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I respectfully dedicate this book to the memory of those members of the Harriet Green/Benjamin Ross family whose stories have been, so far, lost: Modesty Green and her granddaughters, the sisters Linah, Soph, and Mariah Ritty Ross, all three sold off and carried away; also Moses Ross, Angerine and her brother Ben, Mary Jane and Sarah Jolley, Harriet Manokey Ross, and perhaps others whose names have been lost to history and its retelling.



Author’s Note

This book does not pretend to be a work of intense scholarship. It is the story of a life as I have studied and reimagined it, based on documentation and previous publications and told, as best as I could, scene by scene. I have tried to emphasize the visual elements of Harriet’s story—what things looked like, places and clothes, faces, plants, the sky—and to thread information from the sources listed in the Selected Bibliography through the narrative as seamlessly as possible. All this in order to come up with one version of what life might have been like for the American hero Harriet Tubman.

In his introduction to his very compelling biography, M: The Man Who Became Caravaggio, Peter Robb uses a phrase I wish I had thought of myself. He wanted to tell Caravaggio’s story as it was lived, he wrote, using a minimum of what he called “weasly qualifiers.” This has been my goal, too: to tell the story plain. In some passages, I have incorporated the language of the speaker into the text without quotation marks (as in Sarah Bradford’s keep it green and Gerrit Smith’s badly frosted her feet), in order to depict a scene with some accuracy, as the participants may have lived through it and as they remembered it afterward.

By necessity, because Harriet never learned to read or write, what information we have comes second-or thirdhand, mediated by “as told to” texts. In many instances, I have included source material within the body of the narrative, to indicate not just when something happened but also in what year Harriet told the story, and to whom. One decision a writer using slave narratives has to face is whether or not to duplicate the heavy dialect of the interviewees of that time. Finding dialect distracting, difficult, and in the end, patronizing, I have decided to render Harriet’s stories and comments in plain English.

This act of simplification, I think, honors her great wish to exactly communicate what life was like for herself and her people, so that no detail would be lost or forgotten.



Prologue

Our heroes come to us in flashes that fade fast. We remember the famous moments—some of them pure myths—and the visual images, which after repeated viewings become such a part of our lives, it seems we actually were there. So it often goes with the American hero Harriet Tubman. Even if you cannot say exactly who she was or precisely what she did, where she lived or when she died, you have doubtless seen her in photographs and drawings. You may even have witnessed a version of her onstage, channeled by one of her many delineators—that is, a woman who dresses in clothes like hers and stands there proclaiming, “I am Harriet Tubman.”

In 1978, a colorized 1905 photograph of her appeared on a postage stamp, the first black woman to be so honored. Her likeness is featured in history textbooks covering slavery, the Civil War, the Underground Railroad, women’s history, black women’s history. Visual images are endlessly engaging and we study them carefully, looking for the real her, the genuine him—beyond appearances. In Tubman’s case, we are also attempting if not to capture then at least to find her, not in wet, cold Maryland December, but on the page, standing in one spot in her guerrilla-warfare garb, clutching a long-barreled rifle or seated, facing us, old now, her bony face framed by the white lace shawl said to be a gift from Queen Victoria—in either case, immobilized, caught, ours.

There, we want to say, taking particular notice of her hands in the photograph with the shawl: how big they are, what pure strength in the knuckles, a man’s hands. Now we have her.

Yet she escapes us. Just as she made it out of slavery, she dodges us now, however relentlessly we dog her footsteps or meticulously study what clues she left behind. We keep trying to fix in place the definitive, as biographers like to claim, Harriet Tubman. She is part of our history, after all; her life and legend contribute to ours.

She could not read, never learned to write, and so of necessity, others have acted as her scribe, each making a case for who she was, how she looked (one reporter says not one drop of white blood, while another makes a case for a white ancestor; one calls her handsome, while another says plain and toothless) and sounded, how she managed to do what she did, what it was like, how many times she made the dangerous trek back into slavery and then to the North again, how many people she brought out—eighty, ninety, three hundred? In her time, some dismissed the claims altogether. How could one small, illiterate woman, an ignorant black person, do such a thing? Questions roll into one another; answers skitter away. And so we are constantly interpreting whatever we read or hear, seeing her as if through a warped glass.

The first book-length biography of her, called Scenes in the Life of Harriet Tubman, was written by Sarah Hopkins Bradford from personal interviews and published in 1869, its costs covered by local subscription. The book came illustrated with that frequently reprinted woodcut of Tubman holding the rifle and dressed in her Civil War military garb. To substantiate her subject’s version of events, Bradford inserted a number of letters from abolitionists and wartime colleagues, as well as the full text of a previously published biographical article from an 1863 Boston Commonwealth, written by its editor, the abolitionist schoolmaster and editor Franklin B. Sanborn.
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Cover of Scenes in the Life of Harriet Tubman by Sarah H. Bradford, published in 1869.


Sarah Bradford was a white woman, Franklin Sanborn a white man. Without question, freed slaves told white people stories they wanted to hear. But we take what we can get, and what has been given to us in Harriet’s case, but for one occasion late in her life, are stories told to white interviewers. There is nothing to do about this except keep it in mind. Maintaining racial vigilance, relying on backup testimony from family and friends, we compare one version of an occasion with another. Noting especially that her stories remain the same, for the most part, throughout her life, we depend on and value that consistency, backed up by whatever documentation we can come up with. And in the end, choose pretty much, even if not entirely, to take her stories at face value.

At the request of Tubman—who spent much of her life trying to gather money enough to support herself and the many others she took care of—Bradford later issued two revised versions of her book, one in 1886, the other in 1901. The 1886 edition, entitled Harriet Tubman, the Moses of Her People, included significant, often unfortunate revisions, and today is the only version of Bradford’s book in print. Harriet, the Moses of Her People, from 1901, replicates the 1886 edition, then offers an addendum of what the biographer calls “some additional incidents in the life of Harriet.” While these supplemental stories—many of them never having been previously reported—are of crucial importance, they are included almost as an afterthought and are currently available only to those willing to ply the waters of the Internet.
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Cover of Harriet: The Moses of Her People by Sarah H. Bradford, published in 1901.


Taken together, the three editions of the Bradford books are instructive, if problematic. A socially conscious middle-class woman, Sarah Bradford, prior to writing the biography, had published only moralizing, sentimental novels and stories under the name Cousin Cicely. In addition, her schedule allowed her a scant three months to research and write her book before leaving on a trip to Europe. Nonetheless, she was there: Sarah Bradford sat face-to-face with Harret Tubman for many hours, encouraging her to talk, listening to and recording her stories.

We can also be grateful to her for soliciting testimonials from some of Harriet’s colleagues and friends, including Wendell Phillips, Thomas Garrett, Susan B. Anthony, Gerrit Smith, and the eloquent Frederick Douglass, who wrote the following:


ROCHESTER, AUGUST 29, 1868.

DEAR HARRIET: I am glad to know that the story of your eventful life has been written by a kind lady, and that the same is so soon to be published. You ask for what you do not need when you call upon me for a word of commendation. I need such words from you far more than you can need them from me, especially where your superior labors and devotion to the cause of the lately enslaved of our land are known as I know them. The difference between us is very marked. Most that I have done and suffered in the service of our cause has been in public, and I have received much encouragement at every step of the way. You on the other hand have labored in a private way. I have wrought in the day—you in the night. I have had the applause of the crowd and the satisfaction that comes of being approved by the multitude, while the most that you have done has been witnessed by a few trembling, scarred, and foot-sore bondmen and women, whom you have led out of the house of bondage, and whose heartfelt “God bless you” has been your only reward. The midnight sky and the silent stars have been the witnesses of your devotion to freedom and of your heroism. Excepting John Brown—of sacred memory—I know of no one who has willingly encountered more perils and hardships to serve our enslaved people than you have. Much that you have done would seem improbable to those who do not know you as I know you. It is to me a great pleasure and a great privilege to bear testimony to your character and your works, and to say to those to whom you may come, that I regard you in every way truthful and trustworthy.

Your friend,

Frederick Douglass.


