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JAILBREAK OUT OF HISTORY: HARRIET

Childhood & the Gathering Storm

FOCUS ON AMAZONS. About why we deal with real women
as myths. Girls who never really existed. Yet and again, are all
around us & that we can’t bring ourselves to see. Cause seeing
through white men’s eyes is about non-vision of ourselves. So
let’s deal with a real Amazon.

Think about Harriet Tubman. Take six months. In fact, take
a year & think. Break it on down. What does it mean to be the
most famous New Afrikan woman in u.s. history? What does
it mean to be stuck in that lie? What'’s the meaning of being
famous while being hidden and dis-figured and dissed? Let’s
jailbreak Harriet Tubman out of white his-story and place her
in Amazon and New Afrikan herstory. Her story, her people’s
story.

Harriet Tubman's life is a live weapon placed in our minds,
showing us what it means to be an Amazon. Which is why the
capitalist patriarchy has forbidden us to touch it for so long. In
this, maybe for the first time, we can see Amazons as a fu-
ture force in the clash of peoples & nations. Not as myths,
but as players in the whole difficult course of world politics. We
can also appreciate the bittersweet tang of reality, as the peel-
ing away of layers of propaganda and disfigurement which
have hidden Harriet from us exposes how much we assume
and how little we've known.

New Afrikan women have already pointed out the signifi-
cant pattern of Harriet’s exclusion. Cultural critic bell hooks
said recently: “I mean if we could recover Ida B. Wells and
Harriet Tubman to the extent that we have recovered, say,
Zora Neale Hurston, I think that’s an important contrast be-
cause people want to bury that revolutionary black female
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Herstorian Deborah Gray White connects Harriet’s treat-
ment to a larger pattern in the mainstream history of slav-
ery, in which Black women “were reduced to insignificance
and largely ignored.” In examining the influential historian
Stanley Elkins, she points out:

“That Elkins seemed to omit women altogether was ac-
centuated by his description of slaves whom he identified
as part of an American ‘underground’, those who never
succumbed to Samboism. Among those mentioned were
Gabriel, who led the revolt of 1820, Denmark Vessey, lead-
ing spirit of the 1822 plot at Charleston, and Nat Turner—
an omission, conspicuous by its absence, was Harriet
Tubman ... If Elkins had really been thinking of slaves of
both sexes he would hardly have forgotten this woman,
who became widely known as the Moses of her people.”

Patriarchal capitalisms, which only want Amazons to be ex-
otic myths from forgotten ages, have hidden Harriet Tubman
in her own fame. They both trivialize and exceptionalize her.
These are tools of oppressor culture. The stripped-down and
censored version of her life is told in elementary schools all
over the u.s. empire. So much so that everyone thinks they
know her story already, although they don’t. Harriet Tubman
- was born in slavery in Maryland around 1820. She escaped to
the North when she was 29, but kept returning secretly to the
South again & again to help other slaves escape. For this she
became known as “Moses.” True statements. But by limiting
her it becomes clever propaganda against her. And against
her people.

Where patriarchy has been unable to deny that women do
significant things, it denies the full meaning of what we do
by trivializing them. Mary Daly, feminist philosopher, traces
the enormity of what patriarchy has done to us. In ancient
Greece the goddess Hecate (also known later as Artemis and
Diana) was sometimes known as Trivia (and represented by a

three-faced statue). That was also the name used for the inter-
section of three paths, which in many old cultures were the
sites of mystical power. She writes in Gynecology:

“In light of the cosmic significance of the term trivia as
the crossing of the three roads and of the goddess who
bears this name, contemporary meaning of the term in
English should be examined. The English term, which,
according to Merriam-Webster, is derived from the Latin
trivium (crossroads), is defined as ‘common, ordinary,
commonplace ... of little worth or importance: insignifi-
cant, flimsy, minor, slight.” Of course, according to pa-

triarchal values ich is =]

worth, for in a competitive hierarchical society scarcity
is intrinsic to ‘worth.” Thus gold is more important than
fresh air, and consequently we are forced to live in a
world in which gold is easier to find than pure air.”

So to trivialize Harriet Tubman the capitalist patriarchy pic-
tures her as an idealized woman by their definition, who makes
a life of helping others. Thus her deeds are squeezed into women'’s
assigned maternal role as nurturer, helper, and rescuer of men (who
then go on to do the :mportant things). But Harriet wasn't reppmg
Mother Teresa. 11l._She

: - - freedon A war that
rocked the foundatlons of Amerlkkkan society and that has
never gone away.

Think about what it means to be called “Moses” (which
was the code name other New Afrikans gave her, and which
became Harriet’s famous warrior name in the Anti-Slavery
underground). When we check out the bible, we can see that
Moses was a ruthless visionary, someone who forced the bold-
est changes and risks upon his people so that they could sur-
vive. Who led them out of captivity. To put it simply, Moses was
a leader in a time of war. So, too, was Harriet Tubman.




What trivializing her as a “rescuer” also does is that it takes
her out of her own :

In her own lifetime, white people were referring to her as
“superhuman,” as “a woman who did what no man could do”
(as if this were some exceptional standard). Thus, even then
her white supporters needed to exceptionalize her, as something
unique and singular. This made her less dangerous to them.
Easier to handle. Less awesome. After all, picture a nation of
Harriet Tubmans.

EMLMMWMmﬁhMI OI_Sllllel'_hu__l'!lan
about her.

] gr / And her most strlkmg qualmes were quali-
ties she had in common with many other Afrikan women and
children, who like her came out of a culture of communal re-
sistance and strength. So on -

Five generauonh on Smith’s Plantation, Beaufort, South Carolina, 1862.

To Understand Harriet, We Must First Understand the War
If they think of it at all,

fact such compansons are often made But the Underground
Railroad cannot be understood in civilian terms, because New
Afrikans then were not civilians.

Here again, it’s easy to let ourselves be fooled by the dis-
information of patriarchal capitalist history. It's easy to not
really understand the distinction between civilian and military.

The meaning of these distinctions is important to us, and
yet we never think about it. Harriet wasn’t an Amazon because
she was oppressed, or even because she dissented or rebelled.
You're only military if that’s what you are. Just because you're
oppressed doesn’t mean you're at war. Just because you rebel or
protest that doesn’t make you a soldier. New Afrikans still are
oppressed, but they certainly aren’t at war in 2015. That may
have been true in the 1960s, the mass ghetto uprisings and the
role of the Black Panther Party and the Black Liberation Army,
but it’s not true of the Black Nation today.

rest of the Undergroud Railroad had military goals, had mili-
tary strategy and tactics. It wasn't any accident that Harnet
and many of the other guldes were armed  hey we ed

Remember, most euro-settler men back then in the South
or on the frontier weren't civilians exactly, either, even though
they, too, may not have worn what we recognize as uniforms.
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Most white men there were armed, as a normal matter. Had
to be, when you come to think of it. Most nations of the capi-
talist metropolis have histories of strict personal gun control,
like England and Japan. There, the rullng class was afraid
of class warfare Whlle

In its origins as a white men’s invasion culture, Team USA
itself may have looked civilian to us, but it was really mili-
tary. The masses of armed settler men were their own military.
Banding together in militias or Slave Patrols or Committees
of Correspondence to commit genocide against Indians. And
prison guard their Afrikan and women “property.”

Those ‘were the stakes And the New Afnkan polmcal strug-
gle against this armed oppressor had definite characteristics;
it was not only conspiratorial and communal, embracing all
forms of resistance from illegal education and sly sabotage to
v1olence but nly g :

pohtlcal culture was 1nescapably military in its full dimensions,
just as its situation was military.

Being disarmed is not the same thing as being civilian. A dis-
tinction that patriarchal capitalism loves to mess over in our
minds.

New Afrikan Women's Unique Situation

iptive women, as Deborah Gray White explains in Ar'nt
Ia Woman7 Female Slaves In The Plantation South -

on _ITom 1r

he re. , dren. Even escap-
ing, wh1ch every prisoner naturally dreamt of was something
more difficult for most women, who almost always had chil-
dren to care for.

William Still, Philadelphia “station master” of the
Underground Railroad, said that because of the difficulties of
fleeing with children “females undertook three times the risk
of failure that males are liable to.” Deborah Gray White says
her own studies of plantation-prison runaways in different
areas & times consistently show that women were a minor-
ity. “In North Carolina from 1850 to 1860, only 19 percent of
the runaway ads described women. In 1850, 31.7 percent of
the runaways advertised for in New Orleans newspapers were
women.”

Many of those women who did escape had to leave children
behind. New Afrikan women also resisted violently, as White
points out:

“Some bondswomen were more direct in their resistance.
Some murdered their masters, some were arsonists, and
still others refused to be whipped. Overseers and mas-
ters learned which black women and men they could
whip, and which would not be whipped. Sometimes they
found out the hard way. Equipped with a whip and two
healthy dogs, an Alabama overseer tied a woman named
Crecie to a stump with intentions of beating her.

“To his pain and embarrassment she jerked the stump out
of the ground, grabbed the whip, and sent the overseer
running. Women fought back despite severe consequenc-
es. An Arkansas overseer decided to make an example of




a slave woman named Lucy ‘to show the slaves that he
was impartial.” Lucy, however, was not to be made an ex-
ample of. According to her son, ‘she jumped on him and
like to tore him up.” Word got around that Lucy would
not be beaten. She was sold, but she was never again
whipped.”

Their greatest resistance was not in these 1nd1v1dual acts of an-

“Slave women have often been characterized as self-reliant
and self-sufficient,” Deborah Gray White reminds us. “Yet,
not every Black woman was a Sojourner Truth or a Harriet
Tubman. Strength had to be cultivated. It came no more natu-
rally to them than to anyone, slave or free, male or female,
black or white. If they functioned in groups..."

“Few women who knew the pain of childbirth or who
understood the agony and depression that flowed from
sexual harassment and exploitation survived without
friends, without female company. Few lacked female
companions to share escapades and courtship or older
women to consult about the vicissitudes of life and mar-
riage. Female slaves were sustained by their group activi-
ties. Treated by Southern whites as if they were anything
but self-respecting women, many bonded females could
forge their own independent definition to which they
could relate on the basis of their own notions about
what women should be and how they should act.”

11

And Children, Too

This was the culture that Harriet Tubman was born into. At
age five her childhood as we think of it ended, and she was
rented to a white woman to do full-time domestic labor. The
white woman believed in torturing Afrikans every day, and the
small Harriet was lashed with a leather whip four times across
her face and neck as an introduction before breakfast that first
day. Harriet's first escape attempt (i.e., attempted prison break)
came when she was seven years old. Seen by the latest settler
white woman she had been rented out to, while trying to steal
a piece of sugar forbidden to Afrikan children, Harriet outran
the white woman and her rawhide whip:

“By and by when I was almost tuckered out, I came to a
great big pig-pen. There was an old sow there, and per-
haps eight or ten little pigs. [ was too little to climb into
it, but I tumbled over the high part and fell in on the
ground; | was so beaten out that I could not stir.

“And I stayed from Friday until the next Tuesday, fight-
ing with those little pigs for the potato peelings and the
other scraps that came down in the trough. The old sow
would push me away when I tried to get her children’s
food, and I was awfully afraid of her. By Tuesday [ was so
starved I knew I had to go back to my mistress. I didn’t

have anywhere else to go, even though I knew what was
coming.”

Because attempting to escape was the second-most serious
crime, Harriet was whipped senseless by the white man of the
house. So, Harriet Tubman had become a full-time productive
worker, had become familiar with daily violence and utmost
danger, had committed crimes and stolen from white settlers,
and had tried to escape or prison break. All by age seven. And
this was not exceptional in any way, but common, a story
shared by millions of New Afrikans.
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Harriet’s childhood can’t be understood easily by us.
Certainly not without uprooting the capitalist myth of chil-
dren, which is implanted like a barb in our minds. A smarmy,
romanticized ideology that children are “precious,” “cute,”
naturally “helpless.” Who for their own qoodm
isolated and governed within the nuclear family just like wom-
41, en. Powerlessness and being property is masked by a cloying
s “sentimentality (just as the Southern slavemasters always talk-
 ed on how much they “loved” their supposedly loyal slaves).
lnstinctiveljr, children know this.

If Harriet had died at age seven, when she made her
first prison break and before she had become a leader,
we probably would never have heard about her—but she
would have been none the lesser. As a person who was
self-supporting, who had integrity, courage, and who
fought back against oppressors, Harriet at age seven no
less than at age seventy, was all that people should be.
You @LW& t. If her example makes you or
me remember how often we’ve backed down, how much
we’ve lost, that’s on us.

Harriet Steps Forward

By age fifteen or sixteen, when she had long since become a
field hand, an act of open resistance in support of another New
Afrikan almost led to her death. One Fall at harvest time she
and other captives were working in the fields. One of farmer
Barnett’s laborers spaced and slid off to the village store. The
euro-settler overseer saw this and ran after him. As did Harriet.

[ i “When the man was found, the overseer swore that he

‘ should be whipped, and called on Harriet, among oth-
ers, to tie him. She refused, and as the man ran away, she
placed herself in the door to stop pursuit. The overseer

—2
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caught up a two pound weight from the counter, and
threw it at the fugitive, but it fell short and struck Harriet
a stunning blow on the head.”

In fact, Harriet’s skull had been fractured, and she would bear
a concave depression where her skull-bone had been crushed
in for the rest of her life. Unconscious, she was brought home to
her parents’ shack. In a deep coma at first, Harriet was thought
near death and was bedridden for much of that Fall and early
Winter. Only gradually did she regain some strength, helping
her mother with work for awhile before returning to the pile of
dirty rags on the ground that was her bed. Her injury had also
brought or{ narcolepsfj and Harriet would fall into a deep sleep
at unpredictable times, even when standing up or walking.

Her act of open resistance had placed her, of course, in add-
ed danger. Her owner tried to sell away this rebellious worker
who was also damaged goods. But when he brought prospec-
tive buyers to the shack, Harriet would be lying on the ground
seemingly barely able to stand. And her silence toward the
plantation owner, together with her visible head injury and
narcolepsy, convinced the white settlers that she was now men-
tally defective, too. Actually, she was thinking sharper than
she ever had. Unable to sell her at any price, Harriet’s owner
gave up and she was mostly left alone to recover.

it under life- or-death pressure, it w

-

survival tactics used by captive New I

Remember that
the most macho pro athletes and CCIpIt(]llSth celebrities of to-
day have never ever in their lives functioned under the kind of
pressure that Harriet dealt with calmly every day.

e T T

r was her true coming et. her j e ng the
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rriet’s act in stopping the white overseer from catching

nlght other New Afrlkans had also been there had also been
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ordered by the overseer to restrain their brother. Like Harriet, outmaneuvered and outfought the professional armies of

they too refused. Again, she was not unique, but one of a the Old European Powers, the relevancy of the lesson to

people on the move. Harriet Tubman’s coming of age cannot Amerika was intense. Intense.

really be understood in isolation. B A3
The effect of Haiti’s great victory was felt immedi-

ately. Haitian slaves forcibly evacuated from that island

with their French masters helped spread the word that

Revolution and Independence were possible. The new
Increasing Violence and Will Haitian Republic proudly offered citizenship to any
Indians and Afrikans who wanted 1t and thousands of

We have to step back a moment and take in the whole sweep £ Af k d :
ree Afrikans emlgrate

of the crisis, as the Black Nation, with increasing violence and

4
will, slowly stood up against the limit of its chains. This was gmg Lot
the national crisis that at first deformed the old planter capltgl- Pl V. d:
ism of the George Washingtons and Thomas Jeffersons, And Oﬂ‘gﬂ

then destroyed their whole System into the rubble of war. We

pick up the larger story from the book Settlers*: “The Virginia insurrection led by Gabriel some nine years
later, in which thousands of Afrikans were involved, as
well as that of Nat Turner in 1831, caused discussions
within the Virginia legislature on ending slavery. The
1831 uprising, in which sixty settlers died, so terrified
them that public rallies were held in Western Virginia to
demand an all-white Virginia. Virginia’s Governor Floyd
publicly endorsed the total removal of all Afrikans out of
the state. If such proposals could be entertained in the
heartland of the slave system, we can imagine how pop-
ular that must have been among settlers in the Northern

“The Northern States had slowly begun abolishing slavery
as early as Vermont in 1777, in the hopes that the num- -~ ~
bers of Afrikans could be kept down. It was also widely
believed by settlers that in small numbers the ‘childlike’
ex-slaves could be kept docile and easily ruled. The ex-
plosive growth of the number of Afrikans held prisoner
within the slave system, and the resultant eruptions of
Afrikan struggles in all spheres of life, blew this settler il-
lusion away.

