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In November 2013, the National Park Service invited five scholars to Dorchester County, 

Maryland to participate in a roundtable discussion about interpretation of Harriet Tubman’s life 

and legacy for the newly established Harriet Tubman Underground Railroad National 

Monument.
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  Joining the scholars and NPS professionals, were representatives from Maryland 

Department of Natural Resources, Blackwater National Wildlife Refuge (BNWR), Maryland 

Department of Economic Development, the Organization of American Historians, local 

residents, and Haley Sharpe Design, the exhibit design firm.  Initially guided by a set of 

questions framed by four themes -  Building Communities, Anchoring the Spirit, Paths Toward 

Freedom and Resistance, and Sharing Knowledge - the discussion drew from the specialties and 

skill sets of each scholar, complimenting and enhancing each other’s ideas and perspectives 

while examining the core elements of Tubman’s life and legacy.  One of the goals of the 

roundtable was to enhance NPS partnerships and collaborations with stakeholders and historians 

to ensure the incorporation of varied perspectives and views into innovative and challenging 

interpretation at NPS sites, particularly sites associated with controversial and emotionally 

charged subjects such as slavery and freedom at the Tubman National Monument. 

 

NPS, Maryland State Parks, and the Maryland Department of Economic Development are 

partnering in the development of exhibits at the soon-to-be built Harriet Tubman Underground 

State Park and Visitor Center.  An extensive resource packet that includes a significant body of 

research, artifacts, images, primary sources, and oral histories and interviews, has been created 

by the state to support interpretive exhibits and programming at the State Park and the newly 

established 125-mile Harriet Tubman Underground Railroad Byway and All-American Road, 

and has been made available to NPS.  With those resources in place, the scholars were 

encouraged to reflect on several issues relating to interpretation, drawing on the contexts 

suggested by the four NPS identified themes. Discussions spanned a variety of topics, including 

the complex interplay of history and memory, the “landscapes” of Tubman’s life, differing 

interpretations of “literacy” and “illiteracy,” the contours of Tubman’s faith, African cultural 

heritage and retentions, modes of communication, and the particular nature of slavery on the 

Eastern Shore of Maryland. Not all of the issues covered during the roundtable will be covered in 

this white paper, but a few warrant further attention.   

 

Interpretation of Tubman’s life and the context of her times have been influenced by a web 

of cultural, historical, and social dynamics and points of view. To a great extent, historical 

analysis and storytelling are shaped by competing notions and interpretations of the past.  On the 

Eastern Shore of Maryland, history and the stories told by communities there are rooted in real 

and imagined memories about a time, a place, and people. Here, the geography of memory, (or 

the “genealogy of memory,” as was mentioned during the roundtable discussions), can be 

complex and varied, and is sculpted by many factors, including race and ethnicity, community 

location, faith traditions, social, economic, and political dynamics, and the movement or 

migration of people.
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Much of the discussion during the roundtable was framed by the dynamic of the landscapes 

of Harriet Tubman’s life.  The core of the Tubman interpretive experience is rooted in the 

physical geography and topography of the fields, forests, paths, and waterways of the Eastern 

Shore of Maryland. These landscapes are physical and material, on the one hand, and intangible 

and nonphysical on the other.  Harriet Tubman’s community building, for instance, can be 

observed through the physical and human traces of those communities on the ground, and 

through the racial, familial, social, economic, and master-slave relationships that shaped and 

influenced her life.  This might be called the geographies of her life:  the geography of place, the 

geography of family, the geography of slavery and freedom, the geography of faith, of 

communication, of skills, of memory, of communities, and so on.  

