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    [image: image]

  


  “For Honor, Duty, and Liberty” HEROES OF THE CIVIL WAR, 1862–1865


  
    “The Colored man will fight,—not as a tool, but as an American patriot. He will fight most desperately because he will be fighting against his enemy, slavery, and because he feels that among the leading claims he has to your feelings as fellow-countrymen, is, that in the page of facts connected with the battles for liberty which his country has fought, his valor—the valor of black men—challenges comparison.”


    —“‘The Colored Man Will Fight’ (1861),” in The American Mosaic:


    The African American Experience, ABC-CLIO

  


  The paths that black Medal of Honor recipients took to the battlefields of the Civil War were just as diverse as the colors of the unit flags they swore to uphold. Many of them came of age sometime between the years that marked the Dred Scott v. Sanford Supreme Court decision of 1857 and the presidential election of 1860. The Supreme Court’s ruling spelled trouble for all blacks, for it meant that they fell outside the bounds of United States citizenship and possessed no legal rights in federal courts. For many free blacks, the federal case concomitant with the presidential election that followed three years later intensified African-American calls for solidarity and resistance to the institution of slavery. Between 1857 and 1860, thousands of black men, women, and children rallied against the federal ruling across the North, and revered John Brown’s raid at Harpers Ferry. By the time the Southern states had seceded from the Union and Confederate forces opened fire on Fort Sumter, hundreds of young black men were discussing their status in the war effort.


  By the beginning of 1862, African-American soldiers faced more than just the Confederate Army on the field. Employment in the Union Army also meant overcoming white commanders’ misgivings about the conduct and character of black soldiers in uniform. Black soldiers were paid less than their white contemporaries. Many white officers of the Northern United States Colored Troops (USCT) harbored deeply held racist prejudices against black soldiers.1 Loaded down with the long-standing baggage of class distinction, gender, background, generation, region, and upbringing, stereotypes and innuendoes played a large role in their thinking about the capabilities of black troops. In many ways, their attitudes paralleled their white Southern adversaries and Union commanders, like Maj. Gen. William Tecumseh Sherman, who preferred to place black soldiers in rear-guard assignments. “I won’t trust niggers to fight yet,” Sherman told his brother John, the sitting senator from Ohio.


  As historian William Dobak points out, Sherman may have had other reasons for distrusting newly deployed troops on the battlefield.2 During the Battle of Bull Run in July 1861, the venerated general had witnessed the disadvantages of rushing new recruits into combat. He had also discovered that draftees were especially prone to contracting measles, mumps, diphtheria, and other maladies present in camp areas. But his racist proclivities may have shaped his perceptions of the battlefield capabilities of black soldiers more than anything else. “I like niggers well enough as niggers, but when fools and idiots try and make niggers better than ourselves, I have an opinion. A large proportion of our fighting men would not tolerate blacks in the front line, for white soldiers and volunteers will not be placed on a par with the negro,” he observed.3


  The question of using blacks as soldiers weighed heavily on the minds of government leaders throughout the spring and summer of 1862. The battle casualties of the Union Army began to climb in the wake of the Battle at Shiloh, during the Seven Days’ Battles outside of Richmond, and in the Battle of Antietam. As the initial enthusiasm for the fighting began to wane, many Northern Republicans began to seriously consider arming slaves and freed blacks. However, Lincoln advised his Cabinet members that a Union victory was essential before he could issue such a decree. So when the Union Army finally won a victory at the Battle of Antietam on September 17, the president issued a proclamation five days later. It not only contained the momentous clause, forever freeing all slaves in the rebellious states, but also permitted those newly freed to actively enlist in the Union Army. Six months later, the War Department issued General Order 143, expediting the recruitment of African Americans to fight for the army.4 With that, the stage was set for the acts of bravery performed by black soldiers who would later earn the Medal of Honor in the Civil War.


  For most of the MOH recipients who entered the Union Army at the time, the battle flags representing their respective units came to epitomize the characteristics of valor and bravery more than anything else. In March 1863, Sgt. Milton Holland and the men of the 5th United States Colored Troops attended a flag presentation at Camp Delaware where John Mercer Langston administered an oath they would never forget. As Holland recalled, “Our company C—the color company—took the flag made by the kind citizens of Athens, and we pledged that we would ever be true to the flag; though it may be tattered or torn by hard service, it should never be disgraced.”


