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PREFACE TO THE 1991 EDITION

When this book was first published more than a quarter-century ago, Americans were commemorating the last months of the Civil War centennial, the civil rights movement was at a climactic moment of success celebrating the recent passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and imminent enactment of the Voting Rights Bill of 1965, and United States troops were still only minimally involved in Vietnam. It was a time of optimism in race relations much like the heady days of 1865, exactly a century earlier, when African Americans who had experienced the extraordinary events of the past four years that had liberated four million slaves looked forward to a bright future. They could not foresee the dashed hopes of Reconstruction, the humiliations of statutory Jim Crow, the scandal of lynching, just as Americans both black and white in 1865 did not anticipate the trauma of urban race riots, the polarization of black power and white backlash, and the nightmare of Vietnam.

Despite change and turmoil in the world of which it becomes a part, a book has a life of its own. Although the preferred designation for people of African descent in the United States has changed from “Negro” at the time this book first appeared to “black” and “Afro-American” during the following two decades to “African American” today, the crucial part played by these people in the Civil War remained a constant historical reality. That reality was not very well known outside the circle of professional historians when the book was published in 1965. Several good monographs on African Americans in the war-especially on black soldiers in the Union army—had appeared during previous decades, but in the outpouring of books evoked by the Civil War centennial, the number that focused on blacks could be counted on the fingers of one hand—with a finger or two left over. And while many collections of letters and diaries and other types of documents written by whites during the Civil War were published at the time of the centennial, The Negro’s Civil War was the first book to tell the story of African Americans during the war largely in their own words. It struck a responsive chord, for the book has remained continuously in print for the past twenty-six years, has been widely used in college and secondary school courses, and has been drawn upon and built upon by other historians who have eocpanded our knowledge and understanding of the subject.

Yet the active role of African Americans in the Civil War did not become household knowledge, judged by a typical reaction of viewers to the film Glory in 1990: “I never knew that black soldiers fought in the Civil War!” This lack of awareness did not result from a lack of scholarship. Indeed, one of the most prolific fields of activity among American historians during the past quarter-century has focused on the experiences of African Americans in slavery and in the transition to freedom in the Civil War era. These studies have confirmed the central thesis of The Negro’s Civil War: that black people played a vital role in the Civil War and were active achievers rather than passive recipients of freedom.

In one important respect, newer scholarship has eocpanded upon the material presented here. Most of the voices in the following pages are those of Northern blacks. They, of course, had more education and more access to the media of communication than did slaves. Yet the slaves were not without voices of their own. The work of Leon F. Litwack, Barbara J. Fields, Clarence L. Mohr, Ira Berlin and his colleagues in the Freedmen and Southern Society Project, and of numerous other scholars, as well as the painstaking efforts of George P. Rawick in gathering and publishing the W. P. A. and other interviews with ex-slaves in the 1930s, have uncovered those voices and generated new evidence on the actions of slaves and freedpeople that was not available when I put together the material in The Negro’s Civil War. If I were writing the book today, therefore, the words of Southern blacks would have a larger place. But the story would remain essentially the same. I have been gratified that the book has stood up so well all these years, and glad of the opportunity provided by Ballantine Books to bring out this new edition. I hope that it will reach some of those whose interest in the part played by African Americans in the Civil War was aroused by Glory and who are seeking further knowledge and understanding. With minor changes in terminology, the text remains the same as in the original edition, but to bring readers up to date with the scholarship of the past quarter-century I have added an afterword on bibliography.

James M. McPherson
Princeton, New Jersey
December 1990





PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

The Dred Scott decision of 1857 denied United States citizenship to the Negro. This decision was little more than a ratification of the status of black men in most parts of the American republic. In fifteen Southern states Negroes were denied not only the rights of citizenship, but many of the rights of humanity as well. In the eyes of the law, the slave was an article of property rather than a human being. He had almost no control over his own destiny or that of his family. The condition of Southern free Negroes was little better. Nor did most blacks in the North enjoy equal rights. In many Northern states blacks were educated in segregated schools when they were educated at all, subjected to the humiliations of Jim Crow in public transportation, denied the right to vote, and denied equal rights in the courts.

The Civil War wrought a revolution in the Negro’s status, North as well as South. It brought freedom, citizenship, and eventually, equal civil and political rights (in theory at least) to all Negroes. It brought the rudiments of education to thousands offreedmen. The impetus of wartime change impelled the desegregation of schools and transporation facilities in many parts of the North. Time was to show that the revolution in the Negro’s status was not so complete as it appeared, but in 1865 the black man could look back on four years of startling and rapid change, and could look forward hopefully to acceptance as an equal in American life.

In a biography of General Ulysses S. Grant published in 1928, Mr. W. E. Woodward stated that “the American negroes are the only people in the history of the world, so far as I know, that ever became free without any effort of their own…. [The Civil War] was not their business. They had not started the war nor ended it. They twanged banjos around the railroad stations, sang melodious sprirituals, and believed that some Yankee would soon come along and give each of them forty acres of land and a mule. “* In spite of the large number of articles and books dealing with the Negro’s active part in the Civil War that have been published since 1928, the belief still persists among many laymen and some historians that the slave was a passive, docile, uncomprehending recipient of freedom in 1865, and that the four and one-half million Negroes in the United States played no important or effective role in the tragic drama of civil war.