“The Haitian Revolution of 1791 marked a decisive point States.
in the politics of both settler and slave. The news from
Santo Domingo that Afrikan prisoners had risen and
successfully set up a new nation electrified the entire

. Western Hemisphere. When it became undeniably true

’ that Afrikan people’s armies, under the leadership of

a 50-year-old former field hand, had in protracted war

“The probl

Afrikan population of many cities was rising faster than
that of Euro-Amerikans. In 1820 Afrikans comprised

* 1. Sakai, Settlers: Mythology of the White Proletariat from Mayflower to
Modern (Montreal and Oakland: Kersplebedeb and PM Press, 2014).
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at least 25% of the total population of Washington,
Louisville, Baltimore, and St. Louis; at least 50% of the
total population in New Orleans, Richmond, Mobile,
and Savannah. The percentage of whites owning slaves
was higher in the cities than it was in the countryside. In
cities such as Louisville, Charleston, and Richmond,
some 65-75% of all Euro-Amerikan families owned
Afrikan slaves. And the commerce and industry of
these cities brought together and educated masses of
Afrikan colonial proletarians—in the textile mills, mines,
ironworks, docks, railroads, tobacco factories, and so on.

“In such concentrations, Afrikans bent and often broke
the bars surrounding them. Increasingly, more and more
slaves were no longer under tight control. Illegal grog
shops (white-owned, of course) and informal clubs flour-
ished on the back streets. Restrictions on even the daily
movements of many slaves faltered in the urban crowds.

“Contemporary white travelers often wrote of how
alarmed they were when visiting Southern cities at the
large numbers of Afrikans on the streets. One historian
writes of New Orleans: ‘It was not unusual for slaves to
gather on street corners at night ..." Louisville newspaper
editorial complained in 1835 that ‘Negroes scarcely real-
ize the fact that they are slaves ... insolent, intractable ...’

: me incre ‘commc
The Afrikan communities in the cities were also hu-
man forests, partially opaque to the eye of the settler,

in which escapees from the plantations quietly sought
refuge. During one 16 month period in the 1850s

the New Orleans settler police arrested 982 ‘runaway
slaves’—a number equal to approximately 7% of the
city’s slave population. In 1837 the Baltimore settler
police arrested almost 300 Afrikans as proven or suspect-

17

ed escapees—a number equal to over 9% of that city’s
slave population.

“And, of course, these are just those who were caught.
Many others evaded the settler law enforcement ap-
paratus. Frederick Douglass, we remember, had been a
carpenter and shipyard worker in Baltimore before escap-
ing Northward to pursue his agitation. At least 100,000
slaves did escape to the North and Canada during these
years.

nvol at. The Gabriel uprising
of 1800 was based on the Richmond proletariat (Gabriel
himself was a blacksmith, and most of his lieutenants
were other skilled workers). So many Afrikans were in-
volved in that planned uprising that one Southern news-
paper declared that prosecutions had to be halted lest it
bankrupt the Richmond capitalists by causing ‘the anni-
hilation of the Blacks in this part of the country.’

Margaret Garner (called Peggy), who killed her own daughter
rather than allow the child to be returned to slavery.

L=
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“The Charleston Conspiracy of 1822, led by Denmark
Vesey (a free carpenter), was an organization of urban
proletarians—stevedores, millers, lumberyard workers,
blacksmiths, etc. Similarly, the great conspiracy of 1856
was organized among coal mine, mill, and factory work-
ers across Kentucky and Tennessee. In its failure, some
65 Afrikans were killed at Senator Bell’s iron works alone.
It was particularly alarming to the settlers that those
Afrikans who had been given the advantages of urban
living, and who had skilled positions, just used their rela-
tive mobility to strike at the colonial system all the more
effectively.”

“Freedom is the Recognition of Necessity”

Young Harriet was part of this rising, and aware, despite the
prison culture she grew up in, of the larger events. As the ex-
plosive ripple of Nat Turner’s Uprising spread, for example,
she and other captives would illegally gather at night at the
shacks of the few literate “free” New Afrikans. The latter were
allowed to buy newspapers, and would read aloud to their sis-
ters and brothers about the trials and the political storm that
the Uprising had caused.

In 12;1?arriet heard that she and her brothers were about
to be sold South. Harriet saw the life-threatening reality and
freed herself to deal with it. She had already lost two sisters
and their children, who had been sold South and who would
never be found again. If she were to be taken on the chain
gangs deeper into the South, into malarial rice plantations or
harsh plantation lands being cleared in territory strange to her,
her chances of escaping were much less.

Harriet was out of there. Time to jet! She joined the
Underground Railroad and escaped. Harriet left behind her

19

husband, who was a “free Negro” and who refused to go. It
says it all, doesn't it, that he objected to Harriet’s escaping?
He who was not in danger of being sold away. Jo an
wasn't willing to risk his privileged status just because his wife
‘was in mortal danger. Hey, he wouldn’t go North, and you
know he wasn't going further South, You can always get an-
oiher wife. And he did Ironically, he should have been more

back and kllled by aw i

Her two brothers tried to escape after hearing the rumors,
taking Harriet with them. But that night, without supplies and
not knowing where to hide, they decided that the danger of
being captured was too great. Forcing Harriet to come along,
they gave up and returned “home.”

Gathering food, Harriet set out again to escape, Deliberately
not telling any of the he me Mp/o;{ner husband, not her father, or
ﬂwmnm : R

take m i all fight form hber and when

twwmmwl
me.”

ion to Southern slavery and the prison warden who claimed
to “own” her. But in relationship to men & the patriarchal
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Independence from the British Empire, there was a great tidal
wave of New Afrikans escaping and allying themselves with
the British. It is an irony that today white Left organizations
name themselves after the settler patriots’ organization of that
day, the “Committees of Correspondence.” For the original
“Committees of Correspondence” organized night patrols of
white men in the North to intercept and kill escaping Afrikans.
Again, the book Settlers gives us a true account of this sup-
pressed story:

“The British, short of troops and laborers, decided to use
both the Indian nations and the Afrikan slaves to help
bring down the settler rebels. This was nothing unique;
the French had extensively used Indian military alliances
and the British extensively used Afrikan slave recruits
in their 1756-63 war over North America (called ‘The

(

Ay
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French & Indian War’ in settler history books). But the
Euro-Amerikan settlers, sitting on the dynamite of a res-
t__ive, nationally oppressed Afrikan population, were terri-

fied—and outraged.

“This was the final proof to many settlers of King

George III's evil tyranny. An English gentlewoman
traveling in the Colonies wrote that popular settler in-
dignation was so great that it stood to unite rebels and
Tories again. Tom Paine, in his revolutionary pamphlet
Common Sense, raged against ‘... that barbarous and hell-
ish power which hath stirred up Indians and Negroes to
W " But oppressed peoples saw this war as a won-
dermW the ranks of the

European capitalists.

“Lord Dunmore was Royal Governor of Virginia in name,
but ruler over so little that he had to reside aboard a
British warship anchored offshore. Urgently needing re-
inforcements for his outnumbered command, on Now. 5,
1775, he issued a proclamation that any slaves enlisting
in his forces would be freed. Sir Henry Clinton, com-
mander of British forces in North America, later issued
an even broader offer:

“‘1 do most strictly forbid any Person to sell or claim
Right over any Negroe, the property of a Rebel, who may
claim refuge in any part of this Army; And I do promise
to every Negroe who shall desert the Rebel Standard, full
security to follow within these Lines, any Occupation
which he shall think proper.’

“Could any horn have called more clearly? By the thou-
sands upon thousands, Afrikans struggled to reach
British lines. One historian of the Exodus has said: ‘The
British move was countered by the Americans, who exer-
cised closer vigilance over their slaves, removed the able-




bodied to interior places far from the scene of the war,
and threatened with dire punishment all who sought

to join the enemy. To Negroes attempting to flee to the
British the alternatives “Liberty or Death” took on an al-
most literal meaning. Nevertheless, by land and sea they
made their way to the British forces.’

“The war was a disruption to Slave-Amerika,-a-chaotic gap
in the European capitalist ranks to be hit hard. Afrikans
seized the time—not by the tens or hundreds, but by.
the many thousands. Amerika shook with the tremors
of their movement. The signers of the Declaration of
Independence were bitter about their personal losses:
Thomas Jefferson lost many of his slaves; Virginia's
Governor Benjamin Harrison lost thirty of ‘my finest
slaves’; William Lee lost sixty-five slaves, and said two
of his neighbors ‘lost every slave they had in the world’;
South Carolina’s Arthur Middleton lost fifty slaves.

“Afrikans were writing their own ‘Declaration of Inde-
pendence’ by escaping. Many settler patriots tried to ap-
peal to the British forces to exercise European solidarity
and expel the Rebel slaves. George Washington had to
denounce his own brother for bringing food to the Brit-
ish troops, in a vain effort to coax them into returning
the Washington family slaves. Yes, the settler patriots
were definitely upset to see some real freedom get loosed

upon the land.

“To this day no one really knows how many slaves freed
themselves during the war. Georgin_id
to have lost over 10,000 slaves, while the number of
Afrikan escaped prisoners in South Carolina and Virginia
was thought to total well over 50,000. Many, in the dis-
ruption of war, passed themselves off as freemen and
relocated in other territories, fled to British Florida and
Canada, or took refuge in Maroon communities or with
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the Indian nations. It has been estimated that 100 000

f;geq‘g_h_e_msg]ves dunng t_he war.

“The thousands of rebellious Afrikans sustained the
British war machinery. After all, if the price of refuge
from the slavemaster was helping the British throw
down the settlers, it was not such a distasteful task. Lord
Dunmore had an ‘Ethiopian Regiment’ of ex-slaves
(who went into battle with the motto ‘Liberty to Slaves’
sewn on their jackets) who helped the British capture
and burn Norfolk, Va. on New Years Day, 1776. That
must have been sweet, indeed. Everywhere, Afrikans
appeared with the British units as soldiers, porters, road-
builders, guides, and intelligence agents. Washington
declared that unless the slave escapes could be halted the
British Army would inexorably grow ‘like a snowball in
rolling.” ...

“What was primary for the Afrikan masses was a strate-
gic relationship with the British Empire against settler
Amerika. To use an Old European power against the
Euro-Amerikan settlers—who were the nearest and most
immediate enemy—was just common sense to many.
65,000 Afrikans joined the British forces—over ten

for every one enlisted in the Continental U.S. ranks ...

“Even in the ruins of British defeat, the soundness of this
viewpoint was born out in practice. While the jubilant
Patriots watched the defeated British army evacuate New
York City in 1783, some 4,000 Afrikans swarmed aboard
the departing ships to escape Amerika. Another 4,000
Afrikans escaped with the British from Savannah, 6,000
from Charleston, and 5,000 escaped aboard British ships
prior to the surrender. Did these brothers and sisters
‘lose’ the war—compared to those still in chains on the
plantations?
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“Others chose neither to leave nor submit. All during
the war Indian and Afrikan guerrillas struck at the set-
tlers. In one case, three hundred Afrikan ex-slaves fought
an extended guemlla campaign against the planters.in
both Georgia and South Carolina. Originally allied to the
British forces, they continued their independent cam-
paign long after the British defeat. They were not over-
come until 1786, when their secret fort at Bear Creek was
discovered and overwhelmed. This was but one front in
_ the true democratic struggle against Amerika.”

When Harriet Tubman reached the first “free” (non-Slavery)
city of Philadelphia, she met with William Still, the New
Afrikan leader of the Underground Railroad there. Hooked up
now, and having qmd, Harriet became a self-suffi-

cient “conductor” on the Underground Railroad. Working most
of the year as a laborer, cleaning or doing laundry or cutting
wood, to support herself and save money for raids in the South.

While the Underground Railroad was famous in its own day,
especially after being popularized in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s
best selling novel, Uncle Tom s Cabin, in 1852, it was very differ-

In the South, a handful of “free” Afrikans and Anti-Slavery
whites played a key role, but the river of New Afrikan pris-
MDS" A oners breaking out was, of course, the largest single part of.

LV’ the Underground Railroad. Most of the “station-masters” and
\___-___‘________'__,..—_,_._—-

“brakemen” (local Underground Railroad coordinators) were

We've said it before, but we have to repeat it so that we
really get it. The Underground Railroad that Harriet joined in

n , ch is a level
of understandmg long demed women, but that we Amazons
must break into.

When the capitalist patriarchy praises the Underground
Railroad with dusty words, it does so to mislead us. To turn
us away from Harriet’s own tracks. In our school daze, the
Underground Railroad is always falsely praised for being about
humanitarian rescue. For being about New Afrikans seeking
safety in the white North. As though the Underground were
only some Red Cross mission. As though the white North was
safe for New Afrikan women. No, not even close to true when
we really think about it.

For the Black guerrillas like Harriet the North served as the
rear base area in their long war against the Slave Systemw
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shape ¢ as clear t. It is true that rela-
tively few escapees became guerrillas, as Harriet did. Most New
Afrikans in the North as individuals were largely concerned in
their daily lives about finding jobs, caring for children, and
all the other difficult demands of survival in Babylon. But as
a community what they had in common was the liberation war.
Their collective efforts, the institutions they built so painfully
from nothing in a hostile land, the new leaders they raised up,
were all about making war against the Slave System.

Although the white North back then is sentimentally pic-
tured for us as being “the land of freedom,” actually it was cold
and barren and hostile for New Afrikans. Before the Civil War
many towns and even entire states banned New Afrikans as
residents, as did almost all skilled trades, professions, hospitals,
schools, churches, and government services. To start a primary
school for New Afrikan children in most Northern towns then
was seen as a shocking crime, and often such small attempts
were burned to the ground by angry white mobs. There was
nothing Black, no progress or failure, that was not part of the
liberation war.

If Harriet Tubman lived in the North, working as a labor-
er nine or ten months a year during her guerrilla years, this
was not a “time-out.” If William Still wore a suit and tie and
worked as a clerk in Philadelphia during those years, that didn’t
make him a civilian. He was a major leader of the single larg-
est Eastern station on the Underground Railroad. Every Black

Above: A Freedmen'’s school, depicted in Harper's Weekiy.

Below: The burning of a Freedmen’s school in Tennesee, also depicted in

Harper's Weekly.
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community associatio ion back then was involved
in the war. The African Methodist Episcopal Church in lower
Manhattan was the first formal New Afrikan church. Formed
in a split from a white church that wasn’t militant enough for
them against slavery. For years it and sister churches through-
out the North acted against the law as dissident political cen-
ters and as hideouts for fugitive New Afrikans.

Again, the rear base area in the North wasn’t a passive
refuge but an area of possible advantage and also danger that
had to be continually fought for, enlarged, and changed. Which
Harriet Tubman was very busy doing all the time. Virtually
none of this was recorded in men’s history, of course, since the
actual fabric of women'’s politics has always been judged too
trivial for that. When Harriet took in poor children in a com-
munal way, urging everyone to construct their households in
similar communal fashion, this was a political statement so
strong that few women here and now can even discuss it.

While there were already anti-capitalists in the u.s. at
(1 ;x_t,'_‘,, that time, Harriet’s working-class politics weren't expressed
"7 | ideologically but in living her :
New Afrikan communalism.

Although she never hid her

political view that it was wrong
to have any personal wealth or
advantage whatsoever.

Al
7

Ann Maria Weems, who escaped

. Not only
were “slavecatchers” and
federal marshals (the

. the Slave System passing

as “Joe Wright”
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forerunners of today’s f.b.i.) seizing escaped Afrikans, but in
the shadows of this law white kidnapping of any Afrikans in

the North for quick sale on the Southern auction blocks was
taking place.

