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“Compromises based on the idea that the preservation of the Union is more important than the Liberty of nearly 4,000,000 human beings cannot be right.” Frances A. Seward to William H. Seward, January 19, 1861
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For Sarah and Rebecca





“God’s ahead of master Lincoln. God won’t let master Lincoln beat the South ’til he does the right thing. Master Lincoln, he’s a great man, and I’m a poor Negro, but this Negro can tell master Lincoln how to save the money and the young men. He can do it by setting the Negroes free.”

—Harriet Tubman, January 1862






Prologue

Fort Hill Cemetery, high above the city of Auburn in Central New York State, is not one of those cramped, fenced-in graveyards often found behind old churches, with weather-scoured slabs tipping into the earth. On grounds once occupied by a fortress built by the Cayuga Nation, it meanders up and around eighty-three acres of grass and old-growth forest. Fort Hill retains some of the wildness the region had when the first white settlers arrived after the Revolutionary War, so sprawling that many of the gravestones, obelisks, and crypts, as various as the people they commemorate, are almost hidden in the landscape. Buried there are three women whose joint story of insubordination against slavery and the oppression of women has never been told: Harriet Tubman, Martha Coffin Wright, and Frances A. Seward.

Much of American history is made by little-known people living far from Washington. Over the course of a decade in the 1850s, when Auburn was a thriving commercial center and well-off white men seemed destined always to rule the country unchallenged, Harriet Tubman was a nameless freedom seeker who repeatedly risked her life returning to the Eastern Shore, to guide some seventy enslaved people out of Maryland, through Delaware and Pennsylvania, across New York, and into Canada. Soon after Tubman liberated herself, she met Martha Wright and Frances Seward, who lived in Auburn, midway on what became one of her most well-traveled underground railroad routes. Wright, a middle-class Quaker mother of six, helped to organize the 1848 Seneca Falls Convention, the first women’s rights meeting in America. Seward was the wealthy wife of the anti-slavery politician William H. Seward, who, esteemed by some and despised by others, rose from governor of New York to United States senator to secretary of state under Abraham Lincoln. When Martha Wright and Frances Seward got to know Tubman, they were in the process of transforming themselves from conventional homemakers into insurgents who fought to overturn slavery and to demand the dignity and equality of all Americans.

Tubman saw Wright and Seward as two of her most trusted associates, and they drew strength and inspiration from her. In the coming decades, these women, with no evident power to change anything, became co-conspirators and intimate friends—protagonists in an inside-out story about the second American revolution.






PART ONE Provocations (1821–1852)
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The Miller-Seward family, ca. 1846








1 A Nantucket Inheritance 1833–1843
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Martha Coffin Wright, 1820s



Martha Coffin Wright’s mutinous mind had its origins in a place she never lived: a jagged fourteen-mile-long fishhook of an island thirty miles off the coast of Massachusetts. She rarely encountered an institution she didn’t question, and although convention dictated most of the circumstances of her life, she liked breaking rules, and then explaining why she had no choice. Her parents, Anna Folger Coffin and Thomas Coffin, were Quaker descendants of two of the first English settlers who had fled the Massachusetts Bay Colony rather than submit to the fines, floggings, and prison terms the Puritan clergy imposed on anyone who bucked church dogma. The women of Nantucket took for granted their equality with men. Mary Coffin Starbuck, Martha’s great-great-grandaunt, ran the island’s first general store, out of her house on Fair Street, and traded with the Wampanoag Indians: tools, cloth, shoes, and kettles in exchange for fish and feathers. In 1708, Starbuck organized the island’s first meeting of the Society of Friends, and she became a minister, a position closed to women of other denominations. The Nantucket Quakers opposed slavery, which was legal in all thirteen colonies, holding early meetings to advocate abolition. As financiers of the whaling business, they were at once frugal and profit-minded.

The Coffin family was a matriarchy, headed by Martha’s mother, Anna, and Martha’s tiny but indomitable sister, Lucretia Coffin Mott, who was fourteen years older than she was. Anna kept her own small store and taught her children to oppose slavery and to practice “the Nantucket way,” the egalitarian social and business relations followed on the island. Martha’s father, Thomas, had been a whaling captain like his ancestors, one of the most dangerous professions in the world. A harpooned whale could eliminate a boatload of harpooners with a single thrash of its tail. In 1800, Thomas switched to the somewhat safer business of trading—buying sealskins in South American ports, and exchanging them in China for soft nankeen cloth and silk, tea, and porcelain. But he was still gone for years at a time, and he and Anna finally moved the family to Boston, where Thomas started an import business. Martha, the last of their five living children, was born there on Christmas Day in 1806. Three years later, the Coffins moved to Philadelphia, and Thomas bought a factory that produced cut nails.

Quakers in Philadelphia had their own anti-slavery tradition, but a fractious one. Many Friends owned slaves until 1775, when the city’s Quaker meeting called upon all members who hadn’t freed them to do so. That year, Quakers led the founding of the first abolition group in America: the Society for the Relief of Free Negroes Unlawfully Held in Bondage. By 1789, the elderly Benjamin Franklin—a former owner of two slaves—was president of the organization, renamed the Pennsylvania Abolition Society, which worked with the Free African Society to create Black schools and to help Black residents find jobs. Anna Coffin proudly informed her children that Franklin was a first cousin of her great-grandfather Nathan Folger. In 1827, when Quakers split into two groups—the egalitarian Hicksites and the hierarchical, Scripture-following Orthodox—Anna and her family strongly allied themselves with the most liberal of the Hicksites, whom other Philadelphians deplored.

Thomas died from typhus when Martha was eight, leaving her mother in debt. Anna, drawing on her experience as a shopkeeper and her husband’s as a trader, opened a store selling goods from East India. In 1821, at the age of twenty-six, Lucretia followed the example of Mary Coffin Starbuck, becoming a Quaker minister. She and her husband, the wool merchant James Mott, were abolitionists, but it was Lucretia whose work often took her out of town, and James who cared for their five children when she was away, with help from Anna. In Philadelphia, Lucretia and James made themselves unwelcome in polite society by socializing with anti-slavery friends, including members of the Black middle class.

As a young woman, Martha had a mischievous elfin look. Her curls escaping her bonnet, her eyes flashing, she was funny, willful, and outspoken. She had resented the strict regulations and prim teachers at her Quaker girls’ school, later commenting to Lucretia that she never saw “the little urchins creeping like snails unwillingly to school without rejoicing that I am not one of them.” Anna supplemented her income by turning the family home into a boardinghouse, and Martha, at sixteen, fell in love with one of the boarders, Peter Pelham. A thirty-seven-year-old army captain who had fought the British in the War of 1812, Pelham had lingering ailments from a bullet wound in his upper thigh. Martha found him worldly and romantic, and soon he was wooing her with poetry books by the popular British writer Oliver Goldsmith, slipping love letters between the pages.

Anna disapproved, and so did Lucretia, who was a second mother to her: Martha was too young, and Pelham was a non-Quaker, a military man, and the son of Kentucky slaveholders. Refusing to give him up, Martha married Pelham in 1826, shortly before she turned eighteen, and they moved to Fort Brooke, in the Florida territory. She described her exhilaration at living “far from the conventionalities that interfered with one’s freedom of action.” Upon receiving a letter of expulsion from Philadelphia’s Society of Friends for “marrying outside the meeting,” she tartly replied that she found the rule regrettable, and she continued to call herself a Quaker. According to the teachings of Friends, men and women were equal in the eyes of God, and everyone contained a divine spark—an “inner light.” Martha interpreted those beliefs as permission to follow her principles.

When she got pregnant, she returned to Philadelphia, and realized how much she had missed the commotion and culture of urban life—the markets, libraries and bookstores, theaters, and the lively discussions in her own family. In 1826, not long after Martha’s daughter, Marianna, was born, Peter died from complications of his war wound, leaving her a widow and a mother at nineteen. She expected to live in Philadelphia, but Anna was moving to a remote village in western New York to help a cousin run the Quaker Brier Cliff boarding school, and she insisted that Martha go with her, to earn her living by teaching writing and art. It was a joyless prospect, but Martha saw no alternative, and she and one-year-old Marianna accompanied Anna to Aurora, a village of five hundred people.

Martha’s only hope of avoiding a career as a schoolteacher was to marry again, and in 1829, she had an appealing suitor. David Wright, the son of a farmer in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, and a Quaker mother who had died when he was young, was not a dashing figure like Peter Pelham, but he had a quiet sense of purpose and an open mind. Seeking professional opportunities, David found work in a law office in Aurora, while studying for the New York bar. Martha, won over by David’s solicitude, his intelligence, and his drive, married him five months later. With Martha’s savings from Pelham’s bequest and a contribution from Anna, they bought a small house and an acre of land on Cayuga Lake. David established a law practice and Martha had two more children, Eliza, in 1830, and Tallman, in 1832.

From the start, Martha found motherhood constricting. David traveled for work, a freedom that she yearned for. In a letter to him after Tallman was born, she wrote, “You complain of feeling lonely, in a crowd, surrounded by the gaieties of a city, how then do you suppose I now feel, the children all asleep, mother gone to meeting.” In the long winter months of upstate New York, one storm followed another, layering snow up to the windowsills. As it melted, the mud and slush pulled at Martha’s long skirts just as the children did, willing her back home. After going out for tea with friends, she atoned by kneeling over her washtub, scrubbing the stains from her dress and petticoats. She was only twenty-five, and could not bear the thought of being trapped in that narrow existence. In 1833, Anna moved back to Philadelphia, and Martha became listless and gloomy. David had never seen her like that, and he asked his sister to stay with him and the younger children while Martha took Marianna to Philadelphia for a few months.

They stayed with Lucretia and James, who were preparing for the first national anti-slavery convention, to be held in Philadelphia in early December. In the vibrant household of adults, the pall on Martha lifted. Lucretia was fully in her element, putting out anti-slavery pamphlets in the parlor and talking authoritatively with her white and Black visitors about the weekend of meetings and lectures. Martha helped Lucretia prepare a tea for fifty people in honor of the convention’s sharp-tongued leader, William Lloyd Garrison.

At twenty-seven, Garrison was already a figure of notoriety. He singlehandedly ran The Liberator, an abolitionist newspaper in Boston. Three years earlier, he had been convicted of libel after publicly accusing a merchant from Massachusetts of being “a highway robber and murderer,” for using his ships to transport slaves. Garrison was released after serving forty-nine days of his six-month sentence, and Lucretia and James arranged for him to speak in Philadelphia. In Garrison’s talk, he attacked slavers as “man-stealers,” and argued for immediate rather than gradual emancipation—“not tomorrow or next year but today!” Lucretia was impressed with his speech, but not with his wooden speaking style. She advised him: “William, if thee expects to set forth thy cause by word of mouth, thee must lay aside thy paper and trust to the leading of the spirit.” Garrison credited Lucretia and James with inspiring him to burst “every sectarian trammel.”