The “Negro Question” was one of the main issues of the war. The South went to war in 1861 to protect itself against the North’s alleged threat to “Southern institutions.” The chief Southern institution was slavery. In a speech at Savannah on March 21, 1861, Alexander Stephens, the newly elected vice president of the Confederacy, said that the slavery controversy was the “immediate cause” of Southern secession. “Our confederacy,” continued Stephens, “is founded upon… the great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man. That slavery—subordination to the superior race, is his natural and normal condition. This, our new Government, is the first, in the history of the world, based upon this great physical and mortal truth.”2

The South fought to protect and preserve slavery, but the North did not at first fight to destroy the “peculiar institution.” The principal Northern war aim, was restoration of the Union. Nevertheless, from the surrender of Fort Sumter to the surrender at Appomattox, the question of the Negro’s status in the restored Union occupied much of the attention of the Northern people and their leaders. A writer in an antislavery newspaper declared in 1863 that the Negro was “the observed of all observers; the talked of by all talkers; the thought of by all thinkers; and questioned by all questioners.”3 In April 1864, Senator James A. McDougall of California complained to the Senate that “from the time I took my place here until this day … hardly a quarter of an hour has passed that has not been occupied by discussing the status of the negroes in the southern confederacy. Our home policy, our finances, our legitimate business, our foreign relations, have all been ignored.”4

Negroes, abolitionists, and antislavery Republicans in the North argued that the war could not be won nor the Union restored without the abolition of slavery. By 1863, President Lincoln had come to accept this argument. With his Emancipation Proclamation of January 1, 1863, the war took on a new dimension. The abolition of slavery became a Northen war aim inseparably linked with the restoration of the Union. The South had gone to war to preserve slavery. By 1863 the North was fighting to abolish slavery. From beginning to end, slavery was one of the central issues of the war.

Free Negroes and emancipated slaves played an active and vital part in the Northern war effort. Approximately 500,000 slaves came within Union lines during the war. Most of these freedmen went to work as laborers or soldiers for the North. More than 200,000 Negroes fought in the Union Army and Navy. Without their help, the North could not have won the war as soon as it did, and perhaps it could not have won at all. The Negro was crucial to the whole Union war effort.

Several books about the Negro in the Civil War have been written since 1928. Herbert Aptheker’s brief account, The Negro in the Civil War, and Bell Irvin Wiley’s thorough study, Southern Negroes, 1861-1865, were published in 1938. In 1953 there appeared the very readable The Negro in the Civil War, by Benjamin Quartes, followed in 1956 by Dudley T Cornish’s scholarly and well-written The Sable Arm: Negro Troops in the Union Army, 1861-1865. In 1962 Benjamin Quartes published his informative Lincoln and the Negro. In addition, many articles dealing with various aspects of the Negro’s contribution during the Civil War have appeared in The Journal of Negro History and other historical quarterlies.

In recent years several collections of primary source materials touching upon the Negro in the Civil War have been published. Three separate editions, two of them in paperback, of Thomas Wentworth Higginson’s famous Army Life in a Black Regiment have appeared since 1960. Ray Allen Billingon’s edi-ton of The Journal of Charlotte L. Forten was published as a paperback in 1961. Between 1950 and 1955 the massive four-volume Life and Writings of Frederick Douglass, edited by Philip Foner, was published. Volume III of this collection includes most of Douglass’ important writings and speeches during the Civil War. And finally, one section of Herbert Aptheker’s Documentary History of the Negro People in the United States (1951; paperback edition, 1962) contains material on the history of the black man during the Civil War.

These works have added immensely to our knowledge of the part played by Negroes in the sanguinary conflict. But there is still a need for a documentary collection that will present all aspects of the Negro’s role in the war largely in the Negro’s own words—his contributions and achievements, his hopes and aspirations, his opinions and frustrations. This book is designed to fill that need. Most of the material contained in these pages has been previously unavailable to the general reader. Some of the newspaper and manuscript sources have been heretofore untapped even by scholars and specialists. It is hoped that this material will fill many gaps in our understanding of the Negro’s part in America’s greatest crisis.

This collection is designed to be of value to the scholar, to the student seeking information about the history of American Negroes, and to the general reader. The book is arranged in narrative form, with considerable interpretive and factual information supplied by the editor to bridge and clarify the documents. It can be read as a narrative; and at the same time the scholar in search of specific source material can use the chapter titles and the index to find what he is looking for. Most of the items in this book are excerpts rather than entire documents. To have reproduced the documents in full would have reduced the scope and variety of the material that could be included, and would have bored the reader with much repetitive, irrelevant, and sometimes obscure discourse. Every effort has been made to avoid any distortion of the original meaning or intent of the documents in the process of excerption.

The Negro was not merely a passive recipient of the benefits conferred upon him by the war. Negro orators and writers provided leadership in the struggle for emancipation and equal rights. Blacks were active in the movements to bring education, suffrage, and land to Southern freedmen. And perhaps most important of all, the contribution of Negro soldiers helped the North win the war and convinced many Northern people that the Negro deserved to be treated as a man and an equal. The future status of the black man in America was one of the central issues of the Civil War. Then as today this issue divided the nation, and the demands of Negroes for freedom and equality in the 1860s are as fresh and relevant in our own time as they were one hundred years ago.




Chapter 1
THE ELECTION OF 1860
AND THE COMING OF WAR

The election of 1860 appeared to promise Negroes little hope for the future. In the first place, few black men could vote. The slaves and free Negroes of the South were disfranchised, of course, and in the North only the New England states (except Connecticut) allowed Negroes to vote on the same terms as whites. All the other Northern states except New York and Ohio denied the ballot to black men. In Ohio only those Negroes with a greater visible admixture of white than black blood were admitted to the polls. New York Negroes could vote only if they possessed property worth $250.1

In the second place, none of the four major parties contending for the presidency championed the cause of the Negro. The Constitutional Union party and the two factions of the Democratic party were pledged to preserve or even to strengthen the institution of slavery. The Republican party, nominally anti-slavery, was officially opposed only to the extension of slavery into the new territories. No major political party proposed to take action against slavery where it already existed. During the campaign, Democrats charged that if the Republicans won the election, they would abolish slavery and grant civil equality to Negroes. “That is not so,” rejoined Horace Greeley, an influential Republican spokesman. “Never on earth did the Republican Party propose to abolish Slavery…. Its object with respect to Slavery is simply, nakedly, avowedly, its restriction to the existing states. “Most Republican orators echoed Greeley’s statement. Lincoln himself had repeatedly voiced his opposition to equal rights for free Negroes. And although Lincoln had a deep-rooted moral abhorrence of slavery, he favored no stronger measures against the institution than its exclusion from the territories.2