] al marshals. Like all true mass struggles, it
had had many leaders and mgny brilliant local battles. One of the
most famous then was th@;}gew York. Which
was led by an illiterate working-class wi who was herself
a fugitive with a bounty on her head. None other than Harriet

Tubman. For you see, in real life, “America’s Most Wanted” was
a working-class New Afrikan woman.

On April 27, 1860, Harriet Tubman was traveling to Boston
to attend a large Anti-Slavery meeting. Stopping in Troy to visit
a relative, she was immediately told that a fugitive New Afrikan,

THE FUGITIVE SLAVE LAW IN OPERATION.
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Charles Nalle, had been captured by the slavers. Federal mar-
shals were holding him at the downtown courthouse, where
his so-called “enslaver” was applying to a u.s. commissioner
for Nalle’s return in chains back to Virginia. Those at the hear-
ing were surprised, for the thirty-year-old Nalle and the slaver
looked strikingly alike, differing only in a shade of skin color.
They were biologically two brothers with the same father, but
one the captive laborer and one the prison warden. Downtown
stores had closed, as everyone was going to the courthouse to
see the Roman spectacle.

Harriet had helped quickly organize a conspiracy. With

her face hldden in a large shawl, carrying a basket, Harriet
bent over actlng like an old woman. Two other women were by

her side, pretending to support her by the arms. Tugging the

guard by his coat, Harriet pe ersuaded him to admlt the “harm-
less” wgmeﬁ to the courtroom. Where she sank down in the

doorway. =i

Outside, a New Afrikan man named William Henry started
speaking to the crowd, covertly warning some among them to
get ready: “There’s a fugitive in that office. Pretty soon you will
see him come forth ... He’s going to be taken to the depot to
go to Virginia on the first train.” Henry, who was an unknown
laborer, is believed to be Harriet’s brother and the relative she
was visiting in Troy.

When the u.s. commissioner ruled against Nalle, the pris-
me;sudaeﬂi}z leapt for the window and stepped out-on-the
ledge. Cries of support came from below. But his hopes to jump
down into the crowd were cut off when Federal agents grabbed
him and dragged him back inside. As the local newspaper
reported:

“The crowd at this time numbered nearly a thousand
persons. Many were black, and a good share were of the
female sex. They blocked up State Street from First Street
to the alley, and kept surging to and fro.”
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Nalle’s defense attorney, Martin Townsend, delayed the slavers
by filing an emergency appeal right then and there. He won an
order demanding Nalle’s appearance before a judge of the State
Supreme Court. As the slavers and Federal agents convoyed
the chained Nalle out, Harriet Tubman rose and threw off her
disguise. Racing to the open window, she shouted to the Anti-
Slavery fighters mixed in the crowd: “Here he comes! Take him!”

Harriet and her Underground group had arranged for a boat
to be secretly waiting at the river outside town. She ran down
the courthouse stairs, overtaking the Federal party and break-
ing into their circle, Locking her arms with Nalle’s Harriet be-
gan pulling him away from the u.s. marshals. “This man shall
not go back to slavery!” she shouted. “Take him, friends! Drag
him to the river!”

In the middle of a crowded downtown street, a small battle
raged. Federal agents and police swung their clubs, and some
drew their pistols and began firing. New Afrikan guerrillas and
their white allies charged into them. Nalle himself fought des-
perately to get free, side by side with Harriet. Attorney Martin
Townsend witnessed it all:

“In the melee she was repeatedly beaten over the head
with policemen’s clubs, but she never for a moment re-
leased her hold, but cheered Nalle and his friends with
her voice, and struggled with the officers until they were
literally worn out with their exertions, and Nalle was
separated from them.”

They hurried Nalle down to the river, where a sympathetic fer-
ryman rowed him to the other side. But no sooner had a blood-
ied and exhausted Nalle touched the shore again than he was
recaptured. This time the u.s. marshals and police rushed him
under heavy guard to Police Justice Stewart’s office, which
they barricaded. Just in time, as Harriet had led a rush of four
hundred Anti-Slavers on to the steam ferry boat and across

the river.
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When the u.s. marshals hiding inside started firing wildly
at the surrounding force, someone rallied the attackers. “They
can only kill a dozen of us—come on!” New Afrikan men
charged up the stairs and forced open the door. The first of
them was cut down by a hatchet swung by Deputy Sheriff
Morrison. His body stuck in the doorway, though, so the door
could not be slammed shut. The Anti-Slavery men broke in,
but were overcome in hand-to-hand fighting one by one. Then,
as Attorney Townsend tells us, it was all on a squad of Black
Amazons to win or lose the battle:

“And when the men who led the assault upon the door
of Judge Stewart’s office were stricken down, Harriet and
a number of other colored women rushed over their
bodies, brought Nalle out, and putting him into the first
wagon passing, started him for the West.”

After the battle u.s. marshals tried to hunt them down, but

members of the underground hid them well. And an entire
New Afrikawn_‘—ﬁat_ion protected Harriet. How shallow is to-
day'’s false image of Harriet as a lone, non-political do-gooder,
when w_é_g]_i;_r:})Sg her reality as an Amazon leader of an entire
people at war. What was happening in the guerrilla war was
that violent battles were taking place not only in the South
but in the North as well. Thousands upon thousands of New
Afrikans created new battlegrounds, and endured the real
costs and ?Ea-l—-c_c;sualties of bitter struggles. Women easily as
much as men. In that long, difficult, and successful process to
develop the North as a vibrantmfor their war,
women and men stepped up to recreate themselves in dignity.
“Freedom is never given, but only won.”

Underground Railroad leader William Still gave an exam-
ple of the militancy of escaping New Afrikans. In 1855, six
fugitives breaking out of Virginia complete with the owner’s
horses and carriage, were stopped on the road by a posse of
white patrollers:
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“At this juncture, the fugitives verily believing that time
had arrived for the practical use of their pistols and dirks,
pulled them out of concealment—the young women as
well as the young men—and declared they would not
be taken! One of the white men raised his gun, pointing
the muzzle directly towards one of the young women,
with the threat that he would ‘shoot’, etc. ‘Shoot! shoot!!
shoot!!!” she exclaimed, with a double barrelled pistol
in one hand and a long dirk knife in the other, utterly
unterrified and fully ready for a death struggle. The
male leader of the fugitives by this time had pulled
back the hammers of his pistols, and was about to fire!
Their adversaries seeing the weapons, and the unflinch-
ing determination on the part of the runaways to stand
their ground, ‘spill blood, kill, or die,” rather than be
taken, very prudently ‘sidled over to the other side of the
road’...”

A ROLD STROKE FOR FREEDOM.
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“Moses” and “The General”

All this is the larger context in which Harriet Tubman was a
part. To blow away the individua fiction of Harriet as a
lone rescuer or as a Black superwemar takes nothmg that is

hers away from her. Instead,/‘l/t frees ﬁeﬂn Gnt nc

underground name was ”Mosegllj;ms_meanmgful that both
John Brown and Union Army commanders who knew her re-
spectfully called Harriet “the General.”

Her second biographer, Earl Con@;pinpointed the wide-
spread lack of understanding of Harriet Tubman’s military
role, and the real influence she had in the major events lead-
ing to the destruction of the Slave Power:

“It has often been said, ‘She made nineteen trips into the
slave country,” but the meaning of this enormous enter-
prise has been hidden in the lack of illustration. A trip
into the slave territory and the ‘kidnapping’ of a band of
blacks was no less than a military campaign, a raid upon
an entrenched and an armed enemy, If it was anything
less than a military task then it would not have engaged
the attention of such a martial figure as John Brown, as
for many years it did. If conducting was not a military
assignment then no men would have been hounded,
harassed, jailed and wounded, and no lives would have
been lost.

“The Underground Railroad era was one of prolonged,
small-scale guerrilla warfare between the North and the
South, a campaign that, for its activities, was often vio-
lent and always perilous. It was so much like guerrilla
warfare that it influenced John Brown into the theory
that a more extensive development of this type of con-
flict might be useful as a means of breaking the grip of
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the slaveholders upon the economy, the politics and the
government of the nation; it was one of the longest cam-

paigns of defiance in the nation’s history.

“When it is remembered that the Underground was an
institution in American life for at least a half century,
that by 1850 it was an issue so much at the core of the
American problem that called forth an ignominious
Fugitive Slave Law, and that it was one of the great-

est forces Wthh brought on the Civil War, and thus
Md slavery, then alone is it possible to compre-
hend its significance. Harriet Tubman's outstanding
participation in the Underground in its last and most
vigorous phase, from 1850 until the Civil War, must be
approached in the light of such a far-reaching influence
as that.”

= “Free” New Afrikan woman in North bcmg
kidnapped to be brought South.
The American Anti-Slavery Almanac, 1836
i
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We have to go more consciously into the question of Harriet’s
politics. For when Amazons and fighting women appear—as
we_always will—Patriarchal Capltallsm tries to contain us
ideologically. We are marginalized in one way or another, even
if they have to romanticize us as lone exotic super-women. You
know, like the talking dog. It isn’t what she says that’s impor-
tant, it’s that she talks at all that’s amazing.

So even when Amazons are supposedly being “honored” it
is usually irritating, to say the least. If you saw that wretched
television movie about Harriet Tubman, you can catch what
i mean. There’s elegant Cecily Tyson playing Harriet as some
kind of arrogant saint, having to pump up and push ahead
the dumb, fearful folks she was freeing. As if Harriet was the
only New Afrikan there with any guts As if Cecﬂy Tyson has
anythmg to do w1th Harnet Agam

Harriet did this during the years when she was a wanted
fugitive ‘and doing_political- military work underground. It

wasn't only in_the South that her guerrilla activity violated
the laws of the u.s. empire. No sooner had she liberated herself
than Congress passed the infamous Fugitive Slave Act of 1850,
which authorized the hunting of eE&pédrl\E\;ﬁ:frikan prison-
ers cmmes all over the Nme

e ——
act paid a special fee to u.s. marshals for handing over ac-

cused Afrikans, while it denied the accused any bail or trial in
the North.

-
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This unleashed a legion of Southern agents and bounty
hunters throughout the country. Harriet and many others
had to shift their base of operations. For seven years, Harriet
and those of her family she had helped escape lived in exile
in St. Catharines, Ontario in Canada. This undeveloped town
was one of the first “free” New Afrikan settlements and was
much looked to. While whites and Indians lived there as well,
to New Afrikans, it wasa femporary rear base area. The battle
lines had shifted, the North was no longer safe for escaped —
prisoners, and Harriet used Canada as her rear base to rest up
between raids, to take new fugitives to.

Eventually, the Slaveocracy would put bountles totalmg

later with frustratlon as one of the causes of the rebellion. On
June 1, 1860, for example, feminists gathered in Boston for the
annual New England Anti-Slavery Society Conference staged
their own “Drawing Room Convention” at Melodeon Hall to
discuss women’s role in culture. Harriet Tubman was one of
the speakers. A newspaper reported the appearance of the
wanted Amazon:

“A colored woman of the name of Moses, who [is] herself
a fugitive, has eight times returned to the Slave States for
the purpose of rescuing others from bondage, and who
has met with extraordinary success in her efforts, won
much applause.”

The pro-slavery writer John Bell Robinson would single out that
day as a special injury to white men’s power: “Now I ask all
the candid men to look at the congregation of traitors a little,
and see if the South had no reason not only to be insulted,
but alarmed to the extreme, when they learned that enough
such men and women at Melodeon Hall in Boston in 1860, to
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densely fill it, and would laugh and shout over such wicked-
ness in a poor weak-minded Negro woman, in trampling upon
the rights of the South with impunity. What could be more
insulting after having lost over $50,000 worth of property by
that deluded Negress, than for a large congregation of whites
and well-educated people of Boston to endorse such an imposi-
tion on the constitutional rights of the slave states.”

Fun to laugh at that frustrated white supremacist, but home
in on the fact that even 150 years later women have, in our own
way, as much difficulty accepting Harriet as he did. That’s why
the capltallst patnarchy has so ea51ly dis-figured her.

Frederick Douglass is considered the preeminent New
Afrikan leader of the 19th century. A brilliant and persuasive
public speaker and writer, Douglass was a towering public fig-

ure of that age. But Harriet was no less a leader of her people. - -

As Douglass himself wrote to her: “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 ...
The midnight sky and the silent stars have been the witnesses
to your devotion to freedom and your heroism. Excepting John
Brown—of sacred memory—I know of no one who has willing-
ly encountered more perils and hardship to serve an enslaved
people than you have.”

While Douglass became a spokesman for the Anti-Slavery
cause, Harriet for years concealed herself and her work as a

""
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guerrilla. What : have been without
the growth of the Underground Railroad and the mass resis-
tance which Harriet played such a part in building? And in

““the underground, it was Douglass who was the supporter to

Harriet, sheltering in his Rochester, New York, house the fugi-

ives she was leadi to safety in Can :

Just as Douglass fits our programmed 1mage of a leader
while Harriet does not, Hi ; ;

on i Whlle Dr. Martm Delany, the early Black
natlonahst is recognized as a soldier for being the first New

Afrikan commissioned as-a-Major-in-the u.s..army, Harriet
had been conducting guerrilla raids on the plantations for over

twelve years before there was a Civil War. Breaking the rules

as an Amazon.

the irresistible progress of New

7L w one fa

organized by none other than Harriet herself, thirty-nine New
Afrikans escaped heavily armed with stolen revolvers, sword-
canes, and butcher knives. Women no less than men. Armed
resistance was once so shocking when done by Nat Turner and
his men in 1831, but was becoming universal.

Harriet herself, despite her secrecy, had become a legend.
The plantation owners’ hatred of her was expressed not only
in bounties and wanted posters, but in public discussion of
which torture devices would be used by the would-be captors
on her before her slow death. Feeling that the general alarm for
Harriet as the South’s “Most Wanted” made her capture cer-
tain, white abolitionists urged her to retire. With no success. A
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letter survives written by Colonel Thomas Higginson, the fight- “The operation of the Underground Railroad on the
ing Abolitionist minister who was a supporter of John Brown Maryland border, within the last few years has been so -
and who would command a Black regiment in the Civil War, ~~  extensive that in some neighborhoods nearly the whole \
after a visit from Harriet: slave population have made their escape, and the con-
; vention is a result of the general panic on the part of the
“Dear Mother, owners ...”

“... We have the greatest heroine of the age here, Harriet
Tubman ... I have known her for some time and men-
tioned her in speeches once or twice—the slaves call her
Moses. She has had a reward of twelve thousand dollars
offered for her in Maryland and will probably be burned A Revolutionary Politic

alive when she is caught, which she probably will be, : These special conventions begun in Maryland were important.
first or last, as she is going again. She has been in the ing the death I SOC ter)
habit of working in hotels all summer and laying up
money for the crusade in the winter. She is jet black and
cannot read or write, only talk, beside acting...”

Higginson emphasized “talk” because to those fighting slav- Wwﬂ Wit o

ery, Harriet’s quiet speeches, telling of operations in the South w ‘%M o

against the Slaveocracy, were electrifying. Harriet was an UG- * oS B =y

Amazon spearhead, leading by doing. The Canadian Anti- ! dlrectlY helpEd precipitate the start of the Cw:l War. She was a
Slavery Society would send funds for her to pick up at Frederick L e conter of the whirlwind.

Douglass’ Paper in Rochester. So would the Irish Anti-Slavery
Society. In Scotland, Elize Wigham of the Glasgow Anti-Slavery
Society and other Scots women raised support for her raids.