There have been other biographies since that time, but until recently (except for General Harriet Tubman, written by former union organizer Earl Conrad and published in 1943), they were all aimed toward a young audience—children to young adults—a fact that doesn’t yield all that easily to simple explanation. Tubman’s illiteracy certainly presents a problem for scholars looking for primary material. Beyond government records, court documents, property assessments, and census figures, everything we have has been interpreted or—as historians say—mediated, even when the writer interviewed Tubman directly or took down a dictated letter.

My own sense of her is that she is one of those historical figures whom—if we really want to form an idea of what she was like—we have to catch on the fly. Of course, we must listen to those people who insist, “This is what she told me and this is how she said it,” or “This is what I know from stories I heard as a child, and I know those stories are true,” but we also must keep in mind that some of the stories are indeed true and some are not, and that many contradict one another, forcing us to make a choice. And also, that most of them are so set in stone, they cannot be dislodged or negotiated with in order to accommodate whatever new information is unearthed. Too much has been invested, one way or another, in a certain version of the facts. Nobody wants to budge, no matter what.

And in the end, none of the tellers know, whether kin, scholar, composer, or poet, and none of them knew even then—when she was doing her work. For the fact remains, Harriet Tubman worked alone. Having taught herself to develop and maintain an indifferent, almost casual attitude toward circumstance—a rare skill and perhaps the real test of a genuine hero—she ran too fast to catch up with, listening only to the voices inside her head—God, she said, spoke directly to her—operating beyond sense, reason, and the boundaries of community, family, and marriage. When others pondered dangers, risks, options, alternative possibilities, she did what she felt she had to and simply went.

Araminta. Harriet. Moses. Old Chariot. The General. See her as she turns her back and, facing north, on a cold night, pitch-dark, Polaris ever in her vision, goes.
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For Sarah Bradford’s 1901 biography of Tubman, Harriet, the Moses of Her People, Susan B. Anthony wrote a tribute to “this most wonderful woman Harriet Tubman,” which appeared on the first page of the book. (Transcription of letter appears at bottom of page.)


Freedom in her heart. Knowledge in her feet. Laughing. Running.

Let us track her ourselves, her next mediators, scene by scene, avoiding commentary when we can, submerging direct quotes into the narrative say-so, trying more than anything to see her, understanding as we go that memory is a trickster, that perspective ever alters, and that point of view is everything.






(Transcription)



This most wonderful woman—Harriet Tubman—is still alive. I saw her but the other day at the beautiful home of Eliza Wright Osborne—the daughter of Martha C. Wright—in company with Elizabeth Smith Miller—the only daughter of Gerrit Smith—Miss Emily Howland—Rev. Ames H. Thaw—and Miss Ella Wright Garrison—the daughter of Martha C. Wright and the wife of Wm. Lloyd Garrison Jr—all of us were visiting at Mrs. Osbornes—a real love feast of the few that are left—and here came Harriet Tubman!

Susan B. Anthony, 17 Madison Street. Rochester, NY.






We begin in the summer of 1900, our view telescoped by more than a hundred years, as from beyond the next millennial turn, we try imaginatively to catch or create a glimpse of her sitting with friends, casting back in her mind, telling stories of events of some seventy years before. To complicate matters even further, the scene and the stories have come to us by way of her biographer, Sarah Bradford, who was there on that summer day. Bradford, of course, does not just listen and report; she has her own ideas about what matters and why. And because she is not always a trustworthy reporter, we have to keep in mind her particular point of view.

From here in the twenty-first century, then, we focus on 1900, and then twist the telescope lens farther out, to focus on the time and place of the story being told, back to the late 1820s, when our subject was a child. Then return to the day of the storytelling. We, of course, cannot lay claim to objectivity, either; we hold on to our own beliefs and perspectives. Tricky, imprecise. But we have what we have, and it is one way to begin, by finding a time, a place to see from. And to listen.



[image: image]



Scene 1.

Owasco Lake

There is a quiet dignity about Harriet that makes her superior or indifferent to all surrounding circumstances…she was never elated, or humiliated; she took everything as it came, making no comments or complaints.

—SARAH BRADFORD, HARRIET, THE MOSES OF HER PEOPLE, 1901

She is old now, near eighty, and feeble—illness and injury, brutality, oppression, and the constant cut of fear having taken their toll—her condition convincing many people that Harriet Tubman has lived out her time and will soon pass into history and legend.

They underestimate her stubbornness, the thick shell of the nut of self-preservation tucked into the curl of her heart. In Auburn, New York, where she lives with her brother William Henry Stewart, her presence is almost boringly well known, she having so memorably and so often performed the events of her life—dramatized, danced, sung in shouts, creating the shadows and cries and frosty streams between slavery and freedom—that she has become, even in 1900, only thirty-five years beyond Appomattox, outmoded, overexposed, a relic of another time and a victim of our country’s old and continuing malady, a propensity for willed historical amnesia.

She has lived in central New York State, in the town of Auburn, for some forty years—more than half her life—even so, many people born since the war’s end don’t know who she is anymore but have to be told, and even then they shrug and wonder, Which war? What slavery? Where? Maryland? And if they do know of her, some of them have wearied of hearing about the terrible days back then and down there. Oh, they think, her again.

The country is sick of hearing about slavery and the South, the war, the disenfranchisement of black men, the masked white terrorists who ride the night. People want to move on.

But not all have forgotten. Some are steady friends, and believe.

Aunt Harriet, as she is often called by those who would idealize her into safe, if nonexistent, kinship, lives a mile south of downtown Auburn, beyond the city tollgate on South Street, where she raises some crops and chickens and, despite her fragility, cares and provides for a number of indigent and infirm people, one of them blind. “Her beloved darkies,” one woman calls them, though not all of them are black. Children, stragglers, panhandlers, the ill, the hapless and disabled, those with no homes or family, people unable to take care of themselves—they wander into her yard, gather beneath her fig tree, and settle in. No one is turned away.

She has spent a good part, if not most, of her life on the road, alone. Today she is on the move again, on her way out of town, going downstate to visit two old friends.

An old woman, small, compact, keen-footed. Layered in clothes: dress buttoned to the neck, boots, dark straw hat, flat-brimmed against the sun. Moving at a quick clip.

Her mother and father and other members of her family once lived with her in Auburn. Most are dead now, but her younger brother, William Henry, born into slavery as Henry Ross, still lives there. William contributes, but he is now seventy years old himself. Everybody in the household is old, infirm, or a child; nobody leaves. And so, ever the caretaker, despite her own age and infirmities, Harriet continues to take to the road to solicit funds from her supporters and to sell eggs and chickens in town in order to keep the operation afloat.

In one photo, her chin is tucked and she looks up heavy-browed, as if wary. Others in the picture—lined up in a row, posing—look straight at the camera, taking it on. Harriet stands at the end, holding a washbasin tightly in her grip, their protector.

The month is June, maybe early July—early summer, at any rate, and halfway through the first year of the new century. One of the people she is going to see is Sarah Bradford, author of Scenes in the Life of Harriet Tubman and Harriet Tubman, the Moses of Her People. Bradford has traveled from nearby Geneva, New York, where she lives, to visit her brother, the Reverend Samuel Miles Hopkins, Jr., who introduced her to Harriet in the first place. Harriet’s visit is not entirely social; she has been poking at her memory the way we bother a dying fire, searching for stories she forgot to tell Bradford, so that they might be included in yet another edition of the biography, which will be called Harriet, the Moses of Her People and which might sell well enough to pay off some debts and keep the operation of her household afloat a while longer.
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A family photograph of Harriet and residents of her home in Auburn, in about 1887. Harriet stands guard on the end. Next to her is her adopted daughter, Gertie, and next to Gertie, her second husband, Nelson Davis, then Lee Cheney, “Pop” Alexander, Walter Green, Blind Aunty (Sara) Parker, and Harriet’s great-niece, Dora Stewart.


