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Introduction
As a World War II child, I was indelibly marked with a sense of American history as a home to heroes. The first books I remember reading are the Ingri and Edgar D’Aulaire lives of George Washington and Abraham Lincoln; I can still conjure up images of little George in his wig and frock coat, and young Abe studying by candlelight. The glorification of America’s heroic past was part of the World War II propaganda effort. It was easy to contrast the founding fathers of democracy with the founding fathers of Axis dictatorships.
I was patriotic to the core. I knew the hymn of every armed service and had my own victory garden (I remember radishes). My great-uncle John Burke Horne was a sergeant in the Army, where my mother, his niece Lena, sang for GIs. Uncle Burke was already a hero to me because he was engaged to my personal military role model, Lieutenant Harriet Pickens, a Navy Wave, dazzling in her white dress uniform. I had no idea then that Uncle Burke was a sergeant in the segregated Army or that Harriet was the first black Wave; but I knew that I wanted the war to last long enough for me to wear the uniform. Like any other World War II child, I aspired to heroism. I also equated victory with virtue. I had no idea then that there were wartime race riots in northern cities, often over black war workers. And I had no idea that black GIs often sat behind German prisoners of war at United Service Organizations shows, although my mother was banned from the USO for refusing to sing at such an event.
Later on, when I began to research The Hornes, a family history, I found another hero, Burke’s much older brother Errol. The oldest of four brothers and a city boy, despite the farm at the end of the street (a token of Brooklyn’s bucolic roots), Errol was the product of an integrated neighborhood as well as an integrated education. There was no military tradition in the family, but somehow he decided to make a career in the Army, then based in the faraway vastness of the West, home of the 9th and 10th Cavalries and 24th and 25th Infantries: the legendary Buffalo Soldier Regiments.
Always a superb athlete, Errol was taught to ride and shoot by old Indian-fighters at Fort Huachuca, in the Arizona desert. Among the very few nonsegregated activities in the Army, all-unit marksmanship and riding competitions regularly awarded top prizes to blacks. By 1916, handsome twenty-six-year-old Sergeant Horne was at the top of his profession. (In those days, sergeant was the highest rank to which a black soldier could aspire.) But Errol was about to be promoted. My mother always remembered being told that Uncle Errol had chased Pancho Villa into Mexico.
In March 1916, a punitive expedition of some five thousand U.S. Army troops under the command of Brigadier General John J. Pershing crossed the Rio Grande, pursuing Pancho Villa in what was the fourth Mexican Revolution since 1910. Among those seeking the bandit-revolutionary, and revenge for the seven soldiers killed in his raid on Columbus, New Mexico, were members of the black, Texas-based 24th Infantry and 10th Cavalry Regiments: heroes of the Indian Wars, the Spanish-American War of 1898, and the Philippine Insurrection of 1899–1906. Pershing’s strategy was to rapidly move three columns southward. Two of the three columns were made up of squadrons of the 10th Cavalry, an indication of Pershing’s high regard for the black cavalry troops he had led in the Spanish-American War.
In April, sounding familiar bugle calls of help on the way, Major Charles Young and members of the 10th Cavalry raced to the rescue of a large ambushed unit of the white 13th Cavalry at Santa Cruz de Villegas. “By God, Young, I could kiss every black face out there,” Major Frank Tompkins said to his 10th Cavalry counterpart. “If you want,” Young said, “you may start with me.”1 Villa’s incursion made national heroes of the 10th and of one of its few black officers, the forty-two-year-old Major Young, the third black graduate of West Point.
War with Mexico was averted only by America’s entry into the First World War. Because of Mexico, Pershing (who owed his nickname, Black Jack, to the color of his troops) was promoted to major general and named chief of the American Expeditionary Forces in France. Major Young, a hero of the Philippine Insurrection as well as of the pursuit of Villa, was promoted to lieutenant colonel—but then declared physically unfit for further combat and retired from active duty. The reason was simple: if Young went to France as a full colonel, he might come back home as a brigadier. And the American military would never countenance a black general. To prove his fitness, Young mounted his cavalry horse, Charlie, for a nonstop “Pony Express” dash from Wilberforce University in Ohio to the Department of the Army in Washington. The Army was forced to surrender, more or less. Young was promoted to full colonel—but not recalled to active duty until the last week of the war.
While the Mexican campaign meant the end of Charles Young’s career, it was a breakthrough and a new beginning for Sergeant Errol Horne. Junior officers were needed for the new black labor divisions scheduled to be sent to France, and Errol was called to the First World War as a second lieutenant. He got his lieutenant’s bars and, at almost the same time, married a lovely young woman named Lottie. He took her picture sometime in 1917 before setting off for active duty. His shadow holding the box camera is clearly visible, as Lottie poses in a white middy dress that seems almost translucent in the harsh glare of the desert sunlight.
Within a year, twenty-eight-year-old Lieutenant Horne was dead, a victim of the influenza pandemic that swept the ranks of the American Expeditionary Forces and much of the world in the winter of 1918. “Everything possible was done for him, and he was buried with every military honor, but O, it is a deep, deep sorrow,” my great-grandmother wrote in a black-bordered note to a cousin. “Am here in the country trying to rest mind and body,” she said. “I have Lottie with me and she is a wreck.” It is impossible to know how much of the war Errol actually saw: his records were among those destroyed in the tragic 1973 fire in the U.S. Army archives.
*    *    *
American history is full of heroes. For a long time, it seemed that none of them were black. Yet there have been black heroes from the beginning; they were simply cut out of the picture. What do heroes do? They fight dragons. And blacks have been fighting the dragons of racism since the country began. One of their most powerful weapons, I learned, was military service. In going to war, black men and women believed they could both better their own lives and make their country true to its own best promise.
I discovered Crispus Attucks, the first black hero of the Revolution, in my World War II childhood when our propaganda effort (in contrast to the Axis powers) celebrated multicultural heroes. For a long time, I assumed that Crispus Attucks was the only black hero of the Revolution. Researching this book I found a world of black heroes, many connected to the most treasured and sacrosanct images of the Revolution. All the heroes of the Revolution, white and black, were founders of our nation.
Midway through the Revolutionary War, some 15 percent of the Continental Army was black. They “mix, march, mess and sleep with the Whites,” wrote the eighteenth-century historian William Smith of the integrated American ranks. Only half-disapproving, Washington ultimately called his army a “mixed multitude.” It would be the last “mixed multitude” for 175 years, until the Korean War.
Prince Estabrook, a Massachusetts slave and militiaman, stood with his musket on Lexington Green in April 1775 on America’s “first glorious morning.” Later that morning he was wounded at Concord Bridge, where the “shot heard round the world” was fired. In May, Barzillai Lew, a free Massachusetts cooper, was one of Ethan Allen’s Green Mountain Boys at Ticonderoga, the first American victory of the war. In June, Lew, who was also a fifer-drummer, kept American spirits lively at Bunker Hill by playing “Yankee Doodle.” In the winter of 1776, “the times that try men’s souls,” Prince Whipple, a New Hampshire slave, was an oarsman in Washington’s boat at the crossing of the Delaware. A few days later at Princeton, Primus Hall, son of Prince Hall, a free Boston tanner who supplied leather drumheads to the Continental Army, single-handedly captured a number of British soldiers. A Connecticut slave, Nero Hawley, was one of the starving, ragged band who spent the terrible winter of 1777–1778 with Washington at Valley Forge. In June 1778, in hundred-degree heat (eased only by “Molly Pitcher’s” jugs of water), Adam Pierce, a free New Jersey militiaman, was victorious with Washington at Monmouth Court House. The only all-black regiment of the war, the 1st Rhode Island, were heroes of the Battle of Newport in August. In the spring of 1780, Jacob Peterson, a free New York militiaman, almost single-handedly foiled Benedict Arnold’s plot to give West Point to the British. At the British surrender at Yorktown in October 1781, which essentially marked the end of the war, James, a Virginia slave, was Lafayette’s spy—astonishing the British general Cornwallis, who thought he was a British spy. James won his freedom at Yorktown and renamed himself James Lafayette in honor of the man who later wrote, “I would never have drawn my sword in the cause of America if I could have conceived that thereby I was helping to found a nation of slaves.”
