Congress and Harriet Tubman’s Claim for a Pension

Guiding Question: To what extent, and for what services, did Congress officially acknowledge Harriet
Tubman’s Civil War service to her country?

Summary: Students will explore records from the U.S. House of Representatives to discover the story of
Harriet Tubman’s Civil War service to the government and her petition to Congress for compensation.
Although her service as a nurse, cook, and spy for the federal government is less well known than her
work on the Underground Railroad, it was on that basis that she requested a federal pension after the
War. Using historical thinking skills, students will examine the evidence of Tubman’s service and assess
Congress’s decision to grant her a pension. Despite the endorsements of a number of highly ranked Civil
War officials indicating the breadth of her service, Tubman ultimately secured a pension only as a widow
of a Civil War veteran, not on the basis of her own service.

Rationale: Documents submitted to Congress as part of Harriet Tubman Davis’s pension application
provide multiple perspectives on Tubman’s legacy at the end of the 19" century.

Materials: 5 facsimile records of Congress
1 worksheet

Recommended grade levels: Grades 7-12
Course: U.S. History

Topics: Civil War, nurses, spies, pensions
Time required: 60 minutes

Documents:

1. General affidavit of Harriet Tubman relating to her claim for a pension, ca. 1898; Records of the
U.S. House of Representatives, ARC Identifier 306573. Transcript

2. Letter from Sereno E. Payne, on behalf of the claim of Harriet Tubman that she was employed
as a nurse, cook, and a spy, February 5, 1898; Records of the U.S. House of Representatives,
ARC Ildentifier 306574.

3. H.R. 4982, a bill granting a pension to Harriet Tubman Davis, late a nurse in the U.S. Army,
January 19, 1899; Records of the U.S. House of Representatives, ARC Identifier 306578.
Transcript

4. S. Rpt. 1619 to accompany a bill granting a pension to Harriet Tubman Davis, February 7, 1899;
Records of the U.S. House of Representatives.

5. An Act Granting and Increase in Pension to Harriet Tubman Davis, February 28, 1899; 30 Stat
1539, Records of the General Government.

The documents with ARC numbers are available online at http://www.archives.qov/research/arc/

Learning Activities:

By analyzing evidence in the documents, students will assess the strength of Tubman’s claim of Civil
War service and Congress’s determination of her eligibility for a pension. Divide the students into four
groups and assign one of the first four documents to each group to answer the questions on Worksheet
1. A spokesperson from each group should then report to the class summarizing their document and
their analysis. The whole class will then discuss the fifth document and will seek an answer to the
Guiding Question.

Center for Legislative Archives
National Archives and Records Administration
www.archives.gov/legislative



http://www.archives.gov/legislative
http://www.archives.gov/exhibits/documented-rights/exhibit/section2/detail/compensation-request-transcript.html
http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/H._R._4982_%281899%29
http://www.archives.gov/research/arc/

Congress and Harriet Tubman’s Claim for a Pension

1. Questions for the general affidavit of Harriet Tubman relating to her claim for a pension:

a. Whose actions are described in this affidavit?

b. Was the affidavit form filled out by the same person whose actions are described? How
do you know?

c.  What specific services to the nation are asserted as the basis for this claim?

d. What compensation is being requested by the petitioner?

2. Questions for the Letter from Sereno E. Payne:

a. What is the author of this letter trying to accomplish?

b. Why is Tubman already receiving a pension? On what ground is she requesting
additional compensation?

c. What opinions are cited of those familiar with her case?

3. Questions for H.R. 4982, a bill granting a pension to Harriet Tubman Davis:

a. What does this document propose?

b. For what aspect of Tubman’s service was the pension proposed?

4. Questions for S. Rpt. 1619 to accompany a bill granting a pension to Harriet Tubman Davis:

a. Who is the author of this report? Who is the audience?

b. What evidence is presented of Tubman’s Civil War service?

c. Does the Senate committee support or oppose granting a pension to Tubman?

d. On what grounds does the report recommend decreasing the pension amount?

