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THE natural antagonism existing between free

and slave institutions culminated in the slave-

holders' rebellion inaugurated in 1861, when the

National Government passed from the control of the

friends of slavery to the control of the friends of

human freedom.

Comparatively few men on either side compre-

hended the magnitude and far-reaching consequences

of the great struggle so recklessly commenced by

the South and so reluctantly taken up by the North.

While the general sentiment of the North was

opposed to slavery, still the people of the Northern

States were not disposed to assail, by unlawful

methods, the institution of slavery in the Southern

States, where it was protected by constitutional

guarantees. So strong was this sentiment that for

some months after the commencement of the war

runaway slaves who had taken refuge in the camps

of Union troops were frequently returned to their

owners by the commanders of such troops. That

shrewd Massachusetts lawyer, Gen. B. F. Butler, early

solved for himself and his command the question of

the proper disposition of these refugees, by declaring

that inasmuch as negro slaves were regarded as

human chattels by the laws of the States where the)'

were held in bondage, and as such slaves were capa-

ble of being used in carrying on military operations,

therefore the slaves of those in insurrection against

the Government of the United States should be re-

garded as contraband of war, and should be confis-

cated when captured. Many thousands of fugitive

slaves were thereafter employed for military pur-

poses as cooks, teamsters and laborers on fortifica-

tions.

However, there was no uniformity of action in

such matters until after the passage of an Act of

Congress on March 13, 1862, forbidding the employ-

ment of military force to return fugitives to slavery,

and also of another Act of Congress on July \j,

1862, providing for the confiscation of the property

of rebels, including slaves. In the latter Act there

was a provision as follows :

"That the President of the United States is authorized to

employ as many persons of African descent as he may deem
necessary and proper for the suppression of this rebellion, and

for this purpose he may organize and use them in such manner
as he may judge best for the public welfare. 1 '

In the summer of 1862, in Louisiana, that splendid

Vermont soldier, Gen. J. W. Phelps, first began the

work of organizing and drilling negroes as soldiers.

His requisition on General Butler for arms for these

troops was disallowed by that officer, who ordered

him to desist from organizing such troops. The
battle of Shiloh in the spring of 1862, and the grave

disasters to the Union cause resulting from the

Peninsular campaign of McClellan and the defeat of

Pope in the summer of 1862, operated as a powerful

educational force upon the President, Congress, the

army and the loyal people of the country. They
became convinced that the pending struggle was "to

the death," and would only terminate with the utter

exhaustion of one of the parties to it.

President Lincoln therefore decided to strike a

death blow at the existence of the institution that

had produced the war and caused so much bloodshed

and sorrow, and on September 22, 1862, he issued a
proclamation declaring that on January 1, 1863, all

persons held as slaves within the territory then in

rebellion, should forever after be free, and the Gov-
ernment of the United States would maintain their

freedom.

The final proclamation of freedom was accordingly

issued on January 1, 1863. In this proclamation

notice was given that from among those thus set free
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suitable persons would be received into the armed
service of the United States. The real issues of the

war were now sharply defined, and all could see

clearly that disunion and slavery must triumph or

perish together.

In the meantime the organization of colored

troops was proceeding at different points in the

South. In South Carolina, Col. T. W. Higginson

organized the first regiment of South Carolina Vol-

unteers in the summer of 1862, which it is claimed

was the first regiment of freedmen mustered into the

service of the United States. Gen. B. F. Butler, in

command at New Orleans, began to organize and

arm colored troops, and on September 24, 1862, the

first regiment of Louisiana Native Guards reported

for duty to that gallant Vermont officer, Col. Stephen

Thomas, and the first service of colored troops

in the field during the rebellion was under his com-

mand. When General Butler was relieved of his

command by General Banks on December 14, 1862,

among the troops turned over by the former to the

latter were three regiments and two batteries of

colored troops.

That freeing the slaves and arming them for the

maintenance of their own freedom and the preserva-

tion of the Union was a blow at the vitals of the

rebellion, was evidenced by the transports of rage

into which these steps threw the rebel leaders. The
rebel general, John C. Breckenridge, writing under

date of August 14, 1S62, to the Union commander
at Baton Rouge, La., said :

" Information has

reached these headquarters that negro slaves are

being organized and armed to be employed against

us;" and he added, "I am authorized by Major-

General Van Dorn, commanding this department, to

inform you that the above acts are regarded as in

violation of the usages of civilized warfare, and that

in future, upon any departure from these usages, he

will raise the black flag and neither give nor ask

quarter."