It is not surprising, therefore, that many black men had little faith in either the Democratic or the Republican party. The Anglo-African, a weekly newspaper founded in 1859 by Thomas Hamilton as a spokesman for Negroes in New York City, declared in March 1860 that

the two great political parties separate at an angle of two roads, that they may meet eventually at the same goals. They both entertain the same ideas, and both carry the same burdens. They differ only in regard to the way they shall go, and the method of procedure…. The Democratic party would make the white man the master and the black man the slave, and have them thus together occupy every foot of the American soil…. The Republican party … though with larger professions for humanity, is by far its more dangerous enemy. Under the guise of humanity, they do and say many things—as, for example, they oppose the re-opening of the slave-trade…. They oppose the progress of slavery in the territories, and would cry humanity to the world; but … their opposition to slavery means opposition to the black man—nothing else. Where it is clearly in their power to do anything for the oppressed colored man, why then they are too nice, too conservative, to do it….

We have no hope from either [of the] political parties. We must rely on ourselves, the righteousness of our cause, and the advance of just sentiments among the great masses of the … people.3

At a meeting of the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society on January 27, 1860, Dr. John Rock of Boston chastised the Republican party for its antislavery shortcomings. Rock was one of the best-educated Negroes of his day. Only thirty-five years old in 1860, he had been a schoolteacher, a dentist, a physician, and was now practicing law in Boston. He was a graduate of the American Medical College in Philadelphia, a member of the Massachusetts Bar, and could read and speak both French and German. In the 1850s he had become known as an eloquent champion of equal rights for his race in the North. In his speech to the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society, Rock conceded that the Republicans were opposed to the expansion of slavery:

The Republicans are checkmating this power; and, in this respect, I think they are doing a good work. The idea of “no more slave States” is good. The fewer the better. (Applause.) But they do not carry it far enough. I would have them say, “No more slavery!” The Republicans, however, have no idea of abolishing slavery. They go against slavery only so far as slavery goes against their interests; and if they keep on lowering their standard, as they have been for the last few months, they will soon say in New England, what they have said already in the Middle States, that the Republican party is not only the white man’s party, but that “it aims to place white men and white labor against black men and black labor.” Such Republicanism is no better than [the] Democracy.4

H. Ford Douglass, a Negro leader from Illinois, made a lecture tour of the East in 1860 and spoke at the annual Fourth of July picnic of the abolitionists in Framingham, Massachusetts:

We have four parties in this country that have marshalled themselves on the highway of American politics, asking for the votes of the American people…. We have what is called the Union party, led by Mr. Bell, of Tennessee; we have what is called the Democratic party, led by Stephen A. Douglas, of Illinois; we have the party called the Seceders, or the Slave-Code Democrats, led by John C. Breckinridge, of Kentucky, and then we have the Republican party, led by Abraham Lincoln, of Illinois. … So far as the principles of freedom and the hopes of the black men are concerned, all these parties are barren and unfruitful; neither of them seeks to lift the negro out of his fetters, and rescue this day from odium and disgrace.

Take Abraham Lincoln. I want to know if any man can tell me the difference between the anti-slavery of Abraham Lincoln, and the anti-slavery of the old Whig party, or the anti-slavery of Henry Clay? Why, there is no difference between them. Abraham Lincoln is simply a Henry Clay Whig, and he believes just as Henry Clay believed in regard to this question. And Henry Clay was just as odious to the anti-slavery cause and anti-slavery men as ever was John C. Calhoun. …

I know the Republicans do not like this kind of talk, because, while they are willing to steal our thunder, they are unwilling to submit to the conditions imposed upon that party that assumes to be anti-slavery. They say that they cannot go as fast as you anti-slavery men go in this matter; that they cannot afford to be uncompromisingly honest, nor so radical as you Gar-risonians; that they want to take time; that they want to do the work gradually. They say, “We must not be in too great a hurry to overthrow slavery; at least, we must take half a loaf, if we cannot get the whole.’’ Now, my friends, I believe that the very best way to overthrow slavery in this country is to occupy the highest possible anti-slavery ground.

… I do not believe in the anti-slavery of Abraham Lincoln, because he is on the side of this Slave Power of which I am speaking, that has possession of the Federal Government. What does he propose to do? Simply to let the people and the Territories regulate their domestic institutions in their own way…. In regard to the repeal of the Fugitive Slave Law, Abraham Lincoln occupies the same position that the old Whig party occupied in 1852…. What did he say at Freeport? Why, that the South was entitled to a Fugitive Slave Law; and although he thought the law could be modified a little, yet, he said, if he was in Congress, he would have it done in such a way as not to lessen its efficiency] Here, then, is Abraham Lincoln in favor of carrying out that infamous Fugitive Slave Law. …

Then, there is another item which I want to bring out in this connection. I am a colored man; I am an American citizen; and I think that I am entitled to exercise the elective franchise…. No party, it seems to me, is entitled to the sympathy of anti-slavery men, unless that party is willing to extend to the black man all the rights of a citizen. I care nothing about that anti-slavery which wants to make the Territories free, while it is unwilling to extend to me, as a man, in the free States, all the rights of a man. (Applause.) In the State of Illinois … we have a code of black laws that would disgrace any Barbary State, or any uncivilized people in the far-off islands of the sea. Men of my complexion are not allowed to testify in a court of justice, where a white man is a party. If a white man happens to owe me anything, unless I can prove it by the testimony of a white man, I cannot collect the debt. Now, two years ago, I went through the State of Illinois for the purpose of getting signers to a petition, asking the Legislature to repeal the “Testimony Law,” so as to permit colored men to testify against white men. I went to prominent Republicans, and among others, to Abraham Lincoln and Lyman Trumbull [senator from Illinois], and neither of them dared to sign that petition, to give me the right to testify in a court of justice! (“Hear, hear.”) In the State of Illinois, they tax the colored people for every conceivable purpose. They tax the negro’s property to support schools for the education of the white man’s children, but the colored people are not permitted to enjoy any of the benefits resulting from that taxation. We are compelled to impose upon ourselves additional taxes, in order to educate our children. The State lays its iron hand upon the negro, holds him down, and puts the other hand into his pocket and steals his hard earnings, to educate the children of white men: and if we sent our children to school, Abraham Lincoln would kick them out, in the name of Republicanism and anti-slavery!5