5. Questions for full class discussion of the Act Granting a Pension:

a. Inthe act that Congress ultimately passed which determined Tubman’s pension, how
much did she receive?

b. On what grounds was she granted the pension?

6. Questions for full class discussion of all five documents:

a. Based on examination of this evidence, what services to the nation did Tubman render
during the Civil War?

b. What parts of Tubman’s service were not acknowledged in the final act?

How does the pension amount recommended for Tubman in H.R. 4982 compare to the
amount recommended in Senate Report 16197 In the final act?

d. Revisit the Guiding Question: To what extent, and for what services, did Congress
officially acknowledge Harriet Tubman’s Civil War service to her country? Hypothesize
reasons that could explain the disconnect between the evidence about Tubman’s
service and the decision not to grant her a pension on that basis. Take into
consideration the date of the final act and the context of other events in that time
period.

Extending the Lesson: Direct students to read the Harriet Tubman Special Resource Study Act; Nov. 13,
2000, Pub. L. 106-516, 114 Stat. 2404 (available at http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/PLAW-
106publ516/pdf/PLAW-106publ516.pdf). Have students draw upon their reading and their work in this
lesson to answer the following question:

How does Congress’s action in this act compare with its action in regard to the act of 1899?
What aspects of her service are addressed in the 2000 act which were not addressed in the
previous one? Why might have Congress decided to pass this act 135 years after her Civil War
service?
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Congress and Harriet Tubman’s Claim for a Pension

Worksheet 1: Decoding the Documents

1. Questions for the general affidavit of Harriet Tubman relating to her claim for a pension:
a. Whose actions are described in this affidavit?

b. Was the affidavit form filled out by the same person whose actions are described? How
do you know?

c.  What specific services to the nation are asserted as the basis for this claim?

d. What compensation is being requested by the petitioner?
2. Questions for the Letter from Sereno E. Payne:

a. What is the author of this letter trying to accomplish?

b. Why is Tubman already receiving a pension? On what ground is she requesting
additional compensation?

c. What opinions are cited of those familiar with her case?
3. Questions for H.R. 4982, a bill granting a pension to Harriet Tubman Davis:
a. What does this document propose?

b. For what aspect of Tubman’s service was the pension proposed?

4. Questions for S. Rpt. 1619 to accompany a bill granting a pension to Harriet Tubman Davis:
a. Who is the author of this report? Who is the audience?

b. What evidence is presented of Tubman’s Civil War service?

c. Does the Senate committee support or oppose granting a pension to Tubman?

d. On what grounds does the report recommend decreasing the pension amount?
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Congress and Harriet Tubman’s Claim for a Pension

5. Questions for full class discussion of the Act Granting a Pension:
a. Inthe act that Congress ultimately passed which determined Tubman’s pension, how

much did she receive?

b. On what grounds was she granted the pension?

6. Questions for full class discussion of all five documents:
a. Based on examination of this evidence, what services to the nation did Tubman render

during the Civil War?

b. What parts of Tubman’s service were not acknowledged in the final act?

¢. How does the pension amount recommended for Tubman in H.R. 4982 compare to the
amount recommended in Senate Report 16197 In the final act?

Revisit the Guiding Question:
To what extent, and for what services, did Congress officially acknowledge Harriet Tubman’s Civil War

service to her country? Hypothesize reasons that could explain the disconnect between the evidence
about Tubman’s service and the decision not to grant her a pension on that basis. Take into
consideration the date of the final act and the context of other events in that time period.
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House of Representatives W. 8.,

Dict. by 5. E. P. to B. Washington, D. €., Feb. 5, 1898.
Hon. George W. Ray,
Chairman Com. on Invalid Pensions,
City.
Dear Sir:-

(&)
8 EBill fox the relief of a-&amag;yefore your Committee. Mrs. Davis

I hand you herewith p%?ers in the claim of Harriet Tubman Davis,

is now receiving a pension at $8. per month as widow of her husband.
Claim for increase is because of her own personal services in the war.
she was employed as nurse, cookimee in the Hospital, anﬁi?%y during
nearly the whole period of the war. I know her personally, and she
is a most interesting old colored woman, I should judge nearly eighty
years of age, having been born a slave, she does not know her age.