  Later that spring, the men of the 54th Massachusetts left Camp Meigs, boarding railcars heading for Boston. As soon as they reached the city, companies of the unit passed through the downtown streets before arriving at the Boston Commons, where the Massachusetts governor presented them with four flags. In addition to the American flag, they received the regimental colors featuring a banner with the state emblem of the Goddess of Liberty. While handing the colors to the 54th Massachusetts commander, Governor John Andrew told the men, “From the beginning of this rebellion to the present day, that banner has never been surrendered to the foe; fifty-three regiments have marched from the Bay State, but we have yet to learn that they ever surrendered that noble banner. Hold on to the staff; if every thread is blown away, your glory will be the same.”5


  We pledged that we would ever be true to the flag; though it may be tattered or torn by hard service, it should never be disgraced.


  Given the numerous examples of distinguished action exhibited by black MOH recipients later in the war, Governor Andrew’s exhortation accurately points to the tremendous importance the colors would play in their performances on the battlefield. The flag, along with the dress blue uniforms and Enfield rifled muskets, celebrated an identity that enlarged black claims to freedom and equality while negating the inferences of slavery and black inferiority that proliferated throughout white-dominated society at the time. While the flag itself was not meant as a direct political statement, the social context in which it was presented and the meaning that was attached to it rendered it so. For many of the MOH recipients and their uniformed contemporaries, the flag, whether federal, regimental, or otherwise, symbolized honor, duty, and country—the vivid symbol of American patriotism and loyalty.
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  “BOYS, THE OLD FLAG NEVER TOUCHED THE GROUND”


  William H. Carney and the Battle of Fort Wagner, South Carolina, July 18, 1863


  William H. Carney, born a slave in 1840, was taught to read and write by a minister at an early age. His father, William Sr., and mother, Ann Dean, had worked as slaves in the Hampton Roads Region of Norfolk, Virginia, for decades prior to the Civil War. During the late 1850s, the couple moved toward freedom, using the Underground Railroad to successfully escape through Maryland, Pennsylvania, and New York before eventually ending up in New Bedford, Massachusetts, Frederick Douglass’s hometown. Like Douglass, Carney and his father worked as seamen and performed odd jobs there prior to the Civil War. They were encouraged by the fiery antislavery movement found in the pages of Douglass’s Monthly, advocating for the Union cause.


  During the spring of 1861, William Carney established a friendship with a pastor of a local church and began studying to become a minister. After the first shots were fired at Fort Sumter, the twenty-one-year-old flocked to the colors. He was told his services were not required. At that moment, Carney linked God’s call to the altar to the cause of black freedom. As he recalled, “When the country called for all persons, I decided I could best serve my God by serving my country and my oppressed brothers. The sequel is short—I enlisted for the war.”6


  “I decided I could best serve my God by serving my country and my oppressed brothers.”


  In January of 1863, Carney gained his chance following the Emancipation Proclamation. With the passage of the measure, Governor John Andrew of Massachusetts received permission from the War Department to create a regiment of free Northern blacks that would be commanded by twenty-five-year-old abolitionist Robert Gould Shaw. Designated as the 54th Massachusetts, the unit holds the distinction of being the first Northern black regiment to fight in the Civil War. Over the course of the next few months, more than one thousand free blacks from Boston and other Northern cities enlisted. By April, Carney stood among the first twenty-five volunteers recruited from New Bedford. After training at Camp Meigs in Readville, a neighborhood in Boston, the 54th marched to the city proper, where hundreds of onlookers watched them march off to war.


  Less than three months later, on July 18, they received orders to lead an attack on Fort Wagner, South Carolina, as the leading element of a Union assault. Fort Wagner held strategic value for Union Army and Navy commanders. As a major enemy stronghold, it rested at a strategic point in Charleston Harbor. Composed of palmetto logs and sandbags, the beachhead fortification was capable of withstanding the fiercest naval bombardment and could house over one thousand garrison troops.


  Carney and the men of the 54th were eager to join the battle. The moment to strike a blow against slavery and free their brothers and sisters in bondage was finally within their reach. But their euphoria proved to be short-lived. Intense enemy shelling from the walled fortification stymied their initial approach, making each advance more costly as crucial minutes stretched into hours. In the face of a withering barrage of enemy fire, Private Carney dropped his rifle and seized the regimental colors when Sgt. John Wall, the unit’s regimental flag bearer, was wounded. Carrying the flag, Carney continued to march forward to the fort’s entrance as his comrades fell around him. Despite being severely wounded in the chest, right arm, and in each leg, Carney never dropped the flag. When a soldier with another regiment offered to carry the colors, he responded, “No one but a member of my regiment should carry them.” His fellow soldiers cheered, and Carney could be overheard saying to them, “Boys, the old flag never touched the ground.”