Her pace is steady, determined. She cannot read and does not know the train or steamboat schedule; when she travels, she does not seek out such information ahead of time, but—trusting God and a sense of time grander than clocks—sits at depots or on docks, waiting for transportation to arrive. In order to get to the summerhouse in time, she had to leave early, midmorning latest, to be sure of catching the train and steamboat.
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Sarah Hopkins Bradford


By the end of the nineteenth century, the more prosperous citizens of central New York state are fleeing the muggish funk of town summers to settle themselves in mostly unspectacular homes on what are known as the Finger Lakes—eleven bone-slender lakes that yearn toward Ontario, Canada, like reedy children cast from home. Once north-flowing rivers, the lakes were created by the incursion of gouging, south-moving Ice Age glaciers, and in time were tagged with Indian names, among them, Seneca, Cayuga, Canandaigua. The Finger Lake closest to Auburn is Owasco.

A train runs from town to the lake, the Lehigh Valley Railroad, the Owasco Lake depot of which yet stands on the western shore, a two-story rectangular building—wooden and slightly leaning—painted a seaside shade, something between teal blue and aquamarine, vibrant against the ordinary greens and blues of the countryside.

Perhaps Harriet takes the Lehigh Valley train from Auburn to the Owasco Lake depot, then walks to the dock, where she will board one of the small underpowered steamboats that ply the Finger Lakes during the resort season. Or she may simply walk the five miles from town to the landing and then ride the boat, disembarking near the house on the point where the Reverend Samuel Hopkins summers.

This seems likely. And so we see her on foot. And then at the dock, staring at the lake and waiting. And on the boat, looking out, poking a little harder at her memory, squinting into the horizon until hazy pictures come clear.

Often, she seems to be frowning as if in disapproval, when actually she is only thinking.

An injury from slavery days, clearly visible along the middle of her forehead, has left her somewhat incapacitated. She is given to fits of sleeping, which come on her unawares, sometimes mid-sentence. Her head drops, she goes off farther away than sleep, then returns to finish her thought exactly where she left off.


[image: image]         A jokester, memory plays hide-and-seek. Incidents disappear, it seems, forever, then, even unbidden, return, fully colored and intact, down to conversations, colors, the buzz of a mosquito. The incident Harriet is so keen on remembering is one that occurred some seventy or so years ago, the details of which she comes up with on the boat: the kitchen, the voices raised in anger, the look of the baby on its mother’s hip, the sugar bowl on the table seen from the eye level of a seven-year-old.
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A recent (2001) photograph of the two-story depot at Owasco Lake, New York, located a few miles south of Auburn, where Harriet lived. When in 1900 she went to visit Sarah Bradford and provide her with additional stories, Harriet may have taken the Lehigh Valley Railroad train to this depot before boarding the steamboat across Owasco.






A Town of Auburn, New York. Harriet lived just south of the city limits in Fleming (see detailed map, Chapter 13), from 1859 until her death there, in 1913.

B Owasco Lake, one of the threadlike Finger Lakes, where in 1900 Harriet met with Sarah Bradford and her brother, Samuel Hopkins, to discuss a new edition of her biography.

C Rochester, New York, home of Frederick Douglass during Harriet’s Underground Railroad years.

D Niagara Falls, Niagara River, Harriet’s escape route into Canada.
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The boat docks.

Hopkins and his sister have finished their lunch, but they are waiting. In her remembrance of the day, Bradford has her brother ordering a table set for Harriet when she arrives, then—the two women sitting together—waiting on her himself.

“As if,” she writes, “it were a pleasure and an honor to serve her.”

Hopkins brings cups of tea and some food. And the three friends sit together on what Bradford calls a broad, shaded piazza, overlooking the lake. An enchanting scene.

We may well sniff at the presumptive snobbery of Bradford’s “as if.” turning the pleasure and the honor into a virtue on her brother’s part. Without question, the woman who sometimes called herself Cousin Ciceley could be precious. And while steadfast in her devotion to Tubman, the biographer was not immune to the casually accepted racial stereotyping of her time, a practice common even among abolitionists. Beyond that, in any case, “ordered a table set” misrepresents the truth and “piazza” turns out to be wishful thinking.

In fact, Hopkins’s summerhouse is purposefully rustic, a retreat from worldliness and privilege that the minister happily imposes not only on himself but his grandchildren, one of whom—Samuel Hopkins Adams—hated the summerhouse. Young Adams considered the month he spent there every year a kind of sentence, especially since he so enjoyed staying in his grandfather’s grander digs in Auburn, where there were servants, soft beds, and good china. For the grandchildren, the Owasco house meant only tin dishes to wash, grimy kerosene torches to fill, potatoes to peel, garbage to bury. A Spartan regime, inflicted by a learned Presbyterian given to preaching in a swallowtail coat.

Piazza or porch—let us not be too harsh on Sarah Bradford. She has been to Europe and is by birth and upbringing of a class-conscious nature, and so when she describes this scene in 1900, she upgrades.

Maintaining her usual demeanor, Harriet eats her lunch and drinks her tea.

She likes chicken. Maybe Hopkins serves her some.

Eating, she remains quietly impervious to and apart from the attitudes and wishes of her hosts. Her dignity, the ability to maintain a steady indifference to circumstance, helped keep her safe on the road to the North, and after. Had she entertained visions of the tracking dogs, the men on horseback carrying guns, had she responded to the certainty of their presence or imagined what would happen if they caught her, she might never have made it safely out. Or gone back.

Because of their history, the Finger Lakes are spectacularly set but high in humidity. Summer afternoons tend to be close in the countryside between the lakes, so shade would be welcome. Sitting there while their guest takes her lunch, brother and sister watch the little summer steamboat move back and forth across the lake, zigzagging south and then putt-putting back up.

When Harriet pushes her plate away, the three of them sit a bit longer, enjoying the view, perhaps watching the setting sun darken the lake, watching for the boat that will take her back home.

And then she gets to what she has come for.

I often think… she says to Bradford, of things I wish I had told you before you wrote the book…. Things that happened all those years ago, like the incident she just remembered on the boat on the way over, after all these years, something that happened, she says, when she was very little.

Clearly, Harriet has come to Lake Owasco to pass this story on, hoping to get it into print in the new edition of the biography. Perhaps also—when it came to money, she had to be crafty, diligent, and mindful of keeping her wits about her—she is thinking that new information will create more sales. As she begins—When I was only seven years old I was sent away to take care of a baby—Bradford and Hopkins pay close attention, keeping in mind the importance of imprinting the scene in their minds in order to recall it someday, whether for the page (for us, with our computers, all these years later) or parlor conversations.

Since one of Bradford’s stated goals for the new book is to put up what she calls a fitting monument to Harriet’s memory and to keep it green, she is particularly anxious to hear of the incident.

The past is alive in the present, of course, and it sits at table with brother, sister, and their guest. As Harriet revisits the earlier time, a thousand thoughts and pictures must fly through the minds of the listeners—memories, descriptions, previously known details—and they fill in blank spots as she goes, just as the words to a song dwell beneath the strains of a tune played instrumentally and emerge unbidden in the listener’s ear.

And so, for the moment, we depart the scene on the Owasco porch and fly back to earlier times with Harriet, to revisit and fill in the blanks of the past that lives there with them all, in order to envision the moment and especially to see, reimagine, and try to know her.



Scene 2.

Dorchester: Birth

I do not remember to have ever met a slave who could tell of his birthday. They seldom come nearer to it than planting-time, harvest-time, cherry-time, spring-time or fall-time.

—FREDERICK DOUGLASS, NARRATIVE OF THE LIFE OF FREDERICK DOUGLASS, AN AMERICAN SLAVE, 1845

I was born in Cambridge, Dorchester County, Md.

—AFFIDAVIT, HARRIET TUBMAN, NOVEMBER, 1894

I was born and reared in Dorchester County, Md. My maiden name was Araminta Ross.

—AFFIDAVIT, HARRIET TUBMAN, 1898

In the Eastern Shore of Maryland Dorchester County is where I was born.