And about the year 1876, as well as prior thereto, a bill Tor ber
relief went to the Committee on War Claims, and all her papers,

copies of which are presented herewith, were referred to that
Committee by Gen. MCDougall, who then represented our District in
Congress. The history of her case was written up by Charles P.
Woo%z of Auburn, N. Y.,* and is presented herewith. Her affidavit &>
also presented as to the truth of the history written eut by Mr. Wood.
For all her services she only received about $200. dvring the entire
war. She rendered very valuable aid as the fetters, copies of
which are herwwith presented, will show. I am told by Gen. McDougall
that he filed the originals of these papers and he believes the
account of her services is correct. It seems to be a very deserving

case. I thought it much better to introduce a bill for the in-
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Washington, D. C.,
crease of her pension, that she might have the enjoymeny of it during
the remainder of her life, which certainly, in the course of nature,
cannot last long, instead of asking a lump sum and LEeyinge to gelt it
in as a claim on account of money ecuitably due her from the Govern-
ment for servi;es. I think her case is exactly parallel to one
passed in the House yesterday for a war nurse increasing her pension
although the case of Mrs. Davis seems to me much stronger. Bt s
case can have the early attention of the Committee, I shall be very
mtielh geaititied,

Yours very truly,

S



551H CONGRESS,
3D SESSION H

[Report No. 1774.]

IN THE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES.
DECEMBER 14, 1897.

Mr. PAYNE introduced the following bill; which was referred to the Committee
on Invalid Pensions and ordered to be printed.

" JANUARY 19, 1899.

Reported with an amendment, committed to the Committee of the Whole House,
and ordered to be printed.

[Amend the title.]

A BILL

Granting a pension to Harriet Tubman Dayvis, late a nurse in the
United States. Army.

ety

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representa-
tives of the United States of America in Congress assembled,
That the Secretary of the Interior be, and he is hereby,
authorized and directed to place upon the pension roll of the
United States the name of Harriet Tubman Davis, late a
nurse in the United States Army, and pay her a pension at

the rate of twenty-five dollars per month in lieu of all other

@ =l TS QU e SO NS

pensions.

Amend the title so as to read: “A bill granting an
increase of pension to Harriet Tubman Davis.”



aori CONGRESS, SENATIE, { ReroRT
Jd Session, No. 1619,

ITARRIET TUBMAN DAVIS,

I'Epnruanry 7, 1809.—Ordered to bo printed,

Mr. Saouvre, from the Committee on Pensions, submitted the following

- REPORT.

[To nccompany TI. R. 1982.]

The Committee on Pensions, to whom was referred the bill (TT. R.
4082) granting a pension to Harriet Tunbman Davis, have examined the

sameo and report:

The report of the Committee on Invalid Pensions of the House of
Representatives is as follows:

Tho eficet of this bill is to incroase from #8 to $25 per month the pension of the
beneficiavy, Harriet 'I'. Davis, of Aubuin, N, Y.

Mrs. David is tho widow of Nelson Davis, who sorved under the name of Nelson
Charles as a private in Company G, Bighth United States (‘olored Infanfry, from
Beplember 25, 1863, to November 10, 1865, and was honorably discharged. She also
served long and faithfully as an army nurse,

Soldier died October 14, 1888, and the widow filed & claim ag such July 24, 1890,
undaer the act of June 27, 1890, and is now prnsioned under said act at $8 por month,
It is not shown that the soldier's death was due {o his military service. Itisshown,
however, by evidonce filed with {his committeo, that the claimant was sent to the
front by Governor Androw, and acted as nurse, covk in hospital, and spy during
nearly the whole poriod of the war.

