar: human trading, as increased domestic and agricultural labor became primary requirements in the British Empire and the Caribbean. The castles turned from storage facilities for gold and ivory to holding areas for human beings as they awaited transport to points east via as many ships as possible.

The transnational transaction of slavery went on well into the 1700s and 1800s until it was finally abolished worldwide; it was outlawed in the United States in 1807. The slave trade flourished in the South and remained legal in some midwestern states and the West as well as throughout much of Europe and the West Indies. During those years, the numbers varied from twelve million to as high as fifteen million African men, women, and children who were enslaved and transported to the Americas, making it the most significant forced long-distance movement of people in recorded history. It is also estimated that 10–19 percent of those millions perished on the Middle Passage voyage across the Atlantic due to the horrid conditions aboard the ships. Most of the enslaved people bound for the Colonies came from West Africa. Ghanaians also sold their own people, without hesitation, to the Europeans. One of those people was Modesty, the grandmother of Harriet Tubman.






3 FROM ONE HELL TO ANOTHER


Following their capture by rival Ghanaian tribes, prisoners like Modesty were taken to what is now referred to as “The Slave River”—or its Ghanaian name, Donkor Nsuo—for a final cleansing, or bath, before being taken to either of the two castles, just over twenty-four miles to the east down a winding, dusty road under the hot sun. Most captives were without footwear as they walked along the road in chains. It was the final walk in their homeland before being sold, primarily to European and Euro-American slaveholders.

The slave trade was conducted by the Portuguese and the Dutch in the 1600s, and they were known to auction off their captives in the castle courtyards before these souls were chained again and taken below to the dungeons. There were separate dungeons for men and women, where they might spend several months waiting for ships to take them to their ultimate destinations. Nothing changed as the calendar rolled to the next century other than the faces of the desperate men, women, and children, many of whom died before ever boarding the ships. In the eighteenth century, the courtyard was called “the great depot.”
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Photographs of the Female Slave Dungeons at Elmina Castle
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Photographs of the Male Slave Dungeons at Elmina Castle



Meager food scraps were tossed to them; some chose to eat, while others preferred to die. Those who did die were thrown into the sea. In the dungeons, the only ventilation was one small porthole, giving the captives nothing to counteract the stench they were forced to live with for weeks. Everything that flowed from their bodies emptied into a central dip in the middle of the dungeon and made its way out into the sea. The cells the enslaved people were forced into held up to several hundred at a time, not leaving enough room for anyone to lie down. Sanitation was of no concern to the enslavers, making outbreaks of disease common.

In stark contrast, above these squalid dungeons were suites extravagantly decorated with the latest in European design for those who engaged in the prosperous transatlantic slave trade. While the enslaved people below them starved and suffered—and many perished—the passengers staying in the suites dined on whatever they desired.

When it was time for the enslaved to leave the castle and board the ships, they were chained once again and led through what is now referred to as the Door of No Return. They had to crouch to pass through, their bare feet on the filthy stone as they made their way in the dark until the first bit of sunlight they had seen since they had been imprisoned hit them, and they breathed in fresh air for the first time in weeks. They stared at the angry sea crashing against the rocks below, taking note of the numerous ships lined up, bobbing in the water. They wondered if that was where they were going and how they would get down there. The guards shoved them toward a pulley that lowered them individually onto the decks of the waiting ships until the ships were filled with their human cargo and ready to undertake the transatlantic voyage. Once they were below deck, the vessel set sail easterly for the Atlantic Ocean.

Modesty was one of approximately 12.5 million enslaved Africans who survived the transatlantic voyage to the Americas between 1500 and 1866, the year the Civil Rights Act ended slavery as a legal institution in the United States. Roughly 1.8 million of her African brothers and sisters would die on the journey for a variety of reasons—suicide, disease, beatings, and other causes—while onboard.
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Photographs of the Door of No Return at Elmina Castle



The size of a slave ship determined the number of crew and the amount of cargo she could carry from port to port. Some ships could carry a crew of up to one hundred and as many as seven hundred enslaved individuals below deck.

Men and women were kept in separate compartments. The men were always chained and shackled in pairs, whereas the women remained unchained, yet they were confined in equally cramped spaces. Children might have the run of the ship, depending on the boat and the captain. Neither the men, the children, nor the women had much airflow, like the conditions of the dungeons they had recently left behind. Again, the conditions were extremely unsanitary, leading to all sorts of diseases, including dysentery and smallpox, coupled with sexual exploitation at the hands of the captain and the crew. The crew regularly whipped the enslaved people, some of whom revolted by refusing to eat the few scraps they were given. In contrast, others jumped overboard when they had the opportunity.

Like in the dungeons, where the enslaved people were cramped into cells and their European captors dined sumptuously, the captain and his officers lived in comparative luxury. They had their own cabin space, usually below the raised quarterdeck at the ship’s stern. The regular crew slept on the main deck beneath a protective tarp or in a longboat that would be used for the crew’s escape should the boat sink. No thought was given to the people in chains beneath the floorboards.

Initially, the ships were general merchant vessels. Then, as time passed, adjustments were made to keep the wooden boats from rotting. Merchants discovered that using copper-sheathed hulls kept the wood from rotting and the boring worms found in tropical waters at bay. Now and then, the ships were modified to increase the size and number of portholes below deck, increasing the airflow to slow the spread of disease. Even with these modifications, the disease made its way from below deck to the crew above, and many were lost during the voyages across the Atlantic. With the changes aboard the ships, the mortality rate for both the enslaved people and the ship’s crew went from roughly 20 percent during the first decades of slave trading to approximately 10 percent by the 1800s. These improvements more than likely increased Modesty’s chances of survival.

Other necessary changes included adding muskets, cannons, and swivel guns to the upper deck to ward off pirate attacks when sailing from France to coastal Africa to collect their human cargo during the mid to late 1700s.

It was not only the enslaved who committed suicide by jumping overboard; it was occasionally some of the crew because of the harsh treatment by the officers combined with contagious diseases. The dead were tossed overboard with no regard. Sharks were known to follow the ships through the warm waters.

One could equate the captain of a slave ship to a plantation owner—he expected his orders to be followed without question. Several of the crew had been forced to work for shipping companies due to personal debts or run-ins with the law, putting them at the captain’s mercy. Crew members habitually took out their rage on the enslaved.

When he first came ashore, the captain would have sold his cargo, consisting of arms, tools, and cloth, on the Gold Coast in exchange for humans housed in the castles, and then transported his new cargo to the Americas. These people would then be sold at auction, with money going to the ship’s owners. A share of the funds went to the captain, giving him a vested interest in maintaining complete control of his crew and human cargo. If there was a danger of disease becoming rampant among the enslaved, the captain would order the crew to throw living enslaved people overboard to control the further spread of disease. The ship’s insurance company covered these losses.

The captain would have ordered the crew to separate the enslaved, separating not only men and women but also families, friends, and people who spoke the same language. Even though their prisoners were shackled and chained, the captain wanted to minimize the potential of revolt. But enslaved people who spoke different languages managed to find ways to communicate with each other, using sign language. They sang their tribal songs to lift their spirits as best they could.

At the end of a Middle Passage voyage, those who had survived had developed friendships through all they had endured, only to be separated again. They were cleaned with palm oil to improve their appearance at auction, either onboard or at a market onshore. Once sold, they would be given English names, in a further effort to erase their identities and heritage.
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