Garrison regarded slaveholding as a heinous sin, and the political system as innately corrupt—starting with the Constitution, which euphemistically referred to enslaved people as “those bound to Service,” and counted each one as three fifths of a person. Insisting that Black Americans had every right to live as equals, Garrison opposed the American Colonization Society, which subsidized their resettlement in West Africa. Influenced by Quakerism and imbued with the evangelism of the Second Great Awakening, Garrison thought that God’s will, latent in each person’s conscience, needed only to be lit to spread and reform the public mind. He was a “non-resistant”—a pacifist—who called upon Americans to save their souls by finding the inner strength to renounce slavery, through the practice of “moral suasion.”

Martha met Garrison at Lucretia’s tea. Balding, pinch-faced, and bespectacled, he looked more like a censorious young parson than a dangerous dissident. Describing him to David as “the great man, the lion in the emancipation cause,” she admitted, “I had always supposed he was a coloured brother but he isn’t.” She was also surprised to learn, after Lucretia’s years of working alongside men in the abolitionist movement, that women were not invited to attend the anti-slavery convention. As an afterthought on the second day, someone was dispatched to the Motts’ house to rectify the slight. Lucretia, Anna, and the Motts’ oldest daughter rushed to the meeting.

During a discussion of the society’s manifesto, its Declaration of Sentiments, Lucretia stood up and proposed a change in one of the resolutions. “Friends, I suggest—,” she began as if she were at a Quaker meeting, but stopped when heads turned and a man gasped at her temerity. “Promiscuous” political meetings of both sexes were taboo among non-Quakers, and some delegates saw Mrs. Mott’s disruption as proof that women should have been kept from the room. The chairman, though, asked her to continue, and she suggested stronger wording, invoking the founders: “With entire confidence in the over-ruling justice of God, we plant ourselves upon the Declaration of Independence and the truths of Divine Revelation as upon the everlasting rock.” The change was made. To Martha, the sentence perfectly captured Lucretia’s sense of her own mission.

On December 5 and 6, Martha attended a few of the public talks, and she was captivated by the words of a Unitarian minister, Rev. Samuel J. May, one of the society’s co-founders. Unitarians had much in common with Quakers. They rejected the belief in a holy trinity and the doctrine of eternal damnation, preached the inherent goodness of all people and salvation through social action, and they took part in temperance, abolition, women’s rights, and other reforms. May had a kindly face and wavy whiskers that cradled a dimpled chin, but he spoke sharply about immediate, unconditional emancipation. Martha rapturously told David the speech was the most beautiful discourse she had ever heard.

Delegates at the convention resolved to organize anti-slavery societies, “if possible, in every town, city, and village in our land.” Lucretia and a dozen or so other women, white and Black, prevented from working with Garrison’s group, quickly created the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society. Following the lead of organizations recently formed by African American women in Salem and a group of interracial women in Boston, they invited speakers, initiated educational programs for women, and collected money for schools for Black children, disseminated petitions for immediate abolition, and held annual fairs to raise money for the abolitionist cause. The society was another revelation to Martha: women organizing across racial lines to do the same work as their male counterparts. Reverend May converted Martha to abolition; Lucretia and her friends opened her to the idea of white and Black women working together as reformers on their own.

Back at home with Marianna, Eliza, and Tallman, Martha soon saw how dangerous that kind of organizing could be. In October 1835, as members of the Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society made their way to a meeting they had called at their office on Washington Street, they had to push through a crowd of jeering men, who jostled them threateningly, forcing some to turn back. Inside, men lined the corridors, pelting them with insults and orange peels as they made their way into the meeting room. The women told a reporter that they had every right to advance “the holy cause of human rights.” When the mayor arrived, ordering them to go home before anyone was hurt, they reluctantly voted to reconvene at the home of one of their leaders. White men had little compunction about attacking Black women, and as the group left the building, they all linked arms, walking into a mob of several thousand men. The crowd shouted for Garrison, whom the women had invited to speak. He calmly wrote up the scene for The Liberator before escaping through an upstairs window onto a roof and into a carpenter’s shop. Discovered in the loft of the store, he was tied up and yanked toward Boston Common for a tar and feathering. His wife, Helen, saw such threats as inevitable, saying, “I think my husband will not deny his principles; I am sure my husband will never deny his principles.” The mayor and a phalanx of constables intervened, getting Garrison safely to a jail in West Boston.

Such scenes only helped to draw more women. By 1837, from Boston to Canton, Ohio, 139 female anti-slavery societies were holding local meetings and circulating petitions for abolition. That May, in New York City, Lucretia chaired the first national Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women, attended by 173 women from ten states. The delegates resolved that every Christian woman in the country must do all she could, “by her voice, and her pen, and her purse,” to “overthrow the horrible system of American slavery.” Martha, who had once been aggrieved by Lucretia’s unasked-for guidance about how to live her life, now fully understood why she was considered an invincible leader. Two other women stood out: Angelina and Sarah Grimké, who had witnessed slavery firsthand. Raised by patrician parents in Charleston, South Carolina, among nine siblings and more than a dozen slaves, the Grimké sisters had renounced their heritage, moving in the 1820s to Philadelphia, where they became Quakers, abolitionists, and early women’s rights advocates.

In Angelina’s speech at the meeting, she summarily rejected the so-called separate spheres for the two sexes—an artificial set of constraints imposed by white men on middle- and upper-class white women. Men went out into the world to pursue money and influence; women cooked, cleaned, produced babies, and cultivated the attributes of piety, purity, and submissiveness. Women who voiced strong opinions or who showed any indelicate emotion, such as anger, were called vixens or shrews—or worse. Certain words were not spoken in the presence of ladies: a leg was a “limb,” hidden beneath voluminous layers of petticoats. In some households, even the “limbs” of chairs and pianos were covered in skirts, to avoid unseemly male fantasies. Women were men’s moral guardians; men were women’s overseers. At the convention, Angelina announced that every woman must refuse to accept “the circumscribed limits with which corrupt custom and a perverted application of Scripture have encircled her.” Henceforth, women would plead “the cause of the oppressed in our land” by using the one legal tool available to them—the right of the people, enunciated in the First Amendment, to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.

The following year, Sarah Grimké wrote a book, Letters on the Equality of the Sexes and the Condition of Woman, in which she said, “All I ask of our brethren is, that they will take their feet from off our necks.” Lucretia regarded the book as just as important as the British writer Mary Wollstonecraft’s 1792 A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, a treatise that American women saw as a declaration of independence for their sex. Wollstonecraft wrote, “I wish to persuade women to endeavor to acquire strength, both of mind and body, and to convince them that the soft phrases, susceptibility of heart, delicacy of sentiment, and refinement of taste are almost synonymous with epithets of weakness.”

Predictably, newspapers treated the New York convention as farce. One anti-slavery journalist, disapproving of women assuming the roles of men, wrote, “The spinster has thrown aside her distaff—the blooming beauty her guitar—the matron her darning-needle—the sweet novelist her crow-quill—the kitchen maid her pots and frying pans—to discuss the weighty matters of state—to decide upon intricate questions of international polity—and weigh, with avoirdupois exactness, the balances of power.” The female anti-slavery societies, goaded by the derision, printed thousands of petition forms, organizing petitioners by county, then divided them up by town, and circulated the forms house by house. They would then send the petitions to Congress for debate, as Garrison’s society did with its petitions.

In May 1838, the women chose the grand opening of Pennsylvania Hall as the ideal occasion for their second Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women. Lucretia and other members of the Pennsylvania Abolition Society, who had trouble finding landlords willing to rent to them, had raised the money for the construction of the resplendent building. The ground floor contained lecture and committee rooms, a bookstore for abolitionist literature, and a store selling products made without slave labor. The two-story lecture hall seated three thousand people, its ceiling hung with a mirrored chandelier lit by gas. Most Philadelphians were scandalized by Pennsylvania Hall, where men and women would meet together, and whites would conspire with Blacks to overturn the social pecking order. In the days leading up to the meetings, pro-slavery activists passed out racist leaflets and tacked up posters advising citizens “to interfere, forcibly if they must.” Reaction to the hall came from as far away as Georgia, where the Augusta Chronicle and Sentinel published a letter describing it as “this tabernacle of mischief and fanaticism.”

On the first day, protesters gathered outside to harass convention-goers. A New Orleans paper raged, “Men were seen gallanting black women to and from the Hall.” The numbers grew exponentially and by the third evening, the hordes had become a mob, hurling rocks and other projectiles, shattering the hall’s windows, and pounding on the doors of the locked meeting room. Lucretia, speaking to the women of the female anti-slavery societies, shouted over the din not to be unnerved by “a little appearance of danger.” After the meeting concluded, the white and Black sisterhood linked arms, as the women in Boston had in 1835. They pushed past thousands of rioters shouting obscenities about Quakers and African Americans. Lucretia wrote in her report of the meeting, “I believe I was strengthened by God. I felt at that moment that I was willing to suffer whatever the cause required.”

Moving into the lecture hall, protesters turned on the gas jets, and set it on fire. Firemen saved the houses in the vicinity, but left Pennsylvania Hall to burn. The next day, some of the women reconvened at a school, and pledged to continue their work. Lucretia, unfazed by all of it, told an abolitionist son-in-law about the “rich feast” of events during the week, “which was not seriously interrupted even by the burning of the Hall.”



In the fall of 1839, Martha and David moved to Auburn, fifteen miles northeast of Aurora. David’s law practice was growing, and so was the town. But if Martha imagined a place like Philadelphia, with its free-thinking minority, she was disappointed. Her new neighbors found her perplexing if not alarming. Although she dressed plainly and kept her house impeccable, she didn’t take her family to church on Sunday, or spank her children, who were regarded as rude and wild. Provoked by disapproval, Martha, like Lucretia, placed A Vindication of the Rights of Woman on her parlor table, where, she said, “it was sure to shock guests.”