—HARRIET TUBMAN TO EMMA TELFORD, 1905

Aunt Harriet was born in Bucktown Dorchester County…the property of Edward Brodas…

—HARKLESS BOWLEY, GREAT-NEPHEW OF HARRIET TUBMAN, TO EARL CONRAD, 1939

She was born Araminta Ross—called “Minty”—not Harriet. But when exactly? What year and in which season? And where? Dorchester County, Maryland, but which town and on whose property? At her birth and even before, while still in her mother’s womb, Araminta was considered property pure and simple, a taxable asset belonging to a young man named Edward Brodess—sometimes spelled Brodas, Brawdis, or Broadas—who also owned her mother, Harriet Green. But in the year of Araminta Ross’s birth, Edward had not yet come of age, and so another master controlled the life of her family at that point: a man named Anthony Thompson, who owned Minty’s father, Ben Ross.
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The first letter written by Harriet’s nephew, Harkless Bowley, to biographer Earl Conrad, in 1939. (Transcription of letter appears at bottom of page.)






(Transcription)

         

519 N Carrollion [sic] Ave

Baltimore Md.

         

Aug 8—1939

         

Mr. M. Earl Conrad

Dear Sir My Dear Sir

My son received your letter of the 3rd mst [???] and turned it over to me to answer. My son is sick and goes to the hospital today for 10 or 12 days I will try to give you all the information concerning my great aunt, Harriet Tubman, that I can. Aunt Harriet was born in Bucktown Dorchester County about the year of 1812 the property of Edward Brodas who owned so many slaves he hired those he did not need to other farmers. Aunt Harriet was hired out at the age of 9 years to a woman as a nurse in connection with this to do general house work after working all day was required to at tend the baby at night this woman was a particular cruel woman. Whipped as often as 5 or 6 times a day when She was nearly starved to death an unable to perform the heavy task She was sent Home to Her master. When She had recovered She was hired to a man who was even more cruel to her requiring Her to do the work of an able bodied man Hauling wood splitting nails and other kinds of laborious work….

         

[Note: Punctuation added by author.]






Establishing this essential data turns out to be an especially thorny endeavor, largely due to the stubbornly held notion mentioned above: that, from the moment a newborn slave baby sucked air into her lungs, she was property, liable to sale, trade, or bequeathing. Thus, as far as most white people were concerned—and they, after all, were the ones who read, wrote, governed, bought, sold, and decided—there was no reason to keep personal records distinguishing one enslaved child from another, since in every measurable way but for their marketplace value, all slaves old or young were the same.

We must, then, depend on meager statistics and the word of existing accounts, many of them court documents recording the testimony of old and middle-aged white men who, in the interest of their own pocketbooks, had come to court to recount memories of an earlier time and give information about who was born when and who was whose great-grandfather and what the estimated selling price of a certain human being was in the marketplace assessment of the day. The data comes scattered and for the most part will not stand on its own, but must be applied, interpreted, and merged across the years.
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A Home of Edward Brodess.

B Home of Atthow Pattison.

C Bucktown store, where young Harriet received the blow that changed her life.

D Anthony Thompson place, where Rit Green met Ben Ross, and where Harriet was born.
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E Harrisville Road, in the vicinity of which Ben Ross was given use of a cabin, and home of Harriet’s first husband, John Tubman.

F The town of Cambridge, on the Choptank River, down which John Bowley—the husband of Harriet’s niece Kessiah—rowed his family to freedom, the town also where Harriet’s brother Benjamin was held in jail as collateral for his owner’s debts.

G Trappe, where Mary Manokey Ross gave birth to her third child, Harriet, on Christmas Eve, 1854, the night the newborn’s father, Robert Ross, escaped from bondage with his brothers.

H East New Market, home of Reverend Samuel Green, who sheltered the Dover Eight during their run for freedom in 1857 and who was subsequently arrested for owning a copy of Uncle Tom’s Cabin.

I Poplar Neck, Caroline County, where Ben Ross lived with his wife and some of their children and grandchildren on acreage owned by Anthony C. Thompson. Harriet left for the North from here in 1849 and slept overnight in her parents’ corn crib with her brothers on their way out of bondage in 1854. It was from here that she also set out for the North with her parents in 1857.







The surprise is that—considering the fact that, as the great abolitionist writer, orator, and escaped slave Frederick Douglass put it, he never knew a slave who knew his birth date, it being “the wish of most masters to keep their slaves thus ignorant”—any information exists at all. But thanks in part to several prolonged family squabbles, there are snippets from here, bits from there, last wills, those court testimonies and newspaper advertisements, an ad for a runaway slave.

The information has come to us over many years’ time, most of it in a sideways manner—some of it having only just arrived by way of one woman’s nervy search for artifacts in a neighbor’s Dumpster—and despite numerous obstacles: conflicting opinions, a great fire, the passage of time. Names are spelled one way and then another; enslaved children are either forgotten or confused one with the other in terms of age, gender, birth order. But while resistant to chronology and often difficult to unravel, especially into a linear telling, the scraps, if carefully studied, eventually adhere well enough that we can piece together some pretty well-founded, if somewhat bold, assertions, a birthplace and date among them.

The season is winter, late February or early March; the year, 1822; the place, not Bucktown, Maryland, where Harriet grew up and where her great-nephew Harkless Bowley says she was born, but an area west of there, the Parsons Creek district of Dorchester County, south of Cambridge and the Little Choptank River, south of Tobacco Stick and Woolford, south down what we now call the Harrisville Road, which at this time is still known as Thompson’s Road. Harrisville, the area is also called, or Peters Neck, in which is located the plantation of the landowner and slaveholder Anthony Thompson.

There. Her family—mother, father, sisters, one brother—live there. Harriet—Araminta, Minty—is not yet born.


[image: image]         In 1822, Anthony Thompson is sixty years old: not young as age goes at this time and under these circumstances, but he’s an exceptionally robust and forceful man, who will live for another fourteen years. His family has been in Dorchester County since the mid-1600s, when, in the first days of the tobacco boom, single men in their twenties fled their lives in England and Scotland and came to settle on the eastern banks of the great Chesapeake Bay. There, they applied for acreage granted by what Maryland law called “headright count”—fifty acres for every relative or servant—often bringing indentured servants with them.

Of Maryland’s Eastern Shore counties, Dorchester’s a kind of lost and anomalous one, settled between the richer counties to the north—Talbot, Queen Anne, Kent—and the pretty much pure swamps of Worcester and Somerset. Bounded on the south and southeast by the Nanticoke River, on the north by the Choptank, and on the west by the bay, Dorchester is webbed with waterways, seventeen of them navigable, including the Transquaking River, the Chicamacomico River, the Big and Little Blackwater rivers, and Marshy Hope Creek. The rivers and creeks yield advantage to those who have emigrated there, hoping to repair their families’ fortunes by transporting crops and timber to the Chesapeake and eventually the Atlantic. Water, however, makes for the county’s curse as well as its blessing, and much of its southernmost sections remain uncultivated at this time, due to the rank impossibility of settling well or prosperously in swampland and marsh.

Cambridge, the Dorchester county seat and major port city, sits on the southern bank of the Choptank, in the high part of the county jutting into the Chesapeake. Anthony Thompson lives in the lower countryside, southwest of Cambridge, on the margins of, but well above, the marshes. So do the other white property owners and slaveholders of Harriet’s early life.

         

Anthony Thompson owns Harriet Tubman’s father, Ben Ross. At this time and for a little while longer, Harriet’s mother lives on the Thompson place as well, but she does not belong to him, being the property of another man.

Language changes with perspective and in time. We pay attention, and make apologies when necessary. Own is a painful word to use, and it is good to repeat it—and other slaveholder’s terms, such as owner, master, mistress—in order to understand exactly what kind of world this family and others like it inhabited. Such language makes an awful sound in our modern ears, as it should. But because it correctly characterizes the legal condition of slaves and the general oppression and categorizing that accompanied their every breath, we will use it, maintaining our own perspective as we go, understanding that these terms are not only shameful but, in the larger sense, inaccurate.

