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Introduction

The story of black women who fled to the North in hopes
of escaping slavery is an uncharted aspect of American civil
War history. Even as black women sought refuge within Union
lines it remained unclear whether they would find a haven for
fugitives and a new life, or whether their experience would
prove to be more of a continuum of the conditions of slavery.
The history of black women during this critical period of
transition from slavery to freedom is inseparably linked to
the employment of black men as laborers and to the enlistment

of black men as soldiers for the Union Army, as well as the

subsequent emancipation of both male and female slaves. For

the first hundred years after the ending of the Civil War
traditional historiography ignored the role of the African-
American in the Civil War era. Although the more recent

recognition of black soldiers as an integral part of the

Union Army is in itself a major historiographical advance,

the experience of black women within Union lines also needs

to be addressed if we are to build a comprehensive

interpretation of the African-American experience during the

civil War era.
During the second half of the twentieth century

historians made few attempts to describe a most singular

development in African-American history: the transformation

of chattel slaves into official soldiers of the Union Army.

Traditional historical interpretations have dismissed black



regiments as an insignificant aspect of the Union victory,
even though President Lincoln himself credited the black
regiments for altering the course of the war in favor of the
Union. Mainstream survey texts like A History of the
American People (1970) and even more specialized texts like
The West Point Military Series: The American Civil War (1987)
have perpetuated the omission of African-American
participation.l At the time, however, the admission of black
soldiers into the Union Army constituted one of the most
controversial issues of the entire Civil War. oOwing in great
measure to the participation of black troops, the war for the
Union became a war for black freedom and an opportunity for
plack Americans to prove themselves worthy of citizenship.
This development was most eloquently predicted by Frederick
Douglass in his appeal to President Lincoln to accept black
volunteers into the Union forces:

Once let the black man get upon his person the

brass letters, U.S., let him get an eagle on his

putton, and a musket on his shoulder and bullets

in his pocket, and there is no power on earth

which can deny that he has earned_the right to

citizenship in the United States.
Lincoln's reluctance to comply with Douglass' wishes and the
general Northern opposition to black enlistment eventually
gave way to pressing military demands for more recruitments.
By the end of the Civil War approximately two hundred
thousand black soldiers and sailors wore the Northern blue
aniform, twenty one received the Congressional Medal of

Honor, and more than one—-third of the participants became

(2)



casualties.3 Their outstanding military performance on the
battlefield built a foundation for extending the rights of

citizenship to all African-Americans.

The enlistment of black men not only transformed the

lives of those serving in the military, but also changed the

lives of their family members as well. Black families either

began fleeing to the North to seek refuge in Union Camps, or

attempted to escape to Union-occupied areas of the South. 1In

these refugee villages, black women and children and elderly
black men supported themselves by performing such camp work
as cooking, laundry service and tending horses for the Union

cavalry. The growing numbers of refugee villages around

Union encampments were an annoyance to Union officers who

believed the presence of black families distracted black

soldiers from their duties and was otherwise a nuisance. The

increasing numbers of refugees forced officials to adopt a

formal policy regarding their status. Under the Confiscation

Act of 1862, all black refugees within Union territory were

declared forever free.

In the African-American struggle to progress from
slavery to freedom, unresolved questions became issues of

contention between leaders of the black and white

communities. In the gulf between the theory and the

practice of emancipation, there emerged a central problem:

the interpretation of freedom for all blacks. Did

emancipation imply that blacks would enjoy the same rights of

(3)



citizenship equal to whites? As James A. Garfield asked:

What is Freedom? Is it the bare privilege of

not being chained? . . .If this is all, then

freedom is a bitter mockery, a cruel delusion.
The meaning of freedom was not a static concept and was open
to different and sometimes contradictory interpretations; its
meaning changed for both blacks and whites during the Civil
War era.® When fugitives in the North were declared "forever
free" by the Confiscation Act, what would the conditions of
this new social status of freedom be? At the time, many
black Americans believed the advancement of black enlistment
and emancipation were signs of a new era of equality. Some
even took on new names like "Hope," "Faith," "Chance" and
"Deliverance," reflecting the optimism inspired by
emancipation.6 Would their future in fact be one of social
equality, or would it be instead one marked by oppressive
social conditions and the doctrine of white supremacy?

Whether the Civil War experience for black women in the
North was characterized more by freedom or by persistent
racial discrimination, is an area in need of historical
investigation. Even as black families left behind the
shackles of slavery, their experience in the refugee camps
was often shaped by an established ideological framework of

Northern racist attitudes. The civil War experience for all

black Americans reflected the pervasive racial prejudice of

American society.

(4)
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The Historiography of African-americans in the Union Army
During the Civil war
The historiography of the African-American in the Union

Army has evolved from a neglected subject to a recognized
part of mainstream Civil War history. During the years
immediately following the Civil War, there were only three
attempts to record the history of African-Americans in the
Union Army. The first record, The Negro in the American
Rebellion (1867), by William Wells Brown, draws its material
from letters, speeches, editorials, newspaper articles, and
accounts that were provided by officers and soldiers from
several black regiments. Brown wrote his account before the
United States War Department published its War of
Rebellion: Official Records of the Union and Confederate
Armies between 1880-1901, so Brown could not benefit from
this standard source of information. The second record, A
History of the Negro Troops in the War of Rebellion (1888),
by George Washington Williams, a veteran of the U.S. Colored
Troops, utilizes a wide range of materials. These include
official sources and correspondence from Union officers who
commanded black troops. Although there is more detailed
information in Williams' work, it lacks objectivity and too
often attempts to glorify every black soldier.’ But Williams
also provides some poignant insights, such as his recognition
that white Northern Americans sought to downplay the black
soldiers' contribution to the national victory.8