Martha instantly claimed as her friend the only other known outlier in Auburn: Frances A. Seward, the wife of William H. Seward, the young governor of New York. Their husbands had gotten to know each other when both were lawyers, arguing their cases at the Cayuga County Courthouse on Genesee Street. Seward had been elected first to the state senate, and, that January, he had won the governorship, but you would hardly know that the self-effacing Mrs. Seward was the First Lady of the state. She would rather hear about Martha’s exotic family history and Lucretia’s revolts than discuss her new life. Frances saw nothing appealing about being mistress of the palatial Kane Mansion in Albany, where her husband entertained legislators, the “best” families, and visiting dignitaries. Martha and Frances had much in common: Quaker roots, older sisters who resisted social norms, small children, a passion for reading, an antipathy to pretentiousness, and a burgeoning interest in social reform. Frances’s sister, Lazette Worden, often visited, and Martha became close to her, too.

In 1840, Martha had a fourth child, Ellen, and the following year, the Wrights spent their savings on a seven-bedroom house on Genesee Street near David’s office and the courthouse. Martha had grown up amid the friendly bedlam of a large family, and she had not foreseen how wearing it would be to run such a household. She envied Frances her cook, gardener, and housemaids. Except for an Irish girl who helped in the kitchen, Martha did her own housework. She was a good cook, and she knew how to drive a nail. She took care of the children, sewed the family’s clothes by hand, changed soiled hay in the mattresses for fragrant oat straw, washed the windows, shook out the carpets and darned them when they grew threadbare. Each fall, she made soap, rendered tallow for her candle making, and canned berries, peaches, and tomatoes for the winter.

Martha compensated for her abbreviated education by borrowing books from Frances’s library, and after supper, as she sewed, she asked Eliza or Marianna to read aloud—their favorite form of entertainment. They praised Pope’s “Essay on Man” and delighted in Sir Walter Scott’s novel Kenilworth, about the reign of Queen Elizabeth (“well written,” Martha thought, “with a touch of Scott’s quiet humor”), and Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s Last of the Barons, about Edward IV and the House of York. David, too, had become an abolitionist, and when the children were in bed, they read The Liberator and The New-York Tribune, a newspaper recently founded by Horace Greeley—an enterprising young editor discovered by Seward and his wily political adviser, Thurlow Weed.

The Wrights agreed about almost everything. They opposed slavery and New York State’s death penalty, supported temperance, and entrusted themselves with the children’s religious education. Martha’s expulsion by the Quakers had left her with a strong aversion to organized religion. One of her targets was the venerable Auburn Theological Seminary, which trained Presbyterian ministers according to strict Calvinist doctrine. She kept a stack of American Anti-Slavery Society pamphlets near the front door, handing them out to the seminarians who came to the house to proselytize and to warn her about the fate of children who failed to devote Sunday to God. Martha replied that she didn’t believe in forcing her family to read the Bible or go to church, and that she would read the seminarians’ tracts only if they would read hers. “These ascetics give religion such a repulsive character,” she wrote to Lucretia. “I wonder who was ever made better by the perusal of such nonsense.” As such practices became known, the people of Auburn branded her an infidel.

The only ideological source of tension between Martha and David was the issue of women’s rights. Spurred by Lucretia and other activists, Martha had concluded that measures to address the wrongs done to women were long overdue. Back in the 1770s, Abigail Adams had futilely warned John Adams not to give husbands undue power, saying, “All men would be tyrants if they could.” David did not see any similarity between the demands of abolitionists and those of women, especially those, like his wife, who were comfortably supported by their husbands.

In December 1841, Martha invited Governor and Mrs. Seward and other guests for tea. One of the subjects they discussed was an unusually controversial bill before the state legislature: the Married Women’s Property Act. Under American law, when a woman married, she turned over to her husband any money, land, or goods she had inherited. The proposed bill, if passed, would grant married women the right to their own property, and it would have a stunning ramification: women who owned property would pay taxes; if they paid taxes, they deserved the right to representation—and thus to vote. As one legislator said, the measure raised “the whole question of woman’s proper place in society, in the family and everywhere.”

Martha wholeheartedly supported the bill, as did Governor and Frances Seward. She had borrowed a printed lecture from Frances, by an unusually enlightened judge who made the case succinctly: women were “entitled to the full enjoyment” of unalienable rights. Frances had approvingly marked a passage saying that unqualified submission by the wife to her husband “renders her the slave, rather than his honorable associate.” The lecture was a sign of progress: an American magistrate making an argument that Wollstonecraft had made the previous century.

At Martha’s tea, she pointed out that the bill would also be a boon to husbands when they encountered business setbacks. To her embarrassment, David tersely contradicted her, saying that since wives shared in their husbands’ good fortunes, they also should share in their reversals, and that, in nine cases out of ten, when a man failed in business it was due to a wife’s extravagance. That night, in a letter to Lucretia, Martha tried to make light of the remark: “Now, I think it a great shame for David to make so ungallant a speech as that.” Governor Seward did his best to get the bill passed, but the legislature voted it down.

Martha couldn’t help but see political issues in personal terms. When the Wrights finally had enough money to hire a seamstress to help with the sewing, she told David that it was unjust to pay Miss Soulé half of what they paid the man who helped with the outdoor chores. Surely a woman should have the same opportunity as a man to save up for the time when, suffering from rheumatism and failing eyesight, she could no longer work.

David replied that equal wages would be “a curse to the community, raising the price of labor and setting people by the ears.” Besides, a man had a family to support. Martha pointed out that half of working men relied on their wives to take in washing and other work to supplement the family income. David wouldn’t hear any more such nonsense, Martha wrote to Lucretia. He went off in a huff “to hoe his corn or cut asparagus.”

One evening, Martha told David that her kitchen girl, Susan, had quit, after Martha chastised her for breaking a tumbler—the tenth, by her count, not to mention a dozen cups, plates, bowls, and pitchers. David reminded her that she often complained that the hired girls were as much trouble as the children, and he cavalierly said they could get along without Susan. Martha fumed, thinking how David would respond if his law clerks were to leave at a busy time, and all of the firm’s work fell to him. She began each day before dawn, and often didn’t finish her chores until after David was fast asleep. She closed that letter saying: “Past 11. Susan nearly done washing, pleasant as a sick monkey. Frank just gone to bed after a bath. Willy gone over to ride on Fred’s rocking horse. Ellen coughs pretty bad, but she is able to go to school.”

By 1842, Martha had five children—Marianna, Eliza, Tallman, Ellen, and an infant, William. Seeing no end to her drudgery, she complained to Lucretia, “The only way is to grub & work & sweep & dust, & wash & dress children, & make gingerbread, and patch & darn.” Unable to afford extra domestic help, she couldn’t travel to the women’s anti-slavery meetings, but she felt compelled to act. She and David agreed with Garrison that all white and free Black Americans faced a clear choice: they could side with the slavers—the “man-stealers”—or with the enslaved. If the former, they were the foe of God and man. If the latter, he demanded, “What are you prepared to do and dare in their behalf?”

The Motts and their friends in Philadelphia took in fugitive slaves on the underground railroad, as did a small number of families in Auburn, and Martha realized that she could offer her basement kitchen as a haven. She and David talked it over. Would they be jeopardizing the children’s safety by letting strangers into their home? That seemed unlikely: no one was more defenseless than a terrorized freedom seeker hoping for a safe place to spend the night. Prying neighbors might discover that they were station masters and report them to the authorities, which would mean a five-hundred-dollar fine, but what was that worry compared with the fiendish punishment meted out to freedom seekers who were caught? Slavers were known to brand the cheeks of returned “runaways,” sever their Achilles tendons, or lock spiked iron “punishment collars” onto their necks.

The underground railroad, a loose network that had been running for four decades with no central office or command structure, was staffed by free and enslaved African Americans, white businessmen and housewives, ministers and farmers, sailors and captains. Although the majority of freedom seekers came from the upper South—North Carolina, Tennessee, Kentucky, Virginia, Washington, D.C., Delaware, and Maryland—others found their way from Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama. They disguised themselves by dressing as members of the opposite sex or by passing as white. They hid in cramped root cellars and rat-infested holds of boats or traveled on trains with forged papers.

People arrived on moonless nights and left before the cows were milked. One route took them from Albany straight across New York State, through hamlets and open stretches of unpopulated countryside to Syracuse, Auburn, Rochester, and Buffalo. Many settled in those towns. Others continued on to Canada, a province of the United Kingdom, which had abolished slavery in its colonies in 1833. From Rochester, they took the train across the Niagara River to Ontario.

As Martha and David made their home a station on the underground railroad, they knew that they had the full support of the only neighbor who really mattered. Governor Seward had already proved his anti-slavery credentials in a much-publicized extradition case in the summer of 1839: a fugitive slave from Norfolk, Virginia, was discovered amid a load of oak timber on a ship in New York Harbor, and sent back to his owner, as required by the Fugitive Slave Clause of the Constitution and the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793. In Virginia, the three Black seamen who had smuggled the man aboard were charged with “property theft,” and Seward received an official request to extradite them. He refused, arguing that in his state, no man was regarded as the property of another, and no man could be stolen from another. In retaliation, the Virginia legislature passed a bill requiring that ships to New York be searched for fugitives, which would complicate trade with Virginia, but Seward stood his ground. In 1840, he worked with the legislature to pass a “personal liberty law” affording every fugitive slave in New York a jury trial, with attorneys provided for the defense. He also signed a second law, which empowered agents to travel south to reclaim freeborn New Yorkers of color unlawfully sold into slavery.

The Wrights’ first passenger knocked on the back door one January night in 1843, as Martha was putting the children to bed. A man presented her with a slip of paper addressed to “the spiritually minded,” which entrusted “a runaway slave to the care of whom it may concern.” He said that Gerrit Smith had sent him. Smith, whom Martha knew through Lucretia, was the president of the New York Anti-Slavery Society and one of the most radical abolitionists in the country. Smith lived in rural Peterboro, a village founded by his family about sixty miles east of Auburn. A large, emotional man with a lock of brown hair falling over his brow, Smith had inherited a fortune from his father, a partner of the fur trader John Jacob Astor, and he managed his investments from his estate. He and his wife, Ann, advocated temperance, land reform, nonsectarianism, and equal rights for women. They hid underground railroad passengers in their barn, and were said to donate more money to the anti-slavery cause than anyone else. One Black guest said after visiting the Smiths, “There are yet two places where slaveholders cannot come, Heaven and Peterboro.”

Martha nervously took the man downstairs, gave him a warm supper, and left him to read by the fire. When David got home, he learned from their visitor that he had offered his “master” in Baltimore three hundred dollars to buy his freedom, but he was told the price had increased to eight hundred—a common ploy. After hearing that he was to be sold to the Deep South, he escaped and made his way to Pittsburgh. He was heading to Massachusetts, to join some of his family there. Martha loaned him one of David’s cloaks to use as a blanket, and invited him to sleep on her settee. Recalling her aimless days in Aurora, she said in a letter to Lucretia, “How little I imagined to what use it was to be applied.”

