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To my father, Jacob R. Armstrong





AUTHOR’S NOTE


For Harriet Tubman, one of the remnants of slavery was a recurring headache. Her injury from the blunt-force trauma of a two-pound weight that collided with her skull never went away, and as she got older, the headaches became unbearable. According to her biographers and Harriet herself, she agreed to have brain surgery at Massachusetts General Hospital. In an unbelievable request, Harriet, in her seventies, refused any kind of anesthetic. Like the Civil War soldiers whose hands she had held as they lay injured, she simply asked to bite down on a bullet. As the surgeon sawed upon her skull, Harriet “lay motionless as a log, mumbling prayers through teeth clenched on the bullet.”

Looking through the lens of today’s medical knowledge, we know that’s virtually impossible. Why the embellishment? I wondered after I had researched the facts of her life—facts I have conveyed in the pages that follow. Even without this last flourish, she is still one of the bravest, most fearless, committed, and extraordinary Americans of any century. She repeatedly put her life and liberty at risk to rescue others, she worked to advance the rights of women, and she, at the height of her fame and notoriety, risked it all one last time to become a spy for the Union Army. In that capacity, she walked right into enemy territory rather than away from it, because rescuing one or even seventy slaves was like removing a grain of sand from the shore, one at a time. Harriet joined with the Union Army because she understood that only a war could sweep away the entire beach.

So, again, I had to ask myself, why embellish an already extraordinary and singular life? I could only think that Harriet advanced the myth because she worried in her old age (in which she was already struggling physically and financially) that she’d be forgotten. And while that didn’t come to pass—there are schools named in her honor, a twenty-dollar bill featuring her likeness slated for eventual production, and dozens of memorials to her—it is true that we have perhaps reduced her. She’s remembered, as she should be, as a heroic conductor on the Underground Railroad, but her achievements in women’s suffrage and in the Civil War are rarely remarked upon. That she was an entrepreneur, a nurse, a baker, fundraiser, philanthropist, wife, and mother as well is rarely advanced. Here then, presented in a way that I hope is accessible, informative, contemporary, and full of black girl magic, is the multidimensional story of Harriet Tubman Davis, a true boss lady, a superhero, and a warrior.

Erica Armstrong Dunbar




INTRODUCTION


She couldn’t remember how many times she had risked her own life to save others. To date, every fugitive she agreed to help escape she had conducted to safety. Her record was sterling. Much was required for the journey—fearlessness, first and foremost. You had to learn to disregard the night creatures, endure the mosquitoes and humidity, and move forward even when a hound’s violent bark pierced the night. Driving snow and pounding rain could not intimidate, neither could bruised and bloody feet, nor pitch-black forests. Her resolve and strength were tested each time she traveled back to Maryland on a rescue mission, but she believed in herself and in her God.

It wasn’t just Harriet who would need grit. Her fugitive followers would need it too. We can only imagine the orientation Harriet gave the runaways. How she prepared them for what to expect. Her methods had to have been effective, because on her previous trips nothing had gone wrong. But this time, one runaway lost his nerve.

A group of fugitives followed Harriet into the cold swamps of Maryland’s Eastern Shore, where they hid during the daylight hours. At night they traveled north, all the while trying to ignore their empty stomachs and deteriorating faith. The journey had taken its toll on the group, but one man in particular was broken by the terror and fatigue. He announced that he would return to the farm and take his chances on the punishment he would likely face. He refused to listen to the other fugitives in his party who begged him to continue on with them. The frigid nights, the wet clothes, the fear, and the thirst wore the man down. He refused to move another step, provoking a standoff between himself and the group’s leader. Harriet could not let one man endanger the lives of the entire group. He was the weak link in the chain of coconspirators who now knew the route that Harriet used to rescue her fugitives. She was certain that severe punishment could easily pry this information from his lips. Harriet said, “if he was weak enough to give out, he’d be weak enough to betray us all, and all who had helped us; and do you think I’d let so many die just for one coward man?”