  While the flag may have signified the exact location of the front line on the battlefield, black troops like William Carney also saw the rectangular piece of fabric as a symbol of African-American determination to seize their freedom from the vestiges of bondage that had held them for centuries. To give an inch of ground was to relinquish their present and future claims to citizenship.


  Although the assault on Fort Wagner was deemed a failure, news about the outstanding performance of William Carney left an indelible mark in the minds of his contemporaries. For his performance on the battlefield, the New Bedford native was promoted to sergeant. In a letter home to the New Bedford Mercury, Cpl. James Gooding trumpeted the 54th’s actions during the offensive, but he also recognized Carney’s conduct in battle:


  
    The men of the 54th behaved gallantly on the occasion—so the Generals say. The color bearer of the State colors was killed on the parapet. Colonel Shaw seized the staff when the standard bearer fell, and in less than a minute after, the Colonel fell himself. When the men saw their gallant leader fall, they made a gallant effort to get him out, but they were either shot down, or reeled in the ditch below. One man succeeded in getting hold of the State color staff, but the color was completely torn to pieces. It is not for us to blow our horn, but when a regiment of white men gave us three cheers as we were passing them, it shows that we did our duty as men should.7

  


  For his heroic performance, William Carney was accorded the nation’s highest military medal, the Congressional Medal of Honor. But while he was the first African-American soldier to receive the award, he would have to wait nearly four decades to receive public recognition of his deed.8
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  RESCUING THE REGIMENTAL COLORS “WITHOUT A SCRATCH”


  Christian A. Fleetwood and the Ordeal at Chaffin’s Farm, Virginia, September 29, 1864


  Born in Baltimore, Maryland, in 1840 to Charles and Anna Fleetwood, both free persons, Christian Fleetwood received a public education from the Maryland State Colonization Society and attended the all-black Ashmun Institute (later named Lincoln University) in Pennsylvania. Fleetwood was a budding singer, musician, and choirmaster in the church, and was known for engaging in spirited discussion on topics ranging from religion and politics to physics and literature.9 Prior to the Civil War, he published editorials for the Episcopal Church’s Christian Recorder, and founded and published the Lyceum Observer, known by many observers as the region’s first black-owned and -operated newspaper.10


  But public espousal of freedom and citizenship was not enough for the young Baltimore resident. When the Civil War broke out in 1861, Fleetwood and thousands of other black volunteers from Maryland rushed to sign up for the army, determined “to assist in abolishing slavery and to save the country from ruin.”11 However, as he and others quickly discovered, to their chagrin, President Abraham Lincoln and the War Department were not ready for blacks to help save the country. As Fleetwood bitterly recounted years later, “The North came slowly and reluctantly to recognize the Negro as a factor for the good in the war. ‘This is a white man’s war’ met the Negroes at every step of [their] first efforts to gain admission to the armies of the Union.”12


  Nearly two years later, Fleetwood got his wish when Congress passed the Second Confiscation and Militia Act in July of 1862. While the first confiscation measure issued in 1861 only seized property (including slaves) that the Confederates used to execute the war effort, the second congressional act authorized the president to enroll “persons of African descent” for war service. The measure was of great significance to Fleetwood and other young black men, for it allowed free Northern blacks to enter the army as soldiers.


  In August of 1863, the Maryland native ventured to nearby Camp Birney, where he entered the ranks of Company G of the United States Colored Troops’ 4th Regiment as a sergeant major. Fleetwood and his compatriots participated in some of the fiercest fighting of the Civil War. In late September of 1864, Fleetwood distinguished himself in the face of enemy fire during the Battle of Chaffin’s Farm, located southeast of Richmond. Fleetwood earned the Medal of Honor for saving the regimental colors “without a scratch” after the color-bearer and most of the company had been killed or wounded, delivering a pivotal victory for the Union Army.