Eliza, who was thirteen, had trouble getting to sleep, and told her mother she wasn’t sure she would dare stay in the house if they were visited by another fugitive slave. Ten-year-old Tallman saw escapes from slavery as adventure stories, and hoped to talk to the man “about the land of chains,” but David had supplied him with some money, shirts, and bread and butter, and he’d left before sunrise. The visit left Martha with a sense of satisfaction unlike any she’d ever experienced. She was violating a law she could not tolerate, transforming her kitchen—the symbolic heart of woman’s sphere, where she stored her washboards and made her mother’s Nantucket corn pudding—into a place of political asylum.






2 A Young Lady of Means 1824–1837
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Frances A. Seward, 1844



In the autumn of 1824, the future governor’s wife was a nineteen-year-old girl getting ready for her wedding day. Frances Adeline Miller lived a quiet, pampered life in the house on South Street in Auburn where she had grown up. The household included her beloved sister, Lazette; her irascible father, Elijah, a county judge; her maiden aunt, her grandmother, a retinue of servants, and an array of pets that ranged, over the years, from dogs to doves. She was planning a brief ceremony in a simple gown at St. Peter’s Episcopal Church, followed by a small reception. There would be no languorous honeymoon abroad, or anywhere, for that matter. The bridal tours of Europe popular among wealthy British couples had not yet caught on in America, and even if they had, Frances would have considered that kind of trip an indulgence. Accompanied by her family and a few of her father’s friends, she was to spend the night at Rust’s Hotel outside Syracuse, then return to Auburn with her husband, who would move in with the Millers.

Frances’s mother had died when she was only five years old, so there was no one to tell her what to expect from marriage. Serious and deeply read, Frances scorned the propaganda of the time. One poem portrayed the ideal wife as “a bright sunbeam, in high or lowly home”—the lucky recipient of the greatest right of all: “to comfort man on earth and smooth his path to heaven.” No one would have called Frances a bright sunbeam, but she excitedly cleared some space in her bedroom for Henry, as she called her groom, and for his books and cigars in her father’s library, expecting that they would live there companionably with their children and grandchildren for the rest of their lives.

The Miller house was an imposing Federal brick mansion on four acres between the countryside and the village’s business district. Evergreens and spreading shade trees softened its angular lines, and the lawn gave way to a peach orchard and meadows where the cows and horses grazed, and the hay was cut. Miller, though taciturn, was a good host, known for the barrel of strong peach whiskey he kept on hand in the cellar. Frances oversaw the care of the gardens in back: a grape arbor, a plot for vegetables, a labyrinth of red pole bean plants, and a wealth of perennials—lilacs, daffodils, narcissus, oleanders, hyacinths, syringas, and cupid’s arrow. Behind the barn was an expanse of virgin forest.

The trappings and rhythms of the house were as familiar to Frances as the beating of her heart: the family portraits lining the walls, the tall windows letting in shafts of light until the sun set and the candles were lit, the clockwork regularity of mealtimes. All ran according to her father’s dictates. Six-foot-six at a time when most people didn’t grow very tall, Judge Miller was growing corpulent, and the floors creaked under his heavy step. He was fussy about the crimp in his ruffled shirtfronts, and it made him nervous to be in the presence of a man with a beard, citing George Washington, who, he said, found an unshaven face to be an insult to decency.

Frances and Lazette had never rebelled against their elders—what was there to rebel against? But Lazette, who was two years older and far more assertive, encouraged Frances to disobey some of their father’s rules. The kitchen was the friendliest room in the house, and when they were little they often crept down the steep back stairs to visit with the cook, chattering as she bent over the wide hearth, a black kettle on a pothook containing a fragrant soup or pudding, a chicken roasting in a tin oven in front of the fire.

Auburn was a few miles from Owasco Lake, one of the Finger Lakes of Central New York, where the winters were long and bone-chilling. Frances always joyfully greeted the first signs of spring, touring the garden each day, taking note of new shoots and buds and the plants that hadn’t survived. In the autumn, when the sugar maples turned gold and red, she and Lazette rode their horses to Owasco Lake, where the hills sloped down to the water and the sky opened up and they could watch the Canada geese, the pied-billed grebes, and the shivery-voiced loons begin their long migrations south.

Frances and Lazette loved their father’s and grandmother’s stories about the pioneer days. Their father was born in 1772, four years before American independence. The eldest of ten children, he thought of his Quaker parents, Josiah and Frances’s grandmother Paulina, as “neat as a bandbox in their persons and dress.” Josiah suspended his Quaker pacifism to serve as a captain in the Continental Army while Paulina ran their farm in Bedford, New York. The pickets of the warring armies were posted near the house, and Paulina looked out for marauders as she tended the crops and the livestock. Each night, she hid her butter and sugar, but sometimes a forager removed loose bricks from the back of the oven and made off with a loaf of baking bread. Frances was daunted by her grandmother’s bravery. A friend of Judge Miller’s said that Paulina had performed “a great woman’s part in a great emergency.” Frances never had been called upon to sacrifice anything.

Elijah went to a Quaker school in Bedford, and then to a small academy in Williamstown, which in 1793 became Williams College. There he met Hannah Foote, whom he married on the first day of the nineteenth century. A contemporary saw her as “a tall, bright, handsome, stately, and highly accomplished lady”—just the sort of wife he wanted to take west, which in those days meant the farthest reaches of New York State.

Miller became an attorney who specialized in real estate law. With property he inherited from his father’s military dispensation, he began to buy and sell lots, earning a fortune from land speculation. Lazette was born in November 1803 and Frances in September 1805 in their parents’ wooden house on Cayuga Lake, a remote spot raked by damp winds from mid-fall until late spring. In 1808, the Millers moved to Auburn. Hannah was frequently sick, and during the summer of 1809, hoping to restore her health, Miller took her and the girls to Williamstown, to stay with Hannah’s parents for a few months.

Frances and Lazette assumed that the doctor would cure their mother with the pills and syrups he pulled from his large black medical bag, but they came to dread his visits—his demand for silence as he put his ear to her lungs, the snap of the bag, his solemn face as he spoke with their grandparents. The diagnosis was pulmonary consumption, words that never lost their power to terrify them. Hannah died in February 1811 at the age of twenty-seven, leaving Frances with a melancholy temperament and a preoccupation with invalidism. Miller nearly lost his mind with grief, a response that was almost as disturbing as the disappearance of the girls’ mother into a pine box in the frozen earth far from home. Their father asked his youngest sister, Clarinda—Aunt Clara to Frances and Lazette—to move to Auburn and oversee their upbringing.

The house on South Street was completed in 1817, the year Miller was appointed to his judgeship. After Elijah’s father died, his mother moved in with them. Miller’s worshipful biographer wrote that he was “a giant in mind and body”—a model citizen leader. Judge Miller initiated the fundraising drive for Auburn’s first church, the Episcopal St. Peter’s, and for its first school, the Auburn Academy for boys; he started the town’s first major manufacturing business, a cotton mill along Owasco Falls; and he was president of the board of inspectors at Auburn Prison, a forbidding new state corrections facility outside town. The board originated a penal philosophy known as the Auburn System, which designed distinctive gray-and-black striped uniforms for inmates, making it easier to catch escapees, and featured a strict code of silence, religious instruction, communal labor, and solitary cells—all thought to encourage self-study and penitence. The convicts marched in lockstep to workshops, where they produced furniture, rope, tools, carpets, and steam engines, ensuring Auburn’s rapid rise as an industrial center. Disruptive prisoners were flogged with a cat-o’-nine-tails or beaten with a wooden paddle, but the Auburn System was seen as a progressive example for prisons around the world, promising rehabilitation through hard work and discipline.

When Frances and Lazette were young, they didn’t question their father’s inconsistencies. Although he spoke of equity, he enslaved two young men, Jack and Peter. In the winters, Jack pulled the girls to school on a sled, then Miller allowed him to attend class. Other parents were affronted by his permissiveness, and Frances, parroting her classmates, once called Peter a “nigger.” She confessed to Henry soon after they were married, “I shall always remember the first and last time that I ever used this term. Pa reproved me very severely and I honour him for it.” Under pressure from Quakers, a series of laws gradually repealed slavery in the state. Judge Miller appears to have given Jack and Peter their freedom sometime before July 4, 1827, when New York fully abolished the institution.

There were no colleges in America for women, but Judge Miller provided Frances and Lazette with the best education available. They first attended Brier Cliff, in Aurora, the Quaker boarding school where Martha Coffin Wright later taught, then went on to Emma Willard’s Troy Female Seminary, north of Albany. Miss Willard gave “young ladies of means” a rigorous grounding in mathematics, science, history, literature, and foreign languages, while preparing them to be the wives of upstanding citizens. Trained to think critically and act independently, Frances and Lazette nonetheless knew that they would soon marry, and that their father would determine the merits of their suitors.

The Miller girls, Auburn’s young aristocrats, were known for their quick minds, their good looks, and their father’s wealth. Frances, the quiet one, was tall and slender with a patrician nose and brown, sorrowful eyes that appeared almost black. Lazette had the confidence of a man. A contemporary recalled her as “a young lady of very independent character”: in church one hot summer day, she removed her large Leghorn hat, adjusted her chestnut curls “despite the remonstrances of her very stately Aunt Clara,” and then replaced the hat “as if she had done nothing outré or indecorous.” Frances willingly deferred to Lazette, enjoying the reaction as she sparred with their father and his guests. A friend later said that Lazette was charming “even as she demolished sophistries,” her wit as “keen as a Damascus blade.”

In the spring of 1821, when Frances was sixteen, Cornelia Seward, a friend from Miss Willard’s, had invited her to her parents’ home in Florida, New York. William Henry, Cornelia’s voluble twenty-year-old brother, was there, and Frances found him spellbinding—a quick-witted conversationalist who drew her out and put her at ease. Cornelia and Henry had a background much like Frances’s: their father was a doctor, judge, land speculator, and a member of the state legislature. At seventeen, Henry had taken some time off from Union College, in Schenectady, and went to Georgia, where he taught school for eight weeks and traveled around the state, witnessing slaveholders’ casual cruelties and talking to enslaved people who wanted to know about the “big North.”