 

The geography of place has deep meaning for Tubman’s life experience as well as for those 

communities within which she was raised and endured in slavery.  Today’s descendants of those 

historic communities still cherish and revere what many call their “home place.”  Rooting 

visitors in these places, such as her birth site at the Thompson plantation at Harrisville, the fields 

and woods of the Brodess farm and Bucktown, the forests, fields, wharves and creeks of 

Madison, the rivers and streams of Blackwater and the Choptank River estuary, and the 

Underground Railroad routes through Caroline County, can help visitors visualize the breadth 

and scope of the physical and social landscapes of Tubman’s life.  How did Tubman travel 

between these places?  What paths (by water or land) would have been available to her and her 

family?  How did the nature of the topography influence and shape physical and social 

interactions?  How did social and familial relationships, within the context of slavery drive the 

manipulation of the environment, for instance?  These are just a few of the questions that visitors 

may ask as they begin to explore the context and meaning of Tubman’s life. 

During the roundtable meeting, the scholars visited several significant sites in Dorchester 

County. These included Tubman’s birth site at the former Anthony Thompson plantation at 

Harrisville, the historic Malone’s AME Church at White Marsh, Madison, the Jacob 

Jackson/Harriet Tubman National Monument site, Stewart’s Canal, Blackwater National 

Wildlife Refuge, the Tubman State Park site, and Bucktown, her childhood home.  Though these 

are but a few of the sites throughout Dorchester and Caroline counties associated with Tubman 

and the Underground Railroad, they offered a foundation for discussions about the varied 

landscapes that shaped life in the antebellum period.  A discussion in front of a large wall map of 

the Blackwater Refuge region in the Blackwater NWR Visitor Center helped demonstrate from a 

birds-eye view the breadth of the physical geography that Tubman and her family traversed in 

pursuit of work, family, and freedom.  Significant free and enslaved communities central to 

Tubman’s life were identified on this map, highlighting the spatial relationships between free, 

enslaved and blended communities in this upper south slavery-based society.  Historic roads and 

paths, some only accessible by foot today, and water routes, which would have been utilized by 

Tubman and her family, were pointed out or conceptualized on the map. 

The ideas about using maps to help interpret Tubman have been discussed frequently over 

the years while the Tubman Byway, State Park, and National Park projects evolved, and in fact 

the Tubman Byway is one interpretive mapping tool that leads visitors to various locations 

related to Tubman, the Underground Railroad, and other significant cultural sites. During the 

roundtable, discussions with exhibit designers from Haley Sharpe helped flesh out concepts for 



an interactive mapping surface, where information and the histories associated with these 

significant sites (among others) can be enhanced to orient the visitor to a visually manageable 

landscape.  Social and cultural contexts can be overlaid, revealing communities as they formed 

and how Tubman interacted with them, how she participated in their creation, revealing the 

history and nature of slavery and freedom in the process.  Through this technique, and other 

interpretive elements, visitors can begin to understand and visualize the connections and 

vibrancy of Tubman’s story through the lenses of Family relationships and dynamics, the nature 

and complexities of Freedom (both within and beyond this region), the physical and social 

dynamics of Community (both free and enslaved, black and white), and the contours of Faith.   

For instance, highlighting the following communities reveals a lot of information about 

Tubman’s home place:  White Marsh Road in Madison around historic Malone’s Church, 

including Jacob Jackson’s home site and Stewart’s canal to the west; the Anthony Thompson 

plantation south of Madison and Woolford on Harrisville Road; the Staplefort and Pattison 

plantations on the Little Blackwater River; and the Brodess farm and Bucktown Store in 

Bucktown. 

 

Following the Civil War, a pre-existing African-American community established Malone’s 

Methodist Episcopal Church (still extant today), formalizing community and faith ties that 

existed long before.  This community’s roots can be found in the Revolutionary War era, when 

white landowners began shifting more human and financial resources to this area to harvest the 

highly coveted timber and clearing land for agriculture. In addition to enslaved labor, white 

landowners also hired free black labor – a phenomenon that was occurring more commonly on 

the Eastern Shore as more slaveholders embraced the rhetoric of the American Revolution and 

were influenced by religious sentiment, began freeing some of their enslaved people.  Several 

freed individuals established homes here starting in the 1790s, and both free and enslaved people 

worked and lived side-by-side in these forests and fields.  Over time, additional manumissions 

and births of free children expanded a blended community of enslaved and free black families 

that permanently established itself here. Their struggles for freedom, faith, economic 

independence, and family safety were repeatedly challenged, but they persevered.  Freedmen 

were able to provide more economic stability to families.  Black land ownership in this area 

escalated throughout the early to mid 1800s, forming a permanent foundation for a community.  