By 1857, her presence at key meetings began to be noted.
She was usually introduced simply as “Moses” or with a ficti-
tious name. On August 1, 1859, she addressed the New England
Colored Citizens Convention opposing Colonization, the popu-
lar white plan to resolve their “African Problem” by deport-
ing all Afrikans to an Afrikan colony. Abraham Lincoln and
Harriet Beecher Stowe were two of its main backers:

The greatest tribute to her work was the emergency conven-
tion of slave owners in 1857, on the Eastern shore of Maryland,
where she had been so active. It was called out of panic, about
all the prison breaks that Hdrriet and many other Black

guerrillas were doing. It waswfgtﬂw
/  conventions that would soon Tead the Slave States into seces- ow “Miss Harriet Garrison was introduced as one of the most
_sion, trying to stop the tide of prison breaks with even tighter U‘}W\"'Ml successful conductors on the Underground Railroad. She
§lave laws. Along with the re-enslavement of “free” Afrikans, denounced the Colonization movement, and told a story
many of whom were suspected of being agents or supporters of a man who sowed onions and garlic on his land to
of the underground. Their self-destructive frenzy of repression increase his dairy production, but soon found the but-
-~ was understood to be a signal that the end was nearing. The ter was strong, and would not sell, and so he concluded

Antislavery Standard newspaper wrote happily:
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to sow clover instead. But he soon found the wind had
blown the onions and garlic all over his field. Just so, she
stated, the white people had got the Negroes here to do
their drudgery, and now they were trying to root them
out and ship them to Africa. ‘But,’ she said, ‘they can’t
do it: we're rooted here, and they can’t pull us up.’ She
was much applauded.”

out the most radi Por her to ﬁght at mass
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ﬁt{\) /01@)9_@. But as an Amazon. She didn’t support the Warrior,
she was the Warrior. In fact, never in Harriet’s life, once she
freed herself, did she put herself under the command of men. A
fact never discussed by men. Again, she led by actually living

the most radical politics of her age.

It's wrong to think of Harriet’s politics in civilian terms, be-
cause she wasn’t Qa c1v111an and that wasn’t her frame of refer-

X Em.gglv in such tatal conﬂict could the issue of her people’s
New Afrikan meetings against Colonization, which was the en’iravement be finally resolved. 1
mamﬂ”rhlte neo-colonial plan-then, was only typical. At a time ‘
en most settler Abolitionists expected New Afrikans to re-
» main their inferiors and subordinates, even inside the move-
ment, Harriet joined with Frederick Douglass and others to
build New Afrikan-led organizations. To Develop Armed Struggle
Now, armed New Afrikan resistance to the Slaveocracy As the settler political parties, including the new Anti-Slavery
way back then in the 19th century has been made|; party, the Republicans, vacillated and tried to compromise to
pe” tively res But it wasn’t back then, even in much of avoid secession, Harriet moved and moved others to develop
| F;J ,‘ the Abolitionist movement. The most famous of the white armed struggle. “They may say ’pe”ace peace!” as much as they --
|,"| Abolitionist writers and leaders, William Lloyd Garrison, and like: I know there’s going to be war! Harnet_ said in one ,Of her
iI|I: h}s_Amencan Anti- Slavery éodéty, held to the Stl‘lCt doctrine !
i of Christian non-violence and battle by/“‘Moral Suasmn") only.
The revival meeting speaker and Femlnlst_saot;rner Truth, : ively
. crisscrossed the North arguing against those who advocated Mbﬂ_on_m»leadinqedqe _
| armed slave resietance. Her verbal skirmishea with Frederick 6 58 Harriet Tubman oine d ]ohn R —
| Douglass on the issue of violence were dramatic. e ‘ - = el Her friend
| Harriet, who traveled armed with a concealed pistol and Frederlck Douglass arranged forthe Rev ]W Loguen, one of the
had sworn never to be taken alive, was on the most radical leaders of the New Afrikan community in Syracuse, N.Y., and
! edge of freedom “by any means necessary.” Feminism was a a well-known Abolitionist, to take Brown to meet with Harriet
concept even less acceptaﬁe to white society than Abolition “in St. Catharines, Ontario. Brown stayed on as Harriet’s guest) o
! | " back then, but Harriet, as a New Afrikan woman, was al- in her house for some days, discussing the plan.
.I;w ‘! ‘l (ﬂ{ﬂr:, W Not lohly as an asso‘ciate of Susan B. Harriet's parl:il;l'g'utmn in_this attempt brings us to the
y, and one who participated in Feminist conferences o \ adae abIREeE s ttn - Weare always told that jol
i ,h I
-
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natural entry pomt to the Alleghenys, and thus  to the moun-

tains running further to the South. Like a tapeworm growing
within the Slave States, this army would come down and raid
the plantations of Virginia and the Carolinas in lightning
strikes. Constantly growing by the recruiting of freed New
Afrikans, while sending larger streams of escapees North via
the Underground Railroad.

A secret convention was held May 8, 1858, in Chatham,
Ontario, home to the largest Black community in Canada.
“ There a group of thirty-three New Afrikans and twelve euro-
amerikans approved the guerrilla army and W‘“
‘.,‘ There were New Afrikan men such as the Nationalist and
“physician, Dr. Martin Delany, the prominent Baptist minister,
W.C. Monroe, the Underground Railroad leader G.]. Reynolds,
the gunsmith and Oberlin college graduate, James Jones, and
James Harris, the future u.s. congressman from North Carolina.

Brown’s dangerous attempt received so much interest be-

(Lcau&t-wamnﬁeuwhose trmmmsm

breaks and violent resistance ice had made in le. If the Civil
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War and Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation had never hap-

pened, the capitalist Slave System would have been crushed
nevertheless. The idea that New Afrikans would soon free
themselves in a major war was one that was common at the
time.

Wendell Phillips, Garrison’s brilliant associate in the

American Anti-Slavery Society, publicly linked John Brown to

this expectation of New Afrikan self-determination. Before a
crowd of thousands he praised “... the spirit, that looks upon
the Negro as a Nation, with the right to take arms into its
hands and summon its friends to its side, and that looks upon
that gibbet of John Brown, not as a scaffold of a felon but as

1w, the cross of a martyr.

'ﬁrdwns plan had actually grown out of the experierm@
- : vho used the Allegheny

T B e saw the Un@gsg__swd
 othel m:;rw hismnarmy“brmsupl’ﬁis

Of course, Brown knew far less of the ground he proposed to
fight on than Harriet.

So we can understand how
important Harriet’s participa-
tion was to him. After meet-
ing her he wrote to his son: “I
am succeeding to all appear-
ance, beyond my expectation.
Harriet Tubman hooked on
his whole team at once. He is
the most man, naturally, that
I ever met with...”

>
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This Wasn't Just About Race

Brown'’s pen, in his fervor, suddenly had to jump-cross genders,
as he had no words for women sufficient to express his admira-
tion. Which opens the door for us. John Brown was, of course,
a patriarch, in his own eyes even. Important affairs were man-
ly affairs, to him. At the Chatham secret convention, a New
Afrikan man proposed recruiting women to the conspiracy.
Brown strongly opposed this, and according to one participant
“warned the members not to intimate, even to their wives, what
was done.”

So even back then it was necessary for men to exception-
alize Harriet. John Brown's conspiracy and armed band were
all male, by deliberate intention. Yet, perhaps the single most
crucial person and guerrilla they needed was a New Afrikan
woman, and Amazon. It’s easy to see how John Brown had to
redefine Harriet as a “man” in his mind. And thought that his
supreme compliment, too.

From women'’s point of view, John Brown’s campaign
and the secret men’s convention in Canada are like an
x-ray into real politics. Weren’t we always taught sublimi-
nally that only white men had serious politics & serious
political debates? Yet & again, the Anti-Slavery move-
ment in Harriet’s time seethed with the contradictory vi-
sions of nationhood, race, and gender. Then, as right now,
these were only the outward forms that deeper class poli-
tics took on.

, When Harriet Tubman, Dr. Martin Delany, and John Brown
‘ HU came together in Canada that season, there was a life-or-
“ w‘"t l death unity between them. There were also intense class differ-
| ences moving just beneath the surface. John Brown had called
his secret men’s convention to hammer out a “Provisional
4l Constitution of the Oppressed People of the United States.” His
conspiracy needed such a rule, because questions of nation-
al strategies and allegiances were in the air. This wasn't just
about race.

| i i

s  This is why

! : orld Both in the decay of old pre
mdustnal emplres and in new anti-colonial struggles. After all,
the u.s.a. was a new settler nation itself. People could see that
making nations or wiping out nations was just the ordinary
work of politics. Same with us, sis.

Everyone then had heard of Toussaint L'Ouverture, who
had come to be called the “Black Napoleon.” After he had led
the 1791 Haitian Revolution, and set up the first self-govern-
ing Black nation in the Western Hemisphere. Just as Mexican
landowners had ended Spanish colonial rule in 1821, creating
a new Mexican nation. And in 1836 euro-amerikan “pioneers”
led a war of secession against that new Mexican nation, found-
ing their own, independent slaveowner nation of the Republlc
fTexas (which later ]omed theu.s.a. asa state) Sol

= sy
= 5

If John Brown'’s guerrilla army had been successful, it would
have been like the Maroon colonies of fugitive Afrikans. These
colonies and camps had sprung up not only in Jamaica and
Brazil, in Central Amerika, but in Southern u.s. swamps and
forests, too. By their very nature they were self-governing com-
munities, outside of all colonialist laws & government. For that
reason, John Brown felt it important to aim the rebellion’s ul-
timate loyalty to the new United States. They would have no
goal other than to “Amend & Reform” the u.s. constitution.
They would have no flag, he declared, other than the “Stars
and Stripes” itself.
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One New Afrikan immediately spoke up at the convention,
saying that as an ex-slave he owed no allegiance to the flag of
slavery. “The old flag is good enough for me,” Brown replied.

“Under it, freedom was won from the tyrants of the old world,
for white men. Now I intend to make it do duty for Black men.”
Revealing words.

Dr. Martin Delany spoke up to support Brown, and to fa-
vorably move the question of his proposed constitution. But
Delany did so with his own nationalist slant, stressing the
political & social separatism of the future New Afrikan com-
munity: “The independent community that Captain Brown
proposes to establish will be similar to the Cherokee Nation of
Indians or the Mormons in Utah territory.”

See, there were a number of self-governing societies then on
the fringes of the territory claimed by the u.s. settler empire.
Years before, the adventuresome Delany had crossed the Slave
South alone to the Texas frontier, looking for a land that New
Afrikans might emigrate to away from settler society. With a
horse lent him by the Choctaw, he had ridden through the
Choctaw and Chickasaw Nations as a guest. What is now
the state of Oklahoma was then named the Indian Territory,
set aside by u.s. law for the Native nations expelled from the
Southeast in the 1830s.

Dr. Delany had been impressed that the Choctaw had still
kept their own society even under euro-capitalist rule. Their
nation still retained a semi-autonomous status. Not only did
they have their own territory and economy, however poor it
was, but their own schools and language, their own laws &
court system. Their leaders were recognized in Washington as

the diplomatic representatives of another sovereign people. In | .

Dr. Delany’s eyes such a semi-autonomous status would be a |
big transitional step upward for four million New Afrikans, al- /\
most all of whom were still en-slaved.

Harriet and Dr. Martin Delany were a contrast. She had
been captive for 29 years, born a slave, while he had been born
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a “free Negro” and come of age in the North. She was working-
class, and unable to even read the bible. He was a pioneering
Black middle-class professional. One who through persever-
ance found white sponsors to learn medicine & even spend
a year at Harvard medical school. And while Harriet’s politi-

cal work was in the South as a guerrilla, Dr. Delany’s political ]
work was as an intellectual in the North.

Dr. Delany was one of the very first Pan-Afrikanist educa-
tors, and his imprint is still on the politics of the Black Nation.
While working in Pittsburg as a cutter (a lay healer who bled
blood from the ill, a much prescribed remedy back then) he
started what was at the time the only Black Anti-Slavery news-
paper in the country. Then, Frederick Douglass recruited him to
help publish his famous newspaper, The North Star. Dr. Martin
Delany even tried becoming a novelist, writing the first Black
radical nov@e story of an international conspiracy of
the en-slaved that finally seizes Cuba, Blake was the first New
Afrikan book advocating revolution and denouncing whites as
a race. And it ends with the angry words, “Woe be unto these
devils of whites, I say.”

Dr. Delany was a forerunner, an early nationalist whose
work helped inspire W.E.B. DuBois, the Nation of Islam, and
other groups. He understood that New Afrikans were a colo-
nized nation: “We are a nation within a nation—as the Poles
in Russia, the Hungarians in Austria; the Welsh, Irish, and
Scotch in the British dominions.”

Along with Rev. Henry Highland Garnett, the militant pas-
tor, Delany was one of the first advocates of Afrikan nationalist
migration. Although he agreed that Black people were u.s. citi-
zens and should fight for all their rights here, Delany proudly
argued that his people deserved an “even better” development
of their own society and their own leadership. White society
would never offer them justice in any case, he said.

He advocated initial Afrikan settlements in Central America
and the Caribbean, to learn from, before migration back to
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Afrika. In his pioneering expedition to Nigeria he gathered
examples of Afrikan products and signed a commercial trea-
ty with an Afrikan chief. Wearing Afrikan robes, Dr. Delany
toured the North after his return, telling fascinated Black au-
diences hungry for news from Afrika about the societies and
economic potential he had seen.

There’s no question that Dr. Delany made significant con-
tributions to radical Black self-assertion. We need to explore
these gender and class differences not to diminish anyone, but
to illuminate the meaning of the choices people made. Because
Dr. Martin Delany is used to dis Harriet. Men have come to
imply and assume what a recent, much-acclaimed “history of
African-American literature,” Dr. Eric J. Sunquist’s To Wake the
Nations,* explicitly states: that Dr. Martin Delany was one of the
great founders of the Black “revolutionary” viewpoint, while
Harriet Tubman is dismissed as “less militant.” Outside of the
obvious, that it's just like men to decide that the most brilliant
guerrilla leader this side of Geronimo was “less militant” than
her male compatriots, there’s a poisoned idea implanted here.
Dr. Delany is implied to be the more political one, the mover,
while once again women are implied to be only supporters and
doers of tasks. Although in Harriet’s case the little woman'’s
task was destroying the Confederacy and its whole system.

The unexplored political difference between Harriet and

Dr. Martin Delany was a gender difference. Which is a class 7

difference. They represented and tried to give leadership to
different classes in the Black Nation. They had different ideas
on what the Black community should become, with Harriet’s
ideas being the more radical & the more Afrikan.

It was no coincidence that Dr. Martin Delany was inside the
Chatham convention reaching agreements with John Brown,
while Harriet & all other women were out in the cold. Just
cause and effect, girl. Just the inescapable gravitational pull

* Published by Harvard University Press in 1993.
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of gender & class. Stick with us here, we have to detour some
through these men'’s politics. Because they are the background
to see Harriet’s own course.

John Brown'’s politics there carried the internal contradic-
tions of u.s. anti-racism. Contradictions still alive right now.
If successful, the conspirators would have created a guerrilla
liberated zone in the Southern mountains, one in which New
Afrikans would be a self-governing people totally outside u.s.
control. Yet & again, Brown was an amerikkkan patriot, a
small businessman who believed in the sacred cause of the
u.s.a. as a god-given land for white men & their Black broth-
ers. The unity containing these violent opposites was an un-
conscious neo-colonialism. His “Provisional Constitution of
the Oppressed People ...” committed New Afrikan rebels to not
even overthrow any Southern state governments, but only to
“Amend & Reform” the u.s. constitution to end chattel slavery.
John Brown, who so willingly gave his own life and his sons’
lives for justice, also simply assumed as natural a patriarchal
capitalist hierarchy to life. That’s why he was “Commander-
In-Chief” over Black men, and New Afrikan women not even
allowed in the room when political decisions were being made.

To Brown and Delany, women were still the led, the gov-
erned. That Dr. Martin Delany himself envisioned a male rul-
ing class is clear. As he said in his famous slogan: “Africa for
the African people, and Black men to rule them.”

Gradually, we have drawn Harriet and Martin together in
our story, side by side, so that we can catch the meaning that
existed in their relationship. From different origins their lives
came to cross each other’s, and then to separate. Both lived
in log cabins in the hard Canadian exile communities in the
1850s. They were even neighbors, in nearby towns, who knew
of each other as comrades in their rising freedom struggle.

Yet and again, Harriet and Martin were also profoundly
alien to each other, the working-class Amazon and the entre-
preneurial patriarchal nationalist. Magnetic polar opposites
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in the developing gender-class contradictions. For Harriet and
Martin stood on opposite sides of a rapidly growing divide in
the world, engulfed in the explosive onrush of a world class
struggle.