The nation’s most prominent Negro was Frederick Douglass, the abolitionist orator, journalist, and tribune of his people. Douglass lived in Rochester, New York, where he published a newspaper (Douglass’ Monthly) and he lectured all over the North in behalf of emancipation and equal rights. Douglass reached the minds and hearts of white people more effectively than any other man of his race. His monthly journal was read by many antislavery whites, and his lectures drew large numbers of white people. Douglass* first reaction to the nomination of Lincoln by the Republicans in May 1860 was favorable. He described the nominee as “a man of unblemished private character … one of the most frank, honest men in political life.” Douglass would have liked the Republicans to inscribe on their banners “Death to Slavery” instead of “No More Slave States. “ But the people will not have it so, and we are compelled to work and wait for a brighter day, when the masses shall be educated up to a higher standard of human rights and political morality. But as between the hosts of Slavery propagandism and the Republican party—incomplete as is its platform of principles—our preferences cannot hesitate…. We can but desire the success of the Republican candidates.6

Two months later Douglass said that the Republican party is now the great embodiment of whatever political opposition to the pretensions and demands of slavery is now in the field…. A victory by it in the coming contest must and will be hailed as an anti-slavery triumph. In view of this fact, we have no sympathy with those who regard all the parties alike, and especially those who go so far as to prefer the defeat of the Republican party at the coming election to its triumph.7

But as the campaign progressed and as Republican leaders repeatedly disavowed any intention to abolish slavery, to grant equal rights to Negroes, or even to repeal the Fugitive Slave Law, Douglass’ attitude toward the party underwent a change. In September he wrote that the very best that can be said of that party is, that it is opposed to forcing slavery into any Territory of the United States where the white people of that Territory do not want it. That party … is simply opposed to allowing slavery to go where it is not at all likely to go…. Even the sentiments of the Republican party, as expressed by its leaders, have become visibly thin and insipid as the canvass has progressed. It promises to be about as good a Southern party as either wing of the old Democratic party.8

Douglass and several other Northern Negroes decided to support Gerrit Smith, the candidate of the Radical Abolitionist party, for president. The platform of the Radical Abolitionists proclaimed the constitutional right and duty of the federal government to abolish slavery in the states. The party held its national convention at Syracuse, New York, on August 29, I860. None of the delegates at Syracuse believed that Smith had any chance of winning the election; the purpose of the party was not to win a victory at the polls but to give voting abolitionists an opportunity to cast their ballots for a genuine abolitionist candidate. Frederick Douglass wrote that to all those who believe that it is the first business of the American people, acting in their collective and national capacity through the forms of the National Government, to abolish and forever put away from among them the stupendous abomination of slavery; who believe … that he who stands by pure anti-slavery principle most firmly in this day of accommodation and truckling, bearing aloft the unsullied banner of pure Abolitionism, best serves the cause of the slave … will not ask us why we helped make these nominations, and why anti-slavery men, regardless of ridicule and protest, are asked to vote for them. For all such men as are herein described see plainly enough that to vote consistently, they must vote for just such men as have been nominated. Ten thousand votes for GERRIT SMITH at this juncture would do more, in our judgment, for the ultimate abolition of slavery in this country, than two million for ABRAHAM LINCOLN, or any other man who stands pledged before the world against all interference with slavery in the slave States, who is not pledged to the abolition of slavery in the District of Columbia, or anywhere else the system exists, and who is not opposed to making the free States a hunting ground for men under the Fugitive Slave Law…. Let Abolitionists, regardless of the outside pressure, regardless of smiles or frowns, mindful only of the true and right, vote in the coming election for the only men now in the field who believe in the complete manhood of the negro, the unconstitutionality and illegality of slavery, and are pledged to the immediate and unconditional abolition of slavery.9

Not all Northern Negroes shared Douglass’ sentiments. Many of them supported the Republican candidates, despite the party’s moderate stand on the slavery issue. As early as January 1860 a group of Philadelphia Negroes publicly debated the question: “Would the success of the Republican party in the present canvass be advantageous to our cause?” The negative side reiterated the standard criticisms of the Republican party; but the affirmative pointed out that this party was the only major political organization that had taken any kind of a stand against slavery, and that a Republican victory would represent a step in the right direction. Negroes in several Northern cities formed Republican clubs. The black Republican Club in Brooklyn raised a “Lincoln Liberty Tree” in July 1860. The black “West Boston Wide Awakes” marched in a massive Republican parade in Boston.10 Samuel Smothers, a Negro educator in Indiana, wrote that the colored people are looking hopefully, and some of them are laboring earnestly, for the general reform of the Republican party. Yes, we are looking forward with bright anticipations to the day when the Republican party in Indiana, Ohio, Illinois, and throughout the entire North, shall be educated up to the principles of their platform, and when we shall be recognized as men, not only in New England, but all over the nation. Another thing that cheers our hopes and revives our drooping spirits is this: The best anti-slavery men in the nation are rallying under the Republican banner. This causes us to look hopefully to the Republican party for the ultimate abolition of slavery throughout the entire nation, and the elevation of our race to social and political equality.11

Whatever their opinions of the Republican party had been, most Northern Negroes rejoiced in the election of Lincoln in November. Frederick Douglass wrote:

What, then, has been gained to the anti-slavery cause by the election of Mr. Lincoln? Not much, in itself considered, but very much when viewed in the light of its relations and bearings. For fifty years the country has taken the law from the lips of an exacting, haughty and imperious slave oligarchy. The masters of slaves have been masters of the Republic. Their authority was almost undisputed, and their power irresistible. They were the President makers of the Republic, and no aspirant dared to hope for success against their frown. Lincoln’s election has vitiated their authority, and broken their power. It has taught the North its strength, and shown the South its weakness. More important still, it has demonstrated the possibility of electing, if not an Abolitionist, at least an anti-slavery reputation to the Presidency.12