She had to protect herself and the others, so she did what needed to be done. Harriet approached the man, aimed a revolver at his head, and told him that he had a decision to make. He could keep moving or he could die. Harriet would kill this man before letting him jeopardize her operation. Not only did she have the well-being of the other fugitives on her mind, but she also thought about the other family members she had yet to rescue. If she had to, she would kill him and bury his body in the woods.

The terrified fugitive knew that Harriet meant what she said. Her eyes warned him not to test her. He made the wise decision to continue on with the other fugitives and to follow his conductor, as others had before him and as others would do after.
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Portrait of Harriet Tubman, Auburn, New York, circa 1868.
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THE ALPHA JOURNEY


Lying in the belly of the wooden vessel, trying to remember when she had last seen her family, she tried to make sense of the nightmare of her life. It was as if she had stumbled into another world.

Her eyes never adjusted to the complete darkness in the hold of the ship. The smell of stale urine, feces, and rancid vomit swallowed up the breathable air, leaving her nauseated and short of breath. She grew sick; dysentery and smallpox were in the air and claimed the lives of the men and women all around her. Their dead or dying bodies were dragged to the top deck and callously thrown overboard. Their limbs and torsos would serve as shark bait. Though she managed to escape death, she grew weaker.

Rations were limited so she ate stingy portions of the food often stocked for the enslaved: peas, yams, corn, and rice. Meat and fish were in short supply and only eaten by the white men who spoke and moved with rage. Modesty was struck by her own transformation. Her legs in particular were weak, so weak she wondered if they’d even be able to carry her weight or if they would snap and break like dry timber the moment she tried to walk with purpose. If there was one silver lining to her dramatic weight loss, it was that it placed less strain on her aching knees and feet when she was forced to exercise on the top deck. The less jumping and dancing on demand she had to do the better.

It was useless to try and count how much time had passed so she waited—waited for death or deliverance, not knowing if they were one and the same. When the ship finally dropped anchor, she disembarked from her voyage looking like a different person. Her thin and sickly skeletal frame was scarred in more ways than one.

Her eyes met with a foreign land, filled with strange sights and unfamiliar faces. The pale-faced men who had tortured her and her shipmates—those who survived and those who jumped overboard, a not so insignificant act of rebellion—spoke a language that was rough to her ears. She would have to learn this new tongue, and she would need to learn it quickly. Having arrived in the colony of Maryland like hundreds of thousands of other men, women, and children, she was sold to fuel the engine of American slavery. Her enslaver was a man named Atthow Pattison, and once he concluded the purchase, he took her to his farm. He would name her Modesty.

Maybe it was in the blink of God’s eye, maybe it took her a lifetime, but eventually she came to understand that she would never again see her homeland or loved ones. She didn’t succumb to whatever grief that knowledge produced. Modesty would do what millions of other enslaved Africans fought to do: she survived.

Her strength and will were inheritable traits passed down to her descendants who not only survived but also managed to free themselves from slavery’s vice grip. Modesty would not live long enough to witness her granddaughter, Araminta Ross, grow tired of slavery’s cruelty. She would never know that little “Minty” would become an American gladiator who fought and slayed the lion known as slavery. Modesty would not live to see her granddaughter change her name and become the “Moses” of her people. She would never know that the name Harriet Tubman would bring hope and strength to the enslaved and raging fury to their enslavers. This African woman planted a seed of resilience in her progeny that would blossom even in her absence.



By the time Modesty landed in Maryland, African slavery was well established along the jagged coastline of the colony. Although we don’t know the exact year she landed in America, it was most likely sometime during the last few decades of the eighteenth century. Modesty left neither a written record of her life nor did she leave behind an interview. All that existed about her experiences in Africa were passed down through the oral tradition, a form of storytelling mastered by people of African descent. Like the other eighteen thousand Africans shipped to Maryland in the eighteenth century, Modesty probably made a direct voyage from Africa on a British-owned ship.

The majority of Africans who were sold into slavery in the Upper Chesapeake were men, women, and children who hailed from West Africa. Many were kidnapped from towns and villages in present-day Sierra Leone, Liberia, and Ghana. Like Modesty, the enslaved were given new English names. Yet to subvert that erasure, many held on to their customs and traditions by naming their children after the African family members they would never see again.