  But other soldiers lauded the Baltimore native’s actions under fire in a somewhat different way. Maj. Augustus Boernstein honored the performance of the men who served with the 4th United States Colored Troops (USCT) at New Market Heights, specifically mentioning the distinguished actions taken by black noncommissioned and enlisted men in his unit. “Sergeant Major Fleetwood and Corporal Veale have always been good, obedient, faithful soldiers. Sergeant Fleetwood is a highly educated gentleman and is one of the many instances of what the African race is capable of being brought to by patient persistent effort,” Boernstein exclaimed. For their efforts, Fleetwood and nearly two hundred other black soldiers received medals for gallantry in battle.13


  Years later, the battle-tested noncommissioned officer placed his own value on his service that day: “Before the colors could touch the ground, Corporal Charles Veale, of Company D, seized the blue flag, and I, the American flag, which had been presented to us by the patriotic women of our home in Baltimore.”14
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  “LED THE MEN GALLANTLY THROUGH THE DAY”


  The Leadership of Milton Holland at Chaffin’s Farm, Virginia, September 29, 1864


  Milton Holland was born in 1844 on a farm near Carthage, Texas. Like William Carney, Holland and his two brothers were slaves, until fate intervened. Their owner, Bird Holland, was a longtime state official and former secretary of state who harbored serious misgivings about the institution of slavery. He believed in self-improvement through education, so acting on this idea, he freed the Holland brothers in the late 1850s, before sending them to Athens County, Ohio, where they attended Albany Enterprise Academy. There, young Milton Holland debated with his peers about the issues affecting his brothers in bondage while taking classes in history, literature, civics, and economics.


  In 1861, seventeen-year-old Milton attempted to enlist, but was turned away based on his race. Undeterred, he accepted entrance into the quartermaster corps and worked as a servant with Col. Nelson H. Van Vorhes, an officer with several of the Ohio regiments. Later Milton was mustered into the army in June of 1863.15 Milton Holland, along with three hundred other men from the Buckeye State, traveled to Massachusetts to join an Ohio regiment of the USCT. Holland and his comrades had no sooner arrived at Camp Delaware than they received disappointing news. The War Department had reneged on Massachusetts governor John Andrew’s promise to provide the volunteers with the same pay and clothing as their white counterparts. When the men of the 5th Ohio Regiment threatened to leave the camp, demanding the pay due them, Holland persuaded the group to remain in camp.


  John Mercer Langston, an influential Ohio educator and a prominent recruiter of black troops during the period, actually visited the camp during the dispute. He was so moved by the selfless efforts made by Holland and the men during the crisis that he wrote years later, “They were decided and manly at once in their course. Such was the conduct of the men coming to camp, and their reputation for considerate behavior, aptness and attention to drill, and soldierly advancement, that all over the camp, young colored men were moved to the emulation of their example.” Holland was promoted for his inspiring leadership and charisma to the rank of sergeant, a position he would hold with great distinction the following year.


  Milton Holland’s true test of leadership and heroism came in 1864 at the Battle of Chaffin’s Farm. Marked by the yawning open fields that lay south of the Confederate capital, Chaffin’s Farm was part of an elaborate system of enemy defenses that surrounded Richmond. In the eyes of Union strategists, capture of the Confederate railroad supply lines in the area would greatly hamper Lee’s ability to reinforce his army in the Shenandoah Valley. In late September a contingent of the USCT, commanded by Maj. Gen. David Bell Birney, was ordered to lead an attack against a Confederate line of defense along the New Market Road. Unknown to Holland and other advancing soldiers, battle-tested Texas veterans led by Brig. Gen. John Gregg were among the infantrymen defending the heights. They were accompanied by the 3rd Richmond Howitzers and the 1st Rockbridge Artillery, and these units were reinforced by a well-trained cavalry brigade. When USCT soldiers moved up to the Confederate line, they drew heavy fire from well-fortified enemy pits. The incessant enemy shelling and the screams of wounded soldiers punctuated the smoke-covered battlefield. As the commanders and junior officers fell with severe wounds and the unit stood on the brink of collapse, seasoned black troops like Texas’s own Milton Holland stepped into their fallen leaders’ roles, barking orders and commanding the remaining troops forward.


  Milton Holland’s true test of leadership and heroism came in 1864 at the Battle of Chaffin’s Farm.


  As the fog cleared that morning, many of the men of the USCT were heartened by the leadership abilities shown by Holland and the victory they had won. As Milton Holland noted in a letter to the Athens (OH) Messenger at the time: “To our great surprise, we found that the boasted Southern chivalry had fled. They could not see the nigger part as the man on the white horse presented it. I have never heard anything to equal it before or since; for a while whole batteries discharged their contents into the Rebel ranks at once. The result was a complete success.”


  Black heroism in rural Virginia led to a turning point in white opinion regarding whether African Americans could be effective combat soldiers. On October 11, Gen. Benjamin Butler addressed the soldiers of the Army of the James and praised their efforts during the successful campaign: “All these gallant colored soldiers were left in command, all of their company officers being killed and wounded, and led them gallantly and meritoriously through the day.”