Southern leaders also concluded that Lincoln’s election had broken their power, and they launched a movement that resulted in the secession of seven states and the formation of the Confederacy in February 1861. Many Northern Negroes welcomed the prospect of disunion. Less than two weeks after the election, H. Ford Douglass told the South: “Stand not upon the order of your going, but go at once…. There is no union of ideas and interests in this country, and there can be no union between freedom and slavery.” A correspondent of the Anglo-African wrote:

The friends of universal emancipation are enabled to see by impending difficulties, that their labors have not been thrown away, for agitation has driven the South mad, and endangered this Union, which it should be the desire of every lover of freedom to see abolished. … He that is able to read this nation’s destiny, can see and decipher the hand-writing upon the wall.13

Why did Northern Negroes welcome the advent of disunion in 1860-61? In the first place, many black men were members of the Garrisonian wing of the abolitionist-movement. The Gar-risonians had been advocating the separation of the North and South for nearly twenty years. They argued that under the Constitution the national government was pledged to protect slavery. During the existence of the Union the number of slaves had increased from 700,000 to 4,000,000. The slave power had grown in strength and arrogance until in 1857 the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court had declared that Negroes were not citizens of the United States. The military power of the national government and the militias of the free states could be called upon to crush any slave uprising in the South. Garrisonians maintained that disunion would put an end to the protection of slavery by the power of the North and of the United States government. It would abolish the Fugitive Slave Law and thereby encourage a greater exodus of slaves from Dixie. The Declaration of Independence stated that any government which undermined natural and God-given rights should be destroyed and a new one formed. Garrisonians believed that by attacking a proslavery Constitution and Union they were fulfilling the revolutionary tradition of the founding fathers.

Robert Purvis was a distinguished, urbane, wealthy Negro who lived in a fine home in a Philadelphia suburb. The son of an English merchant father and a Jewish-Moorish mother, Purvis could have passed as a white man and lived a life of comfort and leisure. Instead he had thrown himself into the movement for emancipation and equal rights, and had been one of the founders of the American Anti-Slavery Society in 1833. Purvis was a supporter of Garrison’s disunion position, and in 1860 he expressed the attitude of many black men toward the Union: “I say your government—it is not mine. Thank God, I have no willing share in a government that deliberately, before the world, and without a blush, declares one part of its people, and that for no crime or pretext of crime, disfranchised and outlawed. For such a government, I, as a man, can have no feelings but of contempt, loathing, and unutterable abhorrence!”14

Frederick Douglass was not a Garrisonian, but he too favored disunion in 1860-61. In a speech at Boston on December 3, 1860, Douglass said:

I am for a dissolution of the Union—decidedly for a dissolution of the Union! … I shall be glad of the news, come when it will, that the slave States are an independent government, and that you are no longer called upon to shoulder your arms and guard with your swords those States. … In case of such a dissolution, I believe that men could be found at least as brave as a Walker,* and more skillful than any other filibusterer, who would venture into those States and raise the standard of liberty there. … I believe a Garibaldi would arise who would march into those States with a thousand men, and summon to his standard sixty thousand, if necessary, to accomplish the freedom of the slave. (Cheers.)15

Douglass agreed with Republican leaders that secession was unconstitutional, but he opposed any compromise that would keep the South in the Union by giving additional guaranties to slavery. “If the Union,” said Douglass, can only be maintained by new concessions to the slaveholders; if it can only be stuck together and held together by a new drain on the negro’s blood; if the North is to forswear the exercise of all rights incompatible with the safety and perpetuity of slavery, … then will every right minded man and woman in the land say, let the Union perish, and perish forever. As against compromises and national demoralization, welcome, ten thousand times over, the hardships consequent upon a dissolution of the Union.16

This opposition to compromise was a key issue. Even before South Carolina seceded on December 20, 1860, voices were heard in the North calling for concessions and conciliation to save the Union. Many compromise proposals were introduced into Congress. The most comprehensive of these measures was known as the Crittenden Compromise, named for its sponsor, Senator John Crittenden of Kentucky. As originally introduced, the Crittenden Compromise consisted of a series of constitutional amendments to protect slavery in the states and in the District of Columbia, to prohibit interference with the interstate slave trade, and to exclude slavery north of the line 36° 30’ and guarantee it south of that line in all territories now held “or hereafter acquired.” The Crittenden plan was later amended to include provisions for the disfranchisement and colonization abroad of free Negroes, North and South.17

Negroes condemned every part of the Crittenden Compromise, but they reserved their sharpest words for the section that would have disfranchised those few Northern Negroes who possessed the right to vote. The Virginia legislature issued an invitation to all the states for a Peace Convention to be held in Washington on February 4, 1861. The Crittenden Compromise formed the basis of the plan of conciliation discussed at this conference. On February 6 a petition signed by 125 black citizens of Boston was presented to the Massachusetts legislature. The petition stated:

We, the undersigned, do respectfully memorialize your honorable body to the following effect:—

That as citizens of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts who have heretofore felt perfectly secure in the enjoyment of the rights pertaining to such citizenship, who have always looked to your honorable body as the defender of the rights of the minority when they are threatened by the actions of the majority,— would, in view of your determination to send commissioners to Washington, to represent this State in the convention there assembled, … pray your honorable body to keep in view the following facts:—

That Virginia, who invites Massachusetts to join her in convention with the above view, disfranchises her colored citizens.

That this is coupled with certain propositions, one of which is as follows: That “the elective franchise and the right to hold office, whether Federal, State, Territorial or Municipal, shall not be exercised by persons who are in whole or in part of the African race.”