“In considering the services of the Colored Patriots of the Revolution,” wrote Harriet Beecher Stowe in her preface to William Cooper Nell’s Colored Patriots of the American Revolution, published in 1855, “we are to reflect upon them as far more magnanimous, because rendered to a nation which did not acknowledge them as citizens and equals . . . but for a land which had enslaved them, and whose laws, even in freedom, oftener oppressed than protected. Bravery, under such circumstances, has a peculiar beauty and merit.”
*    *    *
The Emancipation Proclamation of January 1, 1863, brought the first black division into the Civil War, the United States Colored Troops, or USCT, which took part in the costly but victorious battles for Vicksburg and Richmond. In June, at Milliken’s Bend outside Vicksburg, the 5th USCT Heavy Artillery lost 45 percent of its men—the highest proportion of deaths suffered by a single regiment in the course of the war. Emancipation also brought the first regiment of free northern blacks: the 54th Massachusetts (subject of the film Glory), who were essentially sacrificed in July 1863 at Fort Wagner, in South Carolina. Lewis and Charles Douglass, the two sons of Frederick Douglass, fought with the 54th at Fort Wagner, as did Sergeant William H. Carney, a New Bedford seaman in civilian life, who became the first black soldier to win the new Congressional Medal of Honor. Zimri Lew, grandson of the Revolutionary veteran Barzillai Lew, fought in the 55th Massachusetts, the 54th’s sister regiment, at the final siege of Charleston in May 1865. By the end of the war, blacks would make up 10 to 12 percent of the Union Army.
At its peak in the 1870s and early 1880s, the post–Civil War period of Reconstruction was a golden age for American blacks as well as poor southern whites. The promise of freedom was finally being fulfilled. Thanks to military protection, southern blacks participated in state and local government and elected black senators and representatives to Congress. Contrary to southern propaganda, most black congressmen were either lawyers or Civil War veterans, like Captain Robert Smalls, who became a U.S. representative from South Carolina.
Civil War veterans also formed the nucleus of four new black regiments, the 9th and 10th Cavalries and the 24th and 25th Infantries, part of the New Army created in 1866 to tame the West. One out of every five western soldiers was black. The mission of western regiments, white and black, was to tame whatever stood in the way of “progress” and “civilization,” from flora and fauna to native Indians. A fierce two-day battle in Kansas in 1867 saw some eight hundred Cheyenne defeated by ninety troopers of the 10th Cavalry, which lost only three men. The Cheyenne, who prized black scalps, called them Buffalo Soldiers, for an animal they considered sacred. Sergeant Emanuel Stance of the 9th Cavalry became the first black winner of the Medal of Honor in the Indian Wars when his detachment of ten troopers drove off some thirty Kickapoos in Texas in 1870.
Between 1870 and 1877, eight blacks were admitted to West Point; only one, Lieutenant Henry O. Flipper, would graduate. Like all black cadets, Flipper was ostracized and undermined at almost every turn. But he believed in the officer code, and deflected his tormentors with great dignity and gentlemanly forbearance. Flipper was, in fact, an ideal cadet. Crediting Academy instructors with surprising fairness, he managed to so impress his fellow engineering students that he was never “silenced” in the classroom. By the time of his graduation in June 1877, Flipper was a national celebrity. General Sherman himself led the applause when America’s first black officer received his diploma. After graduation, Flipper went to the Indian Wars, where he was victorious against Apaches. In 1881, betrayed by a combination of racism and jealousy, he was expelled by the Army on false charges of embezzlement. It would take almost a hundred years for his name to be cleared, and for Lieutenant Flipper to return to his rightful place in military history.
Crispus Attucks and the black revolutionaries, the 54th Massachusetts in the Civil War, and the Buffalo Soldiers were all celebrated in the nineteenth century. But by the early twentieth century they were expunged from textbooks and erased from history. Now black soldiers were replaced with images of the happy slave, Reconstruction was vilified, and, according to Frances FitzGerald’s admirable America Revised, textbooks used for sixty years in American public schools even questioned the value of the Fourteenth Amendment. W.E.B. Du Bois called southern revisionism “one of the most stupendous efforts the world ever saw to discredit human beings, an effort involving universities, history, social life and religion.” With revisionism, the military exploits of blacks in the Revolution, the War of 1812, the Civil War, and the Indian Wars were buried and consigned to obscurity.
*    *    *
My great-grandparents were children of Reconstruction. Cora Calhoun and her younger sister, Lena (my mother’s namesake), were born in Atlanta, the daughters of Moses Calhoun, a domestic slave who prospered in freedom as the owner of a grocery-catering establishment. The Calhoun sisters attended new schools created to foster an educated black middle class in the South. Cora went to Atlanta University and Lena to Fisk, where her classmate W.E.B. Du Bois fell hopelessly in love with her. Cora, Lena, and “Willie” were members of what Du Bois later called the Talented Tenth.
By the time handsome, twice-widowed Edwin Horn married young Cora Calhoun in 1887, he had been principal of an Indianapolis “colored” school and had cofounded the Indianapolis World, a long-lived black weekly. He had twice been a delegate to the Republican National Convention: in 1880 and 1884. When Indiana’s favorite son, Benjamin Harrison, was elected president in 1888, Edwin was short-listed for the position of recorder of deeds of Washington, D.C.
The U.S. Supreme Court decision in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) marked the end of Republican influence in the South. Plessy solidified white supremacy and legitimized the exclusionary race laws known collectively, after a popular minstrel song, as Jim Crow laws. Cora and Edwin, who had moved to Tennessee, now moved their growing family of sons to New York. Like any refugee, Edwin reinvented himself. He added an “e” to Horn, and became a Democrat, doing such excellent political work for Tammany Hall that he was appointed an inspector in the Brooklyn fire department, unheard of for a “colored” man (or even, it was said, a Protestant). Edwin’s greatest political moment came in the 1910 election, when his anti–Theodore Roosevelt pamphlets convinced New York blacks to vote Democratic for the first time in history. Among other things, the pamphlets called for a black National Guard regiment.
The 369th Regiment, the eventual outgrowth of Edwin Horne’s political demand, became the most decorated American unit of World War I. Two soldiers from the regiment, Sergeant Henry Johnson and Private Needham Roberts, were the first American enlisted men to win the Croix de Guerre. The 369th fought in French uniforms under the French flag because President Woodrow Wilson and former Buffalo Soldier commander Black Jack Pershing, who headed the American Expeditionary Forces, did not want blacks to bear arms for America.
The 369th won French hearts, as well as gratitude, when its famous Regimental Band, led by the black recording star Lieutenant James Reese Europe, toured the devastated country with America’s new gift of jazz. William Layton, whom I met in 1990, was a seventeen-year-old boy bugler in the 369th Band. He was gassed in the Meuse-Argonne offensive and won the Croix de Guerre for battlefield valor; five of his children served in the Second World War.