Thompson has done well. Having inherited a sizable chunk of land, he has shifted his feet to keep tune to the changing dances of the marketplace and by now has moved from the growing of tobacco and grains into the timber business, which—now that the more prosperous and fertile Talbot County has been timbered over—has become, along with shipping, Dorchester’s most viable industry. The road Anthony Thompson built in 1816 (running from the Baptist Meeting House in Loomtown south to the Indian Landing, just beyond his home) gives him even easier access to several of those waterways—the Blackwater and Choptank rivers, Tobacco Stick Bay, and eventually the Chesapeake.

Prosperous, respected by the white community, Thompson is considered by his slaves to be relatively decent, a steady man to work for. Not that he hasn’t had his difficulties. In 1817, he was imprisoned for debt, perhaps from overextending himself when he built that road. But times are hard all over the Eastern Shore. A war has recently come and gone, markets fluctuate, the land grows weary from overuse; in time, even a respected landowner makes a misstep and lands in jail for a few days.

But Thompson has kept his balance. By now, his landholdings are large, and his sons have been educated; the census of 1820 gives him thirty-nine slaves, many more than the average Dorchester plantation owner possesses and up by more than double from his holdings of ten years before, when the count was fifteen.

         

Ben Ross has been the property of Anthony Thompson for many years, perhaps his whole life. His wife, however—Harriet “Rit” or “Rittia” Green—belongs to Thompson’s young stepson and ward, twenty-year-old Edward Brodess.

The word wife is not casually applied here. That slaves were not allowed legally to marry is of no concern to this story, or to the lives of the many enslaved people we will chronicle and follow. Even in the early 1800s, when Ben and Rit first met, marriages between couples held in bondage were recognized as such, not only within the slave community but among many slaveholders. In Anthony Thompson’s 1839 inventory—called “Negroes of Anthony Thompson”—he will record the marital status of each slave, listing Ben Ross’s name first, with the notation, “wife and children belonging to Edward Brodess.”

In 1822, Ben and Rit have known each other for nineteen years, since 1803, when the widowed Anthony Thompson married the widowed Mary Pattison Brodess and the two merged their separate households. After her marriage, Mary moved into the Thompson place with her only child, Edward, who was almost two years old, and her five slaves, one of whom was her personal attendant, Rit Green.

Within a few years, Rit Green and Ben Ross had entered a marital union that will last the rest of their lives, and by 1808 they had begun having children. By this time, 1822, they have four—three daughters (Linah, fourteen; Mariah Ritty, eleven; Soph, nine) and one son (Robert, six)—with another on the way. Since under Maryland law, ownership of the mother determines the status of the children, all of their offspring, including the one in Rit’s womb, are also considered the property of young Edward Brodess.

         

Early winter, 1822. Edward Brodess is still a minor. In a matter of months, however—June 14 of this year—he will reach the age of maturity, at which time he will claim his inheritance, including his slaves…and after which time, Rit and her children will live and work wherever young Edward tells them to and at his prerogative.

         

Straight chronology is comforting. It would be nice simply to jump into the year when Harriet Tubman’s parents met and move forward to her birth. But once again, the terms of slavery remind us that an enslaved family had no legal rights, not being considered citizens, or even as people. And so to discover anything at all about them, we have to examine the archives and the wills, the accounts and testimonies of the white people who considered them property.

To find out how the mother of Araminta Ross—and Minty herself—came to be the property of Edward Brodess, we turn to a section of the will of Edward’s great-grandfather Atthow Pattison, written in January 1791 and probated February 1, 1797:


Item. I give and bequeath unto my granddaughter Mary Pattison one Negro girl called Rittia and her increase until she and they arrive to forty-five years of age.


And this:


Item. I give and bequeath unto my daughter Elizabeth Pattison one Negro woman named Bess until she arrives to the age of forty-five years of age to be her housemaid and her children until they arrive to the same age, also one Negro woman named Suke until she and they arrive to forty-five years of age.


Also, to his grandson Samuel Keene and his heirs:


…one Negro woman called Minty and her increase until she and they arrive to forty-five years of age, using them kindly, also my desk, also a gun…


We should note as we go the words “Negro woman” in two of the items and “Negro girl” in the other; the phrase “and her increase” and, even more especially, the crucial “until she and they arrive to forty-five years of age.”

In 1791, when Atthow Pattison wrote his will, his family had lived and owned property in Dorchester County for over a hundred years. The Pattison land—more than four hundred acres—is located near Anthony Thompson’s place, about eight miles east of there and west of the Transquaking River at the confluence of the Little Blackwater with the Big. In the two generations following patriarch Thomas Pattison’s time, the family has increased and held on to its inheritance, in some measure by adhering to the patriarch’s policy of keeping property within what Atthow calls the “line and blood” of his family, by encouraging offspring to marry their cousins.

By 1791, Atthow Pattison’s daughter Mary is dead. His surviving daughter, Elizabeth, has hewn close to family tradition by marrying her first cousin, William Pattison, thereby assuring that the Pattison name will live beyond Atthow’s death. Her husband, William, however, has died, leaving Elizabeth to cope with the rearing of five children: two sons—Gourney Crow and William—and three daughters—Elizabeth, Acsah, and Mary.

We must remember these names, these people, these owners of slaves bequeathed to them by Atthow Pattison. They are the decision makers, who will determine how the lives of Rit Green and her children, including the one born Araminta Ross, later to become Harriet Tubman, will go, and where they will live and work, according to whose directives. And we should remember especially the name of Atthow’s beloved granddaughter Mary, on whom ownership of the slave girl Rittia has been bestowed, along with her increase…until, that is, “she and they arrive to forty-five years of age.” Important, that until. But vague when left without subsequent clarification: until forty-five years of age and then what?

         

Atthow doesn’t own many slaves: five in 1776, seven in 1790, and his will mentions only five, all of them female, all to be held in bondage until they are forty-five. To prevent owners from setting aged and ill people free to wander helplessly about the state, panhandling and seeking shelter, the laws of Maryland have set fifty as the maximum age for the freeing of slaves. Atthow, however, has instructed his descendants to manumit his slaves five years earlier than that.
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Atthow Pattison’s will, in which he emphasizes the need for descendants to marry “within the lines and blood” of his family and bequeaths to his children and grandchildren such “possessions” as land, heifers, a writing desk, a still…and several enslaved people, among them Harriet’s mother, the “Negro girl called Rittia.”


Although her exact birth date has not been established, the “Negro girl called Rittia” is probably slightly younger than her mistress. In 1791, when the will is written, she may be six years old and Mary Pattison seven. Clearly, the slave child is meant to be a companion to her mistress.

Young Mary’s mother, Elizabeth, enjoys the services of a personal servant of her own, a woman who will be called Modesty by all who remember her, even though she is not mentioned by that name in Atthow’s will. Some will even call up Modesty’s last name, which, while the derivation of it is unknown, is Green. As for why Modesty Green is not mentioned in Atthow’s will, she may already belong to Elizabeth—given to her perhaps by her own mother—or perhaps Atthow knows her as either Bess or Suke. Much is unknown about Modesty Green; in fact, almost everything, including where she was born—presumably West Africa, but which part and what tribe?—and when she came to Maryland.

The one fact to hold on to is that Modesty Green is the mother of Harriet (called Rit or Rittia) Green and the grandmother of Harriet Tubman.

         

When in 1797, Atthow dies, Rittia becomes Mary’s property. The girls—one enslaved and one free—are in their early teens, still living in the same household under the comforting presence and guidance of their mothers.

They grow up together, certainly not playmates, but girls together nonetheless, watching each other move past puberty into physical maturity. Rit learns domestic skills—to cook and clean, sew, mend, patch, iron, to tend to her mistress’s hair and toilet. It is unlikely that Mary Pattison was sent to school, but she certainly would have learned to read and write, skills that separated her from her playmate inextricably.

And so, in the marshy district of southern Dorchester, the young Rit Green becomes a domestic servant, who by the time she is well into her teenage years, has become exquisitely trained in skills far more important than stitching and stirring. Living intimately with a white family for that many years, she has picked up on their ways and has learned how to know what they mean when they speak, the nuances that go beyond language: the tone and rhythms they use, the looks they cast, their gestures and facial expressions, the secrets they think they are keeping, which to their servants seem as obvious as breakfast mash.