FIRST GENERATION AMERICAN


Modesty’s owner was a member of an established family from the Eastern Shore of Maryland. Atthow Pattison, a farmer who could trace his roots back to some of the earliest settlers in Dorchester County, Maryland, had served in the Revolutionary War, accumulated significant tracts of land, owned seven slaves, and protected his 265-acre farm that sat on the east side of the Little Blackwater River. Modesty lived with the Pattison family, and sometime between 1785 and 1790, she gave birth to a daughter named Harriet Green, affectionately known as “Rit” by her family and “Rittia” by the Pattisons.

We don’t know who fathered Modesty’s child. Folklore and unsubstantiated accounts state that Rit’s father was a white man, but of course, there’s no documentation to prove this claim. It is very possible that Modesty was sexually assaulted, perhaps by her owner. As is the case any time there are iniquities in power dynamics within a culture primed to look the other way, rape was an integral part of American slavery, allowing enslavers the ability to impregnate their human property and pad their financial coffers. Whether Rit was the product of rape or of a consensual relationship, we’ll never know. Nor will we know Modesty’s feelings toward her daughter. She may have worshipped her as her one true thing in the world, or she may have raged against her and everything she embodied, particularly if she was the product of a violation. Or she may have felt a bit of both. But for Pattison, there was less ambiguity. Enslaved babies were as good as gold.

Like millions of others, Modesty disappeared from the record books, leaving her daughter, Rit, and granddaughter, Araminta, to mark her existence.

LIES BUT NOT MISDEMEANORS


There were only a handful of life events that could alter the shape and stability of a family in the eighteenth century. Birth. Marriage. Death. The latter almost always brought deep grief and turmoil. In addition to fear and a sense of vulnerability that accompanied the loss of a young husband or father, family members were often faced with financial questions. Was their financial future at risk or secure? Would they inherit debt or property? And if the latter, what kind of property? Acres of land, livestock, ceramic earthenware, used feather beds? On the Eastern Shore of Maryland, it could be all of the above, as well as human beings. When Atthow Pattison died in 1797, he had every intention of passing on one of his servants, Rit. But there was a catch.


“I give and bequeath to my granddaughter Mary Pattison, one Negro girl named Rittia and her increase until she and they arrive to forty-five as would any of her issue born while she was a slave.”



Pattison’s will promised something to Rit that her mother Modesty likely dreamed about every day of her life—freedom, even if only eventual. Pattison’s actions were not unusual, as slave owners sometimes used their wills to emancipate the dutiful, a kind of incentive: work hard, cause no trouble, and maybe, just maybe, you’ll be rewarded. Inevitably, this would have caused Rit unlimited joy, but Rit never learned the truth. Rit’s new owner, Mary Pattison, had no intention of ever losing her human property. After inheriting Rit in 1797, she married Joseph Brodess, a farmer with his own land just outside of Bucktown in Dorchester, Maryland, on March 19, 1800. Four male slaves lived at the Brodess farm and Rit toiled alongside them, never knowing that she and any children she might have in the future, had the legal right to exit slavery’s unrelenting clutch. The Brodess family simply ignored the wishes of the Pattison family patriarch and did what they wanted with their new human property. In their minds, Rit would serve them for the rest of her natural life.




HARRIET’S FAM
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Based on the research found in Kate Clifford Larson’s Bound for the Promised Land





DEAR MAMA


By the time Rit was prepubescent, a young girl of ten or twelve, she was considered old enough to complete the tasks we think of, with our contemporary perspective, as more appropriate for grown women. She would’ve been responsible for the domestic work of the home—cooking and cleaning, tasks that in the eighteenth century required strength and stamina. Every day, Rit rose early to prepare the day’s meals. Baking bread and plucking chickens began early in the morning. Washing laundry was often a two-day process that began by soaking the dirtiest of clothing in soapy water or lye. Up to two hundred pounds of firewood was needed in order to heat the water used for cleaning. Rit would’ve collected water from a well, or a pump if lucky, but most likely, she found her way to a nearby stream and made multiple trips to and from the farm with heavy buckets of water. After scrubbing, wringing, and hanging clothes to dry, Rit would prepare the clothing and table linens for ironing, trying not to burn herself on the flatiron heated by the hearth’s fire.