One of the most remarkable American heroes of World War I, Eugene Bullard, ran away from home in Georgia at the age of eight to make his way to France. At the onset of war (he was then a boxer in Paris) he volunteered for a special French Foreign Legion battalion for foreigners. Sent to the Somme, he joined the unofficial Christmas cease-fire of 1914 when both sides stopped, infuriating their commanding officers, to sing carols. By the spring of 1915, Bullard’s special battalion was essentially wiped out and he joined the French army. In February 1916 he went to Verdun, where he received two wounds and two medals: the Croix de Guerre and the Médaille Militaire. Out of the infantry with a leg wound, he learned to fly on a bet. In November 1917 he joined the French flying corps, and later that month, making a pass at the Red Baron’s Flying Circus, got a reported kill. Some ten days after the kill, Bullard, a sergeant, was accused of striking an officer. He had no idea that the soldier in the troop truck whom he had pulled off and punched for kicking him and saying “No room for your kind” was a lieutenant. He was dismissed from the Air Corps, but escaped court-martial because of his combat record. Still in France in May 1940, where he doubled as a nightclub host and spy for the Deuxième Bureau, he joined his old Verdun regiment at Orléans for a last stand against the Germans. Bullard was wounded again and decorated in his second war. Now he fled back to America via Lisbon. He was working as an elevator man in New York City in 1959 when he was made a Knight of the Legion of Honor and was finally discovered by the newspapers of his native land.
Although the U.S. government was officially neutral in Ethiopia and the Spanish Civil War, most American blacks were not. When fascist Italy invaded Ethiopia, blacks poured into the streets of every major northern city. Raising funds and medical supplies for Ethiopia became a priority for blacks, who saw no way of getting there but were determined to fight Fascism, which they regarded as an international form of Jim Crow. A year later, when General Franco’s armies attacked the new socialist Spanish Republic, black Americans, recruited by the Communist Party, volunteered to fight for Spain. Many who joined the integrated Abraham Lincoln Brigade were Communists, including a cadre of black World War I veterans who won leadership positions. Vaughn Love, godson of Sergeant Henry Johnson, the first American winner of the Croix de Guerre, went to Spain because he considered Fascism to be the “enemy of all black aspirations.”
				2 James Yates, who ran away as a teenager from a near lynching in Mississippi to join the Harlem Communist Party, collected medical supplies for Ethiopia with Salaria Kee, a young black nurse from Harlem Hospital. In Spain Yates was wounded after volunteering to drive a truck for the German Republican brigade when all their drivers were killed. Salaria Kee, the only black female volunteer in Spain, became an enormous propaganda asset as a nurse for the short-lived Republic. James Peck, a black American who was not permitted to fly in his own country, joined the Republican air force, becoming one of three American aces in Spain and a friend of Ernest Hemingway.
Although not an American war, the Spanish Civil War was the first war since the Revolution in which black and white Americans fought side by side as equals. It was the first war, ever, in which white Americans were led into battle by a black commander: Captain Oliver Law, a veteran of the Buffalo Soldier 24th Infantry. During the McCarthy era in the 1950s, decorated veterans of World War II who also fought in Spain were, until the courts ruled in their favor, denied burial in Arlington National Cemetery.
*    *    *
World War II was even more rigidly segregated than World War I. In neither war were any blacks awarded the Medal of Honor (although there were black honorees in every war before and after). But World War II was nevertheless a war of enormous black firsts: fighter pilots, female soldiers and sailors, armored combat personnel, paratroopers, Navy officers and U.S. Marines. I met and became friends with some of these pioneers as they shared stories with me of their fifty-years-younger selves.
The 332nd Fighter Squadron, the first black Army Air Force unit, known as the Tuskegee Airmen for their Alabama training base, was led by Colonel Benjamin O. Davis, Jr., the son of America’s first black general and the most celebrated black West Point graduate since Lieutenant Flipper. Captain Lee Archer, with four and a half victories (instead of the requisite five), was the closest to being a black “Ace.”
In February 1945, Major Charity Adams, a black graduate of the first class of the new Women’s Army Corps (which, unlike the male Army, had integrated training), was commanding officer of the “Six Triple Eight” Central Postal Directory Battalion. With one of the most important jobs in the war in terms of morale, the 6888 redirected all “V-Mail” for Europe. Sallie Smith joined the WACs halfway through college because they sounded “exciting” and she wanted to be near her boyfriend in Italy. In Birmingham, England, in 1945, civilian aides called her “Sergeant Sallie.” Back home, she returned to college on the GI Bill and became the first black woman to receive a master’s degree from the University of West Virginia.
In February 1945, Gene Doughty, a member of the first black Marine Corps unit, the Montford Point Marines, was acting platoon sergeant in the 8th Ammunition Company, on his way to the “hellish” landscape of Iwo Jima. In the single fiercest Pacific contest, lasting more than a month, Doughty saw the American flag raised on Mount Suribachi, overcame a night attack by Japanese who sprang from underground caves, and celebrated his twenty-first birthday.
You would never know from the movies that the very first hero of World War II was Dorie Miller, a Navy messman at Pearl Harbor who became the first black winner of the Navy Cross. You would also never know from Hollywood that there were black GIs at Normandy Beach. The Spanish Civil War veteran Vaughn Love landed on D-Day with the Quartermaster Corps, and New York Supreme Court Justice Bruce M. Wright, then a twenty-five-year-old poet and infantry medic, won a Purple Heart at Normandy. Less than a year later, he won a Bronze Star, and another Purple Heart, in the Battle of the Bulge. On November 2, 1944, having just arrived in France’s Saar Basin with the black 761st Tank Battalion, Private E. G. McConnell was personally exhorted by General George S. Patton to “shoot every damn thing you see.” Three weeks later McConnell won a Purple Heart. Between March and May 1945, the 761st, spearheading the Third Army, cracked the Siegfried Line and, crossing the Danube, took over 100,000 German prisoners, liberated a concentration camp, and beat the Red Army to the Elbe.
*    *    *
In 1948, President Harry Truman, a veteran of the First World War, integrated the armed forces by executive order, much to the displeasure of most of the military brass, including General Eisenhower. Truman’s motives were partly humanitarian (he was appalled by the rampant lynchings of black veterans in the postwar South) and partly political. Despite its presidential seal, the integration process was slow. Thus the Korean War, which began in June 1950 and ended in July 1953, opened as a segregated war.
In August 1950, Private First Class William H. Thompson of the 24th Infantry became the first GI to win the Medal of Honor in Korea and the first black Medal of Honor winner since the Spanish-American War. In June of the following year, Sergeant Cornelius H. Charlton became the 24th Infantry’s second Medal of Honor winner. By October, however, the regiment had been accused of wholesale cowardice and deactivated. The sad end of the once-proud Buffalo Soldier regiment was seen by many as the inevitable result of an immoral and unjust system. But the end of the 24th also marked the birth of the integrated military.
Halfway through, the Korean War became the first officially integrated war since the Revolution. Lieutenant Ellison C. Wynn of the 9th Infantry, the first integrated regiment in Korea, was one of the few black officers to win a Distinguished Service Cross. The World War II pilot Major Daniel “Chappie” James (who became the first black four-star general) was one of the illustrious new fighter jocks of the integrated Air Force. Sergeant Major James Thompson, another World War II vet, would endure, from November 1950 to September 1953 (two months after the official armistice), the hell of a North Korean POW camp.
Reflecting the thinking of many younger combat officers that military segregation was inefficient as well as unfair, President John F. Kennedy, a World War II Navy veteran, used executive orders to destroy the last traces of institutionalized military racism. His Committee on Equal Opportunity in the Armed Forces issued the revolutionary directive that military commanders must oppose discriminatory practices against military personnel both on and off base. It came just in time for Vietnam, the first war since the Revolution in which blacks and whites served together from the outset as equals under the American flag.
There were really two Vietnams. Those who were there in the early 1960s, products of Eisenhower social moderation as well as Kennedy social justice, were mostly volunteers and full of patriotic idealism. My friend Colonel John Cash, then a young captain in the 1st Battalion of the 7th Cavalry and one of the few black company commanders in the division, recalled Vietnam in 1965 as a time of “tremendous” military morale and a racial atmosphere that was “sweetness and light.” Heroism in the 1965 Army seemed marked by a spirit of selflessness. In October, eighteen-year-old Private First Class Milton L. Olive became Vietnam’s first black Medal of Honor winner when he saved the lives of fellow 173rd Airborne Brigade soldiers by falling on a live grenade and absorbing the blast with his body. That same month, Colonel Fred V. Cherry, who had been inspired by the Tuskegee Airmen, was shot down over North Vietnam to become the first black prisoner at the “Hanoi Hilton.” He spent eight years, tortured twice a day for many of those years, as a POW.