On August 2r, 1862, the Confederate War De-

partment issued a general order, " That Major Gen-

eral Hunter and Brigadier-General Phelps be no

longer held and treated as public enemies of the

Confederate States, but as outlaws ; and that in the

event of the capture of either of them, or that of any

other commissioned officer employed in drilling, or-

ganizing or instructing slaves, with a view to their

armed service in this war, he shall not be regarded

as a prisoner of war, but held in close confinement

for execution as a felon at such time and place as the

President shall order."

On December 23, 1862, the President of the Con-

federacy issued a proclamation of outlawry against

Gen. B. F. Butler and all commissioned officers in

his command, in which he said : "African slaves

have not only been incited to insurrection by every

license and encouragement, but numbers of them

have actually been armed for a servile war, a war in

its nature far exceeding the horrors and most merci-

less atrocities of savages." He proceeded to order

that "negro slaves captured in arms be at once de-

livered over to the executive authorities of the re-

spective States to which they belong, to be dealt

with according to the laws of said States ;" and that

General Butler and his commissioned officers, "rob-

bers and criminals deserving death, be, whenever

captured, reserved for execution."

The Confederate Congress passed a joint resolu-

tion, approved by Mr. Davis May I, 1863, which pro-

vided that white officers of negro U"nion soldiers

" shall, if captured, be put to death or be otherwise

punished at the discretion of the court," the trial to

take place '• before the military court attached to the

army or corps " making the capture, or such other

court as the Confederate President might designate.

To meet this condition of affairs, President Lincoln

issued the following order on July 30, 1863 :

"It is the dutv of every government to give protection to its

citizens of whatever class, color or condition, and especially to

those who are duly organized as soldiers in the public service.

The law of nations, and the usages and customs of war, as car-

ried on by civilized powers, permits no distinction as to color in

the treatment of prisoners of war as public enemies. To sell or

enslave any captured person on account of his color, and for no
offense against the laws of war, is a relapse into barbarism and a

crime against the civilization of the age.

"The government of the United States will give the same pro-
tection to all its soldiers, and if the enemy shall sell or enslave
any one because of his color, the offense shall be punished bv
retaliation upon the enemy's prisoners in our possession.

"It is therefore ordered that for every soldier of the United
States killed in violation of the laws of war a rebel soldier shall

be executed: and for everyone enslaved by the enemy, or sold
into slavery, a rebel soldier shall be placed at hard labor on the
public works and continued at such labor until the other shall be
released and receive the treatment due to a prisoner of war."

This order kept the rebel leaders from carrying
into effect their barbarous purposes, as the Govern-
ment of the United States never lacked for rebel
prisoners upon whom reprisals could be made. It is

true that captured negro soldiers and their white
officers in the hands of the rebels were occasionally
subjected to indignities and cruelties forbidden by
the laws and usages of civilized warfare, but prompt
retaliation, or threats thereof, by the Union com-
manders, usually put an immediate stop to such out-
rages.

In May and June, 1863, the colored troops, under
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General Banks, behaved so gallantly in the assaults

upon Port Hudson, as to win the respect and cordial

regard of their white comrades and to inspire gener-
al confidence in their soldierly qualities. In July,

1863, a combined force of white and colored troops
under General Gilmore, made a desperate assault up-

on Fort Wagner, S. C, which was repulsed with great

loss. In this assault the colored troops greatly dis-

tinguished themselves by their steadiness and
courage.

During the summer of 1863, a board of officers was
organized by order of the War Department, for the

examination of applicants for commissions in colored

troops. This board was composed of able officers,

and its president was Major-General Silas Casey, an
officer of the regular army, who was the author of

the tactics used for the drilling of the Union troops

during the war. The peculiar character of this ser-

vice, and the unusual hazards attending it, owing to

the terrible threats uttered by the Confederate leaders

and Government against white officers engaging in

it, served to attract to it men of strong convictions,

courage, and a high order of intelligence. Of the

colored regiments, whose officers were appointed on
the recommendation of General Casey's board, it may
be safely said that no volunteer troops of the Union
army had better, braver, or more efficient officers.