In June of 1801, Mary Brodess gave birth to a son, which only added to Rit’s responsibilities as she now also had to tend to the new baby. Young Edward Brodess’s arrival was joyful and welcome, but that joy was cut short as some time after Edward’s first birthday, his father, Joseph Brodess, died, leaving Mary a widow with a young child.

The responsibilities of motherhood and managing a farm were far too daunting for the new mother. More, she was worried about financial ruin. She needed to remarry and remarry quickly. Mary got the job done. Within a year’s time, she wed the widower Anthony Thompson. He would bring his three young sons and nine slaves to the union. For the third time in six years, Rit found herself with a new male owner. As every woman in her same predicament would have had to do quickly, she would learn Thompson’s ways, figure out his likes and dislikes and his predilections, and pray that he and his male children would keep their hands to themselves.



Mary Brodess Thompson’s bad luck and despair became Rit’s good fortune. Death had ended her owners’ marriage, but it led Rit to meet the man who became the love of her life. Ben Ross, one of the nine slaves owned by Anthony Thompson, came to live with this new blended family and he made the acquaintance of a teenaged Rit. We know almost nothing about their first encounter, or how Ben and Rit’s love for one another developed. This might have been the very first time that life circumstances smiled upon Rit, reminding her that although trapped in the web of human bondage, she too could carve out a bit of happiness. Rit and Ben chose each other. They would find a way to live, love, and raise a family together, even when the circumstances were challenging. Theirs would be a union that lasted for many decades.

WE ARE FAMILY


Like Rit, Ben Ross was enslaved, but he was a valued timber inspector whose skills were sorely needed on Anthony Thompson’s extensive property. Like many other farmers on the Eastern Shore of Maryland, Thompson struggled to stay afloat. Those who worked the land became less interested in planting labor-intensive and soil-depleting tobacco and turned their attention, instead, to harvesting corn and grains. Thompson followed suit and also invested heavily in timber production, an investment that relied upon Ross’s skills. When the price for timber and grains bottomed out during the early years of the nineteenth century, however, Thompson was nearly swallowed alive by mounting debt. In 1817, he became one of the many men who faced prison because of his inability to make good on his financial promises. Eventually, Thompson climbed out of his financial black hole, in no small part due to his standing in the community, his race, and his gender.

Nevertheless, this kind of financial instability would have frightened Rit and Ben Ross for they knew that should misfortune strike again, Thompson was not above selling his slaves to make good on a debt. Even more troubling was the death of Mary Pattison Brodess Thompson. Sometime before 1810, the woman who inherited Rit from her father died with her secret intact, never telling Rit that she and any children she gave birth to were to be freed at age forty-five.

Anthony Thompson managed his deceased wife’s estate on behalf of her son Edward Brodess, who was set to receive his inheritance when he turned twenty-one years old. Ritt and Ben Ross spent the next decade tending to their children: Linah, who was born about 1808, Mariah Ritty (1811), Soph (1813), and Robert (1816). Some six years later, on March 15, 1822, a midwife was called to Rit’s bedside. This midwife would help with the birth of the Rosses’ fifth child, and while there is no definitive record of her birth, it is likely that the midwife helped guide Araminta, known as “Minty,” into the world. Minty became the newest member of the Ross family. Naturally, they had no idea that this girl child would become one of the most famous figures of the nineteenth century. Born with three strikes against her—Minty was black, enslaved, and a girl—one day, her people would call her Moses.