For the Blac i ee, was not apart from
Wﬁﬂd#ﬂmm&mm%g-

hal ca i lack

history that seems to be just about itself. That pretends o

exist in a little history bubble, separate from the rest of
the human race’s story.

But Harriet and Martin’s time was also the time when the
world was first welded together under an industrial euro-capi-
talist rule. While they were building their Canadian rear base

rea, Commodore Perry’s u.s. navy “black fleet” was bombard-
ing Japan and forcing the shoguns to accept u.s. trade. A time
when jpredatory industrial ecology and white settlerism |were
removing the Indian Nations ever westward, on ever shrinking
patches of ground, until the survivors of u.s. genocide became
small communities of prisoners. A time when Black Afrika was

being investigated and mapped for european colonial armies
arriving and soon to come.

A time when in numerous indigenous societies of Asia,
Afrika, and the Western hemisphere, women, as a people unto
ourselves with our own economic power, our own self-rule, our
own mystery, were broken by capitalist colonialism into iso-
lated individual “pieces” and assi o _the nuclear famil

ofman.

It was no accident that Dr. Delany was being applauded at
a gathering of the Royal Society in London, signing commer-
cial treaties in Nigeria, and publishing books. While Harriet

was a fugitive conducting protracted, long-range guerrilla
raids on the plantation pnsons to free New Afrlkan prisoners.

BT~

Dr. Martin Delany’s dreams were male dreams, of Black
capitalistic men rising to join their european brothers in build-
ing new commercial empires and nations. He had an honest
vision, of the elite of Black men mobilizing themselves to be a
proud part of a “man’s world.” Hand in hand with their white
partners, Delany’s vision saw the most ambitious New Afrikan
men becoming indispensable equals with the european pow-
ers in exploiting the great mineral wealth, labor, and trade of
Black Afrika. Not enemies at all for Martin, but male partners.

So while men have pointed to Dr. Martin Delany as a revo-
lutionary model of anti-white defiance, his actual politics were
much more complex. His vision of Black independence had a
closely constructed capitalism of class and gender. In his most
famous writing, The Condition, Elevation, Emigration and Destiny
of the Colored People of the United States, Martin called for “an
Expedition of Adventure to the Eastern Coast of Africa.” The
large funding necessary to in effect take over East Afrika, and
establish a ruling nation of Western-educated Black emigrants
from the u.s., he amazingly believed would be given to them
by the British and French empires:

“...To England and France, we should look for sustenance,
and the people of those two nations—as they would
have everything to gain from such an adventure and
eventual settlement on the EASTERN COAST OF AFRICA—
the opening of an immense trade being the consequence.
The whole Continent is rich in minerals, and the most
precious metals ... with a settlement of enlightened free-
men, who with the immense facilities, must soon grow
into a powerful nation.”

What was most chilling to me about his words was the un-
conscious implication that East Afrika then was empty, wide
open territory for any band of capitalist men who decided to
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i ﬁ[:"“"l ' PO m—. hs'“trt th\?ll; own nation. 'Isnt this so achingly ‘blbwould become Afrika’s Western educated merchants, planta-
i > ar? Like the "empty” North Amerika that euro-capital- tion owners & en The middlemen selling Afrika’s

I \H;‘”‘ I;" ; ism gave itself the right to move into, settle, fill up, cleanse.

I Weren't there existing Afrikan societies already there, then?
| .:‘j““\“‘l Existing masses of women, children, and men? What rights
Lty or role would those native societies have had? Or would they
I'M“i*”-‘ . have unintentionally been the equivalent to Indians in the fi-

nal working out of Martin’s capitalistic vision?

handicrafts, agricultural products, and minerals to the world.

The reality about such well-intentioned male national-
ist dreams was that underneath the surface layer of seeming

practicality, of self-assured | guy-talk-about the man’s world of
power economics and power politics, their plans were really

lusion that there can be a benign, “good” capitalism if done

basic neutrality of capitalism. That men would always want to

i | |

'F | | This quv-think i | ) Lodl> ; naive and impractical. Brilliant and serious as Martin was, he

I;W ism. Even the qucllf i atriarchal capital- (}M.\‘ wasn’t even close to the ball park. Dr. Delany and Rev. Henry

1 . R e CN./(XL 1) Highland Garnett and their associates inwardly assumed the
[

is just that. Martin’s i isti
colleague, the Rev. Henry Highland Garnett, and his African

Civilizatio i i i ck to Afrika on a

program of defeating the South with Black capitalism.

Challenged by Garnett to debate emigration, Frederick
Douglass repeated their program with dry sarcasm:

“The African Civilization Society says to us, g0 to Africa,
raise cotton, civilize the natives, become planters, mer-
chants, compete with the Slave States in the Liverpool

cotton market, and thus break down American slavery.”

Left unspoken was the obvious question of how anyone could
undercut the price of Southern cotton produced by unpaid
imprisoned labor. That's even if introducing the capitalism
of cotton plantations, planters and all, to Afrika would have
been anything less than a eurocentric home invasion. Even if,
or especially if, it were done by some Black men themselves.
Dr. Martin Delany’s own Black migration strategy was a
plan for the rise of a small New Afrikan bourgeois male class.
Logistically not even all the clipper ships in the world could
have moved four million New Afrikans back to Afrika faster
than their population increase. To say nothing of where mil-
lions of Black laborers in a place they’d never been might obtain
huge tracts of farmland, tools, supplies. No, Dr. Delany’s actual
plans were for the small migration of Black businessmen, who

play ball with men. In real life, of course, capitalism doesn't
play. After the Civil War, the Black men’s trading venture
with Afrika that Dr. Delany started went bankrupt after their
hired sea captain defrauded them in order to pick their ship up
cheaply for himself at bankruptcy auction.

While in the bigger picture, world capitalism was entering
its stage of high imperialism and colonial empire monopolies.
Britain and France didn’t need Dr. Martin Delany at all to en-
rich themselves on Afrika. His plans at best were an anach-
ronism from earlier centuries. The european colonial powers
threw themselves into “the scramble for Africa,” which ended
with Britain, France, Germany, Portugal, Spain, Belgium, and
Italy invading and almost completely dividing up the Afrikan
continent, its ecology and peoples, among themselves by 1895.
Millions of Afrikans there were captives and semi-slaves in the
new capitalist mines, plantations, highway projects. Millions
were dying from starvation and brutality. Dr. Delany had
long since been frozen out of Nigeria, his treaty torn up under
British orders. Afrikan emigration, while exploring a militant
rejection of u.s. injustice, was a dead end.

Even more to the point, it wa§ a class plan \for only a small
minority of the “best & brightest.” This did not go unnoticed
by other New Afrikans. In 1860, the newly-elected Abraham
Lincoln found his Union dissolving. The Southern states were
seceding even before his Inauguration. The new President
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tried to calm settler fears about possible masses of freed New
Afrikans by picking up Dr. Delany’s own plan for Central
American settlements. He promised that as quickly as New
Afrikans were “freed” they would be deported. The Lincoln ad-
ministration and Congress appropriated funds to establish a
colony for ex-captives in Panama. Overwhelmingly, the Anti-
Slavery movement attacked Lincoln playing the Black colony
card as a racist move. To get rid of the Black community’s bold-
est & most resourceful, potential leaders, as well as divide their
people just as the Crisis was upon them. A few, notably the
nationalist forerunner Rev. Henry Highland Garnett, did sup-
port Lincoln. Dr. Delany, on lecture tour in the West, wasn’t in
the debate.

warrior, she was busy at war.

While Dr. Martin Delany’s vision of Black businessmen
building a new nation empire in Afrika won him lasting rec-
ogmtlon Harrlet had no such v1smn that history has recog-

three leaders whose paths came together then in Canada—
John Brown, Dr. Martin Delany, and Harriet Tubman—it was

to us, and we’ll come back to it later.

"left on a pioneering Pan-Afrikanist expedition to Nigeria. By

_ hired a european military mercenary to give his band some of that
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The New Afrikan volunteers that Harriet & Dr. Martin
Delany had recruited, working together in the Canadian exile
communities, drifted away to other activities. Delany himself

the time the Harpers Ferry raid finally took place over a year
later, Harriet had been taken ill while traveling & was out of
contact with John Brown.

Sympathetic historians have always been at pains to stress
how Harriet had unexpectedly been brought down by sick-
ness, as though her absence at Harpers Ferry somehow needed

A New Afrikan Political-Military Leader

Harriet’s involvement with the failed John Brown conspiracy

1 NICT UICT LTI YYA LD IS IS

* John Brown’s plans were upset right after he returned from Canada
in that May of 1858. In your typical case of male bonding, Brown had

male military expertise. The mercenary decided the best strategy would
be to betray the conspiracy and sell his story to the highest bidder.
There was panic among Brown'’s wealthy New England backers, and
the conspirators had to lie low and postpone everything. Many thought
the plan was dead.
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tler men aniz . The Umon Army was purely a pa-
trlarchal and hlerarchlcal structure. And Harriet Tubman was
an Outsider, biologically marked in race & gender as one of
amerikkka’s subject proletarians. But if we ask what Harriet
did with the Union Army, the truest answer might be: any-
thing she wanted.

To get this we have to sidestep a moment in our story, shak-
ing off our indoctrination even more & refocusing on Harriet’s
real life as an Amazon.

‘avery, as we're_alwg old. That's another sly put-down o
women After all, many other New Afrikan women had also

(ommﬂ,dr isted in eve NQ ook-part-inprison-breaks. Died under

torture after attacking settlers. Took QCll't in the Civil War. No,

courage was as comman as blood to those sisters.

Her professional skill as a guerrilla, operating behind en-
emy lines in the Underground Railroad is well documented

Season after season, in ninet

ed the Slaveocracy. Her alwa n tacti % v g
' icion, she would lead her es-

capees with forged papers onto a train going South, not North,

then circle back. Disguises were sometimes used, disguising

W%ethmg Harrlet herself did.
nce, knowing she i

Jﬂ..ﬁhidm&ed.&zen.xwgiy And she carried an arm-

she saw him, she “accidentally” let
the birds loose, Her former prison-warden passed by in amuse-

nt at the a woman—

averted as she scrambled on the ground to catch her chickens.

59

Other times, when_a slave-would weaken during the diffi-

cult journey & want to go back, Harriet would simply put her
pistol to his head and give him her only choices: “Dead niggers

tell no tales.” What i’'m saying is. she could walk that walk.

Harriet never put down her personal thoughts, her story as
she saw it. She lived in a more personally reticent and cau:
tious age, when women were far less open in proclaiming their
personal tactics & strategies. An illiterate ex-slave woman in
a hostile land, her only surviving autobiographical accounts
were additionally filtered through the motives of.interviewers
for largely white audiences. No matter how well-intentioned.

The reason we need to be reminded is that Harriet couldn’t
leave any direct words. Like all those countless sisters Tost in~
history. To counteract the capitalist patriarchy’s whiteout of
her identity. Unlike, for example, Malcolm X. We have to look
at the trail signs she left in the forest of herstory, where her

footsteps led. The improbable picture given out now of Harriet
is someone who was a bgmww

white settlers of the Sout loyal, politi-
cal go-along towards the white settlers of the North. When we
put it that way, how likely is that? Truth was, Harriet had a
guerrilla relationship towards all of white amerikkka, North
and South. She had, in a deeper sense, an Amazon guerrilla
relationship to the Union Army itself.

Harriet, who never hid being a feminist, did not challenge
the patriarchal military institutions to end “discrimination.”
Nor did she put on men’s uniforms and try to pass in a regi-
ment. She wasn't trying to be admitted to West Point or get
white men’s permission to become a soldier. She already was
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v | . Who are conditloned into acceptmg the
horlzons patriarchy permits us. Yet & again, that is precisely
what Harriet did.

Even as the new Republican Party president, Abraham Lin-
coln, was taking office in March 1861, eleven Slave States were
seceding & forming their “Confederate States of America.” Their
gathering Confederate armies threatened Washington, d.c. it-
self, which was only a Southern Slavery city sandwiched be-
tween the two Slave States of Virginia and Maryland. Lincoln
called for white volunteers nationwide, and ordered regular
Federal troops from the North, under Gen. Benjamin Butler,
down to defend the capital.

As Butler's forces moved slowly on foot through Maryland,
New Afri iv an_es from plantations and
taking refuge with the Union Army. According to William
Wells Brown, an ex-slave himself and Underground Railroad
worker who spoke with Harriet after the War, she was unof-
ficially on the scene. Harriet had hurried down from her hide-
out in Canada & just attached herself to the army. As her biog-
rapher, Earl Conrad, says:

“Harriet followed Gen. Butler’s army as it marched
through Maryland on the way to the defense of
Washington during the months of April and May, 1861,
when Maryland debated whether to secede and when
the Federal troops met with violence at Baltimore. It
was, after all, her home country; she knew how to get in
and out of here speedily, and she had friends who could

shelter her. It was an opportunity to stimulate slaves

to escape to t i f them as
rapidly as they came j camps ... Harriet,

‘hanging upon the outskirts of the Union Army’, was pos-
sibly the first American woman to visit or work on the
battlefields of the Civil War.”
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It was to be in the military theater of the deeper South, how-

ever, that Harriet’s work-with-the-Union-Army was to reach
full impact. The Summer and Fall of 1861 were frustrating
months of sporadic clashes in Virginia, of Union setbacks, of
gathering forces. Radical Abolitionists and New Afrikans were
critical of the white-supremacist Lincoln, who was unwilling to
either legally end slavery or arm New Afrikans. His first com-
mander, Gen. McClellan, hated Blacks and publicly promised
that his troops would join the plantation capitalists to “crush”
any Black uprising. Harriet, temporarily back in New England,
publicly scorned the settler hopes that by compromising the
white family feud could be healed. “Never wound a snake, but
kill it!” she warned.

A Nodal Point: Blowing Away the Whiteness

Then, in the Winter, came the news of the Union victory at
Port Royal Harbor, South Carolina. Carried by the blockad-
ing Union Navy, Federal troops seized the rich plantations
of the Sea Islands off the Carolina Coast, Hilton Head, and,
on December 8, 1861, the mainland town of Beaufort, S.C.
Thousands of formerly en-slaved saw the white settlers flee-
ing for the interior. While thousands of other New Afrikans
would make their way through the forests and swamps and
Confederate troops to reach this Union-held territory in the
Deep South. Or die trying.

The importance of this victory was much greater than it has
appeared. While attention has always been fixed on the main
dueling armies—the Union’s Army of the Potomac & Robert E.
Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia—the process that would even-
tually doom the Confederacy first emerged in the Deep South.
That was the Black regiments, inexhaustibly growing as they
drew on the millions of the Black Nation. Harriet was right
there, one of the military participants & a player in the cre-
ation of her people’s military strength.
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All this has been whited-out, of course, by the capitalist pa-
triarchy. It is laid down for us that “Harriet Tubman was a
nurse and spy for the Union Army.” While technically not a
lie, this is deliberately misleading. First place: we automatical-
ly, when we hear the word “nurse,” picture a nice, respectable
civilian profession, with lots of humanitarian white women
nurturing the wounded. Not true. At that time in amerikkka,
nursing with an army was a male military role. Nursing in gen-
era - rofession, and women didn’t ye it.

It was a soldier’s job and a “male” role. So much so that,
as feminist herstorian Drew Gilpin Faust points out, the few

Southern women volunteering as Confederate Army nurses
were ...

“... subjects of gossip and speculation. Women working
in hospitals seemed in the eyes of many southerners to
display curiously masculine strengths and abilities. Clara
MacLean confided to her diary that her neighbor Eliza
McKee, recently departed for Virginia as a nurse, had
always possessed such strength as to seem ‘almost mas-
culine—Indeed I used to tell her I never felt easy in her
society if discussing delicate subjects; I could scarcely
persuade myself that she was not in disguise.” And Mary
Chestnut, the famed South Carolina diarist, felt much
the same about the intimidating strength of her friend
McCord [nurse Eliza McCord], who seemed to possess
‘the intellect of a man.” Nurses were not truly women,
but in some sense men in drag.”