As one of three student commencement speakers in 1820, Henry had given an oration titled “The Integrity of the American Union.” Congress had recently passed the Missouri Compromise, which prohibited slavery west of the Mississippi River, except in Missouri. Henry, filled with youthful idealism, argued that the country could amicably settle the matter of slavery if everyone would agree to a plan of gradual emancipation, like the one that New York and other northern states had followed. Neither Frances nor Henry could have foreseen that, three decades later, southerners would blame him for inciting civil war, and that Frances would reproach him for not being radical enough.

Henry moved to Auburn in December 1822, attracted by the town’s growing class of bankers, lawyers, merchants, and entrepreneurs—and by Frances. She, too, was interested in history, literature, and current affairs, and, not incidentally, she was due to inherit a small fortune. Elijah Miller approved of young Seward, and he helped the relationship along by asking Henry to join his law practice. At five feet six inches, Henry was a foot shorter than Miller, and a bit shorter than Frances. Slight and hawk-nosed, he had unkempt rusty-red hair, blue eyes overhung with bushy eyebrows, and sloping shoulders that never quite filled his jackets. But his imperturbable optimism was a welcome counterpart to Frances’s brooding tendencies. One observer noticed that he had a deceptively sleepy look when he was gathering his thoughts, but then “the eyes grew bright, and we felt the fascination of his voice, look, manner, and brilliant conversation.”

Frances and Henry fell in love, but that was almost incidental: marriage was a contractual matter overseen by parents. Henry assured his father that Frances would have a comfortable inheritance, and that she would be “a wife with a strong mind together with a proper respect for me.” Judge Miller made his acquiescence contingent on one condition: Frances and Henry must live with him until his death. In return for overseeing the household and keeping him company, Frances would inherit the house, and split the rest of his fortune with Lazette. Frances saw nothing unreasonable about the demand; it was an opportunity to repay her father for his years of generosity. Henry regarded the domestic arrangement as “in every way pleasant and desirable.” He had a wife who seemed close to flawless, and although they wouldn’t have much privacy, he would be free to pursue his business interests outside town, knowing that Frances had her doting family to keep her company.



The course of Frances’s life with Henry was forever changed by a chance encounter the summer before they were married. Returning from a prenuptial excursion to Niagara Falls with Frances’s father and Henry’s parents, they were passing through Rochester when a linchpin came loose from a front wheel of their carriage. It lurched suddenly, throwing everyone except Henry into a ditch. A tall passerby came to their assistance, introducing himself as Thurlow Weed: a twenty-six-year-old aspiring newspaperman and politician with a cleft chin and an arched eyebrow, which gave him an amused and calculating look.

Weed was a quintessential self-made American. His father was in and out of debtors’ prisons, leaving Thurlow to support himself and to take care of his own schooling. He went to work for a blacksmith at the age of eight. By eleven, he was a printer’s apprentice, and at fifteen, a quartermaster sergeant in the War of 1812. When Henry and Frances met him, he was running for the state assembly. Weed fueled Henry’s passion for politics, and they soon reconnected at upstate political meetings.

Frances assumed that Henry, like her father, would run his own law firm, lead the community, and devote himself to his family. But thankfully, he did not have Judge Miller’s reserve; he was almost as easy to confide in as Lazette. At first, they were blissfully happy. Henry encouraged her to speak up at the dinner table, convincing her that she had more to say than she thought she did. The conversation that fall of 1824 centered on the coming presidential election. Both of them supported John Quincy Adams, a son of the second president, who advocated a strong federal government and aid for economic development. New York was rapidly becoming the most powerful state in the nation, and Auburn—on the Seneca Turnpike between Albany and Buffalo—had a promising future. A network of regional railroads was under construction, and the Erie Canal, about fifteen miles north, was almost complete. The rapid growth of railways, which eventually connected every town and city in the North, ensured New York’s future as a global industrial power. It was already known as the Empire State.

Henry soon made it clear just how wrong Frances was about his aspirations. He told her that he thought politics was the most important business in the country, and that he was not suited to practicing law: “I fear, abhor, detest, despise and loathe litigation.” As Frances put it to Lazette, “He would prefer to be in a bustle.” He sought out challenging legal cases that required travel and novel lines of attack, but he was happiest at regional political meetings. Four candidates ran for president in 1824, all Democratic-Republicans, the country’s only party. Adams came in second, after Andrew Jackson, who won a plurality, but not the majority, of electoral and popular votes. The election was thrown into the House of Representatives, which elected Adams. Jackson, feeling cheated of victory, began to build the Democratic Party, to take down Adams in 1828. Henry and Weed, seeing an opportunity to shape New York politics, began to publicize the rampant corruption in Albany, where the legislature was controlled by U.S. Senator Martin Van Buren, a canny ally of Jackson.

As Henry was building his new career, Frances was preparing for the birth of their first child. The previous fall, Lazette had married Alvah Worden, the former supervisor at Judge Miller’s cotton mill, and she, too, was expecting a baby. Childbirth was a frightening ordeal, and the sisters tried to forget the stories they’d heard about breach births, stillborn babies, and new mothers who contracted puerperal fever and died. The physical agony of delivery wasn’t discussed in the Miller house. Frances’s grandmother, who had ten children, made it sound as though she’d gotten right up out of bed after producing each of them and resumed churning her butter.

Frances safely gave birth to a son, Augustus, at home on October 1, 1826, but for weeks she was tearful and short-tempered. Lazette, who had a daughter two months later, reminded her what experienced mothers said: such symptoms usually receded along with the exhaustion. Women trusted each other more than doctors, who bled new mothers, believing it relieved the buildup of harmful body fluids. One impeccably credentialed authority advised feeding newborns no more than a tablespoonful of milk every four hours. Angelina Grimké, who had conscientiously followed that advice, credited her sister Sarah with saving the life of her first child, whom she had almost starved to death.

Propped up in bed in a cloud of pillows, Frances had her meals delivered on a tray, and the maid whisked away the baby when he was fussy. She had plenty of time to worry; the more she worried, the more irrational her thoughts became. This was supposed to be the most joyous time of a woman’s life. What was the matter with her? Some mothers who failed to get over postnatal depression were judged mad and locked up in lunatic asylums.

Frances did recover, and she treasured the summer months, which she and Henry always reserved for themselves. They planned to introduce Augustus to Henry’s parents in June of 1828. But Jackson was threatening Adams’s reelection, and Henry and Weed were organizing another new party, the Anti-Masonics, which they hoped would help prevent a Jackson victory that fall. The Freemasons, an elitist, secretive order to which Jackson belonged, controlled countless legal and political jobs in New York. Henry told Frances he could not suspend his campaigning for Adams at that critical time, which left her and Augustus to visit Henry’s parents without him.

Henry was a loving, entertaining correspondent, but epistolary romance was no substitute for his companionship. When he sent her a lock of his hair, she was surprised to see four white strands mixed in with the red. He was only twenty-eight. She teasingly reproached him, “I think you must have had more than ordinary perplexity with your business to turn your hair white so soon.” When he asked her to treat his parents kindly, she reminded him that it was not her nature to be especially amiable, but she would try not to be obstinate, adding with a frown, “My Henry once would not have thought this advice necessary.”

Jackson handily won the election, but Henry redoubled his work for the Anti-Masonics, and in early September 1830, a few months after Frances gave birth to their second son, Frederick, Henry was nominated to the state senate. Weed, already adept at working his will on politicians, made sure Henry won the seat, and at the end of December, Henry left for Albany. He wanted Frances and the boys to go with him, but the Miller women and the Judge thought that would be unwise. The trip was a four-day, 175-mile stagecoach ride, often in foul weather, with passengers huddled under buffalo hides. Henry would be living in a boardinghouse, not a suitable place for a mother with a four-year-old and a six-month-old baby.

When Henry was gone, the house felt hollow and Frances’s elders more irritating. He was contributing to a dynamic new America; she was stuck inside with her waspish grandmother and her domineering father, who didn’t offer any more in the way of comfort than the parlor’s horsehair furniture. They were both deaf, relying on her as their interpreter at meals. Henry’s letters were a lifeline to the outside world. Addressing “You dearest who are never absent from my mind,” she wrote, “Remember that you cannot describe any thing too minutely to interest me, a thousand trifles which might be deemed unimportant to others will have attractions in my eyes from the circumstances of your being the narrator.” She shared his fascination with the country’s brief history, and he wrote about meeting the former vice president Aaron Burr, who was practicing as a lawyer in Albany decades after the 1804 duel in Weehawken, New Jersey: “Do I actually grasp the hand which directed only too successfully the fatal ball which laid low Alexander Hamilton?”

Henry often mentioned Weed, who founded an Anti-Masonic newspaper, the Albany Evening Journal, to further their political agenda. He and Henry spent most evenings together, welcoming politicians who dropped by to smoke cigars and swap stories. Frances could easily imagine the scene Henry conveyed in a letter one night: Weed resting a long leg on Henry’s coal scuttle, Henry crossing his own short legs and lighting his cigar, the two talking about theater, the novels of Walter Scott, and politics. Henry saw Weed as one of the great men of the age—a master of the arts of persuasion and patronage, a “magician whose wand controls and directs” the Anti-Masonic Party. As far as Frances was concerned, Weed controlled her husband, too. Increasingly, he seemed to be the partner Henry chose to spend his life with.

Miss Willard had made Frances and Lazette think that a good marriage was a stimulating companionship between equals, but some days, looking out at the cows in the fields, Frances felt almost bovine herself. The drained mother of two young children, she had little more to offer Henry than chronicles from the nursery. She reported one day in February 1831 that Frederick, who had a cold and a stye and a tooth coming in, had been up crying most of the night. Later that month, she mustered some humor at her own expense, writing about an encounter with a born-again Christian. The Second Great Awakening was sweeping across New York, and although Frances agreed with the movement’s messages about slavery as the worst of all sins, about the nature of free will, about allowing women to speak freely, and about temperance, she found the evangelists’ outpourings excessive. They reciprocated her dislike. A local come-outer persuaded Lazette to accompany her to a camp meeting, but the woman had no interest in Frances, whom she regarded, Frances wrote to Henry, as a starchy Episcopalian “plastered over with self righteousness.” When Frances did go out for a few hours, she was punished for it. After returning from a brief visit with a friend, she had to bite back a retort when her grandmother told her that people ought not to have children if they couldn’t stay home and take care of them.