The first great Vietnam battle, in November 1965 at Ia Drang, marked the beginning of the end of U.S. idealism. It was a horrifically costly American victory that caused many younger officers to question the efficacy and direction of the war and its leadership. Nonetheless, selfless heroism continued to be the rule. A twenty-four-year-old combat medic, Calvin Bouknight, a conscientious objector who refused to carry a weapon, sacrificed his life by going to the aid of wounded men in the midst of a terrifying firefight. Captain George Forrest, another Ia Drang hero, made a six-hundred-yard football-trained dash through a gauntlet of enemy fire to form his men into a defensive perimeter—thereby saving most of his company, while other companies around him were slaughtered. He won a Silver Star. Some thirty years later, Forrest told me that Ia Drang was the beginning of both his “guilt” and his disillusion about a war that “turned warriors into bounty hunters.”
By 1968, the war in Vietnam had changed, and the American soldier had, too. High morale and racial “sweetness and light” had been swept aside in a climate of political assassinations, civil rights martyrdoms, urban riots, and violent war protests. As the streets of America changed, so did the jungles of Vietnam, now infected by drugs, racial conflicts, and crimes like the massacre at My Lai. There was a new black GI: an angry draftee who was, above all, “black”—which, again, did not preclude heroism.
Duery Felton was drafted in November 1968. Emulating his father, who was a veteran of World War II, he tried to enlist in the Navy but was rejected because of a heart murmur and joined the Army instead. As a radio operator he never saw the men in the field, but he felt as if they were part of his family. In December, in Cambodia, where Americans were not supposed to be, he was nearly crushed by an American tank. Seriously wounded, he was sent home, where he never wore his uniform in the streets and found that the only people he wanted to see were other vets. In 1989, he became curator of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Collection, overseeing the thousands of objects left by visitors at the Wall.
Wayne Smith enlisted in 1968 at eighteen, to become a combat medic. He came to hate the war and became a conscientious objector, but extended his tour anyway because he wanted to continue to help the men. “No one wanted to die alone in Vietnam,” he told me. “The men always said, ‘Doc, stay with me.’ ” After the war he became executive director of the Justice Project, a veterans’ advocacy organization.
*    *    *
Vietnam was the most unpopular war in American history, with social ramifications far beyond its time span. It was also America’s first loss. But out of it came the military “miracle.” For by the early 1970s, the Army understood that it could afford no more Vietnam-style breakdowns and no more losing wars. It was determined to reshape itself, as well as its image, on the basis of that understanding. There would be no more angry draftees, because the new American military would be all-volunteer. Drug use was to be eradicated, and so was all overt racism. Stressing cohesion, inclusion, and diversity, the armed forces opened doors for women, as well as for black men. The New Army solved the problems of diversity through a strict code of behavior and a refusal to see any color but Army green. The bottom line was respect for the uniform, whoever was wearing it. The Army was interested in changing behavior, not minds. The New Army reached its apogee in President George Bush’s 1990 war in the Persian Gulf, the first American war whose chief military leader was black and whose recognized heroes came in all colors and both sexes.
With the Gulf War, America found a new hero. General Colin L. Powell, the first black chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was both a combat officer of the early Eisenhower–Kennedy era Vietnam and one of the fathers of the New Army. His appointment as chairman was symbolic on several levels: as the culmination of President Truman’s forty-year-old executive order; as the ultimate embodiment of the military’s commitment to reshape itself; and as the furthest extension of the New Army’s recruitment call, “Be All You Can Be.” Powell, who had ranked first in nearly every Army test of skills since he was seventeen, was more Army green than black, although he clearly saw himself as indebted to the black officers who had struggled through the system before him.
Once one of the most racist public institutions in America, the military came to afford blacks personal, cultural, and social validity far above the American norm. Pursuing excellence as well as heroism, they were integrated within themselves and the larger community because of their military experience. It is always easy to quarrel with military aims, but the military ethos, with its appeal to integrity, discipline, loyalty, selfless service, personal courage, honor, and respect, is powerfully compelling. Its impact on the men and women who served in the armed forces has reached far beyond the battlefield. “All the hunters, gatherers, defenders, knights, samurais and swordsmen,” wrote the Franciscan priest Richard Rohr, “are, in fact, telling us something good about focus, determination, and courage for the common good.”
				3
“My military career gave me the ability to search out a problem,” said William DeFossett of the 369th Regiment, which went to the Pacific in World War II. “It taught me how to plan, how to examine things, when to improve upon them. It taught me about teamwork, physical fitness—pride.” “Civilians don’t understand the meaning of leadership,” said Gene Doughty, a veteran of Iwo Jima. “They don’t understand human behavior and how to alter it to accomplish the mission.” Doughty said that he learned “courage, poise, self-confidence, and self-discipline” in the Marine Corps. Major Flossie Satcher, an admittedly “scared” young lieutenant in Operation Desert Storm, told me that her military experience had made her “braver”; she also believed that Army values were not unlike those instilled by her mother.
*    *    *
It took me fourteen years to research and write this book, and in the course of those years I met some extraordinary people. I wanted to know how they felt about being a part of history. I wanted to know what made them risk their lives for their country, often at a time when they were not accepted as full American citizens. I wanted to know where they found their courage and how military service had affected the rest of their lives. Finally, I wanted to know what their experiences were, to hear and record their stories. Every veteran I met, no matter what age, remembered his or her war as if it were yesterday.
Writing this book at a time when many black Americans had become Afrocentric, I found myself becoming America-centric. Learning about fourteenth-century Africa is good; but showing blacks their place in American history is vital. There are spiritual ancestors at home, whom most Americans have been deprived of knowing. “In self-segregation,” wrote Albert Murray in The Omni-Americans, modern blacks “capitulate too easily to a con game which their ancestors never fell for, and they surrender their birthright to the propagandists of white supremacy, as if it were of no value whatsoever, as if one could exercise the right of redress without first claiming one’s constitutional identity as a citizen!”
				4 When we realize how many fought and died for the right to a constitutional identity, we see that these are the roots that matter.
*    *    *
My focus in writing this book has been on people: how America’s wars affected black Americans both on and off the battlefield and how black Americans participated in America’s history. Research, as well as the many veterans I spoke to, taught me that this sense of making history carried over into civilian life. From the Revolution onward, black veterans have effected change in their communities, usually by means of civic leadership, community service, or civil rights activism. The military made a difference in people’s lives, and the differences were reflected in society.
Vast numbers of soldiers throughout history have been defeated by war and carried its scars for the rest of their lives, but most of the veterans I spoke to seem to have valued their experiences. No matter how terrible, these were seen either as life lessons learned or as a fair contribution to the common good. Their heroism belongs as much to white Americans as to blacks.

1
The Revolution
SLAVERY AND INDEPENDENCE
I served in the Revolution, in General Washington’s army. . . . I have stood in battle, where balls, like hail, were flying all around me. The man standing next to me was shot by my side—his blood spouted upon my clothes, which I wore for weeks. My nearest blood, except that which runs in my veins, was shed for liberty. My only brother was shot dead instantly in the Revolution. Liberty is dear to my heart—I cannot endure the thought, that my countrymen should be slaves.