The organization of colored troops progressed so

rapidly in 1S63, that in his annual message to Con-
gress on December 8, 1863, President Lincoln was
able to say :

"Of those who were slaves at the beginning of the rebellion,

full one hundred thousand are now in the United States mili-

tary service,about one-half of which number actually bear arms in

the ranks; thus giving the double advantage of taking so much
labor from the insurgent cause and supplying the places which

otherwise must be filled with so many white men. So far as

tested, it is difficult to say that they are not as good soldiers as

any. No servile insurrection or tendency to violence or cruelty

has marked the measures of emancipation and arming the

blacks:'

In their History of Abraham Lincoln, Messrs.

Nicolay and Hay say :

"One point of doubt about employing negroes as soldiers was
happily removed, almost imperceptibly, by the actual experiment.

It had been a serious question with many thoughtful men whether

the negro would fight, . . Practical trial in skirmish

and battle gave an immediate and successful refutation to this

fear, and proved the gallantry and trustworthiness of the black

soldier in the severest trials of devotion and heroism. Within

half a year after Lincoln's order of enlistment the black regi-

ments had furnished such examples of bravery on many fields

that commanders gave them unstinted praise, and white officers

and soldiers heartily accepted them as worthy companions-in-

arms."

In February, 1864, at the battle of Olustee, Fla
,

the colored troops again distinguished themselves by
their coolness and courage in action, and materially

assisted in saving that defeat from being turned into

a disastrous rout. On April 2, 1864, the Secretary

of War reported that the number of negro soldiers

then mustered into the service of the United States

had increased to 71,976. These troops were employ-

ed over pretty nearly the whole field of operations

against the rebellion. They garrisoned forts, guard-

ed lines of communication, assisted in sieges, and
were constantly engaged in skirmishes and battles,

with steadily increasing credit to themselves and
benefit to the Union cause. In a letter written by
President Lincoln, on August 17, 1864, he said :

•'Drive back to the support of the Rebellion the physical force

which the colored people now give and promise us, and neither

the present nor any coming Administration can save the Union.
Take from us and give to the enemy the hundred and thirty,

forty or fifty thousand colored persons now serving as soldiers,

seamen and laborers, and we cannot longer maintain the con-

test."

On September 12, 1864, he said :

"Any different policy in regard to the colored man deprives us

of his help, and this is more than we can bear. We cannot
spare the hundred and forty or fifty thousand now serving us as

soldiers, seamen and laborers. This is not a question of senti-

ment or taste, but one of physical force, which may be measured
and estimated as horse-power and steam-power are measured
and estimated. Keep it, and you can save the Union; throw
it away, and the Union goes with it."

The largest bodies of colored troops engaged in

field operations during the year 1864, belonged to

the Army of the James, under the command of Gen.
B. F. Butler. The infantry was organized into two
divisions, designated as the Third Division of the

Tenth Army Corps, and the Third Division of the

Eighteenth Army Corps.

General Butler had also several regiments of

colored cavalry in his command. The Ninth Army
Corps became a part of the Army of the Potomac,
in May, 1864, and one division of this corps was com-
posed of colored troops. This division suffered

severely in the attack on Petersburg at the explosion

of the mine, July 30, 1864. In his Memoirs, General
Grant says this disaster was " all due to inefficiency

on the part of the corps commander and the incom-
petency of the division commander who was sent to

lead the assault."

The Second U. S. C. Cavalry distinguished itself

at the battle of Suffolk, Va., March 9, 1864. The
First and Tenth U. S. C. Troops defeated the
cavalry of Fitzhugh Lee at Wilson's Wharf, Va. On
June 15, 1864. five regiments of colored infantry

captured a line of rebel works and several pieces of

artillery at Petersburg, Va.

The night of August 13, 1864, portions of the
Armies of the Potomac and James crossed to the
north side of the James River, and were constantly

engaged in fighting and skirmishing with the enemy
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near Richmond, until they re-crossed that river a

week later. The colored division of the Tenth Army
Corps constituted a part of this command, and

bravely performed its full share of the duties of that

short but extremely arduous campaign. On August

14 it took part in the capture of the enemy's lines

near New Market, and two days later, at Fussell's

Mills, it carried by assault the enemy's works on its

front, which were stoutly defended by some of the

best troops of Lee's Army. The night of Septem-

ber 28, 1864, the Army of the James crossed the

James River to the north side, and the morning of

the 29th the colored division of the Eighteenth

Corps carried by assault, with fixed bayonets, the

enemy's strong works, protected by double lines of

abatis, at Spring Hill, near Newmarket.