Though barely visible on the landscape today, the place has significance to the descendants of 

these community builders seeking to preserve its heritage.   

 

Beginning in the 1790’s, a small but growing free black community established itself on 

lands near this church.  Over the decades leading up to the Civil War, manumissions and free 

born people expanded this community. Much of this area became known as “Peter’s Neck”, and 

by the 1830s approximately 40 free families lived in this immediate area, the great majority 

having intermarried with dozens more enslaved families held in bondage by the local white 

landowners.  Jacob Jackson and his family were also part of this free community as well.  By the 

1850s, nearly two dozen free families owned land here, including Jackson.
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  This dense 

community grew and thrived into the 20
th

 century.
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The significance of this community also lies within its connection to Harriet Tubman and 

her family. Tubman was born nearby on the Anthony Thompson plantation. Her father, Ben 

Ross, was enslaved by Thompson, whose 1000 acres plantation sat on the Blackwater River 



south of Woolford and Madison, and included lands between White Marsh Road, Harrisville 

Road, and Thompson Creek. Set free in 1840, Ben lived here with his wife and several of his 

children on 10 acres he inherited here from Thompson.  

 

The Thompson plantation is about a mile and a half through the woods from Malone’s 

Church.  Though Anthony Thompson enslaved over 40 people on his plantation, the community 

forged bonds with the free and enslaved communities nearby. This represents the familial and 

social world of Tubman and her family.  Harriet spent her late teen and early adult years learning 

survival skills, nurturing strong spiritual faith, and forging valuable connections vital to her 

success navigating the Underground Railroad here. These close-knit communities – White 

Marsh, Madison, Harrisville and Peter’s Neck – were linked by logging roads and footpaths.  

Through these connections, Tubman met her husband John Tubman, who had been born and 

raised free here, in the 1840s.   

 

The landscapes of relationships spans many more miles and directions. The Thompson 

plantation sat about 6 miles to the west of the Staplefort and Pattison plantations and the Little 

Blackwater Bridge. A full one third of Thompson’s enslaved people carried the surname 

“Manokey” or “Manoca,” while several of the Staplefort enslaved people were named Manoca, 

too. To further demonstrate the close relationship between these communities of enslaved 

people, two of Thompson’s enslaved men, Bill Banks and Isaac Kiah, for instance, were married 

to women enslaved by the Staplefort family.
5
  Furthermore, Harriet Tubman’s grandmother, 

Modesty, was enslaved just across the modest Little Blackwater River from Staplefort farm in 

the late 1700s by tobacco farmer Atthow Pattison. Modesty’s daughter, and Tubman’s mother, 

Rit Green, lived here, too. The Pattisons and Stapleforts knew each other well, and given such 

close proximity of their farms, their enslaved people would have known each other well.   

 

By the time Tubman was born, several people enslaved by the Staplefort family who had 

intermarried with several people enslaved by Anthony Thompson would become intimately 

involved with Tubman’s family and her pursuit of freedom.  Bill Banks’s wife, Eliza Manokey 

would flee with Tubman’s help in 1856.  Harriet’s older sister Linah Ross married Harkless 

Jolley, who was also enslaved by the Stapleforts.  Linah and Harkless’s daughter (Tubman’s 

niece) Kessiah Jolley Bowley escaped in 1850 with Tubman’s help.
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The intimacy between these white and black families reveals social and familial networks 

facilitated by navigation along the rivers (the distance by water was significantly shorter than 

traveling by rudimentary roads.)  As a child and young adult, Tubman lived in a community that 

shared histories and memories of Africa, enslavement, freedom, and resistance (like Bob 

Manokey, who ran away from the Stapleforts in 1828).  When she took her own liberty in the fall 

of 1849, she joined a long tradition of escape and resistance, some of it rooted in the accessibility 

of information and transportation via the waterways and the waterman who manned the many 

vessels plying these waters, and the network of familial and social relationships that spanned 

generations, as well as great and small physical distances.
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By interpreting the infrequently illuminated and lesser known story of free black families 

and communities before the Civil War, Tubman’s African American heritage rooted in strong 

bonds of family, freedom, faith and community life will be shared with local residents and 



visitors from afar. This heritage includes the history of seemingly disparate communities’ pursuit 

of economic opportunity and education, and the important stories of the struggles of blended 

families of free and enslaved people, striving through great odds to make a way within the highly 

oppressive and segregated eras of slavery.   