Harriet was an outsider to those white gender restrictions, since
New Afrikan women were not considered “real” women any
more than butches were. And she didn’t work in any sterile hos-
pitals. There were no MASH units, no antibiotics, no IV drips,
no plasma, neither sophisticated surgery nor protective gloves,
no medivac out of there. Standard military nursing then was
mostly bringing food and water, and cleaning up the blood
and dirt and shit. With lots of danger from infectious diseases.
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So you'd better believe that ing out on the
New Afrikan ward with crowds of white civilian women. Nor

was it some minor “helping” role she created.
Again, what we find is that exceptionalizing Harriet, making

her this individualistic super-woman torn_out of her political
context, pretends to honor her but actually trivializes her. We
were given this picture of heroic Harriet, the lone Black woman
nurse and spy, helping out at the side of the gigantic white
men’s Union Army. Seen that way, her deeds were brave, of
course, but insignificant to the real deal, the big bloody battles
between settler men’s armies that would determine her peo-
ple’s fate. Isn’t that the impression we were slyly poisoned with?
As though a New Afrikan Amazon could only be a “helper” at
the side of the big boys?

Harriet wasn't helping a white army, although that’s the
impression given us. In the Civil War, Harriet was a woman
warrior in a Black army. Just as Harriet was not the only I\Le_w
Afrikan woman who took weapon in hand against the planter
capitalists, just as she was not the only New Afrikan child who
rebelled, so she was not the only Black woman warrior by far.
She w@ne of many, there at the creation.

Maria Lewis, who served as a cavalry trooper in the 8th

.New York Cavalry Regiment. Lewis “wore uniform & carried

a sword & carbine & road & scouted & skirmished & fought
like the rest” (in the words of a contemporary account). She
was one of the New Afrikan soldiers who presented seventeen
captured Confederate battle flags to the War Department, in
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a Washington ceremony. Fourteen-year-old Susie King Taylor

,ﬁng\l was led out of slavery in Georgia, along with other children, by

her uncle. She had already secretly learned how to read, and
ended up attached to the 1st South Carolina regiment as a lit-
eracy teacher for the soldiers, nurse, and laundress. Thousands

e\ /( 4 of New Afrikan women worked in Union camps, as laborers
woet and nurses, cooks, laundresses, teachers.

Harriet Tubman might not even have been the most celebrat-
ed New Afrikan woman spy of the war. Mary Elizabeth Bowser,
who worked at the Confederate White House in Richmond, se-
cretly listened to President Jefferson Davis’ strategy sessions &
kept the Union informed. Under suspicion, she split with $2,500
and left the Confederate White House burning behind her. The
Confederacy was riddled with New Afrikan spies, both women
and men. Mary Louveste, who worked at the Confederate Navy
Yard where the top-secret ironclad warship Virginia was under
construction, took the plans to the Union Navy in Washington
so they’d be ready.

Despite all the publicity around the movie Glory, with Denzel
Washington, the Civil War has always been like white men'’s
personal property. Their personal war, which is why so many
thousands of them love to play in costume at Civil War “re-
enactments.” But in blood-soaked real life, the stalemate that
dragged on for years between Union and Confederacy was fi-
nally snapped by the New Afrikan Nation, which imposed its
own agenda and forced the Confederacy to surrender.

It's true that the New Afrikan 54th Massachusetts Volunteers
of Glory fame was special, a regiment that represented much
of the New Afrikan leadership in the North. Sojourner Truth'’s
grandson served in it, as did Martin Delany’s son, and two
of Frederick Douglass’ sons. But thousands of New Afrikans
had already taken up arms before the 54th was formed. New
Afrikan militias had been formed in a number of places. Not
the least of which were the Sea Islands.

65

Although it’s seldom discussed, maritime convention and
need had always let ships have multi-national and multi-
lingual crews. Sailors, even white ones, were still semi-slaves at
that time, without full citizenship rights and legally wards of
the government. So the u.s. navy had always had many New
Afrikan sailors on its ships. 30,000 New Afrikans served in the
Union Navy during the war.

New Afrikan soldiers helped fight back Lee in Virginia in
1864, and led the capture of Charleston in 1865. It was known
that General Sherman may have marched through Georgia,
but the saying back then was “the Black regiments held open
the door.” The Black regiments would make up 180,000 troops,
ten percent of the Union armies by the last major battles. And
one-third of the standing Union Army months later at the end
of 1865. These regiments were largely ex-plantation escapee
forces, forming out of the substance of the South itself like an
auto-immune disorder in Slavery.

And it can hardly be a surprise that they fought with a de-
termination that struck whites on both sides.

Naturally, it was the plantation owners more quickly than
anyone else who understood that New Afrikan soldiers made
their downfall inevitable. Judge John Underwood of Richmond
said after the war: “I had a conversation with one of the lead-
ing men in that city, and he said to me that the enlistment
of Negro troops by the United States was the turning point of
the rebellion; that it was the heaviest blow they ever received.
He remarked that when the slaves deserted their masters, and
showed a general disposition to do so and join the forces of the
United States, intelligent men everywhere saw that the matter
was ended.”
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This should help us to come to grips with war in a deeper way.

The patriarchal view of war is two-dimensional, dividing up
the flowing gealltleQ_Qn_sjrlcted boxes of macho dualities:

ruler vs. subject; mind vs. body; men vs. women and children;
fighting vs. building; army vs. community; military vs. politi-
cal. And so on. This isn't stupidity on their part, merely a nec-
essary construct for their kind of alienated universe. In the
popular macho view, fighters are only those hitting or killing
someone. Unless Harriet, for example, had put on a Union
Army general’s uniform and had done a book signing tour
talking about how many men she had killed, she can’t be rec-
ognized as a warrior. Although she saw more danger and com-
bat than a Colin Powell or most generals and admirals, by far.

Even making a hit movie about the Black regiments only
perpetuates that ideological domination. Historian Jim Cullen
points out: “Glory obscures the ambivalence, the ambiguity,
and disillusionment that military experience held for many
African-American men and women during the Civil War.
Indeed, the absence of Black women in the film belies their
presence in many military encampments as civilians, nurses,
or, in the case of Harriet Tubman, crucial strategic combatants.”
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When we speak of the flow of reality, we mean, for instance,
that the explosion of the New Afrikan troops was only a part
of and the inevitable flowering of the mass prison breaks and
over fifty years of guerrilla wor}c_lr_lfthe Underground Railroad.
Harriet was both a participant and one of the foremothers of
the Black regiments. While they wore the Union “blue” and
were under white settler officers, these soldiers were in reality
a paWon and its political movement.
They a dual identity, living the possibilities of both requ-
lar soldiers of the u.s. settler empire and New Afrikan rebels
against it. Unresolved for that brief moment, they wore both
possibilities, one superimposed upon the other.

Even inside the u.s. military these New Afrikan soldiers
took part in mass resistance against the u.s. government,
against the racist policies of the Lincoln Administration. Units
refused to take their pay at all, rather than accept the half of
settler troops’ pay that President Lincoln had ordered for them.
There were protests and fights daily against colonial treatment,
and even many rebellions. Eighty percent of the Union soldiers
executed for mutiny during the Civil War were New Afrikans,

just like in today’s u.s. empire.

# Escaped to Curnberland Landing, \-’a.. 1862
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Harriet was part of this struggle, criticizing Lincoln for his
| white supremacist policies. This is an important point. While
i Harriet is pictured today as a loyal supporter of the ws. gov-

|‘ ernment and President Lincoln, in real life she never supported
]_Xbraham Lincoln until he was safely dead. Harriet, as a leader
in the Anti-Slavery cause and someone who always had valu-
able information from behind Confederate lines, was welcome
in official Washington. She had an official open invitation to
visit at the Whitest House. Any time she was in Washington.
. Very conspicuously, Harriet refused to speak with Lincoln,

Ll whom she correctly perceived to be a crude white-supremacist.

]
| ( “...1didn't like Lincoln in those days,” she said later. “I used
‘ to go see Mrs. Lincoln but I never wanted to see him. You see we
| colored people didn’t understand then that he was our friend.
| All we knew was that the first colored troops sent South from
| L Massachusetts only got seven dollars a month while the white
il ‘ got fifteen. We didn't like that.”

|
|
f

Harriet would drop by the Whitest House to talk politics &
| the conduct of the war ... but only with Ms. Lincoln. Mary Todd
; .“‘ Lincoln is described today in history books as just another in-
I sane woman, a “shrew” who was unkind to her busy President
husband. But among her contemporaries she was considered
. much more intellectual and radical than the President. And
”:‘? more sympathetic to the Black cause.

| When she was in d.c.,, Harriet would not only meet with
‘ Mary Lincoln, but stay with u.s. secretary of state William H.
Seward. Who was a supporter of Harriet’s from when she was a
.‘ fugitive, even though he was then a u.s senator. Harriet could
| tell her friends from her enemies. Although, after Lincoln was
forced to sign the Emancipation Proclamation and then got
assassinated, Harriet had to tactically go along & say a few
nice words about him. We shouldn’t be misled. Harriet was not
only, in her subversive way, a player in national politics, but
someone who was on the militant edge of the Black Natmns
politics.

Warrior as Healer

Certainly, Harriet was respected in the Black regiments. The
escaped captive William Wells Brown writes: “When the Negro
put on the ‘blue’ ‘Moses’ was in her glory and traveled from
camp to camp, being always treated in the most respectful
manner. The Black men would have died for this woman.”

Not because she was an icon, but because she was one of
them & valued for what she did. Even today diseases & expo-
sure often cause more casualties in wartime than enemy fire,
and in the age before antibiotics and medivacs that was even
more true.

For every white soldier who died in battle with the Union
Army, two died from diseases—it was geometrically worse for
New Afrikans. Due to poor health from slave life and Union
racism, like being forced to do the heaviest labor and do the
dirtiest jobs, living under the worst conditions. For every Black
Union soldier who died in battle, ten died from diseases. In
fact, one of every five New Afrikan soldiers in the Union Army
ended up dying of disease. To them, a healer was as militarily
essential as a skilled artilleryman or sharpshooter. Or more so.

At that time there were few useful medicines in Western
medicine, and Harriet’s contributions from New Afrikan
healing were much in demand. Dysentery from contaminat-
ed drinking water was epidemic throughout the war in the
Union camps, so often fatal. Harriet used herbal remedies New
Afrikans had learned from indigenous peoples. Giving soldiers
a tea she made from the powdered roots of pond lilies and
parts of a flower called cranesbill, she saved many lives where
settler doctors were helpless.

This shouldn't surprise our expectations. It’s true that the
mind of the capitalist patriarchy unnaturally divides healing
from fighting, insisting that these activities be kept so sepa-

rate, so isolated, that only separate persons can embody them.
Like the saintly Dr. Marcus Welby, M.D. and his twin, the




|
; M"”‘ I

\
o
J)70
bloodthirsty Gen. George Patton. Yet, in the Eastern martial

arts we have to learn respect for our bodies, stretching & lis-
tenlnM our body, as v well as strikes. This is elementary And

f many noted martial arts masters have been healers, and spiri-
\, tual teachers as well.
-'J_-—-—__ﬁx—.-_‘-__‘_—

During the famed Long March in 1935, Chinese communist
commander Chu Teh would give basid[health lecturés to the
guerrillas at night: About sanitation, about the simple impor-
tance of washing Thgj: feet carefully after a day’s march. Is
that surprising, under conditions when a blister or a dirty cut
cqylci;esult in crippling or fatal infection?

After arriving at Beaufort, S.C. in May 1862 on a military
transport ship, Harriet reported to Gen. David Hunter, Union
commander of the Department of the South. She immediately
began organizing escaped New Afrikan workers in the camp,
and took over the “Contraband Hospital” at Beaufort* In a
dictated letter she wrote back North:

“Among other duties which I have, is that of looking after
the hospital here for contrabands. Most of those coming
from the mainland are very destitute, almost naked. I am
trying to find places for those able to work, and provide
for them as best as I can, so as to lighten the burden of
the Government as much as possible, while at the same
time they learn to respect themselves by earning their
own living.”

Again, Harriet was leading in doing, helping other New Afrikan
women in practical ways to build a liberated community from

* In the early period of the War, escaped slaves were officially des-
ignated as “contraband.” This was a legalism. Since the Lincoln
Administration still recognized chattel slavery as legal, the Union had
to justify not returning escaped slaves to their owners. As Rebel “prop-
erty,” the Army held that ex-slaves were “contraband” subject to gov-
ernment seizure. The name spread into common usage.
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ground zero up- Her biographer writes: “She taught Negro
women how to adjust to the new conditions, to produce and

create articles for their own consumption ... and to make and
sell various articles to the soldiers.” With two hundred dollars
in pay (the only government pay she would ever get, in fact)
Harriet had a laundry shed built, where women could run a
cooperative business doing cleaning for soldiers.

”

Be 4 “free
territory in the Deep South, the Union had issued a general
call for Abolitionists to come assist the new community. Many
women, New Afrikan as well as white, came from the North to
be teachers & community workers. Clara Barton, the founder
of the Red Cross, came to help nurse in the hospital. To say
nothing of the many formerly en-slaved “contraband” women,

like the teenage Susie King Taylor, who came there.

Contrary to today’s thinking, in which women say we can’t
do anything unless we get a grant, Harriet even gave up her
few government personal privileges to better organize her peo-

ple. A report to the u.s. government noted:

“When she first went to Beaufort she was allowed to draw
rations as an officer or soldier, but the freed people, be-
coming jealous of this privilege accorded her—she volun-
tarily relinquished this right and thereafter supplied her
personal wants by selling pies and root beer—which she
made during the evening and nights—when not engaged
in important service for the Government.”

No Civilians There

It’s important to see that Harriet’s women’s organizing was
only part of the many-sided flow of her life as a warrior. Isn’t
it true that when we hear of women & community orgamz—
ing we assume without thinking that this is civilian activity,
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like the PTA or block improvement committee? Even our word
“community” has peaceful & civilian overtones in our minds.
But that wasn't it at all. Because there were no civilians there.
And that temp community was a rear base area right in the

war zone.

That “free” community that Harriet & many others were

a _g_h_ngs.JJkﬂanmon-colonyeraguernﬂa_bns_e. While in
the event of a defeat, the Union Navy might evacuate by sea

the few units of Northern settler troops and settler c1v1hans’

for the many thousands of New Afrikans there would be no

retreat. It was win or die.

Every person had chosen to risk their life in resistance.
Whether they had hidden in the swamps & escaped through
Confederate lines, or were among the thousands who had defi-
antly stayed behind when their so-called “owners” fled. If their
community were overrun, recaptured, many would be killed
and not a few like Harriet would be tortured to death. With no
history, few resources, new escapees arriving daily, life was raw
& chaotic in those camps. No one knew what would happen.
When Harriet taught becoming self-reliant, she was preparing
her sisters for survival. Even if they had to flee again & scatter.
When she organized New Afrikan men & women, helped them
to strengthen themselves as a people, this was life & death to
them. Part of their own war. And an integral part of Harriet’s
life as a woman warrior.

Ironically, the laundry shed that Harriet had built for a co-
operative women'’s enterprise was later seized by the officers of
a Northern regiment, to use as their HQ. While Harriet was
away on a mission to Florida. This was typical of the daily class
conflicts on the Union side between settlers and New Afrikans.
We have to keep in mind that this wasn’t any fairy tale war of
good against evil. Nor was it simply “the war to free the slaves.”
No way. Even as they were winning battles and dying by the
thousands, many Black soldiers were completely unpaid. Since
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they were on wage strike & refusing to accept their apartheid
pay from the u.s.government.

While in private, Lincoln & some of his generals were se-
cretly thinking of the total elimination of the Black troops.

\

A Four-Sided War

The Civil War was actually a four-srded war;hn which all the

partles maneuvered for their own interests. In part, this V\Las
the fratricidal & incestuous “white man’s war” as many de-
scribed it at the time. Northern industrial capitalism and the
Southern slave-owning plantation class were forced into civil
war to settle which white patriarchal society would rule the
continent. To both of them, New Afrikans were a factor, but
only as valuable subjects for “real” people to fight over.