				1

			—“Dr. Harris,” a black Revolutionary veteran, in an address to the Congregational and Presbyterian Anti-Slavery Society of Francestown, New Hampshire, 1842
CRISPUS
ATTUCKS:
THE
FIRST
MARTYR OF THE
REVOLUTION

			BLOODY MASSACRE,” screamed the March 12, 1770, issue of the Massachusetts Gazette, Paul Revere’s four-color illustrated broadsheet, depicting redcoats with muskets firing into a crowd of well-dressed Boston citizens. Four victims lie bloodied on the ground. One, closest to the soldiers, the only one dressed in rough seaman clothes instead of a waistcoat and three-cornered hat, lies in the center foreground in a pool of blood. “The unhappy Sufferers,” Revere wrote, were “Sam’l Gray, Sam’l Maverick, James Caldwell, Crispus Attucks Killed.” (Revere omitted Patrick Carr, an Irish leather worker, who was also killed.) Gray was a rope maker, Maverick an apprentice joiner, Caldwell a ship’s mate; the seaman Attucks, “killed on the Spot, two Balls entering his Breast,” was described as “born in Framingham, but lately belonging to New Providence [the Bahamas].” The victims would lie in state in Faneuil Hall. “All the Bells tolled a solemn Peal” when they were buried together in one vault “in the middle burying-ground.”
				2
Calling himself Michael Johnson, Attucks, the son of an African father and a Massachusetts Natick Indian mother, had spent the past twenty years at sea, having run away to escape slavery.
				3 Ten pounds’ reward had been offered in 1750 by Deacon William Brown of Framingham for the return of “a Molatto Fellow, about 27 years of age, named Crispas, 6 Feet two Inches high, short, curl’d Hair, his Knees nearer together than common: had on a light colour’d Bearskin coat.”
				4 In port in Boston on the night of March 5, 1770, Attucks was in a King Street tavern when an alarm bell was heard from the street’s British sentry. When, leading a stick- and bat-wielding gang from the tavern, he discovered that the sentry was under “attack” only from snowball-throwing boys, he and his mob immediately took the side of the boys against the “Lobster Backs”—using heavy sticks instead of snowballs. Witnesses said that Attucks, striking the first blow, caused arriving British soldiers to open fire and hit eleven civilians—five of whom, including Attucks, were killed.
At the cost of public scorn (and to cover up his cousin Samuel Adams’s role in inciting riots), the Boston lawyer John Adams, a radical “Son of Liberty” who disapproved of violence, defended the British soldiers. Contradicting Paul Revere’s presentation of the dead as respectable Bostonians, Adams declared that Attucks had been the leader of a “motley rabble of saucy boys, negroes and molattoes, Irish teagues and outlandish jack tarrs.”
				5 The merchant John Hancock also accused Attucks of provoking the so-called “Boston Massacre,” but from a different point of view. “Who set the example of guns?” Hancock asked later. “Who taught the British soldier that he might be defeated? Who dared look into his eyes? I place, therefore, this Crispus Attucks in the foremost rank of the men that dared.”
				6 The British soldiers were acquitted, but Americans won the propaganda battle. Attucks and his companions became the first popular martyrs of the Revolution.
“You will hear from Us with Astonishment,” read an anonymous letter to Governor Thomas Hutchinson in 1773, which John Adams copied in his diary. “You ought to hear from Us with Horror. You are chargeable before God and Man, with our Blood— The Soldiers were but passive Instruments. . . . You acted, cooly, deliberately, with all that premeditated Malice, not against Us in particular but against the People in general. . . . You will hear further from us hereafter.”
				7 It was signed “Crispus Attucks”—a new symbol of resistance.
*    *    *
On the eve of the Revolution, the black population of the British North American colonies was 500,000, out of a total population of 2,600,000.
				8 Only a fraction of that population went to war. Some five thousand blacks served under George Washington, and about a thousand, mostly Southern runaways, fought for George III.
				9 Although the percentage of the black population who served was small, by 1779 as many as one in seven members of Washington’s never very large army were black. According to the historian Thomas Fleming, the Continental Line was “more integrated than any American force except the armies that fought in the Vietnam and Gulf Wars.”
				10
THE GREAT AMERICAN “FIG TREE”
At the end of the French and Indian Wars, Britain controlled North America from the Atlantic to the Mississippi, as well as most of the West Indies. It had reached the zenith of its empire just as the colonies were beginning to have a sense of nationhood. “Cast your eyes with me a little over this globe to view the deplorable state of your fellow creatures in other countries,” wrote the Philadelphia lawyer John Dickinson in 1768. “In Russia, Poland, Bohemia, Hungary, and many parts of Germany there is no such thing as free-holders. . . . But how different is the case amongst us. We enjoy an unprecarious property, and every man may freely taste the fruits of his own labors under his vine and under his fig tree.”
				11
The debt Britain had incurred in the Seven Years’ War ensured taxation of the colonies and threatened life under the idyllic American fig tree. In British eyes, the American colonies existed only for the benefit of the mother country, but Americans saw any form of taxation as slavery. New England’s objections to the Sugar Act, the Stamp Act, and all the other unpopular acts fueled the fires of independence. John Adams and his failed businessman cousin Samuel, leading radicals in the Continental Congress, were outspoken “Sons of Liberty,” a term coined in the British Parliament in 1765 to describe American Stamp Act protestors. Samuel Adams created the Committees of Correspondence, an underground movement with branches springing up throughout New England, to encourage resistance against the British.
The fires of independence were fueled among blacks as well as whites. A Massachusetts petition of 1773 from “a Grate Number of Blacks . . . who . . . are held in a state of slavery within the bowels of a free and Christian Country” asked for freedom and “some part of the unimproved land, belonging to the province, for a settlement, that each of us may there sit down quietly under his own fig tree.”
				12
Quaker Philadelphia was the heart of early eighteenth-century abolitionism. Massachusetts Puritans preached against slavery, but only Quakers argued for justice and equality for blacks on every level of life. In 1727, the twenty-one-year-old Philadelphia printer Benjamin Franklin started a discussion group, the Junto, in which antislavery ideals figured large. Two years later he printed, anonymously, the first of his many antislavery tracts. “A Caution and a Warning to Great Britain and Her Colonies,” a pamphlet published in 1766 by a Philadelphia Quaker named Anthony Benezet, was widely circulated. “How many of those who distinguish themselves as Advocates of Liberty remain insensible,” he wrote, “to the treatment of thousands and tens of thousands of our fellow men, who . . . are at this very time kept in the most deplorable state of slavery.” Meanwhile, Boston’s James Otis, another outspoken opponent of Britain’s “Intolerable Acts,” wrote: “The colonists are by the law of nature free born, as indeed are all men, white or black.”
The upper South seemed to agree with the North that slavery would eventually be abandoned, and in the meantime ameliorated. In 1762, George Washington told his new overseer to “take all necessary and proper care of the Negroes, using them with proper humanity and discretion.”
				13 Young Thomas Jefferson’s first legislative action in the 1769 Virginia House of Burgesses was an emancipation measure.
				14 With so many important advocates, many believed that the new American nation would be free.
Slavery was abolished in the British Isles in 1772. The decision resulted from the suit of one slave, James Somerset, who ran away from his American master in England. Somerset’s lawyer, the British abolitionist Granville Sharp, won the case by arguing that since no positive law creating slavery existed in England, it could not be practiced there. Three days after the judgment, a group of two hundred blacks “with their ladies” held a public entertainment in Westminster “to celebrate the triumph of their Brother Somerset.”
				15 British emancipation was a major propaganda coup, but it freed only the twenty thousand–odd slaves living in Britain itself, leaving American and West Indian slavery untouched. Benjamin Franklin wrote to Anthony Benezet about the “hypocrisy” of Britain “for promoting the Guinea trade, while it piqued itself on its virtue . . . in setting free a single Negro.”