 

Highlighting the breadth and scope of the social and familial worlds of Tubman life can 

reveal the paths and ways she acquired vital skills fortified her and enabled her to survive her 

years navigating the Underground Railroad. Mapping these communities will also shed light on 

the possibilities and realities of the extensive communication systems that were required to keep 

families and communities connected, as well as transferring vital news and information from 

outside the region. Through her work on the docks in Madison, in the fields, and, on a timber 

gang, Tubman learned the secret networks of communication that were the provenance of black 

men, particularly black mariners.  Tubman's father and others passed along the virtual map of 

communication networks of black mariners whose ships carried the timber and other goods to 

ports up and down the Chesapeake Bay, into Delaware, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, New York, 

and New England.  Tubman's unique ability to effectively use this complicated network, 

combined with well-practiced survival skills enabled her to successfully manage her own escape, 

but the escapes of dozens more. Mapping the world of women who also played an important role 

in this communication network is another important element.  Exploring the less obvious ways 

that women participated in this network could expand the interpretation of Tubman’s particular 

experiences. 

 

Providing the information and tools to read the physical as well as cultural landscapes will 

enhance the visitor’s experience.  Engaging the visitor in the varied landscapes Tubman 

navigated and how she and her family and friends traversed them can furnish visitors with an 

appreciation for the struggles the Ross family endured as they sought to maintain family ties over 

miles of terrain that included fields, woods, and water.  Offering this interpretive element in the 

state park visitor center can set the stage for those visitors who will then move out onto the 

landscapes and immerse themselves in this history via the Tubman Byway and National 

Monument. 

 

The narrative of Harriet Tubman is one of the most famous, and most repeated, liberation 

stories of our national history.  Partially documented during the nineteenth century, Tubman’s 

life story has been passed down through oral and printed (mostly juvenile) sources with little 

acknowledgement for historical accuracy.  Interpretation of Tubman’s life within the context of 

her times can be challenging when facing a variety of social, cultural, historic, and economic 

influences that have shaped and reshaped the interpretation of her history.  

 

Challenges to Consider 

 

NPS and Maryland State Parks face many challenges interpreting the story of enslavement 

on the Eastern Shore of Maryland, on landscapes where the descendants of the enslaved and the 

enslavers still live.  Their interpretive approaches must be rooted in accurate, documented history 

and conveyed through respectful dialogue.  

 



Dorchester County, the birthplace and childhood home of Harriet Tubman, has long 

maintained a rather awkward relationship to its most famous resident.  Until the late 20
th

 century, 

Annie Oakley, a brief resident who spent only a couple of years living in the county shooting 

wildlife in what is now the Blackwater National Wildlife Refuge, and the fictionalized novel 

Chesapeake by James Michener, received more attention than Tubman did.  While that 

imbalanced attention has changed significantly in the past two decades due to the persistent 

efforts of the local black communities, tourism officials, and the State of Maryland, it remains a 

struggle.  A deeply rooted and collective denial of the history of slavery, lingering racial tensions 

from the county’s bitter Civil Rights era, significant social and economic issues facing the 

county (one of the poorest in the state), and a notable conservative anti-government attitude 

hampers preservation of the region’s African American heritage and the development of tourism 

opportunities and heritage education featuring the history of slavery, the Underground Railroad, 

and Harriet Tubman. The creation of the Tubman Byway and the Tubman State Park, and the 

now the National Monument, however, have opened up the potential for significant inroads in 

sharing this extraordinary history and expanding opportunities for local residents to exploit the 

growing interest in heritage tourism. 