These skills she will pass on to her children, especially her daughters.

         

In March of 1800, Mary Pattison marries a young man named Joseph Brodess, whose family has not prospered. Joseph’s legacy is one of scrambling for respect and money and of skirmishes with the law, including a charge of child abuse against an uncle. While he and his siblings have inherited some four hundred acres of land several miles east and somewhat north of the Pattisons’, in an area named Bucktown, Joseph himself did not receive the homestead, and his parcel of two hundred or so acres has not been improved. In the year of his marriage, his older brother Edward has begun selling off the family property (the dwelling house, two slaves, five horses, seventeen sheep, twenty-three hogs, a mahogany table, as well as all of the wheat seeded and growing on his land) and is planning to move west to Mississippi, where opportunity seems brighter and new starts both possible and perhaps—as rumor has it—easier.

Joseph Brodess, however, has decided to stick it out in Dorchester, perhaps because of the greater prosperity of his bride’s family, and maybe because Mary refuses to go.

At sixteen, Mary Pattison enters her marriage accompanied by Rit Green, who is not only her companion but also a connection to her previous life. In addition to his two hundred acres, Joseph Brodess adds four male slaves to their combined holdings: Shadrach, Sam, Frederick, and one other man, whose name has not been recorded. Because there is no house on his property, and since Mary’s widowed mother is struggling to take care of a household of fifteen, perhaps the newlyweds live with her so that Joseph can help out. In which case, the four women would remain in the same household: the mothers, Elizabeth and Modesty, as well as their daughters, Mary and Rit.

We should take note of some names at this point—the slave named Minty, whom Atthow bequeathed to Samuel Keene (asking specifically that he treat her and her increase kindly); a teenage slave girl named Modesty, sold to a trader by Gourney Crow Pattison—and the frequent repetition of the names Harriet and Minty. There is no proof, but surely these women are kin and connected—if not blood relatives, then family, one way or another. For enslaved people, family counted more than anything else except religion. Church and family ties provided hope, grounding, a life beyond dailiness.

Within six months or so, Mary Pattison Brodess is pregnant, and in June 1801, she prepares to give birth. A midwife would have been called. A seventeen-year-old girl might well have suffered a difficult, possibly lengthy labor. The three other women help out, especially her personal servant and companion, Rit, who attends to her mistress and gives her comfort.

On June 14, Mary gives birth to her only child, a son she and her husband name Edward, for his grandfather on his paternal side. Thus does Rit observe the birth of her future owner as he squalls his way into the plantation world of the Eastern Shore.

Edward Brodess. Only child. His father dies the next year, leaving his property—including land and slaves—in trust to his baby son, who will be christened in the Episcopal parish church the following June and, within a few years, will be the last Brodess remaining in Dorchester County.

On March 19, 1803, a little more than a year after Joseph’s death, Mary Pattison Brodess—who owns property but no home—makes a practical move. She marries the forty-one-year-old landowner Anthony Thompson, who has sons not much younger than she. With young Edward and her five slaves, she moves to the Thompson place.

Thus does the approximately eighteen-year-old slave girl Rit move with her mistress to the farm where her future husband, Benjamin Ross, lives and works.

And there, in a way, the story of Harriet Tubman begins.

         

For a while, Rit is separated from her mother, and Mary from hers. But the four women are soon reunited when Elizabeth’s health begins to fail and she and Modesty move to the Thompson place so that Elizabeth’s daughter, and Modesty’s, can help watch over her during her last days.

After Elizabeth Pattison’s death, except for a brief appearance in a lawsuit, the name of Modesty Green disappears from all known records and family stories. The only mention we so far have of her appears in an 1852 lawsuit in which Gourney C. Pattison, the grandson of Atthow, files a claim against his cousin Mary over ownership of Rittia Green and her children. In sworn testimony during the course of this nasty, protracted business, one of Anthony Thompson’s sons, Anthony C., will swear that he knew Rit’s mother, Modesty. In court, he calls her by name. Anthony C. Thompson was only a boy at the time, but he remembers that his step-grandmother, Elizabeth Pattison, came to live for a short time in his father’s home, bringing Modesty with her, and that she died soon after.

After that, there is nothing. Anthony C. Thompson doesn’t say where Modesty went next, how long she lived, where she came from originally—nothing.

Presumably, almost certainly, Rit talked of her mother to her husband and her children. But no one remembered to keep the story alive through its retelling, and no one seems to have written it down.

         

In 1808, Ben and Rit’s first child is born into the slave community at Thompson’s place, a daughter they name Linah. Since Anthony Thompson is known to hire a midwife to service enslaved women, perhaps Rit’s labor is attended by a black woman who lives close by. In years to come, Linah will be described as of a weakly constitution, and perhaps she begins her life that way.

And so for maybe five years or so the two young women who grew into puberty together on the Pattison plantation watch as one generation gives over to the next in both of their families. But by the time Linah is two years old and her owner, Edward, nine, Mary Pattison Brodess has died. There is no record of what killed her or even exactly when her death occurred. She is not mentioned again, except in relation to her property rights. Mary’s seems a sad life somehow, even given that we know so little about it. Perhaps especially since we know so little, for we are left to wonder why her death—twenty-six years prior to her husband’s, even though he was more than twenty years older—has not been recorded, or if it was, then where?
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Testimony of Anthony C. Thompson, who at age sixty remembers when Harriet’s mother, Rit, came to live in his father’s home with Mary Pattison Brodess and her son, Edward. After recalling the names and ages of the children of Rit Green and Ben Ross, he also estimates their value in the slave marketplace. (Transcription of testimony appears at bottom of page.)






(Transcription)

         

…afterwards married Joseph Brodess the father of Edward Brodess, and the said Joseph having died leaving her a widow she afterwards married Anthony Thompson the father of the deponent. Upon the death of Joseph Brodess, in the division of Negroes belonging to the estate, Rit and Linah, her daughter, were allotted to Edward Brodess. The said Joseph Brodess having left his widow and the said Edward Brodess, his only child, his only heir and legal representatives, witness has always understood that said Rit was the mother of Linah, Soph, Robert, Ben, Harry, Minty and Mose…Linah I think if living must be 45, Linah and Soph are sold out of the state and I understand by Edward Brodess. Mose and Minty since the death of Edward Brodess have run away from the possession of his widow, Robert, Harry, and Ben are still living and always claimed by Edward Brodess and in his possession or hired out by him, and since his death hired out by his widow. Witness had in his possession at one time three of them, two boys and a girl, for which he paid $120 a year, he has now Robert in his possession for which he payd [sic] $53 per year. All of the said children were born while their mother, Rit, was under 45 years of age, except Moses, the youngest, he may have been born after his mother was 45 years but witness cannot say. Witness has always understood that the said Mary Pattison claimed the said girl Rit as coming from the Pattison estate, the other Negroes which she had, she got from Brodess, as far as he knows, Rit was the only female servant that Mary Pattison had when his father married her. The Negroes belonging to Brodess estate and…






She leaves her only child in the care of her husband, Anthony Thompson, under whose legal guardianship the boy will remain until he reaches the age of maturity at twenty-one. At which point, he will also come into full possession of the land and slaves left to him in trust by his father.

Edward grows up alone, the only white child in the house. Perhaps spoiled, perhaps miserable, missing his mother, living with an old man for a father, his stepbrothers—who are smarter and more ambitious—off at school a great deal of the time. Loneliness can make a child cranky, arrogant, perhaps even a brat.

Rit keeps her eye on the boy owner.

         

In 1822, Ben and Rit have been a steady presence in the large Thompson slave community for nineteen years. During that time, they have certainly formed close bonds with other members of that community, creating a kind of extended family there. And they have earned some status. Though illiterate, Ben Ross has become Anthony Thompson’s chief timber inspector, respected for his skills. As a domestic servant, Rit garners privileges not given to field-workers. Under these circumstances, and given Thompson’s disinclination to sell his slaves, as long as Rit and Ben remain on his place, they can hope for some measure of stability.