  But their victory came at a tremendous cost. Of the
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  “FOR GOD’S SAKE, SMITH, SAVE THE FLAG”
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  “STAYING AT HIS STATION IN THE LINE OF DUTY”


  

  

  

  

  “A NEW BIRTH OF FREEDOM”


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Appendix


  CHAPTER 1


  The National Convention of Colored Men


  Around the same time, the National Convention of Colored Men assembled in Syracuse, New York. Nearly a hundred delegates packed the Wesleyan Methodist Church during a four-day period. There they heard speeches given by a wide array of noted social, political, civic, religious, and fraternal organization leaders, including John M. Langston, Henry Highland Garnet, Frederick Douglass, and Peter Clark. During the meeting, Garnet, a longtime advocate for black emigration prior to the war, reversed his stance and clamored for greater public recognition of African Americans in American society, based on “the brave deeds of the colored soldiers and the effect their brave conduct had produced upon the public mind.” Echoing Garnet’s remarks, John Rock of Boston pointed out to rousing applause that “all we ask is equal opportunities and equal rights. This is what our brave men are fighting for. They have not gone to the battlefield for the sake of killing and being killed, but they are fighting for liberty and equality. We ask the same for the black man that is asked for the white man; nothing more, and nothing less.”


  Before the Syracuse meeting came to a close, delegates resolved to petition Congress, demanding black suffrage. They asked that the Congress “use every honorable endeavor to have the rights of the country’s colored patriots respected, without regard to their complexion. [. . .] We believe that the generosity and sense of honor inherent in the great heart of this nation will ultimately concede us our just claims, accord us our rights, and grant us full measure of citizenship, under the broad shield of the Constitution,” they concluded.1


  Delegates of the National Convention of Colored Men felt obliged to treat the exploits of MOH aspirants on the battlefield as markers in progress.


  Christian Fleetwood and the Plight of Black Civil War Soldiers


  Disillusioned with the army, Christian Fleetwood harshly criticized its treatment of black troops, and wrote an angry letter from the front:


  
    Upon all our record there is not a single blot, and yet no member of this regiment is considered deserving of a commission, or if so, cannot receive one. I trust you will understand that I speak not of and for myself individually, or that the lack of the pay or honor of a commission induces me to quit the service. Not so by any means, but I see no good that will result to our people by continuing to serve; on the contrary, it seems to me that our continuing to act in a subordinate capacity, with no hope of advancement or promotion, is an absolute injury to our cause. It is a tacit but telling acknowledgment on our part that we are not fit for promotion, and that we are satisfied to remain in a state of marked and acknowledged subservience.

  


  CHAPTER 4


  African-American Leaders and President Wilson’s Unkept Promises


  Among those reasonably impressed with Woodrow Wilson was W. E. B. Du Bois. The forty-four-year-old intellectual, propagandist, and founder of the Pan-African Congress had been the director of publicity and research in the fledgling National Association for the Advancement of Colored People for only a few years before presidential politics intervened. As the editor of the NAACP’s house organ, The Crisis, Du Bois was initially inclined to support the Socialist Party’s presidential nominee, Eugene Debs, but he later came to believe that African-American fortunes rested with the reform governor of New Jersey. Of Woodrow Wilson, he wrote in The Crisis, “His personality gives us hope. He will not advance the cause of oligarchy in the South, he will not seek further means of ‘Jim Crow’ insult, he will not dismiss black men wholesale from office, and he will remember that the Negro in the United States has a right to be heard and considered.”2


  Du Bois was not the only leader who pinned his hopes on the Democratic Party’s nominee for president that year. Wilson’s promises of a “New Freedom” received a favorable response from Bishop Alexander Walters of the influential African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church. Walters may have had even more reason to entertain raised expectations. During the presidential campaign, he received a letter from the aspiring candidate in which Wilson stated, “The colored people of the United States have made extraordinary progress towards self-support and usefulness, and ought to be encouraged in every possible and proper way. My sympathy with them is of long standing, and I want to assure them through you that should I become President of the United States, they may count on me for absolute fair dealing and everything by which I could assist in advancing the interests of their race in the United States.”3


  But to his dismay, the nation learned that Wilson’s “New Freedom” did not include African Americans. Shortly after taking office, Wilson’s first administration codified Jim Crow segregation in the nation’s capital by signing an executive order requiring photo identification for civil service applicants, and separating federal employees in the Treasury Department and the Post Office, as well as on public conveyances and in eating and restroom facilities. What’s more, in 1915, they were personally appalled when the first Democratic president since Grover Cleveland personally approved Hollywood producer D. W. Griffith’s racist motion picture, The Birth of a Nation, based on Thomas Dixon Jr.’s novel The Clansman. Griffith’s cinematic representation of Reconstruction celebrated the rise of the Ku Klux Klan and demonized black men and women in the South. After a personal screening of the film in the White House, Wilson gushed, “It is like writing history with lightning, and my only regret is that it is all so terribly true.”