 

Oral traditions and folk tales concerning Tubman’s life remain strong in the area. Many of 

these beliefs have been heavily influenced by numerous fictionalized versions of Tubman’s life 

story, including A Woman Called Moses, a novel written in the 1970s by Marci Heidish.  In 

combination with flawed and inaccurate Tubman biographies written in the 19
th

 and mid 20th 

centuries, and scores of fictionalized children’s biographies that have flourished since the 1950s, 

these sources have served to suppress, to some degree, many memories rooted in the antebellum 

period. In fact, some of the wayside signs at a small Harriet Tubman Park along Route 50 in 

Cambridge include fictionalized characters, situations, and events drawn from Heidish’s novel 

and the 1978 movie of the same name starring Cicely Tyson. Until the 1940s, local tradition 

recalled that Tubman and her family were from the Madison area.  However, those memories 

were supplanted when Earl Conrad’s 1943 biography, Harriet Tubman was published. Conrad, 

who never visited Dorchester County or Maryland, suffered from lack of access to numerous 

archival sources available to historians today. Based on his limited research, Conrad believed 

that Tubman was born and raised in Bucktown (among other things).  Though he did uncover 

fascinating new details about Tubman’s life, his inaccuracies helped re-imagine and reframe 

Tubman’s story. Within a relatively short period of time, Tubman’s story became synonymous 

with Bucktown, and the other sites of her life became obscured. Vestiges of the original 

historical memories remained with elders, but with their deaths those stories and memories are 

lost.   

 

Conflicting and rival oral histories and traditions reveal a local struggle between different 

communities competing to tell their version of Tubman’s story. Though stories about Tubman 

abound, there are no memories or oral traditions on the Eastern Shore relating to neither the 

scores of escapes from the region, nor memories of some of the most famous African American 

residents from the pre and post Civil War era. Most of the Choptank River region’s Underground 

Railroad and escape stories, for instance, have been uncovered and reclaimed by historians, not 

through local oral traditions.  Those memories of escape and freedom, if they exist at all, reside 

in the families and communities where the freedom seekers settled.  Many of these freedom 

seekers established themselves in places like St. Catharines, Ontario, Canada, and Central New 



York cities and towns.  They worked, owned homes, raised families, built churches, schools, and 

other organizations. They remained near each other, maintaining the close ties of family and 

friendship they shared under slavery in Maryland.  Those are the places where memories may 

reside, though even in those communities today, without the historic fabric of the ancestral 

landscapes, many memories have been erased or distorted as well.  

Using the latest research, and sharing with the visitor the familial and social communities 

within which Tubman grew up, worked, and ran away will serve to engage local residents as well 

as visitors.  Engaging local communities is an important aspect of interpretive efforts.   

 

According to one Dorchester County resident, Rev. Linda Wheatley, “the black community 

harbors suspicions from the past that they will be denied the economic benefits of tourism dollars 

generated by Tubman’s legacy.” 
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  While she believes this fear is unfounded, and that “the 

opportunity is here now for everyone to seize on it…There should be no winners or losers in this 

county because we have lost enough.”  Sharing accurate, inclusive history will help relieve some 

of the tensions over the retelling of these stories. Ownership issues - who should tell Tubman’s 

story and who decides what gets told and where – can be mitigated through outreach to many 

different communities and people – both black and white. The Jacob Jackson site at the National 

Monument, the Tubman State Park at Blackwater, and other locations on and near the Harriet 

Tubman Byway are poised to share these stories. This, however, must be balanced against a 

countervailing reality that many residents in the region are not eager to share their roads, history 

(or folklore) with tourists. The presence of tourists driving and stopping on narrow back roads 

interrupts farm work and disturbs hunting excursions. The interpretation of Tubman’s life within 

this landscape requires sharing the places with people who live and work there, too.  

 

A discussion amongst the scholars pondered the importance of language in the exhibits. 