But in June of this year, when Edward Brodess turns twenty-one, there is no knowing what he or the times will be like or what changes he will make.

We were always uneasy, Harriet will tell a man who, in 1855, has come to Canada to talk to her and other refugees from slavery. Every time I saw a white man I was afraid of being carried away.

Unease dogs the footsteps of Rit and Benjamin Ross, jags into their sleep. More than anything else, they, and all others living as they do, are haunted by a vision of the auction block. This often was not a formal wooden platform as we might imagine, but, more specifically, an event, one that took place in a central location, close to hotels where slave traders stayed—in this case, the steps of the Dorchester County courthouse in downtown Cambridge. The seat, as white citizens would have it, of justice.

By limiting their time of bondage, Atthow Pattison had decreed that Rit and her children be considered term slaves, not slaves for life—a crucial distinction. By Maryland law, term slaves could not be sold beyond state lines. When their time of bondage expired, they were to be set free. But there is no real assurance that anyone will abide by that law, and no way for Rit to prove her status, since she can’t read or write and the white women who valued her most, Elizabeth and Mary, are dead.

There is the added complication that Atthow Pattison did not specifically say what should happen to Rit and her increase once they reached the age of forty-five—his use of the conjunction until leaving unfortunate room for interpretation and, in the future, disgraceful courtroom maneuvers.

         

By June of 1820, when Edward was about to turn nineteen, the fifty-eight-year-old Thompson began to make plans for his ward’s adult years, in all likelihood looking forward to the time when the young man would move out. As Edward’s legal guardian, Anthony Thompson’s mandate was to use his stepson’s estate solely for the maintenance and education of his ward, and to secure and preserve his assets for his use when he reached the age of maturity. In no way was he to reduce the net value of his ward’s inheritance.

Regarding Edward Brodess’s finances, the Orphans Court would remind Thompson of the law: “The interest or income of a minor’s estate is the fund out of which he is to be maintained and educated, and under no circumstances [can] be exceeded….” Further, the guardian, whose province it was to “take care of the person of his ward,” should keep together and preserve his property of every kind and description. “Repairs necessary for those ends, within the compass of the ward’s income, ought to be attended to, but schemes of improvement under no circumstances ought to be engaged in….”

In 1820, Anthony applied for and received permission from the Dorchester Orphans Court to use his ward’s money to build a house for him on his land, a modest one-story structure—thirty-two by twenty feet, with plank floors and a brick chimney—as well as a barn. To ensure that the house was properly constructed, the process was to be overseen and supervised by Edward’s uncle, Gourney Crow Pattison, the work and materials to be examined by inspectors who would then report back to the court. In the end, the cost of building the house and barn came to some thirteen hundred dollars, a greater amount than the value of Edward’s estate, which the supervisors and the court presumably believed would be regained by rentals and future sales. In the meantime, Anthony Thompson rented out his ward’s new house and credited the rent to Brodess’s account.

As the date of Edward’s twenty-first birthday draws near, the Ross family grows uneasier still. Rit and Ben certainly know of the new house. Ben may even have participated in its construction. Although the written plans make no mention of slave quarters, the building of the house increases the possibility that Edward will soon move Rit and her children there, some ten miles from Ben, east across Church Creek and over the Little Blackwater River, to Bucktown, a harsh move, away from the community she knows and deeper into the marsh, where the land is unimproved, the work harder, the master young, undisciplined, and unpredictable.

By the winter of 1822, to which date we now return, Rit and Ben have been married for at least fifteen years. Their four children range in age from fourteen (Linah) to six (Robert).

         

Rit is about thirty-seven years old, and by January, she is heavy with the new baby, due to deliver in late February or early March, still deep winter, the ground yet unyielding, the air icy even when temperatures come up a bit. There are no pictures of Rit, but it is hard not to imagine her small and sturdy, like her daughter, pregnancy causing her to ache and cramp as the baby fills up her midsection, pushing against her ribs and pelvis.

In April, Anthony Thompson will turn sixty. One of his sons, Anthony C., a medical doctor, lives in Talbot County on rich and valuable property inherited by his wife. Another son, Absalom, is attending college, and he will also be awarded a medical degree. Anthony C. is, in addition, a sometime Methodist minister. And so the father must feel that he has done well by his own sons, and while his life and theirs has certainly rolled into debt and trouble with the times, and will continue to do so, he has fared better than many, perhaps even than most.

But what a bother his second marriage has turned out to be, and who’d have thought his bride, so much younger, would die first, leaving him to track down and see to her scampish and ungrateful son!

For Thompson, his stepson is a constant worry, traveling nobody knows exactly where, perhaps visiting Brodess relatives in Mississippi, or—based on 1820 U.S. census figures—living for a time with his stepbrother Anthony C. Although there is no record or indication of an inclination toward higher education, he might be off at school or—a more likely possibility, considering the fancy silk duds and yards of red ribbon charged by his stepfather to his account—off in some city, having a good time.

To abide by the laws of his guardianship, Anthony Thompson is keeping an account book in which tallies up debits and credits as they are charged to his stepson. Every time Edward buys a length of ribbon or a pair of boots on credit at a local store, that amount is recorded on the red side of the ledger. And when Thompson employs slaves who belong to his stepson, he gives Edward credit for the hire and the work those slaves do for him.

         

In 1821, and again in 1822, Thompson hires Rit. In his ledger, he credits Edward’s account for her services, which he has set at sixteen dollars a year.

He also hires her firstborn, Linah at twelve dollars a year, and four unnamed male slaves, presumably the men Joseph Brodess brought into his marriage to Mary Pattison. On the debit side, Thompson charges Edward two dollars a month “board and clothing for two Negro children” for eleven months. These children are certainly Soph, nine years old, and Robert, six. Ben and Rit’s second daughter, Mariah Ritty, who is now eleven, is not mentioned, and since she is old enough to handle heavier work, she may be otherwise hired out in the area, even though she, too, is said to be somewhat fragile.

Financially strapped, the planters of the Eastern Shore consider hiring out slaves an economic necessity if they are to hold on to their land and keep their own families properly housed, fed, clothed, and educated. Since slaves are their biggest asset, farmers rent out their services to neighbors and friends, using them, as one slaveholder will attest, to “make a little money until [they can] turn them into real estate.”

         

The list of Thompson’s charges against Edward Brodess includes the following:
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But Edward Brodess cannot be found and does not respond to the charges.

Reading the list, it is not hard to envision an outraged Anthony Thompson, who clearly believes that his stepson, by whom he feels he has done well, has, in return, bolted from financial responsibility and filial obligation. He has also charged Edward for the cost of building his house, which amount Edward has refused to pay, claiming that the cost of the house exceeds his inheritance. A man of action, the stepfather takes the matter to court, where his account book is presented as evidence.

While the two white men scrap, Ben, Rit, and their children face an unwanted separation.

         

After crediting Edward’s account for sixteen dollars for the hire of Rit in 1821, Thompson has subtracted $5.73 for forty-three lost days in 1822. And on March 15, 1822, he inserts a charge of two dollars in cash paid to a midwife to attend to “negro Rit.” And so it is that we come up with information from which we can make a determination of the approximate birth date of Araminta Ross.


[image: image]

Anthony Thompson’s ledger entry for March 15, 1822, in which he charges his stepson and ward, Edward Brodess, for work on a road, a pair of stockings, and $2 paid to a midwife for Harriet Tubman’s mother, here called “Negro Rit.” This ledger sheet goes a long way in establishing the place and date of Harriet’s birth.


We can merge these two entries easily enough. Rit, it clearly seems, missed forty-three days of work in the winter of 1822 because of her advanced state of pregnancy, which culminated in her giving birth to her fifth child.


[image: image]

Eliza Brodess’s runaway advertisement for Minty (Harriet Tubman) and her brothers Ben and Harry (Henry).


This date jibes with other, later testimonies giving the birth order of Ben and Rit’s children, putting Araminta “Minty” Ross square in the middle of nine siblings, her birth occurring not in Bucktown as has often been claimed, not only by local residents but by Harriet’s great-nephew Harkless Bowley, but in Peters Neck, on the property of the outraged, litigious, aging stepfather, Anthony Thompson.