The afternoon of the same day, the Seventh and

Ninth regiments, United States Colored Troops,

separately made very gallant assaults on Fort Gilmer,

which were repulsed with severe loss to these regi-

ments. Fort Gilmer was a strong work mounted

with artillery and well defended. Several companies

of the Seventh United States Colored Troops were

almost annihilated in their desperate efforts to cap-

ture this fort.

In his final report on July 22, 1865, of the opera-

tions of the armies of the United States under his

command, General Grant, after speaking of the cap-

ture of the works at Fort Harrison and Xew Market,

said :
" This success was followed up by a gallant

assault upon Fort Gilmer, immediately in front of

Chaffin's Farm fortifications, in which we were re-

pulsed with heavy loss." General Lee heavily re-in-

forced his troops on the north side of the James, and

on September 30th attempted to re-capture Fort

Harrison, but was repulsed with great loss. The
colored troops assisted in repelling this attack.

On October 13, 1864, they took part in the en-

gagement with the enemy on the Darbvtown Road,

and skirmished with the enemy in the same neigh-

borhood on October 27, 1864. The active operations

of the Army of the James for the year 1864 now
ceased, and the troops settled down to the siege of

Richmond.

On October 11, 1864, General Butler issued an

order reviewing the operations of the Army of the

James during the summer and fall of 1864, in which

he said

:

"Of the colored soldiers of the Third Divisions of the Eight-

eenth and Tenth Corps, and the officers who led them, the

General commanding desires to make special mention.

"In the charge on the enemy's works by the colored division

of the Eighteenth Corps at Spring Hill, Newmarket, better men
were never better led, better officers never led better men. With

hardly an exception, officers of colored troops have justified the

care with which they have been selected. A few more such

u-allant charges and to command colored troops will be the post

of honor in the American Armies. The colored soldiers, by

coolness, steadiness and determined courage and dash have

silenced every cavil of the doubters of their soldierly capacity,

and drawn tokens ot admiration from their enemies—have

brought their late masters even to the consideration of the

question whether they will not employ as soldiers the hitherto

despised race. Be it so—the war is ended when a musket is in

the hands of every able bodied negro who wishes to use one."

About December I, 1864, the divisions of the

colored troops in the Armies of the James and Poto-

mac were consolidated into the Twenty-fifth Army
Corps, and Maj.-Gen. Godfrey Weitzel, a brave and

accomplished officer, was assigned to its command.

In the defeat of Hood's army at Nashville, Tenn.,

on December 15 and 16, 1864, the colored troops in

the army of General Thomas exhibited steadiness

and courage in action and rendered their country

valuable service. On March 27, 1865, General Orel,

commanding the Army of the James, with two divis-

ions of the Twenty-fourth Corps and General Bir-

ney's Second Division of the Twenty-fifth Corps,

started for the left of the Army of the Potomac near

Hatcher's Run, where they arrived the morning of

the 29th, to take part in the final operations against

Petersburg. Birney's division of colored troops

broke through the rebel lines the morning of April

2, and was among the earliest troops into Petersburg

the morning of April 3, when it was captured. This

division, under Ord, took part in the pursuit of Lee's

army, and after marching all the night of April 8, it

was part of the line of battle that met Lee's troops

the morning of April 9 south of Appomattox Court

House, and, after a sharp engagement, convinced

General Lee of the impossibility of escape and the

necessity for the immediate surrender of his army.

The last battle of the war was fought near White's

Ranch on the Rio Grande River, in Texas, on May
13, 1865, and the Sixty-second United States Colored

Troops was among the troops engaged in it.

At the close of the war there were in the service

of the United States, of colored troops, one hundred

and twenty regiments of infantry, twelve regiments

of heavy artillery, ten companies of light artillery,

and seven regiments of cavalry ; making an aggre-

gate of one hundred twenty-three thousand one hun-

dred fifty-six men. The entire number commissioned
and enlisted in this branch of the service during the

war was one hundred seventy-eight thousand nine

hundred seventy-five men.