While this discussion ranged from the historical use of the word “slave” versus the more 

contemporary use of the word “enslaved,” there are other elements of language that were 

examined. For instance, interpreting the stories of the Underground Railroad and the pursuit of 

freedom should be interpreted without assigning extraordinary skills or status to those who fled.  

Freedom seekers often left loved ones behind who could not, or would not, leave. Those 

perspectives should convey to the visitor a non-judgmental view of the realities of choosing, or 

being able to flee.  Highlighting the difficulties of fleeing, including the obstacles (both personal 

and physical), and the opportunities, can help inform visitors of the human emotional costs to 

escaping slavery.  The issue of Tubman’s “illiteracy” fostered a long discussion about the 

meaning of literacy. While Tubman could not read or write letters and words, she did possess 

“literacy.”  Tubman’s “literacy” is located in her abilities to “read” the physical landscapes, to 

read cultural markers, to convey messages within her environment.  These “literacies” are 

important elements of Tubman’s ability to control and manipulate her environment, to 

communicate, and survive.  Conveying this concept to the visitor will broaden preconceived 

notions of literacy, and offer interpretive opportunities to engage visitors in the various ways to 

learn and communicate, other than by reading and writing words.  

Another area of discussion focused on Tubman’s African roots. In response to questions 

about Tubman’s African ancestry, the group recommended that interpretation of African 

ancestral roots be approached cautiously.  Though Tubman believed that she was descended 

from Asante peoples in West Africa, we have no direct documentation nor intangible evidence to 



suggest this is true. Interpretation of the cultural influences in Tubman’s life is a matter of 

conjecture and subjective analysis.  Probably a second generation African American, Tubman 

was a Christian whose faith was derived from a spirituality that was nurtured through a blending 

of a variety of African cultural traditions and powerful evangelical Christian thought.  But which 

ones were most important or relevant at any moment in her life?  Deconstructing Tubman and 

assessing the influence of each factor in her personality and life choices and experiences is an 

approach beyond the scope of this paper, and perhaps could be explored more fully through 

academic symposia and conferences.  But the questions are worth asking: To what extent does 

her life and personality reflect European, African, or blended cultural values, and how specific 

can we be about those values?  There has been a significant body of new research in the past two 

decades about African cultural retentions and African ancestry.  Research and conclusions 

gleaned from the ongoing Transatlantic Slave Trade Database have generated a reassessment of 

not only the volume of the trade, but offers more nuanced and sophisticated documentation and 

analysis of the origins and final landing sites of captive Africans in North, Central and South 

America, and Europe, and would be an important tool for NPS to explore as it begins to reflect 

on these questions.
9
  

 

Where the white families who enslaved Tubman’s family acquired their slaves in the first 

place is not known, but historical records reveal an active slave trade from Africa to the 

Chesapeake during the early to mid 18
th

 century, disembarking over 18,000 slaves directly onto 

Maryland soil.
10

  In 1863, Bostonian Franklin Sanborn published the first known biography of 

Harriet Tubman, in the antislavery newspaper, The Commonwealth.  According to Sanborn, 

Harriet was “the grand-daughter of a slave imported from Africa, and has not a drop of white 

blood in her veins.”
11

  In a later interview, reporter Frank Drake wrote that “the old mammies to 

whom she told [her] dreams were wont to nod knowingly and say, ‘I reckon youse one o’ dem 

‘Shantees’, chile.’  For they knew the tradition of the unconquerable Ashantee blood, which in a 

slave made him a thorn in the side of the planter or cane grower whose property he became, so 

that few of that race were in bondage.”
12

  Though little has come to light about any of Tubman’s 

grandparents, it has been generally assumed at least one if not more came directly from Africa.  