That therefore your honorable body instruct the commissioners appointed in behalf of the State, to oppose and vote against every proposition which may have in view or which may be perverted to the disfranehisement of the colored citizens of this Commonwealth.18

On February 14, Massachusetts* Negro citizens held a mass meeting in the Joy Street Baptist Church of Boston, and adopted the following manifesto written by George T. Downing, a wealthy Negro restaurateur:

APPEAL TO THE WHITE CITIZENS OF THIS STATE

… In this hour of darkness and danger, we appeal to you, fellow-citizens, to bear in mind the following facts:—

Virginia invites Massachusetts and other States to a convention, with a view, as alleged, of settling the present national difficulties.

The proposed basis of settlement is the “Crittenden compromise,” the seventh clause of which, if adopted, deprives us of the right of voting in Massachusetts. The eighth looks to our expatriation; and it seems to be a studied design on the part of those who really understand this compromise to keep the people ignorant of the purpose to disfranchise and expatriate us….

You, white fellow-citizens, constitute a very large majority of the voters…. Therefore we appeal to you to stand by us, and see that we are not unjustly punished…. We are weak—you are strong. We are few in numbers—you are numerous. O, men of Massachusetts! tell us not that there are two kinds of rights; rights of the rich, which you respect because you must; rights of the poor, on which you trample because you dare….

Many of us are native-born citizens of the State; we appeal to you to protect us in the eiyoyment of the little property which we have wrung, as it were, from adversity itself. …

Freedom has been your legacy from birth; by some of us it has been achieved. We know what oppression is; protect us from this political oppression…. Some of us have experienced the unutterable anguish of leaving our dear ones for the sake of freedom. We appeal to you to secure and protect us in the freedom which we have sought. Let us not be exiled from the State of our adoption….

The injustice against which we protest is so self-evident that we have not deemed it necessary to argue. We have confined ourselves to an appeal to you as men and as Christians—in the name of social justice—in the name of American patriotism—in the name and by the sacred memory of the entombed fathers— in the name of the great God, before whom we must all appear, hear us! Speak out, Massachusetts! you are the acknowledged head of New England. The movers in this injustice will not disregard the voice of New England.19

The Massachusetts legislature instructed its commissioners to the Peace Convention to oppose the Crittenden Compromise, which was eventually rejected by both Houses of Congress. All efforts to save the Union by compromise failed, and at Fort Sumter on April 12, 1861, the nation reaped the harvest of three decades of sectional controversy. William Howard Russell, correspondent of the London Times, was in Baltimore when the news came of the firing on Fort Sumter. On the morning of April 14 Russell entered the barbershop for his daily shave, where the following conversation took place:

At the black barber’s I was meekly interrogated by my attendant as to my belief in the story of the bombardment. He was astonished to find a stranger could think the event was probable. “De gen’lmen of Baltimore will be quite glad ov it. But maybe it’ll come bad after all.” I discovered my barber had strong ideas that the days of slavery were drawing to an end. “And what will take place then, do you think?” “Well, sar, ‘spose coloured men will be good as white men.’20

All over the North, black men reacted to the news of Fort Sumter in the same manner as the Baltimore barber. The North was galvanized into a frenzy of patriotism by the event, and the people responded enthusiastically to Lincoln’s call for volunteers to crush the rebellion. Opposed to the pre-Sumter efforts to save the Union by compromise, Northern Negroes applauded the intention to restore the Union by war, for they saw in the war fever of the North a force that would eventually compel the destruction of slavery. “What a change now greets us!” wrote Frederick Douglass after the firing on Sumter.

The Government is aroused, the dead North is alive, and its divided people united. Never was a change so sudden, so universal, and so portentous. The whole North, East and West is in arms…. The cry now is for war, vigorous war, war to the bitter end, and war till the traitors are effectually and permanently put down…. The Stars and Stripes are,now the symbols of liberty. The Eagle that we left last month something like as good as dead, has revived again, and screams terror in the ears of the slaveholding rebels…. He who faithfully works to put down a rebellion undertaken and carried on for the extension and perpetuity of slavery, performs an antislavery work. Even disunion Abolitionists, … we have no doubt, [will] rejoice in the success of the Government at Washington, in suppressing and putting down this slave-holding rebellion.21

Douglass declared that the Union could never be preserved without the abolition of slavery:

At last our proud Republic is overtaken. Our National Sin has found us out…. Slavery has done it all…. We have sown the wind, only to reap the whirlwind…. The power given to crush the negro now overwhelms the white man. The Republic has put one end of the chain upon the ankle of the bondman, and the other end about its own neck. They have been planting tyrants, and are now getting a harvest of civil war and anarchy…. Could we write as with lightning, and speak as with the voice of thunder, we should write and cry to the nation, REPENT, BREAK EVERY YOKE, LET THE OPPRESSED GO FREE, FOR HEREIN ALONE is DELIVERANCE AND SAFETY! It is not too late. The moment is propitious…. Now is the time to put an end to all our present national calamities…. Any attempt now to separate the freedom of the slave from the victory of the Government, … any attempt to secure peace to the whites while leaving the blacks in chains … will be labor lost. The American people and the Government at Washington may refuse to recognize it for a time; but the “inexorable logic of events” will force it upon them in the end; that the war now being waged in this land is a war for and against slavery; and that it can never be effectually put down till one or the other of these vital forces is completely destroyed.22

In New York the Anglo-African stated editorially that the outbreak of war is but another step in the drama of American Progress. We say Progress, for we know that no matter what may be the desires of the men of Expediency who rule, or seem to, the affairs of the North,—the tendencies are for liberty.

God speed the conflict. May the cup be drained to its dregs, for only thus can this nation of sluggards know the disease and its remedy….

The free colored Americans cannot be indifferent to the progress of this struggle…. Out of this strife will come freedom, though the methods are not yet clearly apparent…. Public opinion purified by the fiery ordeal through which the nation is about to pass, will rightly appreciate the cause of its political disquiet, and apply the remedy. … It must be that the key to the solution of the present difficulties, is the abolition of slavery; not as an act of retaliation on the master, but as a measure of justice to the slave—the sure and permanent basis of “a more perfect Union.”23


William Walker, the “Grey-eyed Man of Destiny” who led a filibustering expedition into Nicaragua in 1855 and set himself up as dictator of that country.