Frances’s aggravations were negligible compared to Lazette’s plight. Lazette and Worden rented a house from Judge Miller on East Genesee Street. Worden had failed at banking, and was now studying law, with no source of income. He squandered whatever extra money he had on drink, and his flashes of temper flared into rages. Frances and Lazette had supported the temperance movement since its start in the 1820s, never thinking that they would one day be victimized by a violent drinker. Worden sometimes hit Lazette, threatening to force her to leave and prevent her from seeing their daughter. He turned on Frances, too. “My own Dear Henry,” she wrote in April 1831, “Worden has turned me out of the house and abused me in every possible way.” He snatched away the book she was reading and threw it across the room, swearing at her and ordering her to go home. Lazette wept as Worden grabbed their daughter—Frances’s namesake—who screamed for her mother. Desperately unhappy, Lazette told Frances that she would do anything to get away from Worden—even cross the ocean if she could take her child with her.

Frances and Lazette had read John Locke and John Stuart Mill, who proclaimed the rights of the individual, and Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Woman. Wollstonecraft wrote from experience: her father was an alcoholic and her sister, too, had been married to a man who beat her. Arguing for equal education for girls and boys, Wollstonecraft proclaimed, “Strengthen the female mind by enlarging it, and there will be an end to blind obedience.” Women were chattel: “They may be convenient slaves, but slavery will have its constant effect, degrading the master and the abject dependent.”

Frances, incensed to see her strong sister cowering before “the brute she lives with,” feared that Worden was “past all hope.” Lazette was Worden’s property, trapped in an inescapable web of social practice and law. Convention barred women from attending meetings with men, from eating alone in restaurants, and from driving their own carriages. Women had no legal recourse even when their husbands threatened their lives. They had no access to their inheritances. They could not sit on juries or on their church vestries. They could not make a will, sign a contract, or file a lawsuit. They could not vote. If a woman pursued divorce, she became a social pariah and lost everything: her children, any financial support, and her reputation.

Most men ridiculed the outlandish idea of women’s rights, and most women caught in abusive marriages were too cowed or ashamed to speak about it. Frances wrote to Henry, echoing Abigail Adams, “Men have framed laws I believe to uphold themselves in their wickedness.” Henry found the inequities between the sexes outmoded and, in cases like Lazette’s, indefensible. Frances asked him to intervene, and when he returned, he told Worden to stop drinking and victimizing his blameless family, and to get his law degree. The experience turned Frances from a notional supporter of equality between men and women into an impassioned believer.

Worden’s behavior improved dramatically, and Henry persuaded Frances to move with the children to Albany for the winter of 1831–1832. She and Lazette corresponded regularly, and Frances tried to make the most of the spartan rooms Henry had rented, heated by a single coal stove. Henry didn’t pay much attention to creature comforts, but even he noticed the wind whistling through the windows.

He introduced Frances to his constituents, taking her with him each day on a dozen or so trips by sleigh, and to evening parties hosted by members of Albany society. Frances admittedly was hard to please: she hated being at home without Henry, but she didn’t share his idea of a good time, finding it difficult to talk with people who did not interest her. She wrote disdainfully to Lazette after one interminable affair, “Mrs. T. was dressed with as little taste as usual,” wearing “a white figured silk dress and a superabundance of things on her neck lace, handkerchief, ribbon, etc.” Her hair was “in the unbecoming style of the day”—cascading ringlets and an elaborate topknot anchored with combs, hair pins, and ribbons. The menu was similarly ostentatious: calf’s foot jelly, plum cake, blancmange, and pyramids of ice cream and sweetmeats, oranges, and coconut. It was enough to make Frances ill, and she retreated to her room with a blinding headache for a few days.



One person whose company Frances enjoyed was Albert Tracy, a state senator eight years older than Henry who had served three terms in the U.S. House of Representatives. Henry had accurately told her that Tracy was beguiling and learned. Frances told Lazette, “I believe Henry tells him everything that passes in his mind. He and Henry appear equally in love with each other.” She expected that Tracy would be disappointed in her, as everyone seemed to be who met Henry or Lazette first. Tracy hoped to supplant Weed as Henry’s political adviser, but when he realized that Henry had no intention of letting that happen, he began ingratiating himself with Frances—dropping by when Henry was out, playing with Augustus and Frederick, and reading poetry and studying French with her. She was twenty-eight, but had no experience with men outside her family, and didn’t see that Tracy, who was married, was trying to seduce her.

He pursued her more aggressively in the summer of 1833, while Henry was traveling in Europe with his father. Many parents of means treated their adult children to a grand tour of the Old World, and Henry told Frances that he could not ignore his filial duties. She found that galling. He treated her and the boys like constituents whom he periodically rewarded with his presence. Frances wrote during one of his early absences, Augustus “says ‘Pa gone leave Ma alone—Ma cry—cry—cry.’ ” The resentment was mutual. Henry didn’t like being made to feel guilty for enjoying his work and taking an opportunity to travel, a pleasure she didn’t happen to share. Lonely and bored, Frances welcomed Tracy’s regular letters, but as the weeks went by, she began to suspect that his intentions were dishonorable.

One afternoon, her father saw one of Tracy’s letters on the parlor mantel, where a maid had left it for her. He casually took it down and broke the seal. She snatched it away, saying that she would like to read it herself. Seeing her father’s stunned reaction, she realized that it was the first time she had firmly defied him. The awkward exchange was a revelation to Frances: her father could not see her as a grown woman, with a right to privacy. His unthinking control over her was not unlike Henry’s habit of taking her for granted—knowing she would always be at home, ready to order his meal and offer advice about his “business” troubles.

Still, Frances was not blameless, and she was mortified at having been lured into a tawdry liaison straight out of Richardson’s Clarissa. When Henry returned, she presented him with the packet of Tracy’s letters, imploring him to read them and tell her if she had done anything wrong. Henry tossed the letters into the fire, put his arms around her, and assured her that he fully trusted her. She tearfully told him that she could never love anyone more than she loved him.

Henry, refreshed by his European sojourn, resumed his political maneuvering. Andrew Jackson had won a second term in 1832, and the Democratic Party was flourishing. By 1834, the Anti-Masonics had run their course, and Henry joined the Whig Party, a new coalition of northerners and southerners led by Senator Henry Clay of Kentucky. The Whigs promised to be a true national rival to the Democrats—ushering in a two-party system. Henry and Weed had developed a mutually satisfactory division of labor. Weed, less interested in elected office than in back-room finagling, twisted arms and distributed political favors while Henry spoke about the issues: restoring a struggling state economy and opposing Jackson’s imperial presidency. In September 1834, at the Whig convention in Utica, Weed secured Henry’s nomination as governor, and at the end of the month, hundreds of backers traveled the thirty miles from Syracuse to Auburn in carriages, wagons, and on horseback to pay tribute to him. Frances had not realized how respected her husband had become, and she felt a surge of pride as she watched members of the crowd wave their banners and shout their praise.

But the upstart Whigs didn’t yet have the power to defeat the Democrats, and in November, Henry lost to the Jacksonian incumbent, William Marcy. Having expected a different outcome, Henry was in Albany. It was his first real setback, and Frances received several fevered early-morning letters from him. Other men drank or cheated on their wives. Henry was in thrall to politics, admitting, “What a demon is this ambition.” He apologized for his neglect, begging, “Tell me in your own dear way that I am loved and cherished in your heart as I used to be when I better deserved so happy a lot.”

Frances hoped that Henry’s defeat would dispel the demon, but he and Weed began to plot their next moves. In one letter, referring to his well-being while thinking of hers, she sighed, “I who love you best of any would once have pointed to a different path as more likely to secure peace of mind—but the time has gone by.” Suffering increasingly from headaches, insomnia, and depression, she sensed that they sprang from the strains of her marriage and of raising eight- and four-year-old boys with little help from their father. In 1835, she and Henry concurred with the family doctor’s suggestion that they take a summer trip, and stop in Philadelphia to see a specialist. Frances left Augustus with her father and Aunt Clara, but she couldn’t bear to part with Frederick, so he accompanied them on a three-month excursion through Pennsylvania, Maryland, Virginia, and Washington. The specialist had no remedy, but Frances’s mood improved as she experienced ordinary family pleasures: picnics, long conversations with Henry, gathering wildflowers, and reading under the shade of a tree as he fished for trout with Fred. In southern Pennsylvania and Maryland, strawberries and melons were ripening in the fields.

As they traveled into Virginia, the roads became rougher and the farmhouses, taverns, and shops fewer and farther between. In terms of industrial progress, the state was a hundred years behind New York, and the blight of slavery was pervasive. Virginia enslaved 470,000 people—nearly half its population. The legislature had become even more punitive after Nat Turner’s armed revolt in 1831, forbidding slaves to hold religious meetings, leave the property without a written pass, and to read and write.

Stopping one morning in the countryside to rest at an inn, Frances went to speak to a Black woman, elderly and blind, who was laboriously turning the wheel of a farm machine. The woman told Frances that her husband and six children had been sold, and that she had never heard from them again. Frances asked, “Do you not find it hard to bear up under such afflictions?” The woman answered with wrenching resignation, “Why, yes, mistress; but God does what He thinks it best with us.”

Another day, as the Sewards pulled up at a tavern north of Richmond, they heard the sounds of weeping and moaning, and saw ten naked boys, between six and twelve years old, tied together by their wrists and fastened to a long rope, being driven forward by a tall white man holding a whip. They watched with horror as he led them to a horse trough to drink, and then to a shed, where they lay down, sobbing themselves to sleep. The slave trader had bought the children from several plantations, and he was taking them to Richmond, where they would be sold at auction—a few of the tens of thousands of people Virginia supplied to the cotton and rice fields of the Deep South every year.

Afterward, their Black coachman, William Johnson, sat silently next to Frederick on the front seat, while Frances and Henry talked quietly in the back of the carriage. Frances couldn’t get the two scenes out of her mind. When she closed her eyes at night, she saw the solitary old woman at her endless task and the ragged, sobbing boys, stumbling and falling as they tried to avoid the lash. She wrote in her journal, “Slavery—slavery the evil effects constantly coming before me and marring everything.”

Frances returned to Auburn with a heightened sense of injustice and renewed hope about her marriage. She and Henry, remembering how much they had in common, and how they cherished each other’s company, pledged to spend more time together. A few months later, Frances was pregnant again, and in August 1836, as they had hoped, they had a daughter, whom they named Cornelia, after Henry’s sister. They were enchanted by the baby’s red hair and easy disposition. In 1837, Henry took a lucrative job as a land agent in Westfield, two hundred miles west of Auburn, where he rented a large house, expecting Frances and the children to spend the summer with him there. But in early January 1837, Cornelia contracted smallpox, and Frances frantically sent word. By the time he arrived, six-month-old Cornelia was scarred and blind, and she died a few days later. Frances remembered that the doctor, during a social call over the Christmas holidays, had held Cornelia just after leaving his office. When she and her father surmised that he had not washed his hands, bringing the illness into their house, Judge Miller dismissed him.