				16
By 1774, Boston—whose port was closed until the eighteen thousand pounds of tea dumped in the harbor the previous December was paid for—was the center of abolition as well as revolution. “No country can be called free when there is one slave,” wrote James Swan, a Boston merchant and Son of Liberty who had disguised himself as an Indian in the Boston Tea Party.
				17 “It has always appeared a most iniquitous scheme to me,” Abigail Adams wrote to her husband, John, “to fight for what we are daily robbing and plundering from those who have as good a right to freedom as we have.”
				18
In November 1774, the thirty-seven-year-old Tom Paine arrived in Philadelphia with a letter of introduction to Benjamin Franklin. Paine, a former corsetmaker’s apprentice and low-level tax collector, was drawn to abolition as much by his sympathy for antigovernment politics as by his Quaker background. Franklin helped Paine become editor of The Pennsylvania Magazine, where his first published article, “African Slavery in America,” appeared on March 8, 1775. “With what consistency, or decency,” he wrote, could colonists “complain so loudly of attempts to enslave them, while they hold so many hundred thousand in slavery.”
				19 Paine advocated abolition, land redistribution, and economic opportunity. Two weeks later Patrick Henry, a slave owner who called slavery “repugnant to humanity,” raised the American battle cry with “Give me liberty or give me death!” America’s first antislavery society met in Philadelphia on April 14, 1775. Five days later, America was at war with Britain.
LEXINGTON AND CONCORD
New England towns and villages had been preparing for war since the winter of 1774. Weapons and gunpowder were stored and militia and Minutemen (an elite militia in existence only since the Boston Tea Party) were armed and ready. The war began in Massachusetts, where the British were greatly outnumbered.
Boston’s ever more rebellious population outnumbered Governor Thomas Gage’s troops by a factor of four, and his request for more men had been rejected. In April 1775, British intelligence learned that a secret meeting in Concord of the illegal Massachusetts Congress had determined to establish an army to fight the Crown. On April 18, Gage ordered troops, under Colonel Francis Smith, to proceed to Concord to seize all weapons and ammunition as Major John Pitcairn, Smith’s second in command, led an advance guard to Lexington.
American intelligence was equally alert. (Many believed that Gage’s American wife was supplying information to Dr. Joseph Warren, Samuel Adams’s closest associate on Boston’s Committee of Correspondence.
				20) As British soldiers left by boat across Back Bay late on the night of April 18, the Committee of Correspondence dispatch rider Paul Revere, under instructions from Warren, hung two signal lamps (“One if by land, two if by sea”) in the steeple of the Old North Church. Then, having been silently rowed across the Charles under the guns of a British man-of-war, he mounted one of the fastest horses in the colony, to warn first Lexington (where Samuel Adams and John Hancock were distancing themselves from Boston and possible arrest) and then Concord that the British were coming. In Lexington, Revere, joined by another Committee of Correspondence dispatch rider, was briefly stopped by a British patrol. After supplying “information” (with a gun to his head), the printer-silversmith-revolutionary and his partner managed to break away by galloping off in opposite directions. Armed with Revere’s “information,”  the British patrol rode back to say that at least five hundred Minutemen were waiting on Lexington Green. The several hundred British soldiers who approached the green early the next morning were probably surprised to find a motley army of seventy-seven, including boys, old men, and a slave.
				21
Ordering British troops not to fire, Pitcairn told the Americans to drop their weapons and disperse. Lexington’s militia, led by Captain John Parker, a farmer and a veteran of the French and Indian Wars, was not eager for battle, either. But just as Parker gave the order to withdraw, a musket (American or British) flashed in the pan. There were now scattered shots from both sides. Eight Americans died and nine were wounded before the firing stopped. “O what a glorious morning is this!” said Samuel Adams, hearing the guns from his refuge near Lexington.
Prince Estabrook, a Lexington slave and member of Captain Parker’s company, was one of the Americans who fought on Lexington Green that first morning of the Revolution. Later in the day other black militiamen from neighboring towns met the British at Concord, Arlington, Lincoln, and points on the road back to Boston.
According to the historian Howard Peckham, the Battle of Lexington lasted about fifteen minutes and the Battle of Concord lasted about five.
				22 Entering Concord without resistance at around eight A.M., Smith’s men found some four hundred Minutemen waiting at North Bridge, including the Reverend William Emerson, whose grandson Ralph Waldo Emerson would write of the “rude bridge” and the “shot heard round the world.” In Concord, the British fired first. Three British and two Americans were killed before the Americans retreated. Prince Estabrook, veteran of Lexington, was wounded. He was listed on the official roster of “Provincials” killed or wounded at Concord as “a Negro man”—the only victim not called “Mr.”
				23 The American casualties were 41 wounded and 49 dead. The British counted 73 dead, 174 wounded, and 26 missing.
				24
There were other black militiamen defending North Bridge: Peter Salem of Framingham, who had been freed to enlist; Samuel Craft, of Newton; Caesar Ferrit and his son John, of Natick; Pompy, of Braintree; Pomp Blackman; and Prince, of Brookline (the slave of Joshua Boylston).
				25 The twenty-two-year-old Lemuel Haynes had marched all the way to Concord with his Connecticut militia regiment.
Haynes had just missed Lexington: his company was en route from Granville, Connecticut, when the battle broke out. But he made it to Concord, and shortly after the battle the “former indentured servant and patriot versus bruit Tyranny” wrote a poem, “The inhuman tragedy perpetrated 19th of April 1775 by a number of the British Troops under the command of Thomas Gage,” signed “Lemuel a Young Mollato”: “For Liberty, each Freeman Strives / As its a gift of God / And for it willing yield their Lives . . . Much better there, in Death Confin’d / than a Surviving Slave.”
				26
Born in West Hartford of an African father and a white mother, Lemuel Haynes had been indentured at the age of five months to Deacon David Rose of Granville. Raised like a son, he worked the farm, attended the local public school, and studied theology and the Bible. As a youth he experienced a religious conversion at the sight of the aurora borealis (he believed it a “presage of the day of judgment,” wrote an early biographer), after which he often led church services, reading from his own sermons. As a member of Captain Lebbeus Ball’s Granville militia, he trained one day a week on the Granville green, learning crude military drills and Indian stealth-fighting techniques.
Marching back to Boston, the red-coated “victors” of Lexington and Concord were perfect targets for waiting militiamen, who outraged the British by being better at Indian-style warfare than even their elite light infantrymen, who also learned from the Indians. British uniforms, heavy with linings and piping and brass buttons, not to mention 60 to 125 pounds of gear, had been designed for “splendor, not comfort,” wrote A. J. Langguth in Patriots: The Men Who Started the American Revolution.
			
				27 Americans fired at will from behind trees and stone walls at rows of shiny black hats and bright red coats, aiming at officers as well as men. Europeans never fired at officers. “The soldiers were so enraged at suffering from an unseen enemy that they forced open many of the houses from which the fire proceeded and put to death all those found in them,” wrote the British lieutenant Frederick Mackenzie.
				28 Black militiamen Cato Stedman and Cato Bordman of Cambridge, Cato Wood of Arlington, and Job Potoma and Isaiah Bayoman of Stoneham joined the fighting as the British reached Lincoln.
Again revealing America’s talent for propaganda, stories of Lexington and Concord describing the Redcoats as savages were sent to England and circulated throughout the colonies even before the British had sent their official report. The Massachusetts Congress authorized the raising of 13,600 troops. Connecticut promised six thousand, New Hampshire two thousand, and Rhode Island fifteen hundred. As the New England army, headquartered at Cambridge, prepared to besiege British-held Boston, Governor Gage considered raising a regiment of freed slaves: “Things are now come to that Crisis,” he wrote to his government, “that we must avail ourselves of every resource, even to raise the Negroes in our cause.”
				29
YANKEE
DOODLE: 
BARZILLAI
LEW
On May 6, 1775, Barzillai Lew, a black man described as “30 yrs old and 6 ft tall,” with the occupation of cooper, enlisted as a fifer and drummer in Captain John Ford’s company of Colonel Ebenezer Bridge’s 27th Massachusetts Regiment.