Killed or died of wounds—Officers,

Enlisted men,

Total,

'43

2-751

2,894
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Died by disease (not including deaths in prison)

—

Officers, - 137

Enlisted men, 29,521

Total, 29,658

This sketch is necessarily very imperfect and in-

complete as a record of the service of the colored

troops in the War of the Rebellion. The service of

these troops covered a period of two and a half years

and extended over the whole theatre of military

operations against the insurgent forces, and no

historian has yet gathered up and put into permanent

form a record of the great services rendered by these

troops in the maintenance of the Union and the de-

struction of slavery.

No sketch of the service of these troops would be

at all complete which failed to give some account of

the effect upon the leaders of the rebellion of the

successful employment of colored troops in the

Union army. The explosions of rage on the part of

these leaders on first hearing of the enlistment of

colored troops in the Union service have already

been noted ; but the courage and good conduct of

these troops, coupled with numerous disasters to the

Confederate cause, prepared the minds of the rebel

leaders for the consideration of the question of the

employment of negro soldiers to sustain the waning

fortunes of the Confederacy.

In his message to the Confederate Congress on

November 7, 1864, Mr. Davis discussed the question

of the employment of negroes in the military service

of the Confederacy, and recommended that the

twenty thousand slaves then employed in various

capacities in the Confederate army should be in-

creased to forty thousand, and should be drilled in

" encamping, marching and parking trains," and

should also be employed as pioneer and engineer

laborers. He expressed himself as opposed to a

" general levy and arming of the slaves for the duty

of soldiers," but at the same time suggested that the

Confederate Government might buy the slave from

his master, and agree to liberate him as a reward for

faithful military service, if there should occur what

he termed " the improbable contingency of our need

of resorting to this element of resistance." In this

message he also said, "But should the alternative

ever be presented of subjugation or the employment

of the slave as a soldier, there seems to be no reason

to doubt what should then be our decision."

This disagreeable subject was discussed in the

Confederate Congress for several months, with the

expression of much difference of opinion among the

members. Some said, " if the negro was fit to be a

soldier he was not fit to be a slave," while others said

that " by a few strokes of the pen the Confederate

Government had subscribed to the main tenet of the

Abolition party in the North, and all its conse-

quences, standing exposed and stultified befpre the

world."

On January H, 1865, General Lee wrote a letter

to Hon. Andrew Hunter, in which he said :

" I think, therefore, we must decide whether slavery shall be

extinguished by our enemies and the slaves be used against us,

or use them ourselves at the risk of the effects which maybe pro-

duced upon our social institutions. I believe that with proper

regulations the}' can be made efficient soldiers. They possess

the physical qualifications in an eminent degree. Long habits

of obedience and subordination, coupled with the moral influ-

ence which in our country the white man possesses over the

black, furnish an excellent foundation for the discipline which is

the best guarantee of military efficiency. Our chief aim should

be to secure their fidelity. ....
'

. The reasons that induce me to

recommend the employment of negro troops at all, render the

effects of the measures I have suggested upon slavery immateri-

al, and in my opinion, the best means of securing the efficiency

•and fidelity of this auxiliary force would be to accompany the

measure with a well digested plan of gradual and general eman-

cipation. As that will be the result of the continuance of the

war, and will certainly occur if the enemy succeed, it seems to

me advisable to adopt it at once, and thereby secure all the

ber<=fits that will accrue to our cause.

" The employment of negro troops under regulations similiar

in principle to those above indicated, would, in my opinion,

greatly increase our military strength, and- enable us to relieve

our white population to some extent. I think we could dis-

pense with our reserve forces except in cases of necessity.

' It would disappoint the hopes which our enemies base upon

our exhaustion, depi ive them in a great measure of the aid they

now derive from black troops, and thus throw the burden of the

war upon their own people. In addition to the great political

advantages that would result to our cause from the adoption of a

system of emancipation, it would exercise a salutary influence

upon our whole negro population, by rendering more secure the

fidelity of those who become soldiers and diminishing the in-

ducements to the rest to abscond.