Each year that the Brodesses’ heir inched closer to his twenty-first birthday, the Ross couple braced themselves for what could become of their family. For many years the Rosses did what few enslaved families were able to do; they stayed together. Like others in their situation, Rit and Ben Ross watched as their children were hired out to neighboring farms to help subsidize the farms and estates upon which they lived. For cash-strapped farmers, this additional revenue stream could keep them solvent. Living apart from one’s children exacted a toll, but the Rosses at least knew that their offspring would eventually return. In a world where children were regularly sold away from their parents, Rit and Ben Ross could tolerate their children’s situation, that they were enslaved labor-for-hire. It was far better than the alternative.

Meanwhile, the Ross family continued to grow with Ben Jr., arriving sometime in 1823 or 1824. Sister Rachel arrived sometime around 1825, Henry was born in 1829 or 1830, and Moses arrived sometime around 1832, making Rit and Ben Sr. the parents of nine children. Time and again, this family showed their commitment to each other.

Just as the Ross family grew, so too did Edward Brodess’s family. By 1824, he married and moved to Bucktown, nearly ten miles away from his stepfather’s plantation. He set out to become a farmer in his own right and took his property, including Rit and her children, with him. Ben Ross belonged to Thompson, however, and would have to stay behind in Peter’s Neck. When given permission, Ben Ross would have to travel the ten miles by foot or wagon in order to visit with his family. Regrettably, the Ross family fell victim to family separation, a common and merciless attachment of the institution of slavery. But the most devastating blow to the Ross family would land in 1825 with the sale of their second daughter, Mariah Ritty, to a Mississippi slave trader. Only sixteen years old when she was sold, Mariah never saw her parents again. Like tens of thousands of enslaved people in the Upper Chesapeake, Mariah Ritty would most likely end up on a cotton farm in Alabama or Mississippi, hopeful that her teenage memory would retain the names and faces of all she left behind. Minty was a toddler when her big sister was sold and taken away, and while she may not have remembered her face, she would later recall and share the stories of her grieving parents. The grief she witnessed them expressing at losing their daughter would be a motivating and animating emotion for the rest of her life.

CARETAKER


The loss of Mariah Ritty highlighted only one aspect of the difficult emotional work involved in raising enslaved children. Also difficult was the act of watching your babies grow up before their time. Rit was called away from her children for long hours, forced to serve her owner from the early morning hours until late in the evening. With her attention and energy directed elsewhere, she had to rely on her children to raise one another. In her absence, Minty, who was but a small child herself, was placed in charge of the babies in the family. She later recalled:


When I was four or five years old, my mother cooked up to the big house and left me to take care of the baby an my little brother. I use to be in a hurry for her to go, so’s I could play the baby was a pig in a bag, and hold him up by the bottom of his dress. I had a nice frolic with that baby, swinging him all around his feet in the dress and his little head and arms touching the floor, because I was too small to hold him higher.



As a five-year-old, she would work to keep her younger siblings out of harm’s way, making certain that they ate, slept, and played under her watchful eye. A child tasked with raising babies, Minty may have been overwhelmed at times. But the responsibilities also prepared her for her future role as rescuer-in-chief of members of her family.



When Minty and her family moved with Edward Brodess to Bucktown, they discovered that the new farm was relatively small. With few livestock and not enough work to keep all of the enslaved busy, Brodess did what many slave-holding small farmers did: he rented out his slaves. Minty was one of the first to go, as it wasn’t financially prudent to keep her on his own farm, so he hired her out to a nearby farmer. She was no longer baby Minty, she was now a slave who would be forced to learn new skills—in this case weaving and serving a family that would make demands on her twenty-four hours a day.

FLESH FOR RENT


Although she was not the first of her parents’ children to be hired out, Araminta’s departure reminded them of what little control they, or any enslaved parents, had over the lives of their children. Her father, Ben Ross, was ten miles away on the plantation he was bound to, and was already at a disadvantage when it came to protecting his family. Rit didn’t have much sway either. It can be imagined that all she could do was gather herself, dispense words of wisdom and encouragement to her young daughter, and advise her on everything from how to carry herself to how to stay out of the way, complete her duties, and avoid the whip. These hushed words would’ve fallen upon immature ears. Araminta was not yet six.

