BLKOPS HISTORICAL OPERATIONS BRIEF

Operation OPE: Harriet Tubman and the Underground Railroad

Mission Type: Unconventional Warfare (UW) | Operation Code Name: “Moses” | Theater: Southern United States, 1849-1865

1. Mission Overview

Harriet Tubman’s work on the Underground Railroad reflected the operational art of resistance. She conducted what modern U.S. Army Special
Forces define as Operational Preparation of the Environment (OPE) — shaping the battlespace behind enemy lines before executing full-scale
operations.

Through intelligence, safe routes, and clandestine networks, Tubman built the first sustained Unconventional Warfare campaign in American
history.

2. Historical Context

The Environment:

* Divided nation of free vs. slave states.

* Enemy territory: the slaveholding South.

* Fugitive Slave Act (1850) extended danger into the North.

The Objective:
* Undermine slavery by extracting individuals from enemy control.
« Establish infiltration (rat lines) and exfiltration (bugout lines) routes to freedom.

3. The Network: Building Human and Physical Infrastructure

COMPARISON OF UNDERGROUND RAILROAD
AND MODERN UNCONVENTIONAL WARFARE COMPONES

Component Modern Equivalent Historical Example

Civilian support network Families, Quakers, and
Auxiliary (logistics, safe houses, abolitionists providing food,
supplies, communication) | shelter, and intelligence

Covert leadership and Secret conductors, coded
Underground intelligence structure messages, and regional cell
leaders who maintained
secrecy and coordination

Direct action and raids Harriet Tubman's Union
Army missions — especially
the Combahee River Raid

Guerrilla Element




4. Operational Breakdown

Phase 1: Intelligence & Preparation — Reconnaissance on patrol routes, sympathetic civilians, and terrain.

Phase 2: Execution — Night infiltration, deception, timing, and redundant routes.
Phase 3: Exfiltration & Recovery — Safe passage to freedom, reintegration, and intelligence debriefing.

5. Evolution into Direct Action Operations

By 1863, Tubman’s mission transitioned from clandestine resistance to open combat. As a Union Army scout and operative, she led the
Combahee River Raid — an amphibious strike freeing over 700 enslaved people and crippling Confederate logistics.

6. Leadership & Legacy

Tubman’s leadership embodied trust, intelligence, adaptability, and moral clarity — the same principles that define Special Forces today.
Operating without rank or recognition, she achieved command through respect and mission success.

“Every great operation starts with understanding the people and the terrain.” — Harriet Tubman, 1850s

7. Discussion & Analysis

* How do Tubman’s routes and networks mirror modern OPE operations?

* What traits made her trusted as both clandestine leader and combat guide?
* How did her intelligence gathering shape outcomes?

* What moral dimensions define her campaign for freedom?

8. Key Takeaway

The Underground Railroad was not improvisation — it was a coordinated, intelligence-driven campaign. Harriet Tubman’s operational design
predates modern Green Beret doctrine, making her one of America’s earliest masters of Unconventional Warfare.

B To Learn More | www.BLKOPSFoundation.org