Chapter 2
THE NEGRO’S RESPONSE
TO THE WAR, 1861

In the first weeks after the fall of Fort Sumter, Northern Negroes joined in the outburst of patriotism and offered their services to the government to help suppress the rebellion. On April 23 Jacob Dobson, a Washington Negro, sent a note to the Secretary of War:

Sir: I desire to inform you that I know of some three hundred of reliable colored free citizens of this City, who desire to enter the service for the defence of the City.

I have been three times across the Rocky Mountains in the service of the Country with Fremont and others.

I can be found about the Senate Chambers, as I have been employed about the premises for some years.1

In Pittsburgh, a Negro organization called the “Hannibal Guards’’ sent a communication on April 17 to General James S. Negley, militia commander of Western Pennsylvania:

Sir: As we sympathize with our white fellow-citizens at the present crisis, and to show that we can and do feel interested in the present state of affairs; and as we consider ourselves American citizens and interested in the Commonwealth of all our white Jfellow-citizens, although deprived of all our political rights, we yet wish the government of the United States to be sustained against the tyranny of slavery, and are willing to assist in any honorable way or manner to sustain the present Administration. We therefore tender to the state the services of the Hannibal Guards.2

A meeting of Cleveland Negroes adopted the following resolutions:

Whereas, the affairs of our Government are approaching an important and serious crisis, regarding its future prosperity and perpetuity; and whereas, at this time, every man, without distinction of party, is called upon to show his hand and define his position in this important crisis of the Government,—

Resolved, That we, as colored citizens of Cleveland, desiring to prove our loyalty to the Government, feel that we should adopt measures to put ourselves in a position to defend the Government of which we claim protection.

Resolved, That to-day, as in the times of ‘76, and the days of 1812, we are ready to go forth and do battle in the common cause of the country.3

Despite the fact that Negro soldiers had fought for the United States in the Revolution and in the War of 1812, a federal law barred black men from serving in state militias, and there were no Negroes in the regular United States Army. A group of Boston Negroes met in the Twelfth Baptist Church on April 23 to call for the repeal of laws that kept black men out of the army. Robert Morris, a Negro lawyer in Boston, declared that “if the Government would only take away the disability, there was not a man who would not leap for his knapsack and musket, and they would make it intolerably hot for Old Virginia. (Great applause.)”4 On April 29 a Negro drill company was organized in Boston, and in subsequent weeks the black men of Massachusetts sent several petitions to the legislature praying for the repeal of discriminatory militia laws. The following petition is representative:

Your petitioners, colored citizens of Massachusetts, respectfully represent—

…That they have never been wanting in patriotism, but have always exhibited the utmost loyalty to the country and to the Commonwealth, notwithstanding the great national injustice to which they are in many ways subjected on account of their complexion;—

That, in order to enable them to display their patriotic zeal and unwavering loyalty in the most effective manner in this trial-hour of the republic, and to relieve them from an odious proscription which has so long and so unjustly been directed against them, and all others complexionally identified with them, by an illegal act of Congress; they earnestly desire your honorable body to cause to be stricken forthwith from the militia law of the State the odious word “white,” by which they are now precluded from being enrolled in the militia, and thus disabled as citizens from defending the Commonwealth against its enemies.

Your aggrieved petitioners further respectfully submit, that no law of Congress, however long submitted to, which is clearly unconstitutional, or of questionable legality, ought to be permitted to control the legislative action of your honorable body;—

That such is the Congressional law, enrolling only “white” persons in the militia, to the exclusion of all other citizens….

Congress … has no more authority to establish a complex-ional rule in regard to the militia of the several States, than it has to require uniformity in political or religious opinion, or to establish a monarchy…. Your petitioners claim, as recognized citizens of Massachusetts, that they ought to be permitted to test the validity of the act of Congress complained of, before the proper judicial tribunals; and to this end they ask the obliteration of the word “white” from the militia law of the State.5

But in spite of Massachusetts’ liberalism on racial matters, the legislature postponed action on these petitions. Other states and the federal government also spurned the offers of assistance from black men. The Secretary of War replied to Jacob Dodson’s note, quoted above, that “this Department has no intention at present to call into the service of the Government any colored soldiers. “6 The militia commander in Ohio told the Negroes of Cleveland that “your patriotic letter of the 20th inst. is received, and in reply would say, the Constitution will not permit me to issue the order.”7 In New York City a group of black men hired a public hall and began drilling in anticipation of a possible call to active service, but they were promptly told by the chief of police that they must cease their activities or he could not protect them from mob assault by the Negro-hating lower classes of the city. The Negroes had no choice but to obey the police order.8 Patriotic black men in Cincinnati were also threatened by mob violence. Writing about the incident in later years, a Cincinnati Negro leader recalled that A meeting of the colored citizens of Cincinnati was called to organize a company of “Home Guards.” They did not propose to invade the South, but merely desired to aid in the defense of the city, should the necessity arise. The blood boils with indignation at the remembrance of the insults heaped upon them for this simple offer. The keys of the school-house, in which a second meeting was proposed, were roughly demanded by the police. The proprietor of a place selected as a recruiting station was compelled to take down an American flag which he had raised over his door. The proprietors of another place were told by the police: “We want you d—d niggers to keep out of this; this is a white man’s war.”9

“This is a white man’s war!” Everywhere they turned, Northern Negroes were confronted by such statements. The Lincoln administration and the Republican press, even antislavery newspapers such as the New York Tribune, declared emphatically that the purpose of the war was the restoration of the Union, and that the issues of slavery and the Negro had nothing to do with the conflict. The Springfield Republican stated that “if there is one point of honor upon which more than another this administration will stick, it is its pledge not to interfere with slavery in the states.” Governor John Andrew of Massachusetts, seeking advice from Washington on the tone he should take toward national affairs in his message to a special session of the legislature, was bluntly told by Montgomery Blair to “drop the nigger.10 Some Northern generals returned fugitive slaves who entered Union lines to their masters. These actions dampened the enthusiasm of Negroes for the Union cause. On May 9, 1861, the Rev. J. Sella Martin, a former slave who had escaped to the North in 1855 and had become pastor of the Joy Street Baptist Church in Boston and one of the best-known Negro ministers in the North, wrote to Frederick Douglass:

