
Introduction: Harriet Tubman's Role as a Spy and Nurse during the
Civil War

 

Harriet Tubman is often celebrated for her pivotal role in leading enslaved individuals to freedom through the
Underground Railroad. Her contributions during the Civil War go beyond her work as a conductor. As an
African American woman, she faced tremendous challenges and discrimination but still managed to become
one of the most remarkable figures of that era. This essay explores Tubman's lesser-known roles as a spy and
nurse during the Civil War.

During the war, Tubman worked directly with Union forces, providing valuable intelligence about
Confederate positions and plans. Her knowledge of Southern terrain from her time spent leading fugitives
along clandestine routes proved invaluable in guiding Union soldiers through treacherous landscapes. By
infiltrating enemy lines on multiple occasions, Tubman gathered information crucial for military strategies
and played a significant part in several successful Union operations.

Tubman also served as a nurse caring for wounded soldiers at various hospitals near battlefields. Despite
facing racial prejudice within medical facilities where she worked, she dedicated herself tirelessly to
alleviating suffering among those affected by war. Her compassion and selflessness helped save countless
lives while challenging societal norms regarding gender roles and race.
In this essay, we will delve deeper into Harriet Tubman's activities as both a spy and nurse during the Civil
War. By examining historical accounts and primary sources such as letters written by Tubman herself or
reports from military officials who witnessed her efforts firsthand, we aim to shed light on how her bravery
transcended traditional boundaries of gender and race during this tumultuous period in American history.

Harriet Tubman's early life and involvement in the Underground
Railroad

At just five years old, Tubman was hired out as a domestic servant and subjected to physical abuse by her
enslavers. These early hardships fueled her desire for freedom and justice. In 1849, seizing an opportunity for
escape when fears of being sold loomed over her, Tubman embarked on her first journey along the
Underground Railroad.

Her successful escape to Pennsylvania marked the beginning of Tubman's involvement in guiding others to
freedom. Returning multiple times to Maryland at great personal risk, she became known as "Moses" among
those seeking liberation. Through secret networks of safe houses and sympathetic abolitionists, Tubman led
approximately 70 people - family members, friends, and strangers alike - on perilous journeys northward.

Tubman's bravery extended beyond leading fugitives to safety; she also acted as a scout during these
missions. Her knowledge of local geography helped navigate treacherous terrains while evading slave
catchers who pursued them relentlessly. This experience would later prove instrumental during her time as a
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spy for Union forces during the Civil War.

Harriet Tubman's early life experiences served as catalysts for both her involvement in the Underground
Railroad and later contributions during the Civil War. Her own escape from bondage ignited within her a
passionate commitment to aiding others seeking freedom from oppression. It is through understanding these
formative years that we can fully appreciate how Tubman emerged not only as a legendary conductor but
also as an extraordinary agent of change throughout American history.

The decision to become a spy for the Union Army

The decision for Harriet Tubman to become a spy for the Union Army was driven by her unwavering
commitment to the cause of freedom and her deep sense of duty. Tubman's experience as a conductor on the
Underground Railroad had given her invaluable knowledge of Southern terrain, covert routes, and networks
of support. Recognizing that she possessed unique skills that could be utilized in the war effort, Tubman
approached Union military officials with her proposition.

Tubman's motivation stemmed not only from a desire to aid in the fight against slavery but also from
personal reasons. She had witnessed firsthand the suffering endured by enslaved individuals and understood
that intelligence gathering was crucial for military success. Her understanding of Confederate plans and
positions would undoubtedly save lives and contribute to Union victories.

Though met with skepticism initially due to her gender and race, Tubman persisted in convincing authorities
of her capabilities. Eventually, she gained their trust, leading missions into enemy territory herself or
providing valuable information through an extensive network of spies she cultivated over time. It is
important to note that while working as a spy during this period, Tubman continued to assist fugitive slaves
whenever possible.

Harriet Tubman's decision to become a spy for the Union Army exemplifies both her courage and
determination in fighting for justice. Despite facing societal prejudices based on both gender and race, she
recognized how her experiences uniquely positioned her to make significant contributions during this critical
time in American history. Through espionage work alongside other notable figures such as Frederick
Douglass, Tubman played an instrumental role in shifting the balance towards emancipation and equality.
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