The date also corresponds exactly with an ad that will run in the October 3, 1849, Cambridge Democrat offering a reward for the capture of “MINTY, aged about 27 years,” and her brothers. Until January 2003, no ad mentioning Harriet Tubman as a runaway had been found. But in that year, a determined Tubman researcher and Bucktown resident, Susan Meredith, began keeping tabs on a house in Cambridge whose owner was stripping his attic of items he considered too old to be of any use or interest. To hold his discards, the man had rented a Dumpster and installed it on the curb in front of his house. Susan Meredith made it her business to conduct regular raids on the Dumpster, among which recovered treasure was the newspaper containing the ad, which was placed less than seven months after Edward Brodess’s death, by his widow, Eliza. The ad also states that two other slaves have run away as well: “Harry, aged about 19 years” and “Ben, aged about 25 years.” These two men can be reliably identified as Harriet’s brothers Henry (called Harry in the ad) and Benjamin.

Harriet Tubman: born February or March, 1822, Dorchester County, Maryland, below Tobacco Stick, in Peters Neck. Escaped from slavery at age twenty-seven, 1849, having left for the North, in all likelihood, from Dr. Anthony Thompson’s plantation in Caroline County, Maryland.

By piecing together these various scraps of information, we establish the birth date of “the Moses of her People.” And then we can circle back to the beginning of our exploration and—while somewhat surprised to find that Anthony Thompson bothered to hire a midwife for the thirty-seven-year-old slave woman, Rit—state with a fair amount of certainty and confidence that in the late winter of 1822 (giving the plantation owner leeway and time to record the charge as a debit to his stepson, Edward Brodess, who, by the way, will never prosper enough to move out of or even enlarge the cracker-box frame house built for him by his stepfather), a pure and wonderful event occurs: Araminta Ross, aka Harriet Tubman, is born.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_031_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_006_r1.jpg
S 5 o
Wi
et






OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_077_r1.jpg
ARANINTA ROSS DAVIS,
BETTER KNOWN AS
HARRIET TUBNAN






OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_025_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_048_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_041_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_064_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_029_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_044_r1.jpg
Al






OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_060_r1.jpg
GENERAL






OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_067_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_074_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_011_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_034_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_015_r1.jpg
& A Ao caffint ot

Siroh g o T e
g % it

e
Het ol
A

P






OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_038_r1.jpg
[ YILL el bt s i i

e o vt Courk o doae s

owa of Caiigs,va NONDAY the 0i oy

S Sopieber et v gt osan, o)
A\ Kby g s

R el el

hen. Aucnses givea

00 s,

et e ot s,

Augest 200k 1840 B






OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_051_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_070_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_019_r1.jpg
b Dncscd finthony Py .
A
ot 5 M,{r ‘

oo
b s
Lkl gl S PR
4 "}{""‘ pe /{“A }} i
Ky A iy sy vy 7
Ry Sy v W
/,,..,me/,,w L
T o e Sl W/ N
ey el 2,

i e et |
e

iyl ‘”;;Z
g’k..m 7
o s il i /j _mm,
(o L Vit s e el A/A(/(






OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_032_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_055_r1.jpg
M oo, Gonastr Bt " Yuits 196N,

s (6 ol

Lo o i e Y T B
AR S i
Yultier. ik dolm Bt
il bt
et midis oy

Hhmenss Lot gy
e £ Al o el B
et T i, K i

Friwphgiey
b srtdey < ov e
:J,;f,/.,» e el bl s el s B

g Ra T8 ey e
mgfvz.ji Pt e

n__/ o /A‘A«MMA‘IM‘U/«N EALL
St e oo
e S
i e
oty

5 ’2;4 g
2Lty ..,
= Muﬁd‘






OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_049_r1.jpg
AN





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_024_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_042_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_045_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_063_r1.jpg
SOUTH CAROLINA
HARBOR






OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_028_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_021_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_066_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
ANCHOR BOOKS
@

eBooks

Harriet Tubman

Beverly Lowry





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_073_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_014_r1.jpg
WESTERN
NEW YORK

Ui yW

rdedina






OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_l01_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_039_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_018_r1.jpg
I’I«?JZ:

TR A






OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_052_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_035_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_056_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_010_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_062_r1.jpg
NORTH CAROLINA






OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_046_r1.jpg
MOSES





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_023_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_008_r1.jpg
ARANINTA






OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_027_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_043_r1.jpg
Sl

N T e i
R I P
D LA
]

S e

K
NSy g
3= eyttt e

puboymly i ek

o 5 e s e ettty ot
aatthant ,4)7.. w5
N gl ade G e

s tngp. et ok

7 oy

§ S g 42

o forin g AT e e

N b o i ) o7 et
T Ty

1%






OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_069_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_020_r1.jpg
Mo 1
tp 24

Mo 15

=

e 10

i cf s 52 Repaiin boes 32
158 e coch sS4, 1y b 2 37
14 ing 122, 77 s 75

Sk 75 pic oo 430

Har 250, dhocs

Dic king2se, o 50

ot 256,72 51, i s 52

52l lnen @ 2e b2 b 8 b 16
Thed 15 sbbon 18 34,1 o 12
ol 51 o L34, 1 167122
[ ——
punlecns 50l

[ TTT——
Iydemeon e 25 ik sp 125

1 Svid nd 1 4K 105, Throd, 4 1
58l 18, o 12

‘making pantaloons 125¢

sion
73
¥
o
373
7
525
35t
25

e

130





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_059_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_076_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_072_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_017_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_036_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_053_r1.jpg
I

e





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_030_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_057_r1.jpg
65

AUBURN
AND FLEMING






OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_001_r1.jpg
HARRIET TUBMAN

BEVERLY LOWRY

@

ANCHOR BOOKS
A Division of Random: House, .
New York






OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_009_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_022_r1.jpg
THREE WUNDRED DOLLARS

REWARD.
RANAAT o o b Moy
AT 1 Ve g amed e

lowa: 1AHET,sged sbost 19 yeurs, bae
G o ene e of s veck o we, ot e
€8l e b o duk chsoat rabont

o 8 or § e hight, BEN,agd sged 3
Baut 5 yeae 5 vory ok t g Whens

et igh.  Oue el dols rem
i b Eiren o e of . sors amed e

Fihen o o e S §30 ki
ke S, Thor mon b g

124 AN BRODFSS,
P Behens sovs, .

e 301515
§-Tie Delamars Grzeto il i
i e e weeks, €T

e cony
o






OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_040_r1.jpg
HARRIET'S
ESCAPE ROUTES

-

o






OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_047_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_065_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_026_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_061_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_068_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_037_r1.jpg
o

SR

A S

|2z e o

.

Tt botongris 7
P

SERRR Y
NV






OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_050_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_075_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_012_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_058_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_071_r1.jpg
The Gold Swindia

Youterdny, Slocam Howiand,
g, of Shorwonds, at whors bouse
ariot Tobmea was  sopping|
made o soroh in o woods. where
b weas robbed by 1
10 found tbo box of gold,

1t w5 common box done up fo
s sac, o was ful of bight, sold
o

T bug was sold o the strangs|
wicgor rom Susth Carclin, sare|
a3 150, by Bidney Mok,

Gold i bolow par 10-day.






OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_016_r1.jpg
DORCHESTER






OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_033_r1.jpg
L Qt cbod. fibi oo frn Y
%Mm,u.%ﬂ( s i 72«/&//»({”&
/ YW ,uwwmx}' 4. ‘

/..x»../ it 1t s 505 g gt
g el g A gind 14y

/u ey et o

x‘é‘“ /. u:g/: Gifil il

o 4’:‘& L it s z}.{/}»{ujvnw;/iy it

ks

A dotg tih ol

g

A g ol ,y
y Au.;/“wff;/ . oy “/:MH
o mmu CPALT (1 02 f fop






OEBPS/images/Lowr_9780307455659_epub_054_r1.jpg