As we know, New Afrikans used this “falling out among
thieves” to advance their own liberation. In the early months
of the War, once it became clear that Northern capitalism was
trying to keep New Afrikans disarmed and powerless, there
was widespread sentiment among them against the Union war
effort. Frederick Douglass spoke for many when he said that
the War started: “...in the interests of slavery on both sides.
The South fighting to take slavery out of the Union, and the
North fighting to keep it in the Union. The South fighting to
get it beyond the limits of the Uhlted States Constitution, and
the North fighting for the old guarantees—both despising the
Negro, both msuItmg the Negro

It soon became clear that the Union would be forced, re-
luctant step by reluctant step, to encourage en-sl rison
breaks, to shelter escapees, to enlist New Afrikans as sol-
diers, and finally to end chattel slavery, to once and for all
destroy the planter capitalist class and their system. Most New
Afrikan activists politically united & converged on this great
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breakthrough, to put to death chattel slavery. Sojourner Truth

put aside her pacifism to become an army recruiter; Dr. Martin
Delany dropped his plan of Afrikan nationalist emigration
and put on the Union “blue”; and Harriet Tubman stepped-up
her guerrilla activity a thousand-fold by using the Union Army
as a lever.

The fourth side to the Civil War were the indigenous na-
tions, who were drawn into this decisive war of change. Native
Amerikans took different angles to it, for both tactical & stra-
tegic reasons. Some, for example, allied with the Confederate
States, under duress. But also because the first total war be-
tween white settlers & the splintering of the u.s. empire held
possibilities for their own sovereignty. The Union victory was
indirectly a dlsaster for the 1ndlgenous nations, since it re-

gression. The decades after the Civil War r saw new “final” of-
fensives against Native Amerikans in the West, and the birth
of the attempted genocide of the reservation system.

We raise all this to stamp out lingering racist stereotypes we
carry with us that the Union represented the cause of justice &
that Black people reacted to the War only as enthusiastic sup-
porters of a benevolent u.s. government.

New Afrikans as a Nation maintained their own inde-
pendent politics, their critical distance. Including their own
internal political debates and struggles. Not only in a need
to end Southern chattel slavery, but with a healthy distrust
of and need to maneuver around white settlers on both sides.
Northern white society rarely saw this side because of its own
white supremacy. And because New Afrikans often took over
stereotypes in a transgressive way, as protective camouflage.
New Afrikans on the Sea Islands, for example, tried to conceal
their Gullah language & distinctive culture from the occupy-
ing Union troops.

v b
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As early as 1861 in Virginia, escaped plantation work-
ers formed a number of outlaw guerrilla colonies, and
operated as “land pirates” preying on Confederate and
Union troops alike in an equal opportunity experiment.
These New Afrikan guerrillas lived in hidden camps & were

aided by a supply and intelli of those still on
the plantations. When Gen, McClellan’s Union Army of the

convoys were held up and white Union troops killed by New
Afrikan raiders that they had to travel heavily guarded even
behind their own lines. Keep in mind that Gen. McClellan
was the Union Army’s commander-in-chief, who had not only
threatened to temporarily join the Confederates in killing any
slave revolt, but whose Union troops regularly returned es-
caped New Afrikans to their. Confederate owners. That was the

This was the difficult & confli ne that Harriet

moved through. The Union Army’s Department of the South
stretched along the Southeastern coast from Charleston, S.C.
to Jacksonville, Florida. In her work as an Amazon warrior
& New Afrikan general, Harriet ranged up & down the coast,
carried by Union ships. Now as a spymaster, then as a for-
ward scout leading a raid, after that as a healer or organizer.
She flowed, with deceptive ease and without fuss, from role
to role. Any one of which might have been thought a major
achievement.

The Inevitahle Resolution

In October 1862, the inevitable nodal point in change was
reached; aWWbelhon made
a qualitative change in the War. Arming the New Afrikan man
had always been the w11d card, the most dangerous@c
v@hat both sides held back in reserve. Staring at defeat,




76

the war unpopular, the Union Army repulsed in bloody set-
back after setback & even starting to shrink, the white men'’s
government in Washington decided to form Black regiments.

As a safeguard for settler power, no more New Afrikans
would become militia officers, and new units would be com-
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hundreds of anonymous New Afrikans still in chains in South

Carolina, Georgia, and Florida, grovidinq detailed informa- \

tion on every Confederate move. Did you think that Harriet ‘

could personally spy on hundreds of miles of enemy territory?

- This fills in a picture for us, Instead of Harriet as a lone |
W superwoman spy for a white men’s army, which is what the |
capitalist patriarchy has wanted us to think, we can see that

even the Confederacy itself would take two years later, arm- ‘ t“n

manded only by white men. This was a last resort step that ) }MM

ing thousands of its own captive New Afrikans. Hoping too
late to form a “loyal” Black mercenary army of 200,000 to
save it. While both sides refused to recruit women into their
armies. Although over three hundred women are known to
have served as regular soldiers in Union “blue” regiments.
Some Confederate white women began demanding gun train-
ing. Their reason wasn't to fight the Union, but to protect them-
selves from the plantations’ New Afrikan forced laborers while
their husbands were away. And in some areas Confederate of-
ficials did give pistol classes for settler women.

The white Union cavalry regiments occupying Beaufort &
the Sea Islands were needed elsewhere, so the 1st and 2nd South
Carolina Regiments were formed from “freed” New Afrikans.
The 1st South Carolina Regiment had been formed months
before Lincoln’s new order, against War Department policy,
and thus was the first New Afrikan unit in the u.s. army. Both
regiments were commanded by white associates of John Brown
and Harriet herself. One, Col. James Montgomery, had prior
experience at commando warfare against the slavers, from
the informal combat before the Civil War in “Bloody Kansas."
During the Winter of 1862-63, the new regiments trained and
started practicing their trade.

"’

Harriet was called to organize an Intelligence Service for
the Department of 1 partment of the South. She recruited seven New Afrikan
scouts who knew the region well and were experienced at evad-
ing the Southern patrols. She also recruited two New Afrikan
river pilots, who were familiar with the coastal waters & riv-
er systems. The ten of them made contact with networks of

she was the “Commander” of a sizeabld Black intelligence net- t
work. With a capital “C” as it was always put, guiding units

—
of New Afrikan troops. Who were the spear & shield of a war
zone community of embattled women, children, and men who i
were all liberating themselves.

Part of Harriet’s work with the Black regiments then was as
an (intelligence officet, leading her detachment. But she also
personally served as a scout, going ar i rifle to guide
the advance when the regiments struck. After the War, Gen.
Rufus Saxton wrote of her: “I can bear witness to the value of
her services in South Carolina and Florida. She made many a
raid inside the enemy’s lines displaying remarkable courage,
zeal and fidelity.”

Harriet herself rarely spoke of her battlefield experiences.
B}it her grand-niece Alice Stewart remembers her & her mother
visiting the elderly Harriet. The young Alice played in the tall
grass of the field:

“Suddenly I became aware of something moving toward
me thru the grass. So smoothly did it glide and with so
little noise. I was frightened! Then reason conquered fear
and I knew it was Aunt Harriet, flat on her stomach, and
with only the use of her arms and serpentine movement
of her body, gliding smoothly along. Mother helped her
back to her chair and they laughed. Aunt Harriet then
told me that was the way she had gone by many a senti-
nel during the war.”
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After months of training, the first Black regiment was ready
to fight. In January 1863, the New Afrikan troops, carried by
Union gunboats, raided plantations up the St. Mary’s River
that divides Georgia from Florida. While that first raid brought
back large quantities of rice, livestock, lumber, bricks, and iron
to the hard-pressed Sea Islands, a more valuable prize soon be-
came their target. The 2nd South Carolina Regiment was still
understrength. All the intelligence reported that many still in
chains there were ready to join up as soon as they saw a way
to escape.

Just as the original mass jailbreak strategy of the New
Afrikan nation and the experience of the Underground

Railroad gave shape to ]ohn Brown'’s guerrilla plans, so it
continued in the building raids-of-the Black regiments, On
March 6, 1863, Gen. Saxton wrote Secretary of War Stanton
about Florida, based on the reports of Harriet’s Intelligence
Service: “I have reliable information that there are large num-
bers of able-bodied Negroes in that vicinity who are watching
for an opportunity to join us.”

Four days later both regiments went up the St. John's River,
with orders to capture Jacksonville, Florida. The ambitious
Union plan was to stay and win back all of the state from
the Confederacy. While the Black regiments easily seized
Jacksonville, Confederate reinforcements over the next several
weeks made their situation unpromising, and the regiments
had to retreat back offshore. New soldiers had been recruited in
Jacksonville, however, and the experience of those campaigns
led to a new military strategy that Harriet herself would initiate.

_Several months later the most famous episode of Harriet's
life he happened, when she initiated and led the Combahee River
raid in June 1863. It began when Harrféﬁolcf Gen. Da Dav1d Hunter
’g_kgt_her plantation spies along the Combahee River in South
Carolina had reported the location of all the floating mines,
or “torpedoes” as they were then called, that the Confederates

had placed to guard against Union attacks upriver. She felt
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that the rich agricultural area along the River was now ripe
for invasion.

Gen. Hunter asked her, according to Harriet, “if she would
go with several gunboats up-the-Combahee-River, the object
of the expedition being to take up the torpedoes placed by the
rebels in the river, to destroy railroads and bridges, and to cut
off supplies fi supplies from the rebel troops. She said she would go if Col.
Montgomery was to be appomted commander of the expedi-
tion .... Accordingly, Col. Montgomery was appointed to the
command, and Harriet, with several men under her, the prin-
cipal of whom was |. Plowden ... accompanied the expedition.”

Harriet led the raid. She wanted Col. Montgomery as the
official commander because of their working relationship.
Before their troops even set out, Confederate intelligence had
received advance warning from agents in the North: “The N.Y.
ITribune says that the Negro troops at Hilton Head, S.C. will
soon start upon an expedition, under the command of Colonel
Montgomery, differing in many respects from any heretofore
projected.” That was definitely a historic understatement, it
turned out.

Remarkable as the night raid was, it might have been lost in
‘history, as so many of Harriet's activities were, if it hadn’t been
caught in a reporter’s dispatch printed in the Boston newspa-
per, The Commonwealth:

“HARRIET TUBMAN

“Col. Montgomery and his gallant band of 300 black sol-
diers, under the guidance of a black woman [empha-
sis in original], dashed into the enemy’s country, struck
a bold and effe_céiye blow, destroying millions of dollars
worth of comrﬁis;s;iry stores, cotton and lordly dwellings,
and striking terror into the heart of rebeldom, brought
omgg thousands of dollars worth of
property, without losing a man or receiving a scratch. It
was a glorious consummation.
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“After they were all fairly well disposed of in the Beaufort
charge, they were addressed in strains of thrilling elo-
quence by their gallant deliverer ... The Colonel was fol-
lowed by a speech from the black woman, who led the
raid and under whose inspiration it was originated
and conducted. For sound sense and real native elo-
quence, her address would do honor to any man, and it
created a great sensation.”

The Confederates, placing too much confidence on the river
mines which Harriet quickly had disabled, were caught off
guard and fled in disorder. New Afrikan soldiers advanced rap-
idly along both banks of the river, torching four plantations
and six mills. Hundreds and hundreds of plantation prison-
ers reached the river, despite the plantation owners’ efforts to
drive them all inland. More than the three gunboats, over-
loaded, could carry. Harriet remembered the morning:

“I never saw such a scene. We laughed and laughed and
laughed. Here you’'d see a woman with a pail on her
head, rice-a-smoking in it just as she’d taken it from
the fire, young one hanging on behind ... One woman
brought two pigs, a white one and a black one; we took
them all on board; named the white pig Beauregard [a
Southern general], and the black one Jeff Davis [presi-
dent of the Confederacy]. Sometimes the women would
come with twins hanging around their necks; it appears I
never saw so many twins in my life; bags on their shoul-
ders, baskets on their heads, and young ones tagging be-
hind, all loaded...”

Opposite page: “We laughed and we laughed and we laughed,”
Harriet would recall. From Harper’s Week/y July 4, 1863, illustration shows
New Afrikan 2nd South Carolina Volunteers’ raid on the rice plantations of
the Combahee, led by Harriet Tubman the month before. Plantations can be
seen burning in the distance as New Afrikan captive proletarians take ad-
vantage of the mass jailbreak.
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Official Confederate Army reports admitted: “The enemy
seems to have been well posted as to the character and capac-
ity of our troops ... and to have been well guided by persons
thoroughly acquainted with the river and country.”

The Exact Spot of the Enemy’s Imbalance J

While there was a dead-on significance to the event itself, to
a New Afrikan woman leading troops into action against
those who believed that they had a right to “own” her people,
there was also a broader impact not in Harriet as a person
but in what she helped start. The use of the regiments in a
New Afrikan guerrilla way, in utilizing superior intelligence to
avoid confrontation & strike unexpected blows, freeing large.
numbers of prisoners while sinking the enemy economy, was
strategic. As a warri e put her hand on the exact spot of
her opponent’s imbalance. K 5

This was grasped by Gen. Hunter, who the next day wrote
u.s. Secretary of War Stanton that the Combahee action was
but an experiment of a new plan.—_ﬁﬁelt that with this ap-
proach the entire, fertile coastal areas of the Deep South, which
contributed so much to the Confederate economy, would have
to ‘be comjﬂetely abandoned by the Slaveocracy. All without
any Northern sejctler reinforcements. New Afrikans would do
it all themselves. Hunter immediately planned for more such
raids, “injuring the enemy ... and carrying away their §lcl—\g__e-§:
thus rapidly filling up the South Carolina regiments of which
there are now four.” |

Suddenly, like a momentary clearing in a storm, we can see
a brilliantly sharper picture of wars within wars. Hidden with-
_in the war of Union vs. Confederacy was alwame
power of the New Afrikan Nation to cdrry out their own war.

To be their own liberators. And in Harriet’s life as an Amazon

AP
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we see the hidden striving of millions of women as a People

unto o itali i our

will upon the world.

Exhausted from several years at the front & receiving word
that her aged parents needed her, Harriet took leave and
went back to NY. in June 1864. After months of recupera-
tion, she became involved in a new military plan. News had
reached the North of a desperate Confederate effort to create a
200,000-man Black army of the South to hold back the Union.
The New Afrikan mercenaries themselves would be made in-
dividually “free,” of course, in return for fighting for the Slave
System.

In February 1865, Confederate President Jefferson Davis
told his people to recognize a bitter truth: “We are reduced
to choosing whether the negroes shall fight for us or against
us.” Confederate soldiers sent petitions to Richmond support-
ing the controversial proposal, as their front lines crumbled.
Finally, on February 18, 1865, General Robert E. Lee asked
the Confederate Congress to authorize a Black mercenary
corps: “The negroes, under proper circumstances, will make
efficient soldiers.” Such legislation passed at the war’s end, too
late to make any difference. The State of Virginia had already
gone ahead and was training its first two companies of Black
Confederate soldiers.

Dr. Martin Delany saw this as an opportunity. Meeting with
Lincoln at the Whitest House, Delany proposed that a separate
u.s. Black legion be created, officered by Black men, to prevent
that Confederate threat. Delany saw this new army boldly ad-
vancing straight into the Confederate heartland: “Proclaiming
freedom as they go, sustaining it and protecting it by arming
the emancipated, taking them as fresh troops...”

President Lincoln, knowing that a large mercenary army
fighting for the Confederacy could change the whole situation,
surprisingly agreed to Dr. Delany’s plan. Delany was tested
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by an army board for days & then given the rank of Major
of Infantry, the first & in the Civil War the only New Afrikan
to reach that rank. He was given orders to start forming his
Black army in the Sea Islands. The New Afrikan strategy of the
Underground Railroad, of John Brown'’s raid, of the Carolina
regiments growing out of armed jailbreaks, reached its final

form in this projected Black legion.

Of course, Delany realized just as John Brown had that the
expedition needed the intelligence & propaganda services of
the Underground Railroad, moving through the plantations
ahead of it. His biographer writes: “Certain leading spirits of
the ‘Underground Railroad’ were invoked. Scouts incognito
were already ‘on to Richmond,” and the services of the famous
Harriet Tubman, having been secured to serve in the South...”
Delany & Harriet, having once worked together recruiting
volunteers in Canada for John Brown'’s guerrilla effort, again
found themselves comrades in a new and even more ambitious
Black military effort.