  African-American Organizations and the Politics of Uplift


  Sentiments of racial pride and black consciousness gave rise to a growing number of churches and clubs in cities stretching from Boston to Atlanta to Seattle. Between 1906 and 1911, a number of black fraternities and sororities were formed, including Cornell University’s Alpha Phi Alpha, Indiana University’s Kappa Alpha Psi, and Howard University’s Omega Psi Phi, Alpha Kappa Alpha, and Delta Sigma Theta. And throughout the country, a growing number of black newspapers emerged to publicize the needs and concerns of ever-expanding black communities in New York, Chicago, Baltimore, Cleveland, Pittsburgh, Atlanta, Norfolk, Savannah, and Los Angeles.4


  Black insistence on political rights and protections intersected with their sense of self, their demands for citizenship, and the need for a “better class of leadership.” As historian Kevin K. Gaines reminds us, a new generation of African Americans came of age at the turn of the twentieth century, and they advocated “racial uplift” as a means of refuting white claims of racial supremacy and black inferiority. According to Gaines, “Believing that the improvement of African Americans’ material and moral condition through self-help would diminish white racism, educated African Americans sought to rehabilitate the race’s image by embodying respectability, enacted through an ethos of service to the masses.”5


  Uninvited Neighbors: Hostilities between the United States and Mexico


  A series of events occurred during the summer of 1917 that caused feelings of consternation among segments of the black community. Between 1914 and 1917, hostilities between the United States and Mexico had simmered to a boiling point as US Marines marched into Vera Cruz in response to a Mexican attack on American sailors in the area. Less than two years later, American troops marched to Mexico when Francisco “Pancho” Villa carried out raids on American civilians and soldiers who resided along its border. Vying to overthrow Mexico’s provisional president, Villa hoped to lure the United States into a military skirmish. In response, Woodrow Wilson ordered fifteen thousand army troops to conduct a “Punitive Expedition” against the Villistas. Among the units that reported to duty was the famed 10th Cavalry, with West Point graduate Maj. Charles Young. Led by Brig. Gen. John J. Pershing, troops spent nearly a year in pursuit of Villa, to no avail. Foiled in their attempt to capture the Mexican revolutionary, and becoming increasingly drawn into a possible war with Germany, Pershing’s troops were withdrawn from the Mexican border.


  During the army’s stint of duty in the Southwest, an incident occurred involving the 24th Infantry. In late August of 1917, Camp Logan in Houston, Texas, became the site of racial violence when local whites and members of the 24th’s 3rd Battalion squared off against each other in the city streets. For the troops with the 24th Infantry, the racial climate was as stifling as the Texas heat. Since arriving from California that summer, the men of the unit had faced harassment from policemen, often targeted and arrested for violating the Jim Crow ordinances of the city. When local police beat, fired at, and arrested Cpl. Charles Baltimore as he tried to investigate an altercation between a black soldier and a local black woman, black GIs decided to take matters into their own hands. More than 160 soldiers from the battalion armed themselves and stormed the city to confront armed white civilians and policemen. The incident ended with the death of fifteen whites, with twelve white civilians wounded.


  The controversy surrounding the actions taken by the soldiers followed an all-too-familiar pattern. The War Department promptly disarmed the battalion and transferred the unit to Columbus, New Mexico. There they remained until they received orders reassigning them to the Philippine Islands, where they would stay for the rest of the world war. Meanwhile, army prosecutors swiftly convened a court-martial during which fifty-four men were tried; thirteen were found guilty and summarily hanged without a review. What’s more, after further trials, the army ordered the hanging of twelve additional men and issued lifetime prison sentences for ten others.6


  When the War Department handed down its decision regarding the actions taken by black troops of the 24th Infantry, sectors of the black community responded with outrage. Stunned by the sequence of events surrounding black troops in Texas that fall, Howard University professor Kelly Miller sarcastically addressed the president: “The Negro, Mr. President, in this emergency, will stand by you and the Nation. Will you and the Nation stand by the Negro?”