In an age of rudimentary medicine, every parent feared losing a child. Henry, whose work was a diversion from the tragedy, went back to Westfield, but Frances was inconsolable. Concerned that her mourning was jeopardizing her health, Henry wrote that he could no longer contentedly think of her in her “sanctuary”—imagining her instead “alone, drooping, desponding, and unhappy.” He added darkly, “I wish I could be with you, to lure you away to more active pursuits, to varied study, or more cheerful thoughts. I might save you—for yourself, for the children, and for myself.”

But there were few active pursuits available to women like Frances, who were conditioned to see idleness as a mark of refinement, and to follow the rituals of mourning. She wrote to a friend: “There is a sort of satisfaction, melancholy it is, in being once more in the room where my darling babe lived and died—in looking over her little wardrobe—in talking with those who missed and loved her.” Henry, who might have coaxed her outside and helped her to think “more cheerful thoughts,” was not there.

The following November, at the age of thirty-seven, Henry won the governorship of New York. Turnout was high, and his margin of victory was a solid 10,000 votes. In a moment of self-doubt, he wrote to Weed about securing the “fearful post I have coveted,” saying he shuddered at his temerity. Frances, pregnant again and unable to contemplate greeting five thousand guests at Henry’s public reception, didn’t travel to Albany to hear him deliver his inaugural address, on January 1, 1839. Weed managed all of the arrangements, including the choice of the gubernatorial residence, the capacious Kane Mansion, which turned out to cost twice as much to rent, furnish, and staff as Henry’s annual salary.

Henry had run as a moderate, and most New Yorkers had no idea how progressive he was. He rectified that in his speech, consulting with Frances as he worked through his argument. Taking positions that remained contentious well into the twenty-first century, he argued that crime was high among the Black population because they were denied access to the schools and jobs available to whites. Immigrants, who were treated abominably, represented the country’s future, he said, and barriers to citizenship should come down. He denounced the practice of flogging prisoners at Auburn and Sing Sing, saying that they should be treated with “equality and justice, kindness and gentleness, combined with a firmness of temper.” Public schools should be open to all children—white, Black, and immigrant: “Education banishes the distinctions, old as time, of rich and poor, master and slave. It banishes ignorance and lays axe to the root of crime.” Weed was Henry’s tactician. Frances was his private counselor and his political conscience—a trying position for a woman repelled by an occupation based on expediency and dealmaking.






3 Escape from Maryland 1822–1849
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Runaway advertisement for Harriet Tubman, October 1849



Harriet Tubman had several stories to tell about her childhood, all with one stark message: this is how it was to be enslaved, and here is what I did about it. She did not know the year of her birth, let alone the month or day—only that she was the fifth of nine children, and that she was born in the early 1820s. Her parents, Ben and Harriet Ross, named her Araminta, and as a child she was called Minty. Almost two centuries later, a scholar unearthed her birthday—March 15, 1822—by piecing together a notation in a slaveholder’s ledger, a legal dispute about who owned her, and an October 1849 advertisement in a newspaper on Maryland’s Eastern Shore for a twenty-seven-year-old runaway slave. When Tubman was in her eighties, she told a friend in Auburn that her first memory was of lying in a cradle made from the trunk of a sweet gum tree: “You seen these trees that are hollow. Take a big tree, cut it down, put a bode in each end, make a cradle of it and call it a ’gum. I remember lying in that there, when the young ladies in the big house where my mother worked, come down, catch me up in the air before I could walk.”

Harriet couldn’t remember her oldest sister, who was sold when she was three years old. Two other sisters had been leased away by their enslaver, as her mother, who went by the name of Rit, pleaded for mercy. In a recurring nightmare, Harriet heard the thud of horses’ hooves and the shrieks of women as men rode in and tore children out of their mothers’ arms. Rit’s owner was an impecunious farmer named Edward Brodess. When Rit learned that Brodess intended to sell her son Moses, she hid him in the swamp behind the cabin. Brodess spent a month trying to find him, finally sending over a neighbor with the pretext of needing a light for his cigar. Rit told the neighbor, “You are after my son, but the first man that comes into my house, I will split his head open.” Tubman later took Rit’s full name, Harriet, as her own—a tribute to the woman who showed her that it was possible for a slave to resist a slaver.

Rit and her children lived on Brodess’s two-hundred-acre farm, eighty miles east of Washington, across the Chesapeake Bay, amid the tidewaters and marshes, the fields and forests of Dorchester County, in a hamlet called Bucktown, marked by nothing more than a Methodist church and a dry goods store. Tubman’s father, Ben Ross, was owned by Anthony Thompson, a plantation owner ten miles away. Tubman and her siblings belonged to Brodess: by law, if a mother was enslaved, so were her children. Rit worked in Brodess’s house, but Harriet was put to work very young in the fields—corn, wheat, and rye.

The landscape of the Eastern Shore was flat and bleak all winter, with little delineation between earth, sky, and water except for the tall trunks and high green canopies of loblolly pines. In the springtime, white visitors exclaimed over the scents of honeysuckle and spicebush and at the pink and white blossoms of the fruit trees. Harriet had an expedient view of the natural world. Rabbits, waterfowl, and fish could be surreptitiously trapped and eaten, and ripe apples plucked from the orchards; the forest, the swamp, and the shore grasses provided lifesaving hiding places; and on a clear night the North Star was a beacon to a better place.

Maryland’s population was an unusual mix of free and enslaved people: 418,000 whites, 90,000 slaves, and 75,000 free Blacks. Its planters believed they were more benevolent than the large plantation owners in the Deep South, but they didn’t think twice about selling off a child or a parent if they needed money. On Sundays and holidays, they permitted slaves to visit family members on other farms; and they condoned marriages between slaves and free Blacks because it reduced the risk of flight, and because the children of enslaved mothers provided the next generation of unpaid labor. In rural counties, when the fields were fallow, slaveholders generated cash and saved on the cost of food by hiring out their human property, usually allowing them to save a portion of what they earned. Over many years, some enslaved people were thus able to buy their freedom.

Harriet recalled that Brodess first sent her away at the age of six or seven, to work for a planter named James Cook and his wife. It was winter, trapping season for muskrats, and Cook ordered her into the marshes to check his traps. She slept on the floor by the fireplace, crying for her mother. At the age of nine, Harriet found herself working for another family, answering to a vicious woman she called Miss Susan. She had never performed the duties of a maid. Miss Susan ordered her to move the parlor chairs and tables into the middle of the room, sweep the carpet, dust everything, and return the furniture. She did as she was told, dusting until she could see her face in the shining surfaces, then set the table, and went to do her other chores. A little while later, Miss Susan called her back. A whip in one hand, she ran a finger of the other through a film of dust that had settled on the table and piano. She thrashed Harriet on her neck and shoulders, then told her to do the cleaning again. The excruciating sequence of work and punishment was repeated four times until Miss Susan’s sister, unable to bear the child’s screams, came in, said she’d take care of it, and told Harriet that after sweeping, she must allow some time for the dust to gather, and then do her dusting.

At night, Miss Susan ordered Harriet to watch her sick, fretful baby. She kept her whip within reach as she slept, and if she woke to the baby’s cries and saw that Harriet had dropped off to sleep, she beat her again. The scars, emotional and physical, were permanent. Still, she was luckier than some. In a case in the next county, which caused a stir even among people mostly inured to the savageries of slavery, the mistress of a girl of fifteen or sixteen who fell asleep while tending the woman’s baby picked up a heavy stick from the fireplace, beat the girl on her head and breastbone, and left her to die. Criminal laws in such cases were rarely enforced.

Harriet’s most grievous injury occurred sometime after working for Miss Susan, when she was hired out to a man named Thomas Barnett and his wife, a prizewinning weaver. While breaking flax in a field outside Bucktown, she was ordered to pick up some supplies at the dry goods store. Before setting off, she put a shawl over her hair, which had never been combed. It “stood out like a bushel basket,” she said, “and when I’d get through eating I’d wipe the grease off my fingers on my hair.” At the store, Barnett’s overseer ordered Harriet to restrain an enslaved man who was there without permission. She refused, and the overseer took a two-pound iron scale weight from the counter, hurling it at the man, but it fell short and hit Harriet instead. She recalled, “The weight broke my skull and cut a piece of that shawl clean off and drove it into my head. And I expect that hair saved my life.”

They carried her to the house, bleeding and fainting. “I had no bed, no place to lie down on at all, and they lay me on the seat of the loom, and I stayed there all that day and next.” Then she was sent back to the fields, “and there I worked with the blood and sweat rolling down my face til I couldn’t see.” Weak and injured, she wasn’t much use, and she was returned to Brodess. He hired her out to a neighbor who had her clean the house, milk the cows, and take care of the children. That neighbor, too, sent her back to Brodess, complaining, “She don’t worth the salt that seasons her grub.” Tubman said that Brodess attempted to sell her, but “They wouldn’t give a sixpence for me.” As an adult, she suffered from agonizing headaches and seizures, dropping off to sleep mid-sentence; her left eye drooped and she had a scar on her temple—all legacies of the iron weight. The trouble in her head, as she called it, prevented her from learning to read and write, and it gave rise to visions that she considered prophetic.

Despite this handicap and a height of barely five feet, Tubman became known for feats of strength. In the late 1830s, a wealthy farmer and shipbuilder named Joseph Stewart hired her out from Brodess. She worked for Stewart for several years, and as an adult she boasted that she did all the work of a man—driving oxen, carting, and plowing. She could cut half a cord of wood a day, lift barrels, and pull boats loaded with goods through a canal in Parsons Creek funded by Stewart, Thompson, and other landowners, and built by slaves and freedmen. Tubman said, “I was getting fitted for the work the Lord was getting ready for me.”

Harriet’s father, Ben, was freed in 1840, by Anthony Thompson’s son, Dr. Anthony C. Thompson. Several years later, the younger Thompson began to acquire a two-thousand-acre timber plantation at Poplar Neck, in Caroline County, twenty-five miles northeast of Bucktown, and he hired Ben as his foreman. Ben was a skilled carpenter who knew all of the local hardwoods—sweet gum, white oak, maple, birch, mahogany, cedar, locust, loblolly pine. He could look at a tree and gauge how many logs it would yield, and see from its curving limbs whether it would be suited for building a ship’s hull or keel.