				30 Lew was a veteran of the French and Indian Wars, where he had served in His Majesty’s service under the command of Captain Thomas Farrington. A month after Lexington, he joined the hardy band of volunteers for Ticonderoga, under the dual leadership of Ethan Allen and Benedict Arnold. The raid on the old Lake Champlain fort was the first American victory of the war. The poet Lemuel Haynes was in Benedict Arnold’s Connecticut company. Primas Black, Epheram Blackman, Abijah Prince, Jr. (son of Lucy Terry, the Deerfield poet), and Barzillai Lew were black members of Ethan Allen’s Green Mountain Boys.
Barzillai Lew had been born in Dracut, outside Boston, in 1743. The marriage of his parents, two free blacks—“Primus, Captain Boyden’s negro manservant to Margaret, a mulatto formerly a servant of Samuel Scripture, both of Groton”—was recorded in the Groton, Massachusetts, church registry in December 1742. While Primus Lew’s place of birth was not officially recorded, according to Lew family legend he was born in West Africa. Still a boy, he was about to be captured by warriors from an enemy tribe when he dived into the sea and was picked up by a ship headed for Massachusetts.
Shortly after their marriage, Primus and Margaret Lew moved to Dracut’s “Black North,” where Anthony Negro and his wife, Sary, had established a black settlement in 1712. After their son Barzillai (a biblical name) was born, the Lews moved across the Nashua River to Pepperell and had three more children. Sometime in 1745, during the next-to-last French and Indian war, Primus joined New England troops under the command of William Pepperell to take the French fortress of Louisbourg on Cape Breton Island in French Canada. Primus Lew would establish a seven-generation musical and martial dynasty.
In 1768, Barzillai Lew married Dinah Bowman, a pianist from Lexington, whose freedom he bought from her owner. They would have eight children, all of whom became musicians. In May 1775, Barzillai went off to the Revolution.
PETER SALEM, SALEM POOR, AND CUFF WHITEMORE AT BUNKER HILL

In the early morning of June 17, 1775, Boston took to the rooftops to watch the show when British ships in Boston Harbor opened fire on Bunker Hill just north of the city, which American militiamen had been fortifying since late the night before. If the British could be driven from Boston, the Americans would control Massachusetts. With a hundred times as many ships and far less manpower than the colonists, the British were trying to destroy the American army. Despite the bombardment, Americans under the command of Colonel William Prescott, a Pepperell farmer, continued to fortify their position until late in the afternoon, then waited behind their parapets for the British to come ashore and storm the hill. Prescott ordered his men to pick out officers and to aim at the crossings of their belts. Anxious about their small stores of ammunition, General Israel Putnam of Connecticut famously added, “Don’t fire till you see the whites of their eyes.”
Initially repulsed in heavy fighting on the beach, the British now assaulted Prescott’s fort. Rows of Redcoats, led by Major Pitcairn, marched up the hill, firing at intervals but receiving no return fire. The Americans finally fired, to devastating effect, when the British were within fifty yards. A British officer would recall “an incessant stream of fire from the rebel lines . . . Most of the grenadiers . . . the moment of presenting themselves lost three-fourths and many nine-tenths of their men.”
				31 The British fell back, but regrouped and advanced again, marching over their dead and wounded. More British fell in the second advance. By the third advance, the Americans were almost out of ammunition. Offering brief but fierce resistance, they began to retreat as ship-based British marines swarmed over the parapet. Officially a British victory, Bunker Hill eventually became a great American propaganda coup.
“Retreat was no flight; it was covered with bravery and even military skill,” said the British general John Burgoyne, praising the Americans. The British lost 1,150 of the 2,500 men who marched up Bunker Hill. The Americans lost 400 (140 killed, 271 wounded, 30 prisoners) out of 1,500. The British commander in chief, General Sir Henry Clinton, wrote back to London: “Another such [victory] would have ruined us.”
				32 One of the British officers killed at Bunker Hill was Major Pitcairn, the leader of the offensive.
The major’s death is credited to Peter Salem, a black veteran of Concord Bridge. Dr. Jeremy Belknap, the son of Salem’s first owner, noted in his diary that someone at the battle had reported a “Negro man belonging to Groton, took aim at major Pitcairn, as he was rallying the dispersed British troops and shot him thro’ the head.”
				33 Samuel Swett’s Historical and Topical Sketch of Bunker Hill Battle (1818) was the first published account of the battle. “Among the foremost of the [British] leaders was the gallant Maj. Pitcairn,” wrote Swett, “who exultingly cried ‘the day is ours,’ when Salem, a black soldier, and a number of others shot him through and he fell.” Salem was rewarded by a group of American officers, who later presented him to General Washington.
John Trumbull, who had watched the battle from Roxbury, painted The Battle of Bunker Hill in London in 1786. (“My whole frame contracted, my blood shivered,” wrote Abigail Adams to a friend when she saw the painting.) A black musket bearer is depicted in the right foreground, standing behind a sword-wielding officer, while another black soldier is visible under the flag. The black musket bearer appeared in the 1801 engraving of Trumbull’s painting, but later engravings left him out.
Trumbull’s black musket bearer in The Battle of Bunker Hill was first identified as Salem Poor. Poor, a twenty-eight-year-old free black from Andover, is credited with the death at Bunker Hill of the British lieutenant colonel James Abercrombie. In December 1775, fourteen American officers petitioned the General Court of Massachusetts to ask the Continental Congress to give Poor “the Reward due to so great and Distinguished a Caracter.” They declared that “a Negro Man Called Salem Poor . . . behaved like an Experienced Officer, as Well as an Excellent Soldier.”
				34 There is no record that Poor ever received any reward from the Congress.
Cuff Whitemore, veteran of Concord, “fought bravely in the redoubt,” wrote Samuel Swett, although he was wounded and had “a ball through his hat.” Compelled to retreat, Whitemore “seized the sword [of a British officer] slain in the redoubt . . . which in a few days he unromantically sold”; and “served faithfully through the war, with many hair-breadth ’scapes from sword and pestilence.” Other black Bunker Hill soldiers were Jude Hall, of Exeter, who fought in New Hampshire’s Second Battalion under Captain Nathan Hale; Seasor and Pharoh, of York County; Job Potama and Isaiah Bayoman, of Arlington; Pompy, of Braintree; and Robin, of Sandowne, New Hampshire. There were also Cato Tufts, Caesar Dickenson, Grant Cooper, Cuff Hayes, Titus Coburn, Seymour Burr, Cato Howe, Charlestown Eads, Alexander Eames, Caesar Jahar, Cuff Blanchard, Pomp Fisk, Caesar Post, a seventeen-year-old named Sampson Talbot, from Chelsea—and soldier-fifer Barzillai Lew, veteran of Ticonderoga, who kept American morale high by playing “There’s Nothing Makes the British Run Like Yankee Doodle Dandy.”
				35 (In 1767, “Yankee Doodle” was the hit song in The Disappointment; or, The Force of Incredulity, by Andrew Barton, the first ballad opera published in America. It was sung by the opera’s leading character, a free black called Racoon. Played by a white actor in blackface, Racoon had a white mistress and equal status with comic Irish and Scottish characters.
				36)
For Duke Ellington, Barzillai Lew was the real ragtag fifer in Archibald Willard’s iconic revolutionary painting, The Spirit of ’76. A 1943 radio broadcast of Ellington’s “Black, Brown and Beige” suite (in the record collection of the writer Albert Murray) included an homage to Lew, with piano “Liberty” bells, drum artillery, and a bit of “Yankee Doodle.” According to family tradition, Barzillai played in New York City at Washington’s first inauguration. His Bunker Hill powder horn can be found in Chicago’s Du Sable Museum of African-American History.