  CHAPTER 5


  Dreams of Double Victory


  James G. Thompson, a cafeteria worker at the Wichita, Kansas, Cessna aircraft plant, may have expressed what was on the minds of many young black males in a January 1941 letter to the Pittsburgh Courier:


  
    Being an American of dark complexion and some 26 years, these questions flash through my mind: “Should I sacrifice my life to live half American? Will things be better for the next generation in the peace to follow? Would it be demanding too much to demand full citizenship for the sacrificing of my life? Is the kind of America I know worth defending? Will America be a true and pure democracy after the war? Will Colored Americans suffer still the indignities that have been heaped upon them in the past?”


    These and other questions need answering: I want to know, and I believe every colored American, who is thinking, wants to know . . . The V for victory sign is being displayed prominently in all so-called democratic countries which are fighting for victory over aggression, slavery, and tyranny. If this V sign means that to those now engaged in this great conflict, then let we colored Americans adopt the double V for a double victory. The first V for victory over our enemies from without, the second V for victory over our enemies from within. For surely those who perpetrate these ugly prejudices here are seeking to destroy our democratic form of government just as surely as the Axis forces.7

  


  Less than two months after his self-styled declaration of war, James Thompson enlisted in the army. By being willing to serve—and die for—his country, he and thousands of other young black men throughout the country had established their own terms for participating in the armed conflict. Their ideas of honorable service and conduct in the heat of battle were focused not only on securing their rights and dignity as American citizens, but also on their hopes of claiming democracy’s promise, long after the guns of war had ceased to fire abroad.


  CHAPTER 6


  Footsteps to Korea: Black Military Service in the Middle 1940s


  Charles Bussey fought in Germany during World War II, where he served as an aviator with the 332nd Fighter Group before reassignment stateside as a flight instructor at Tuskegee Army Airfield. After returning to Los Angeles, Bussey attended San Francisco State University and graduated from the Los Angeles Police Academy. However, he felt that the job market offered very few opportunities for ex–fighter pilots like himself. Frustrated by how little postwar America had changed since his wartime service, Bussey elected to return to active duty and reported to Fort Campbell, Kentucky, where he was promptly assigned as a platoon leader with the 74th Engineering Battalion. Shortly afterward, Bussey was reassigned to the US Army of Occupation in Gifu, Japan, where he remained until he reported to the 24th Infantry Regiment.


  Such was the case with fellow World War II veteran, Julius Becton Jr. In 1945, young Becton was a second lieutenant, serving in the army with the all-black 93rd Infantry Division, and later, the 542nd Heavy Construction Company in the Philippines. At the end of the war, he was shipped home and reported to Fort Dix, New Jersey, where he was separated from active duty. Fiercely intent on becoming a medical doctor, Becton attended Muhlenberg College in Allentown, Pennsylvania, and got married and started a family. But the allure of military service never really relinquished its hold on the veteran soldier. After he and his wife discovered that his meager income was scarcely enough to support his growing household, he promptly applied to be recalled to active duty in August of 1948. Shortly thereafter he reported to Fort Monmouth, New Jersey, where he was assigned to a signal operations company.8


  Like Bussey and Becton, the two GIs who received the Medal of Honor for their courageous acts during the Korean War also entered World War II at a relatively young age. Each elected to stay in the military for different reasons.


  The Employment of Negro Troops Revisited


  Judge William Hastie argued, “The discussion of the basic difficulties involved in the efficient utilization of Negro soldiers is summarized by the statement ‘Environment and lack of administrative and educational advantages in prewar days greatly handicap the Negro in performance of his wartime duties.’”


  Marcus Ray, a former artillery battalion commander in the 92nd Infantry Division, and the newly appointed civilian aide to the Secretary of War, echoed these sentiments, claiming, “The final answer to the problem of fullest utilization of the Nation’s manpower by the Army is not given in the Gillem Board Report.” Black weekly newspapers like New York’s Age, Pittsburgh’s Courier, and Chicago’s Defender also heavily criticized the study.9


  Some believed the board’s report was symbolic for other reasons. Lawrence D. Reddick, a noted historian and curator of New York Public Library’s Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, wrote, “It’s possible to interpret the published recommendations as pointing in opposite directions.”10 And still other African-American leaders decided to take a different approach altogether. In September of 1947, Asa Philip Randolph renewed the March on Washington Movement and created the Committee against Jim Crow in Military Service and Training. Chaired by World War II veteran Grant Reynolds, the committee called for civil disobedience demonstrations in Chicago and New York, demanding the end of segregation in the nation’s military.11


