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December is Universal Human Rights Month

It is a time for people in the U.S. and around the world to join together and stand up 
for the rights and dignity of all individuals. December 10, Human Rights Day, is a global 
holiday that marks the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights by the 
United Nations in 1948.

Additionally, December is the month in which Kwanzaa is celebrated. It is a holiday 
when individuals can take stock of mankind’s struggles, hope for the future and the 
positive impact and contributions of people of African descent. For this reason, we 
recognize Queen Nanny.   

Nanny, known as Granny Nanny, Grandy 
Nanny, and Queen Nanny was a Maroon 
leader in Jamaica during the late 17th and 
early 18th centuries. Queen Nanny was 
born in the Ashanti region of present-day 
Ghana in 1686 and kidnapped and forced 
into slavery in Jamaica. As an enslaved 
child on the plantation she worked in 
extremely harsh conditions to cultivate, 
harvest and process sugarcane. She later became one of the Maroons which were a 
group of Black people who escaped slavery and started their own communities. 

Nanny and her four brothers (all of whom became Maroon leaders) were sold multiple 
times and later escaped from their plantations into the mountains and jungles that still 
make up a large proportion of Jamaica. Nanny and her eldest brother, Quao, founded 
a village in the Blue Mountains, on the Eastern (or Windward) side of Jamaica, which 
became known as Nanny Town. Nanny has been described as a practitioner of Obeah, 
a term used in the Caribbean to describe religious folk magic, which highlights respect 

for all, togetherness, love, purposeful thoughts and actions 
and group accountability. All key components of West African 
influences. 

Both legends and documents refer to her as having exceptional 
leadership qualities. She was a small, wiry woman with piercing 
eyes. Her influence over the Maroons was so strong, that it 
seemed to be supernatural and was said to be connected to her 
powers of Obeah. She was particularly skilled in organizing the 
guerilla warfare carried out by the Eastern Maroons to keep 
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away the British troops who attempted to penetrate the mountains 
to overpower them. Her cleverness in planning guerilla warfare 
confused the British and their accounts of the fights reflect the 
surprise and fear which the Maroon traps caused among them.

Nanny Town, placed as it was in the mountains away from 
European settlements and difficult to assault, thrived. Nanny 
limited her attacks on plantations and European settlements and 
preferred instead to farm and trade peacefully with her neighbors. 
She did however make numerous successful raids to free slaves 
held on plantations and it has been widely accepted that her efforts contributed to the 
escape of almost 1,000 slaves over her lifetime. Besides inspiring her people to ward 
off the troops, Nanny was also a type of chieftainess or wise woman of the village, who 
passed down legends and encouraged the continuation of customs, music and songs, 
that had come with the people from Africa, and which instilled in them confidence and 
pride.

Captain William Cuffee, known as Captain Sambo, is credited as having killed Nanny in 
1733 during one of the many and bloody engagements of the British war. The war itself 
lasted from 1720 until a truce was declared in 1739; Cudjoe, one of Nanny’s brothers 
and a leader during the Maroon War, was the driving force behind the treaty. After 
Nanny’s death, many of the Windward Maroons moved across the island to the more 
sparsely inhabited Western (or Leeward) side of Jamaica. Nanny Town was eventually 
captured by the British and destroyed in 1734.

Queen Nanny of the Windward Maroons has largely been ignored by historians who 
have restricted their focus to male figures in Maroon history. Jamaica declared Queen 
Nanny a National Heroine in 1976. Nanny’s life and accomplishments have been 
recognized by the Government of Jamaica and she has been honored as a National Hero 
and awarded the title of “Right Excellent.” 

Currently, there are only seven such National Heroes of Jamaica and Nanny is 
conspicuous as the only woman. A modern portrait of Nanny, based on her description, 
appears on the Jamaican $500 note, one of the largest banknotes in circulation in 
Jamaica. She has communities named after her such as Nannyville Gardens in Kingston, 
Jamaica and a Nanny Monument in Portland, Jamaica. 

The Windward Maroons with Queen Nanny as their leader are role models for resistance, 
change, rebellion, cultural endurance and survival. Nanny’s life story supports the 
mission, vision and values of CJE SeniorLife. Queen Nanny herself is a symbolic figure 
for all those who suffer from oppression, while striving for excellence through Respect, 
Advocacy, Compassion, Intention, Innovation and Accountability.
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