The following is a copy of the lottor from Secretary Soward :

Wasminuron, D. C., July 25, 1865,
My Dyar Sir: Harriet Tubman, a colored woman, hias been nursing our soldiers
during nearly all the war. She bolieves she has elaims for faithful sorvice to the
command in South Carvelina with which you are connected, and she belisves you
would he disposed to see hier elnim jnstly settled. I have known her long as a noble
high spirit, as true as sclidom dwells in the human form. I commend her, therofore,
to your kind attention,
Faithfully, your friend,
. Wirriay H, SEwaRrm,
Mujor-General HunTeR.
Gon. Rufus Saxton, in a lettor veferring to Mrs., Tubman, says:
““She was employed by Genoral Hunter, and I think both by Generals Stephens and
Shorman, and is as deserving of a pension from the Government for her service as

uny other of its faithful servants.”
In aletter to Brigadier-Goneral Gilmore, from Hoeadquarters Colored Brigade, St,

Helenq Island, South Curolina, July 6, 1863, Col. Jnmes Montgomery, commanding

hrigade, said:
. I would respectfully recommend to your attention Mrs, Harriet ‘Cubman, a moat

romarkable woman, invaluable as a scout,”

.



2 IMMARRIET TUBMAN DAVIS,

Theso testimonials sufiiciently show thoe character and value of tho service rendored
by Mrs, Davis doring the war,

She now is about 7 yeurs of age, physienlly brolken down, and poor,

This woman has a double elaim on thoe Governmont,  She went into the field and
hospitals and cared for the sick and wonnded,  She saved lives,  In her old age and
poverty o pongion of #25 per month is none too much.

The bill is reported baek with the recommendation that it pass.

The papers in this case show that a claim for this woman was once
presented to the House of Representatives and referred to the Com-
mittee on War Claims,  Manifestly that would be the better way to
reimbuese her for her alleged scervices to the Government, but her
advanced years and necessitous condition lead your committee to give
the matter consideration.  There is, however, i strong objection to the
bill in its present form, The number of nurses on the pension roll at a
rate higher than $12 per month is very few indeed, and there are no
valid reasons why this claimant should receive a pension of 825 per
month as a nurse, thus opening a new avenue tor pension inereases,
She is now drawing pension at the rate of 88 per month as the widow
of & soldier, and in view of her personal services to the Government
Congress is amply justified in inereasing that pension,

The passage of the bill is recommended after being amended as
follows:

Strike out all after the enacting clause and insert:

That the Secretary of the Interior be, and he is hereby, anthorized and direeted
to plaee on the pension voll, subject to the provisions and limitations of the pension
laws, the name of Harriet Tubman Davis, widow of’ Nelson Davis, lute a private in
Company G, Fighth Regiment United States Colored Infantey, and pay hoer a pen-
sion at the rate of twenty dollars per month in liew of that she is now receiving,

Q
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Fifto-ffth Congress of the Wnited States of America:
At the Thivd Session,

Begun and held at the City of Washington on Monday, the fifth day of December, one
thousand eight hundred and ninety-eight.

AN ACOT

Granting an increase of pension to Harriet Tubman Davis.

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United
States of America in Congress assembled, That the Secretary of the Interior be,
and he is hereby, authorized and directed to place on the pension roll, subject to
the provisions and limitations of the pension laws, the name of Harriet Tubman
Davis, widow of Nelson Davis, late a private in Company &, Eighth Regiment
United States Colored Infantry, and pay her a pension at the rate of twenty
dollars per month in lieu of that she is now receiving.

Speaker of the House of Representatives.

W Qbeoliaf

Viice-President of the United States and

% President of the Senate.
Jff}//%%% 02 f; /{/f”/{ 7
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