Hired out to James Cook and his wife, Araminta arrived at the farm, nervous and somewhat disoriented. Later in her life Araminta described the scene,


When we got there, they was at table eating supper. I never eat in the house where white people was and I was ashamed to stand up and eat before them.





She soon learned the breadth of her new responsibilities: muskrat trapping, housekeeping, and weaving—so different from Brodess’s farm. Her new world, one that was startling and odd, was terrifying for a young child. She came to understand the new habits of her temporary owners, but she never grew accustomed to the work that was expected of her. Araminta had to grow up quickly; her childhood was over.

Many farmers on the Eastern Shore of Maryland saw muskrat trapping as a way to not only provide food for their families but also as a means to supplement their income by selling the pelts. Muskrats burrowed into the banks of streams and rivers and built nests to protect themselves and their young from cold weather and predators. James Cook set muskrat traps along his marshy property line and required Araminta to check the traps and collect the dead rodents. This task would be difficult for a child with small hands and underdeveloped strength, and it was made all the more miserable because the water along the Eastern Shore of Maryland remained cold for a good part of the year.

During her time with the Cooks, Araminta developed a cough and runny nose. If her employers hoped it was a common cold, they were quickly disabused of this notion. Soon, flat red spots appeared on her face and hairline, moving down her neck, back, and across the lower part of her body. Then, the high fever struck, leaving her weakened body racked by chills and aches. Although she had come down with the measles, her owner didn’t see this as a reason to excuse her from work. Measles or not, she was still expected to wade through frigid waters to check on the muskrat traps, to complete her work as if she were healthy. Araminta’s condition grew so debilitating, she was eventually unable to complete her assigned tasks. James Cook likely complained to Edward Brodess, fussing that his hired slave could not perform her duties. He may have even threatened Brodess with the charge of breach of contract. Araminta was finally sent back to the Brodess farm where her mother cared for her daughter—trying desperately to nurse her sick child back to health while still tending to her own assigned tasks. Araminta did finally grow strong enough to return to the Cook farm, but she wouldn’t stay there for very long. Over a number of years, Brodess hired Araminta out to multiple people. She would go from farm to farm, never knowing what kind of abuse or danger she might encounter.
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Young Minty



Back on Brodess’s farm, Araminta had helped to care for her siblings, but she did not know how to take care of a nineteenth-century home. There were skills required to be successful with this work, skills that Araminta had not yet learned. And when she arrived at a new home to which she had been leased—Miss Susan’s—she proved just how inept she was with domestic work. For example, Araminta didn’t know to open the windows before she began her dusting and sweeping. Although she worked diligently, the dust Araminta worked so hard to remove simply resettled throughout the house. Her mistakes infuriated Miss Susan, who in turn punished Araminta for such infractions. She removed the whip from her mantel and beat Araminta on her head, face, and neck. When she wasn’t cleaning the house, she was forced to take care of Miss Susan’s baby. Araminta was still so small that she would have to sit on the floor when holding the baby. Although she was a child, Miss Susan turned over most of the child-rearing responsibilities to her. “An that baby was always in my lap except when it was asleep, or its mother was feedin it,” Araminta later recalled.

She was forced to work nearly twenty-four hours a day. At night, she was required to tend to the baby, to rock its cradle and prevent it from crying out and disturbing its mother. By day, an exhausted Araminta spent her waking hours cleaning the house and caring for the baby. Not unexpectedly, she often drifted off to sleep in the middle of the night, a rest that only lasted until Miss Susan, who slept with a lash underneath her pillow, would wake her with the sting of her weapon, splaying open the flesh on Araminta’s neck and head.

Eventually, the sleep deprivation and the beatings proved too much to bear. Araminta decided to run away, and hid in a neighboring farm’s pigpen. Runaways would often take to the woods and abandoned farms to experience momentary peace from an angry owner’s abuse. Araminta preferred to sleep with pigs than in the house with Miss Susan, and she lived among the livestock for five days, battling with a large sow for scraps of food. Starvation and thirst were often responsible for the eventual return of fugitives. Araminta was no exception in this regard.
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