  Executive Order 9981


  While Executive Order 9981 reflected Missouri-born President Truman’s ongoing efforts to promote civil rights as a major agenda of his administration, his decision also may have been firmly grounded in moral and pragmatic reasoning. Clark Clifford, special counsel to the president, made the claim that “Truman felt that it was outrageous that men could be asked to die for their country but not be allowed to fight in same units because of their color.” On the other hand, as Philleo Nash, special assistant to the president on minority problems, pointed out at the time, “What means something to the voter is something he can see and handle, such as an Executive Order and is presidential, it gets it out where he can see it.”12


  As Truman’s executive order worked its way down to his senior commanders, it fell on deaf ears. While the president had intended to have his edict go into “effect as rapidly as possible, having due regard to the time required to effectuate any necessary changes without impairing efficiency or morale,” army commanders simply delayed the implementation of the order and instead accepted the Gillem Board’s recommendations, calling for modified segregation. Secretary of the Army Kenneth C. Royall may have said it best when he stated, “The policies of the Gillem Board were sound in the light of actual experience, and the Army was already in accord with the president’s order.”


  African-American GIs and the Beginning of the Korean War


  The morale of the 24th Infantry remained high. For Bradley Biggs, a company commander with the regiment, Korea offered him a chance to share an experience that a previous generation had encountered: “I was not in the invasion force that crossed the English Channel during World War II in ships with stopped-up toilets and on seas so rough that soldiers threw up on each other, the deck, their equipment and into the ocean. But, as a twenty-nine-year-old US Army captain, I had a similar experience in a commandeered fishing trawler when my company and I crossed the Sea of Japan from Sasebo, Japan, to Pusan, Korea, in 1950.”


  Charles Bussey saw Korea in a somewhat similar fashion: “We didn’t know what to expect as we landed. It seemed as though we were blundering into a war which had no reason for us as outsiders. But in 1950 the time was right for satisfying the emotional needs I had not sated in World War II. Wars produced promotions, medals, adrenaline, wounds, cowardice, hatred, heroism, valor, and above all, death.”13


  Despite being underequipped and undertrained, elements of the 24th faced the initial test of battle and performed admirably. The 3rd Battalion, commanded by Lt. Col. Samuel Pierce, arrived at Yechon on July 14 and took positions on the high ground while leading patrols along the roads leading into the town. A day later, one of its platoons, led by Lt. William Ware and a talented platoon sergeant, held its position in the face of fierce enemy fire. For his gallantry, the capable platoon leader earned the army’s Distinguished Service Cross.


  Ware was not the only black serviceman who distinguished himself at the front. As the days wore on, the performance of other black men during the fighting at Yechon also attracted the attention of headquarters. After discovering that several companies of the 3rd Battalion were drawing fierce enemy mortar and machine-gun fire while trying to enter the town, 77th Engineer Combat Company commander Lt. Charles Bussey decided to take matters into his own hands. After maneuvering several squads into position, Bussey directed a steady stream of machine-gun fire at the enemy, killing several North Korean soldiers and providing valuable relief to the battalion’s forces in the process. For his brave action, Bussey received the Silver Star. By the time the attack on Yechon had ended, the regiment had reestablished Allied control over the town. Their efforts were significant, for Yechon represented the first victory won by the US Army in the war. It was also the first South Korean city liberated by American forces.


  Not long afterward, sectors of the American public sang the praises of the all-black unit. The Chicago Tribune published a story with the headline “Oldest Negro Regiment Adds to War Laurels; 24th Once Beat Indians, Now Smashes Reds.” “Negroes Gain First Korean Victory” read a New York Daily News headline, and CBS Radio news commentator H. V. Kaltenborn gushed, “Hooray for the colored troops of the 24th Infantry Regiment!” Not to be outdone, members of the black press seized the story of the 24th Infantry Regiment and its bravery at Yechon with great enthusiasm. The Chicago Defender exulted, “24th Victory at Yechon Adds New Laurels to Long List of Honors in late July.” Around the same time, the New York Age, in a story headlined “24th Regiment Refuses to Quit; Repulse Reds,” extolled the acts of bravery performed by black GIs who served with the unit. The US Congress immortalized the victory secured by the 24th Infantry in the Congressional Record, issuing a commendation to the celebrated all-black unit on August 23.
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