’

All this time, even while she had been Commander of the
Intelligence Section of the Union Department of the South,
Harriet had never been on the books. She was a freelance
Amazon, who worked with the Union Army but who supported
herself and led herself. As is our way. Not that this prevented
her from making claims for money rightfully due her once the
War was over. Her herstorical vision stamped its mark again
after she had joined the Delany-Lincoln New Afrikan legion
project.

On March 20, 1865, Harriet was in Washington to pick up
her papers from the u.s. Department of War giving her pas-
sage on a transport ship from New York harbor back to the Sea
Islands. A trip she never completed.

While traveling through Philadelphia on her way up to
New York, Harriet was intercepted by representatives of the
u.s. Sanitary Commission. They asked her help in dealing
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with terrible conditions in the New Afrikan hospitals run by
the u.s. government near Washington, d.c. Putting a hold on
her assignment, Harriet immediately traveled to the hospitals
and began trying to save as many as she could. Major Delany
himself had not yet sailed for the South, and wouldn’t arrive
there until April 3, 1865. That was the day that the triumphant
Union Army captured the Confederate capital of Richmond,
Virginia. Seven days later, Gen. Robert E. Lee surrendered his
starving Army of Northern Virginia, and it was done.

Harriet was still more than busy, working in the hospitals
for months after the War’s end. In July 1865, she returned to
Washington to protest the conditions in the hospitals. The re-
sult was that on July 22, 1865, u.s. surgeon-general Barnes ap-
pointed Harriet Tubman as the “matron” or woman manager
of the Colored Hospital at Ft. Monroe, Virginia. Her military
travel pass back there still survives. But with the end of the
War her appointment never took effect, and eventually Harriet
returned to Auburn, N.Y. Her parents and other family were
there, and Harriet would spend the rest of her life there. Still in
exile from “home,” the Eastern Shore of Maryland. It was never
going to be safe for Harriet to go home. She would always be a
target for assassination.

It is said that Harriet “retired” after the Civil War. This is
yet another misdirection. The fall of the Slave System ended
an entire historical period, and began a new period where
the oppressor system was based on neo-colonialism. In that
new political environment Harriet was repressed out of offi-
cial politics, as all New Afrikan women were. Not that she nor
they ever stopped working at building the new base for the
New Afrikan Nation. Or stopped publicly supporting women'’s

struggle.

We know that Harriet is hidden in a manipulated fame, her
Amazon identity dis-figured by a femmed-up image as men’s
supporter and helper. Even Black Nationalists have been drawn
into this white tactic, paying lip service to Harriet’s Amazon
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legacy by occasionally saying her name but really dis-missing
her. We need to talk about Harriet not just as a doer of heroic
deeds but as a person.

The truth is that Harriet makes amerikkkans uneasy.
Because she wasn’t what women are supposed to be. Yet

‘was much more. That’s why she was & is exceptional-
ized in such n_wgye,,@‘lcg_lger _cglgl_)_rat_ed ph_)_rsizdlrp_ow-
ers. Harriet’s military deeds are often implicitly linked
to tales of how amazingly strong she was. Not even bio-
logically like “real” feminine women, it’s silently implied.

This actually has its origins right in the slaver’s mouth.

Her prison-warden when she was a teenager was proud of
his supposed human property. He would exhibit Harriet boast-
fully to his white friends. Harriet would “lift huge barrels of
produce and draw a loaded stone boat like an ox.” This picture
is no accident. For Harriet and other New Afrikan women were
only a kind of animal to euro-capitalism. Not “real” women,
at all.

Some of Harriet’s relatives later complained that white jour-
nalists had played up her muscular strength, making her into
a freak. As we know, many New Afrikan women were physi-
cally strong. For the same reason that some six foot white u.s.
marines over in 'Nam found that they couldn’t carry as much
as some 80-pound Vietnamese peasant grandmothers. Harriet
had spent years in the fields at hard labor. Often lifting heavy
weights from sunup to sundown. Plowing, handling horses,
hauling logs by hand, chopping and loading heavy chunks
of timber hour after hour. Developing muscles was natural in
those circumstances for women as for men.

While Harriet in her youth may well have been as strong
as any man on their plantation, there is no evidence of any-
thing more. We do know that at least twice in middle age she
got into scuffles with white men and, outnumbered, lost both
times. The second time she was knocked unconscious. Our sis
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wasn’t superstrong or superhuman, and she took her lumps in
the rough and tumble of life. She was, however, an Amazon.

Just as a glamorous actress played Harriet on television, on
several book covers she is shown as tall, muscular, and threat-
ening. Harriet would have probably had a good laugh at that.
Because, in real life, Harriet w\as five feet tall, slight of build,
beginning to be stooped over by the time of the Civil War,
missing her front teeth. She wore the cheap cotton dresses that
working-class women wore then. Her one act of styling was the
brightly colored bandanna that she always wore around her
head. Maybe to hide the mark of her childhood injury. There
is an early photograph actually showing Harriet with a group
of ex-captives she has led to freedom. Harriet is hard to pick
out. Short and somber, with worn face and clothes, Harriet just
fades back into the band of successful escapees. So common as
to be invisible.

Sometimes in science we can suddenly penetrate an ecology
or culture not by what is overtly there, but by what is missing.
Seeing the pattern of what is not there. While certain things
about Harriet are played up, what is never discussed is Harriet’s
relationship to men. Both personally and in the larger sense, of
her relationship to the roles for women that patriarchy made.

Harriet wasn't what women are supposed to be. Her life
wasn't centered around men, she didn’t swerve from her course
to suit men, and she wasn’t even vaguely interested in the role
women were assigned. Like, Harriet never had children. Not
any. Perhaps she was infertile or maybe she used birth control,
but in an age when u.s. women were expected and required by
the capitalist patriarchy to have six, eight, or twelve children,
Harriet had none.

When she did decide to close in on a child, in 1856, she
did so by just up and kidnapping her favorite niece, Margaret
Stewart. On a secret visit back to Maryland, Harriet took the
small child back with her without bothering to tell her brother
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or sister-in-law. Of course, being too busy waging war to actu-
ally raise the eight-year-old girl herself, Harriet simply dropped
Margaret off with Mrs. Seward, the wife of the Governor of
New York and later a u.s. senator. Sounds hard to believe, but
it’s a fact that Margaret grew up as an honored guest with
that household. Much beloved by Harriet,' Margaret neverthe-
less never lived with her, although they remained close all of
Harriet’s life. Her family said that Margaret and Harriet even
looked much alike. Margaret remembered that whenever Aunt
Harriet came back North, she would be sent in the Governor's
horse and carriage to visit her. So much for the nuclear family.

Harriet did marry again twenty years later, in 1869, when
she was about 49 years old. A young veteran in his twenties,
who had met Harriet down South during the War, came to her
house in Auburn, N.Y. seeking help. And Harriet took him in.
That this was no romance was widely known to friends and
family, and her biographer, Earl Conrad, wrote: “It has been
said that her husband, Nelson Davis, spite of being a large
man was not a healthy man, that he suffered with tuberculo-
sis, and she married him to take care of him.” In other words,
under the family values of the times it would not have been
respectable for them to live together otherwise. Davis’' small
pension as a Civil War veteran was the only steady income
that Harriet’s communal house, with its guest population of
homeless children and elderly, had.

While women are supposed to be dependent, Harriet lived
independent. Just like the wives of Frederick Douglass and
Dr. Martin Delany, who lived working-class lives and raised
their children. Anna Douglass worked as a laundrywoman
and Mrs. Delany as a seamstress, to feed and clothe their chil-
dren. While Frederick and Martin were often living elsewhere
for years, traveling frequently, in their roles as New Afrikan
leaders. But because Harriet wasn’t a wife or mother, there
were less obstacles to her going into combat.
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Harriet Is Still Too Subversive

If men are still uneasy about Harriet, over a century later
women are even more afraid to recognize her on the street.
There’s a continuous police action in the culture to domesticate
Harriet, to rub her out as an Amazon. This continuous patri-
archal theme is to erase Harriet politically. A key part of this is
to whiten Harriet, to misrepresent her as being without Black
feminist politics or as a “moderate.” Many people have bought
into this because they wanted to, even those who should know
better.

Harriet’s political decisions were serious decisions, and
can only be understood in her situation, in its limitations and
choices. i think it's exactly the radicals who don’t understand
their past who haven’t learned to understand their own condi-
tions, and also how to move ahead.

Women need to de-mythologize politics. There’s a corrupt
habit today among radicals of all kinds of demanding that the
past only be a costumed fantasy to affirm our latest fashions
and opinions. Of only projecting what's current back onto it.
This is disingenuous, and totally harmful. One way it’s corrupt
is that it insinuates that politics is a verbal patriarchal power
trip. Where Harriet can be politely dismissed for not talking
bad enough, while men whose bold statements were only illu-
sions that they could never make work are pointed to as posi-
tive models.

We can forget too easily how unprepared the Black Nation
was; how little New Afrikan women had. They didn’t have
a government, although they were ruled. They didn't have
schools or libraries, hospitals or churches. They had few books
of their own. And a people who had not been permitted child-

- hood naturally had nothing for children. As a people they

didn’t even have permanent addresses. Entire settlements were
springing to life or being abandoned, in the chaotic transition
out of the Slavery System. The New Afrikan community as we
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think of it today didn’t yet exist. It had to be built. All of this
had to be created for the first time, in large part by women.

Harriet stayed her course. Unlike many Anti-Slavery lead-
ers, who took the Union victory as time to cash in their chips,
Harriet lived the communal & working-class life of her people.
Like many other New Afrikan women, she put her life into
building the first Black institutions, the foundations of their
new communities.

Development also meant self transformation, because New
Afrikan women knew how unprepared they were. Almost all
were illiterate. While the learned Dr. Martin Delany could
write one of the first books opposing Charles Darwin and his
new theory of evolution, Harriet could not read a wanted post-
er or a battle map. A veteran of a hundred guerrilla raids and
campaigns, she once fell asleep unknowingly under her own
wanted poster. Sojourner Truth, the feminist orator, was illiter-
ate, as were her daughters. Anna Douglass, whose husband,
Frederick, was the most famous Black man in amerikkka, was
also illiterate. Harriet never learned to read or write, but she
did throw herself into the New Afrikan literacy movement that
swept the South.

There was a spontaneous mass hunger for knowing, for the
power of knowledge and communication that had been de-
nied them under Slavery. New Afrikan women could be seen
outside during a work break, primary school textbook in hand
trying to sound out words. Schools were set up in cabins and
shacks, teaching children by day and adults at night. Harriet
sent all the funds she could raise (and much of her personal
earnings) to help support two of the new community schools.

For years, as Harriet would lead her fellow fugitives through
the North, on the way to Canada and temporary safety, she
would use the first African Methodist Episcopal churches
as shelters. Where the band of escaped fugitives could hide
among sisters & brothers, rest and be fed. These few churches
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were the only centers an oppressed people in a hostile land
had. Deeply moral, Harriet joined with other New Afrikan
women in the area to conduct revival meetings, to start new
churches wherever they could. Her own house in Auburn, N.Y.
she turned into a communal resource. She put up children
whose parents could not afford to support them, elderly Anti-
Slavery movement veterans and guests. She wanted to set up
a self-supporting farm, which would operate the “John Brown
Home” as she called it. As a resource for the community. She
lived her life constructing the grassroots of the Nation, upon
which the Ida B. Wellses and countless other women of later
generations would stand.

Victory and defeat change everything. Harriet Tubman
was the product of an en-slaved communal nation. That’s
why she was so military. Her movements were more natural
because she was never subordinate within her people. Harriet
could work in the Underground Railroad with men and not be
a subordinate.

The death of Moses was a signal event. An Amazon that
Slavery and armed white men had not been able to stop. But
Harriet could no longer be the General, could no longer be
Moses. Again, this isn’t just about one Amazon. Here in mod-
ern history, not thousands of years ago before recorded time,
we can see in detail how the development of patriarchal class-
es changed the nature of women and men in war. This is a
modern change, that can be remade or reversed in our lifetime.
This is the subject here.

Harriet is still too subversive, still really hard to deal with.
One reason even radicals fall into the trap of treating her non-
politically. Dis-missing her as a simple minded woman. They
don't say it, but they mean it. What's so hard to swallow is that
her deeds didn't come from super abilities, like an Einstein, but
from qualities that we're all supposed to have. And that, em-
barrassingly, most of us have only momentary glimpses of.
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More than anything else, Harriet was deeply rooted. In her-
self as an Amazon and in her New Afrikan people. And being
so centered, there was a deceptive fluidity to everything
she did. For her there was no distance between “I should”
and “I did.” She simply lived her politics to the fullest.

If Harriet wasn’t what women are supposed to be, even more
threatening was that she was much more. Not only indepen-
dent of men, but a player in their closely monopolized territory
of war and politics. Harriet was out of men’s control, but as a
New Afrikan woman was also considered by white men to be
lowly and unimportant. An attitude Harriet took big time ad-
vantage of. In fact, had she tried to join or reform the patriar-
chy she never would have gotten anything done. Harriet took
guerrilla advantage of her informal, unorthodox status to slip
beneath the radar of men’s restrictions. After all, as “Private
Harriet” or “Corporal Harriet” she never would have been able
to confer with Union leaders and generals, or guide their deci-
sions by shaping their Intelligence.

We need to go back to something we said earlier: Once out
of Slavery, Harriet never put herself under the command of
men. Make no mistake, Harriet understood hierarchy & patri-
archy quite well. Literally under the lash for 29 years, bearing
whip scars she would carry all her life, working with fugitive
slaves and Union commanders alike, she had a very practical
grasp of men'’s hierarchy. But she never followed it.

Harriet worked with male leaders of the Anti-Slavery move-
ment, not under them. Just as she worked with the Union Army,
but reserved the right to do whatever she felt best at any time.
She wasn'’t confined by a career or a rank in the hierarchy. And
you know she wouldn’t have been able to fight a war if she had
to be home for dinner.

Harriet rode the waves of her People’s struggle, and became
a leader. Their victories and losses, their choices right & wrong,
were the preconditions for the Malcolm Xs and Audre Lordes

-
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that came later. Harriet didn’t have to always win, or save her
People single-handed. What's crucial is that as an Amazon,
Harriet took her turn at bat. She made political choices. She
did what she had to do to fight out the great issues of the day.

Guerrilla, farmhand, lumberjack, laundress and cook, refu-
gee organizer, raid leader and Intelligence commander, nurse
and healer, revival speaker, feminist and fundraiser. Harriet
flowed, without fuss, from need to need, task to task. Having
no power, she could live with immeasureable power. That'’s
what makes her such a difficult model. You can’t get a grant to
be Harriet. And while the capitalist patriarchy has a million
schools, women still do not have even one school to teach what
Harriet could do.

In her old age a newspaper reporter from the N.Y. Herald
came to interview her, one of the last surviving heroines of the
Anti-Slavery struggle:

“She looked musingly toward a nearby orchard, and she
asked suddenly: ‘Do you like apples?’ On being assured |
did, she said: ‘Did you ever plant any apple trees?” With
shame | confessed that I had not. ‘No,’ said she, ‘but
somebody else planted them. I liked apples when I was
young, and I said: “Some day I'll plant apples myself for
other young folks to eat,” and I guess I did.””
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( not the end )
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the anti-colonial struggles on the African continent. This exercise is also about us, and
about some of the things that We need to understand and to change in ourselves and our

world.” —James Yaki Sayles

Settlers: The Mythology of
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J. Sakai ® 978-1-62963-037-3
456 pages * $20.00

J. Sakai shows how the United States is a country
built on the theft of Indigenous lands and Afrikan
labor, on the robbery of the northern third of Mexico,
the colonization of Puerto Rico, and the expropriation
of the Asian working class, with each of these crimes
being accompanied by violence. In fact, America’s
white citizenry have never supported themselves

but have always resorted to exploitation and theft,
culminating in acts of genocide to maintain their

culture and way of life. This movement classic lays it all out, taking us through this

painful but important history.
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