Thompson Jr. sometimes hired Rit and her children to work for him, and Harriet was allowed to keep an allotment of the fifty or sixty dollars that she earned for her labor. People were often illegally enslaved, and Harriet, suspecting that her mother’s original owner had made provisions in his will for releasing his slaves after his death, paid a lawyer five dollars to investigate Brodess’s claim to Rit. Such inquiries were common enough that one slaveholder complained that slaves employed white lawyers to “pry into every man’s title to his negroes.” Harriet’s hunch was right. Brodess’s great-grandfather had stipulated that the women and children he owned be freed once each turned forty-five years old. Rit should have been released around 1830, more than a decade earlier. Instead, she and her sons and daughters had been passed along in turn to three other family members, until Brodess assumed ownership. The Brodess clan was tied up in decades-long litigation, and Harriet’s discovery did not result in freedom for her, Rit, or her siblings. It only hardened her hatred of the Brodesses and her determination to break away.

Brodess saw Ben and Rit as hard, loyal workers, but they were agents on the local branch of the underground railroad, hiding slaves and advising them about the best means of escape. Harriet paid close attention to her parents’ acts of sabotage. Bewildered slavers of the Eastern Shore knew that abolitionists helped slaves vanish, but they couldn’t fathom how. As one said, they concealed people “in a labyrinth that has no clue.” Ben and Rit, familiar with the Delmarva Peninsula’s many escape routes by land and water, also knew which white families provided shelter, and advised freedom seekers how to evade bounty hunters and bloodhounds. Harriet became familiar with the tides and learned how to find fresh water, and she interrogated free Blacks about the coded body language and personal networks that made escape possible. Men who drove oxen and cut logs knew wharf workers, who knew ship hands, called black jacks, on the boats heading north. By her early twenties, Harriet was starting to assemble a map in her mind, memorizing the safest routes to Delaware and Pennsylvania.

In about 1844, at age twenty-two, Harriet married John Tubman, a free man who worked as a general laborer. Four years later, she started plotting her escape. There were persistent rumors that Brodess, who was again in debt, intended to sell off more slaves. Harriet spoke to God, she said, “as a man talketh with his friend,” and she began praying that Brodess would repent: “I groaned and prayed for old master: ‘Oh Lord, convert master! Oh Lord, change that man’s heart!’ ” Brodess began to bring around potential buyers, and when Tubman heard that she and her brothers Henry and Ben would be joining a chain gang headed for the cotton and rice fields of the Deep South, she prayed: “Oh Lord, if you ain’t never going to change that man’s heart, kill him, Lord, and take him out of the way.” Six days later, Brodess died at the age of forty-seven, bequeathing Rit and her grown children to his widow, Eliza. Harriet, sure that Eliza would go through with the sale, decided to flee with her brothers.

Bereft at leaving her parents and her other siblings, she assumed that her husband would be with her. But John Tubman was a stolid man with steady work who had no desire to take his chances elsewhere. Free people caught escaping with fugitive slaves were liable to be sold into slavery, shot in the back, or torn apart by bloodhounds. John mocked Harriet for the credence she gave to her dreams and visions. In one of them, she saw a line dividing South from North, “and on the other side of that line were green fields, and lovely flowers, and beautiful white ladies who stretched out their arms to me over the line.” Her destination was Philadelphia, a city known to have paying jobs for Black people and schools for their children, where white and Black anti-slavery friends shared meals at each other’s homes, attended abolitionist meetings, and helped lost souls start again. Harriet dismissed John’s warnings, confident that she would find work and a place to live, and that when she came back for him, he would join her.

On the night of September 17, 1849, Harriet, Henry, and Ben started on their journey from Anthony Thompson Jr.’s property in Poplar Neck, where their parents were living. The plantation was just a mile from an old Quaker settlement, the Marshy Creek Friends of the Northwest Fork Meeting, where two Friends, Jacob Leverton and his wife, Hannah, were trusted contacts of Ben and Rit. The Levertons’ home was a busy underground railroad depot for freedom seekers moving through the area. The Levertons fed, clothed, and directed people, some of them bloodied from a recent beating, “onwards toward the North Star.” Familiar with Patrick Henry’s famous words, Harriet later said, “I started with this idea in my head, ‘There’s two things I’ve got a right to, and these are, Death or Liberty—one or t’other I mean to have. No one will take me back alive; I shall fight for my liberty, and when the time has come for me to go, the Lord will let them kill me.’ ”

Eliza Brodess placed an advertisement in the local paper, The Cambridge Democrat, describing Henry as nineteen, Ben as about twenty-five, and “Minty” as “a chestnut color, fine-looking, and about 5 feet high.” She offered a hundred dollars for each if captured out of state; fifty if taken in state. As they got under way, Henry and Ben had second thoughts. More terrified of capture than of their punishment on a voluntary return, they refused to continue. Not sure they could make it safely on their own, Harriet returned with them. The following night, after one of Thompson Jr.’s slaves told her that she was to be sold immediately, she prepared to leave again, this time alone.

Freedom seekers who reached the North and spoke publicly about their escapes emphasized the cruelty and perils they had overcome. Harriet did, too, but she also liked to show how she exploited the obtuseness of slaveholders. As she was getting ready to depart, she told her mother she would do the milking that evening, and sent her back to the cabin. Walking down the dirt lane, away from the plantation house to the gate, she sang a few bars from a familiar spiritual, within range of friends who would understand the message and convey it to Rit: “I’m sorry I’m going to leave you / Farewell, oh farewell / But I’ll meet you in the morning / Farewell, oh farewell.” Thompson’s slaves always stopped singing when he appeared, but as he rode by, Tubman bowed to him and continued, “I’ll meet you in the morning / I’m bound for the promised land / On the other side of Jordan / Bound for the promised land.” He turned in his saddle to look at her. She lifted the latch on the gate, waved at him, and walked out of slavery.

She took shelter the first night with a white woman who gave her a slip of paper with two names on it. The woman told her to sweep the yard, to distract any passersby. After dark, the woman’s husband had her climb into his wagon, covered her, and drove her to the next house. In the coming week or so, Harriet slept during the day and traveled at night, walking along creeks and other waterways, through high brush and forests, much of the way from Maryland to Pennsylvania, a distance of nearly ninety miles.

An old stone marker indicated the Mason-Dixon line between Maryland and Pennsylvania. When Harriet crossed into freedom, she said, she looked at her hands, to confirm that she was the same person. “There was such a glory over everything. The sun came like gold through the trees, and over the fields, and I felt like I was in heaven.” Then she was overcome with homesickness. She missed John, and her siblings and parents “down in the old cabin quarter.” She compared herself to a prisoner being released after decades behind bars, who returns to find that his house has been pulled down and replaced with another. “Oh, dear Lord,” she prayed. “I haven’t got no friend but you. Come to my help, Lord, for I’m in trouble.” Shaking off her despair, she resolved to go back for her entire family. “I would make a home for them in the North, and the Lord helping me, I would bring them all here.”

Philadelphia was the central hub on the Eastern Seaboard’s branch of the underground railroad, and some of the stories Harriet had heard about the city were true. Although racial discrimination was rampant and sometimes violent, the city had the largest population of free Black people in the country. City life was noisy, dirty, and stimulating to someone who had known nothing but rural Maryland, where little had changed since Colonial days. In Philadelphia, carriages clattered on cobblestone streets; dark billows rose from factory smokestacks; foundries hammered steel and iron into locomotives; Black sailors and longshoremen worked on docks crowded with coal barges and tall ships; men and women sold flowers, bread, oysters, and roasted chestnuts on the street. There was also a noticeable Black middle class: caterers, barbers, grocers, and bakers, many of them participants in the underground railroad.

Harriet was directed to the Philadelphia Vigilant Committee, founded in 1837 by a prosperous mixed-race farmer, Robert Purvis, a friend of Lucretia Mott’s. Purvis’s committee, replicated in other northern cities, provided food, shelter, clothing, money, and medical and legal help to “colored persons in distress.” The Vigilant Committee was run by William Still, a dapper, bookish-looking young man with short hair neatly parted just left of center. The youngest of eighteen children born to two former slaves from the Eastern Shore, Still had grown up in New Jersey, taught himself to read and write, and moved to Philadelphia in 1844, working first as a janitor and mail clerk at the Pennsylvania Abolition Society, and then for the Vigilant Committee.

Still coordinated the arrival and dispersal of freedom seekers, taking detailed notes about their places of birth, their owners, the work they did, and their escapes. When possible, he used his meticulous record-keeping to help reunite families, a task complicated by their lack of surnames. Some people adopted the names of men who had enslaved them; others took new ones. Harriet went by her free husband’s name. In 1872, Still published a detailed compendium of freedom seekers’ experiences, a book titled The Underground Railroad.

Harriet got a job as a domestic worker, rented a room in a boardinghouse, and introduced herself to Philadelphia’s leading abolitionists. One of the first people she met was fifty-six-year-old Lucretia Mott—the very incarnation of her vision of ladies in white. Mrs. Mott, who had pronounced cheekbones and round hazel eyes, was even shorter than Tubman, and weighed under a hundred pounds. She looked as fragile as bone china, but she preached against slavery and lambasted slavers and clergymen for citing the Bible to justify their sins. Most white abolitionists shared some of the racial prejudices of the time, doubting that Black people could ever live on an equal footing with whites. Mott disproved that theory, socializing and working with African American women and men, raising money for freedom seekers, and holding public meetings to advocate an immediate end to slavery.

Abolitionists still talked about Lucretia’s defiance of the mob at Pennsylvania Hall a decade earlier. Robert Purvis described Mrs. Mott as the most belligerent non-resistant he ever saw. She said of that characterization, “I glory in it.” Quakerism, she explained, did not mean quietism. She modeled herself on the early Friends, whom she described as “agitators, disturbers of the peace.” Tubman and Mott understood each other perfectly. The young fugitive slave from Maryland and the older Quaker woman both believed they were directed by the will of God.

Harriet began to think about traveling back to Maryland for her family, a plan that others saw as suicidal. Very few people ever returned to the place they’d risked their lives fleeing. Those forced to leave behind a spouse, siblings, or children saved their wages and solicited money from abolitionists until they had enough to buy their family’s freedom. William Still at first regarded Harriet as “a woman of no pretensions, indeed, a more ordinary specimen of humanity could hardly be found among the most unfortunate-looking farm hands of the South.” But in 1850, as she began to exfiltrate relatives from the Eastern Shore, he revised that view. Seeing how she used her unassuming appearance to her advantage, he called her peerless “in point of courage, shrewdness and disinterested exertions to rescue her fellow-men”—a judgment shared by every friend she made in the North.
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