GEORGE WASHINGTON’S “MIXED MULTITUDE”

After Bunker Hill, the Continental Congress agreed to help Massachusetts by raising an army and choosing a commander. John Adams proposed the forty-three-year-old Virginia militia leader George Washington, a veteran of the French and Indian Wars and Continental Congress delegate. Six foot three and “straight as an Indian,” Washington refused to accept any pay for his services beyond expenses. He took command of New England’s army of fourteen thousand troops on July 3, 1775, in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and told his wife he would be home by Christmas.
Besides the reputed gift of Indian-style warfare, amateur American soldiers had other immediate advantages over their professional opponents, fighting a war that soon became highly unpopular both at home and in the field. Americans were better paid by Congress than British troops were paid by the king, and they were seasonal soldiers. Most New England militiamen signed up for six months, then went home to plant, harvest, or ply their trades. Americans were as revolutionary in their idea of warfare as they were in their concept of government. With no British military class system, they elected their own officers. Punishments and courts-martial were rare, and officers and men fraternized freely. Their weapons were mostly self-supplied. Pennsylvania, Virginia, and Maryland riflemen joined the New England militiamen, bringing the “Pennsylvania rifle,” a frontier weapon superior in accuracy to “Brown Bess,” the British musket. With varied equipment, and no uniforms except hunting shirts, the only insignia the Americans shared was a sprig of laurel in the hat.
Eighteenth-century armies often traveled with women. American wives, daughters, mothers, sisters, and camp followers made bandages, melted pewter for musket balls, and nursed wounded soldiers in camps or homes. A few disguised themselves as men and fought. Washington called his army “this mixed multitude of people.”
				37
“In the regiments at Roxbury,” wrote the American general John Thomas, “we have some Negroes; but I look on them, in General, Equally Serviceable with other men . . . many of them have proved themselves brave.” Not everyone shared his opinion. General Philip Schuyler complained to John Hancock that one-third of the New England troops were old men, boys, or blacks. And the wealthy Pennsylvanian Alexander Graydon wrote of the poor discipline of Continental troops: “The only exception I recollect to have seen, to these miserably constituted bands from New England, was the regiment of Glover from Marblehead [Colonel John Glover led an amphibious regiment of Massachusetts fishermen]. . . . But even in this regiment there were a number of Negroes, which, to persons unaccustomed to such association, had a disagreeable, degrading effect.”
				38
Soon after George Washington, a Virginia slaveholder, took command of the Continental Army in July 1775, blacks were forbidden to serve (although Washington’s favorite slave, William Lee, his “black shadow,” fought by his side throughout the war). Most southern slaveholders opposed the arming of blacks, who would, they feared, set a dangerous example for slaves. On July 10, Horatio Gates, an adjutant general of the American army, instructed recruiting officers not to enlist “any deserter from the Ministerial army, nor any stroller, negro, or vagabond.”
				39 That same day, orders were issued that blacks already serving—veterans of Lexington, Concord, Ticonderoga, and Bunker Hill—could complete their tour of duty.
In September, Edward Rutledge, South Carolina’s delegate to the Continental Congress, introduced a resolution barring all blacks from fighting. A new directive was issued a month later: no “negroes, Boys unable to bear Arms nor Old men unfit to endure the Fatigues of the Campaign” would be accepted in the Continental Army. Washington issued a final order banning blacks from recruitment or reenlistment. “Many northern blacks were excellent soldiers,” wrote Samuel Swett, “but southern troops would not brook equality with whites.”
				40
In October 1775, Washington received a letter and poem from Phillis Wheatley, a well-known young poet-slave of Boston, titled “His Excellency General Washington” and including these lines: “Proceed, great chief, with virtue on thy side, / Thy ev’ry action let the goddess guide. / A crown, a mansion, and a throne that shine, / With gold unfading, WASHINGTON! be thine.” The general responded to “Miss Phillis”: “I thank you most sincerely for your polite notice of me, in the elegant lines you enclosed. . . . If you should ever come to Cambridge, or near headquarters, I shall be happy to see a person so favored by the Muses, and to whom nature has been so liberal in her dispensations.”
				41 Wheatley, who had carried on a public flirtation with John Paul Jones, visited headquarters later that year, and was received with “marked courtesy.” In February 1776, Washington wrote to a friend: “At first, with a view of doing justice to her great poetical genius, I had a great mind to publish the poem; but not knowing whether it might not be considered rather as a mark of my own vanity, than as a compliment to her, I laid it aside.” In April 1776, the poem and Washington’s letter appeared together in Tom Paine’s Pennsylvania Magazine.
In January 1776, Paine’s pamphlet Common Sense had electrified the colonies. There were twenty-five printings in 1776 alone, roughly some 150,000 copies.
				42 Paine, who called himself a “citizen of the world,” spoke a new national language (“language as plain as the alphabet”) embracing revolution, republicanism, secularism, and belief in human perfectibility. “We have it in our power to begin the world over again. . . . O! ye that love mankind! Ye that dare oppose not only tyranny but the tyrant, stand forth!” Calling Common Sense “sound doctrine and unanswerable reasoning,” Washington had it read to all the ranks. Congress made Paine the first paid propagandist of the American government, hiring him to rouse public opinion for the war.
BRITISH BLACKS: LORD DUNMORE’S ETHIOPIAN REGIMENT

On November 7, 1775, John Murray, Earl of Dunmore, Royal Governor of Virginia, issued a proclamation from Norfolk harbor inviting slaves to leave their masters and join the Royal forces. Black response was enormous, even though the proclamation applied only to male, able-bodied slaves of rebels. (Tories’ slaves were returned to their masters.) By December 1, 1775, three hundred blacks—Lord Dunmore’s “Ethiopian Regiment”—were in uniform, with the words “Liberty to Slaves” inscribed across their chests. They were part of the British force routed by American militiamen later that month at Great Bridge, known as the Lexington of the South.
Slaves who escaped to the British lived on the water. With no mainland base after Great Bridge, Dunmore created a virtual floating city of ships in Norfolk harbor. In early 1776, Americans accused Dunmore of opening a “promiscuous ball” with “one of the black ladies” in his “floating town.”
				43 By March 1776, recruitment was going well among the Ethiopian Regiment, but “a fever crept in amongst them which carried off a great many Very fine fellows.” By early summer there were only 150 “effective Negro men” left. “The shores are full of dead bodies, chiefly negroes,” stated the Maryland Council of Safety in July, reporting a smallpox outbreak among some black British deserters.
				44 Dunmore wrote that if fever had not killed the Ethiopian Regiment, it would have grown to two thousand men. In August 1776, the British, faced with smallpox, insufficient water, and no reinforcements, sailed out of the Potomac.
Dunmore’s proclamation, and the fact that Washington had raised less than half the force needed for his new army, caused the American command to change its mind about black soldiers again. On December 31, 1775, Washington wrote to John Hancock, president of the Continental Congress: “Free Negroes who have served in this Army, are very much dissatisfied at being discarded.” On January 17, the Continental Congress announced: “The free Negroes who have served faithfully in the army at Cambridge, may be re-enlisted, but no others.”
				45 Free blacks, as well as slaves substituting for their masters, would now fight until the end of the war.
INDEPENDENCE AND SLAVERY

The first version of the Declaration of Independence sent to Congress by the Committee of Five—John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, Robert R. Livingston, and Roger Sherman (with Jefferson chosen to draft the document)—contained an antislavery statement: “He [the king] has waged cruel war against human nature itself, violating its most sacred rights of life and liberty in the persons of a distant people who never offended him, captivating and carrying them into slavery in another hemisphere, or to incur miserable death in their transportation thither. This piratical warfare, the opprobrium of infidel powers, is the warfare of this Christian king of Great Britain determined to keep open a market
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