' I can only say in conclusion, that whatever measures are to

be adopted should be adopted at once. Every day's delay in-

creases the difficulty, Much time will be required to organize

and discipline the men, and action may be deferred until it is

too late,"

On February 18, 1865, General Lee wrote a letter

to Hon. E. Barksdale, a member of the Confederate

Congress, in which he said :

" I have the honor to acknowledge the receipt of your letter of

the 1 2th instant, with reference to the employment of negroes as

soldiers. I think the measure not only expedient but necessary.

The enemy will certainly use them against us if he can get pos-

session of them ; and, as his present numerical superiority will

enable him to penetrate many parts of the country, I cannot see

the wisdom of the policy of holding them to await his arrival,

when we may, by timely action and judicious management, use

them to arrest his progress. I do not think that our white popu-

lation can supply the necessities of a long war without overtax-

ing its capacity, and imposing great suffering upon our people
;

and I believe we should provide resources for a protracted

struggle, not merely for a battle or a campaign.
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" In answer to your second question, I can only say that, in

my opinion, the negroes, under proper circumstances, will make

efficient soldiers. I think we could at least do as well with tliem

as the enemy, and he attaches great importance to their assist-

ance. Under good officers and good instructions, I do not see

why they should not become soldiers. They possess all the

physical qualifications, and their habits of obedience constitute

a good foundation for discipline. They furnish a more promising

material than many armies of which we read in history, which

owed their tfficiency to discipline alone. I think those who are

employed should be freed. It would be neither just nor wise, in

my opinion, to require them to serve as slaves. The best course

to pursue, it seems to me, would be to call for such as are will-

ing to come with the consent of their owners. An impressment

or draft would not be likely to bring out the best class, and the

use of coercion would make the measure distasteful to them and

to their owners." -

General Lee continued to urge the organization of

negro troops for the service of the Confederacy, but

it was not until March, 1865, that the Confederate

Congress passed an Act for the organization and arm-

ing of negro troops for the service of the Confed-

eracy. General Lee and other prominent Confeder-

ate leaders recommended it as a patriotic duty for

the best officers in the Confederate service to volun-

teer to organize and command negro troops. Evi-

dently the time had passed for branding the white

officers of colored troops as " outlaws "and "felons,"

and classing them as " robbers and criminals deserv-

ing death, to be whenever captured, reserved for exe-

cution."

The rebellion was about to collapse, but this was

not to occur until after the organization of a few

companies of Confederate negro soldiers, who
marched through the streets of the rebel capital in

their Confederate uniforms, as if the Almighty Him-

self had decreed that in this most signal manner the

Confederate Government, which had slavery for its

corner stone, should thus publicly acknowledge be-

fore the world the manhood of the negro slave,

and consequently the wrongfulness of slavery ; and

should also confess the wisdom and justice of the

action of Abraham Lincoln and his associates in

freeing the slaves and sending them forth to fight

for the freedom of their race and the preservation of

the Union.

ENGAGEMENTS.

Island Mounds, Mo.

Port Hudson, La.

Milliken's Bend, La.

Fort Wagner, S. C.

Oluslee, Fla.

Petersburg, Va.

The Mine, Va.

New Market Heights, Va.

Fort Gilmer, Va.

Darbytown Road, Va.

Overton, Tenn.

Honey Hill, S. C.

Fort Blakeley, Ala.

Morris Island, Va.

Yazoo City, Miss.

Poison Springs, Ark.

Saline Paver, Ark.

Morganzia, La.

Tupelo, Miss.

Bermuda Hundred, Va.

Sallville, Va.

Cox Bridge, N. C.

Spanish Fort, Ala.

James Island, S. C.

Pleasant Hill, La.

Camden, Ark.

Fort Pillov, Tenn.

Jacksonville, Fla.

Athens, Ala.

Dutch Gaji, Va.

Hatcher's Run, Va.

Deveaux's Xeck, S. C.

Fort Fisher, N. C.

Siege and Capture of Richmond, Va.

Liverpool Heights, Va,

Prairie d'Ann, Ark.

Jenkins Ferry, Ark.

National Bridge, Fla.

Br/ce's Cross Roads, Miss.

Drewry's Bluff, Va.

Deep Bottom, Va.

Fair Oaks, Va.

Boykhi's Mills, S. C.

Wilmington, N. C.

Appomattox, Va.