Rit was known as Harriet “Rit” or “Rittia” Green, and so has usually been assumed that her 

father’s surname was Green, though we cannot be sure.
13

  One interviewer wrote in that Tubman 

“knows that her mother’s mother was brought in a slave ship from Africa, that her mother was 

the daughter of a white man, an American, and her father, a full blooded Negro.”
14

  Rit’s mother, 

Modesty, is the only person noted in the historical record as being one of Tubman’s 

grandparents.
15

  Ben Ross’s parentage remains unknown, though there is evidence of possible 

siblings and other relatives living in the county, both free and enslaved, which may provide 

avenues for further research.
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  The “creolization” of this family and the larger Eastern Shore 

community perhaps more accurately reflects the combination of influences from Africa, 

Northern Europe, and North America (with some vestiges of Native America). As historian 

Mechal Sobel puts it, this was a “world they made together.”
17

 African cultural influences, just 

like Northern European, are not monolithic. Cultural patterns of people in Central Africa are 

significantly different than patterns in West Africa, for instance.  

 

African cultural practices surely persisted on the Eastern Shore, as evidenced by such 

African names as Ibo, Mingo, Winnebar, Sinta, Suke, and Binah in the census records, and 

descriptions in manumission records that include such identifying characteristics as “has holes in 



his ears for bobs,” and “pattern on jaws.”  As late as the 1830s and 1840, names such as 

Winnebar, Sinta, and Mingo, persist.  One Eastern Shore man recalled that his grandfather 

enslaved an African by the name of Suck, and that his grandfather had purchased her from a 

“slave ship which had come up the Chesapeake Bay.”  When he was a young boy, Suck told him 

that she had been a member of an African tribe that “was defeated in battle with another tribe and 

numbers of her people were captured” and sold to slave traders plying the African coast.18     

 

Tubman and her family probably integrated a number of religious practices and ideas into 

their daily lives, such as Episcopal, Methodist, Baptist, Catholic, and even Quaker teachings, all 

religious denominations supported by local white masters intimately involved with Tubman’s 

family.  Many slaves were required, like Tubman’s family, to attend the churches of their owners 

and temporary masters. Tubman’s religiosity, however, was a deeply personal spiritual 

experience, unquestionably rooted in powerful evangelical teachings, but also reinforced and 

nurtured by her experiences on the landscape, which may have been reinforced through certain 

African cultural traditions.  Whatever her place of worship or the roots of her spirituality, there 

can be no doubt Tubman’s faith was deep and rooted in strong religious teachings.  Thomas 

Garrett, a famous Underground Railroad agent, later wrote of Tubman that he “never met with 

any person, of any color, who had more confidence in the voice of God, as spoken direct to her 

soul and her faith in a Supreme Power truly was great.”
19

 Regardless of the exact nature of 

Tubman’s religious instructions, daily survival remained her biggest challenge.   

Where might researchers look for influences on Tubman? This may require the assistance of 

trained folklorists, ethnographers and cultural historians, and specific experts like culinary 

historian Michael Twitty.  Additional research in the following areas may reveal more about 

Tubman’s roots: language, music, food and foodways, architecture, agricultural practices, 

religious practices, death and burial customs, family, social, and gender conventions, medicinal 

and healing practices, and naming patterns. 

 

Some additional thoughts and suggestions: 
 

The National Park Service should consider hosting workshops or information sessions for 

individual historic communities in the region.  With the help and resources of the Maryland State 

Archives, the Dorchester County Historical Society, and the Dorchester County Public Library, 

NPS could offer Saturday or evening sessions on how to research the roots of specific 

communities and families with professional educators and interpreters.  Some historic 

communities have been abandoned, or their physical presence is now obscured or reconfigured 

by modern roads and buildings. Others have been lost or reconstituted by newer memories 

because of the physical movement of its residents to new places.  The old memories of place and 

people have lost their context.  By helping local people rediscover their historic communities, 

trust can be built and new ways of thinking about the past may emerge. 

 

 For instance, during the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries, an agricultural recession forced 

many traditional farm families to abandon their farms and farm jobs in favor of steady 

employment in the canning factories in Cambridge, or industrial jobs in Baltimore, Wilmington, 

Philadelphia, and New Jersey.  The memories and even physical vestiges of those historic 

communities left with the migration of people. To restore those memories, which may still exist 



in scattered families or in transplanted faith communities, providing historical documentation 

and interpretation offers paths back to those memories, hopefully yielding exciting and tangible 

engagement in historical legacies and the Tubman National Monument.  
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