Just think of Dimmick and Slemmer [Justin Dimmick and A. J. Slemmer, Union officers] sending back the fugitives that sought protection of them. They refuse to let white men sell the Southerners food, and yet they return slaves to work on the plantation to raise all the food that the Southerners want. They arrest traitors, and yet make enemies of the colored people, North and South; and if they do force the slave to fight for his master, as the only hope of being benefited by the war, they may thank their own cowardice and prejudice for the revenge of the negro’s aid and the retribution of his bullet while fighting against them in the Southern States. I received a letter from Mobile, in which the writer states that the returning of those slaves by Slemmer has made the slaves determined to fight for the South, in the hope that their masters may set them free after the war, and when remonstrated with, they say that the North will not let them fight for them.11

As Martin’s letter indicated, some Southern Negroes volunteered to aid the Confederate war effort. In the early weeks of the war, free black men in several Southern communities formed companies and offered their services to Confederate officials. Some of these offers were accepted, and the Negroes were detailed to labor battalions for work on fortifications, earthworks, and so on. In New Orleans the prosperous free Negro community declared that they were “ready to take arms at a moment’s notice and fight shoulder to shoulder with other citizens.” Black men in New Orleans formed a military organization known as the “Native Guards, “ which was enrolled as part of the state militia. But the “Native Guards” were never used by the Confederate government. When the Union forces captured New Orleans in the spring of 1862, the regiment of black men refused to leave the city with the rest of the Confederate Army. Instead they welcomed the conquering army and declared their allegiance to the Union.12

Why did Southern black men offer their services to the Confederacy? In some cases, local patriotism and the hope of better treatment were the motivating factors. But there is also evidence that pressure from local officials and fear of impressment played a part in the decision of some Southern Negroes to volunteer. In 1862 General Benjamin Butler, commander of the Union forces occupying New Orleans, talked with the leaders of the city’s free Negro community. “He asked them why they had accepted service under the Confederate government, which was set up for the distinctly avowed purpose of holding in eternal slavery their brethren and kindred. They answered, that they had not dared to refuse; that they had hoped, by serving the Confederates, to advance a little nearer to equality with whites; that they longed to throw the weight of their class into the scale of the Union, and only asked an opportunity to show their devotion to the cause with which their own dearest hopes were identified.” These same men were later enrolled in the Union Army, and fought effectively for the North during the rest of the war.13

Wedded to the ideologies of slavery and Negro subordination, the Confederacy was incapable of treating the free Negro fairly or justly, even when he volunteered his support for the Confederate cause. Southern leaders suspected, with good reason, that the real loyalties of most Southern Negroes lay with the North. During the war most Confederate states enacted restrictive and repressive legislation against free Negroes, the purpose of which was to keep them under constant surveillance and in a condition closely resembling slavery. Six states passed laws providing for the impressment of free Negroes into Confederate labor battalions. Some states adopted legislation which actually remanded free Negroes to slavery, and several thousand free black men were forced to accept the status of slaves during the war. Under such conditions, it was little wonder that many free Negroes fled to Northern camps and declared their allegiance to the Union.14

During the war, slaves and free Negroes not only raised most of the food and fiber for the Confederate Army, but they did much of the work on rebel fortifications and entrenchments as well. The following documents are representative of hundreds of items that can be found in the official Confederate war records:

R. H. Chilton, Assistant Adjutant General, to General J. B, Ma-gruder at Yorktown, Virginia, Feb. 15, 1862:

The War Department finds it necessary to impress slaves and free negroes to extend and complete the fortifications in the Peninsula. You will therefore call upon the citizens of Dinwiddie County, by direction of the Secretary of War, to send forthwith one-half of their male slaves between the ages of sixteen and fifty to execute this work on the Peninsula.

Jefferson Davis to Governor John Letcher of Virginia, Oct. 10, 1862:

In accordance with an act passed by the Legislature of Virginia October 3, 1862, I have the honor to call upon Your Excellency for 4,500 negroes to be employed upon the fortifications. … It is unnecessary to call Your Excellency’s attention to the importance of a prompt and efficient response to this call, in view of the necessity of completing the works for the defense of Richmond.15

Negroes who worked as teamsters, laborers, servants, cooks, etc. in the Confederate Army were in a few instances actually pressed into emergency service as soldiers during the heat of battle. Throughout the war many Confederate Negroes deserted to Union lines as soon as they got the chance. The following story, written by a reporter for the Reading (Pennsylvania) Journal, was taken down (and shorn of its plantation dialect) from a slave who had been impressed during the Battle of Bull Run to help service and load a Confederate artillery battery. The story illustrates both the Confederacy’s occasional use of black men in actual battle situations and the penchant of Southern Negroes to desert to the Yankees whenever possible.

My name is John Parker, I was born in King and Queen’s county Virginia, I do not know my age. My master’s name was Benjamin Wilson; he failed in business, and when he broke up they seized 130 negroes—of which I was one—and sold them at the auction market in Richmond. I was bought by Thomas Griggs, a Colonel in the Rebel army for $1,000. … I stayed with my new master until the war broke out, then he and his sons went away to the war, leaving an overseer to manage us. In two weeks our overseer also went to the war. We had good times then, and eat up everything we could get. Not long after, our mistress and her two daughters packed up and went off. Our master had told us to stay at the plantation until he came back, and that if any d—d Yankees showed themselves in his absence, to shoot them. Our master had also before this sent us to Winchester and Fredericksburg to work upon the batteries and assist at the trenches…. Ten
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