The third record, Black Phalanx (1888), was written by Joseph

(5)



T. Wilson, also a veteran of the Union Army. Although
Wilson provides more information on military dispatches, his
work is similar to the earlier ones in its organization and
lack of analysis. Perhaps the most important contribution
made by both Wilson and Williams is to describe from first-
hand experience the white prejudice towards black soldiers in
the Union Army. With the exception of these three books,
studies of the Civil War have dismissed with only passing
reference

when they have not entirely overlooked, the African-American
role in the Union Army.°? As late as the 1950's the

dimensions of the African-American experience in the Union

Army had not been thoroughly addressed.
A low point in the historiography of the African-

American in the Civil War was reached in W.E. Woodward's

biography Meet General Grant (1928). Woodward stated:

The American Negroes are the only people in the
history of the world. . .that ever became free without

any effort of their own. . .They had not started the war
nor ended it. They twanged banjos around the railroad
stations, sang melodious spirituals, and believed that

some Yankee would soon come along and give each of
them forty acres of land and a mule.

The persistence of these racist perceptions among both laymen
and historians limited the progress towards addressing the

active role of African-Americans in the civil war.ll Racist
perceptions in the early twentieth century derived, in part,

from the earlier racist generalizations commonplace during

The tenacity of Northern racism is one of

(6)
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the greatest ironies of the entire Civil War. As the
Northern battle to preserve the Union became intertwined with
the cause of abolishing slavery, Northern society remained
deeply racist. Northern attitudes were generally influenced
by the doctrine of white supremacy: emancipation was not
generally predicated on a belief in black equality. only
during the last decades of the twentieth century would
historiographical investigation begin to explore the problem
of racism and discrimination towards African-Americans in the
Union Army.

While earlier treatments of Civil War history overlooked
the role of black regiments, the works of Dudley Taylor
Cornish and James M. McPherson have added new perspectives to
the historiography of black regiments. Cornish's The Sable
Arm: Black Troops in the Union Army 1861-1865 (1987) made the
first comprehensive analysis of the development of the policy
to recruit and to enlist African-Americans. Cornish's
extensive study includes the military aspects of the black
regiments in both the Union Army and the Union Navy. It
explores the segregation of black regiments commanded by
white officers, as well as the recruitment, training and
military effectiveness of these regiments. Making extensive
use of the volumes of War of Rebellion: Official Records of
the Union and Confederate Armies, Cornish's study is an
e contribution to understanding the employment of

invaluabl

African-Americans in the Union Army. In another work "The
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Union Army as a School for Negroes," Cornish alsoc explores
how military service served as a transitional phase that
helped prepare blacks for American citizenship.12

James M. McPherson has also made unprecedented
contributions to the historiography of African-Americans in
the Civil War. 1In The Negro's Civil War; How American
Negroes Felt and Acted During the War for the Union (1965)
and Marching Toward Freedom: Blacks in the Civil War 1861-
1865 (1991), McPherson emphasizes the rapid social change
experienced by African-Americans during the Civil War years
and how the resolution of the slavery issue altered the
course of history and "redefined the United States."13

Another dimension which McPherson addresses is the issue of

race relations. The same racist attitudes that underlaid the

jnstitution of slavery also established a framework for their
experience in the Union Army. Even more that the controversy

over slavery, the future status of the black race in American

society was a central issue of the civil war.14

There are some aspects of the black experience in the

Ccivil War that both cornish and McPherson have advanced

through continuing study. They have brought to the forefront

the problem of hostility and discrimination towards African-
Americans in the Union Army. Black regiments were assigned a

disproportionate share of the heavy labor, fatigue duty,

inferior weapons and equipment. They have also documented

the long struggle of black soldiers to gain equal pay. 1In
(8)



the years since their earlier publications, both Cornish and
McPherson have updated their works and both have emphasized
the importance of the black American Civil War experience in
understanding our own contemporary society. Cornish has
reaffirmed his hopes that "historical examination of the past
can illuminate the problems of the present and help progress
towards a final solution."!® McPherson has stressed the
urgency of race relations issues, which he finds to be as
important today as they were during both the 1860's and the
1960's, and like Cornish he suggests the black experience in
the Civil War can illuminate race relations.l® But as
invaluable as these studies have been for advancing the
historiography of African-American men during the Civil War,
they have ignored the experience of African-American during
this transitional period and their experience within the
context of Northern society.

The most comprehensive interpretive studies to date on
the African-American in the Civil War are the works by the
Freedmen and Southern Society Project. 1In a departure from
earlier perceptions of African-Americans as hapless and
passive participants in emancipation, the Freedmen and
Southern Society Project has advanced a more positive
interpretation of African-Americans as active agents in
transforming themselves from chattel slaves to American
citizens and in determining their own destiny. These works

are compilations of previously unavailable primary

(9)



manuscripts and official documents from the National Archives
of the United States. The volumes include letters from
slaves, from black soldiers, and their families; personal
testimonies; and official transcripts. The Destruction of
Slavery (1985) documents the collapse of the institution of
slavery in the South and shifts the story of emancipation
away from national political leaders to the slaves
themselves, individuals who took an active role in promoting
their own freedom. The Black Military Experience (1982)
studies the simultaneous advancement of black enlistment and
slave emancipation, focusing on how black enlistment in the
Union Army transformed the war to preserve the Union into a
war for black freedom. As this work discusses, the black
initiation into the Union Army provided many blacks with
their first opportunity to acquire education, new skills and
wider knowledge of the world. The Freedmen and Southern
Society acknowledges the difficulties of this transitional
period and suggests that the Ccivil War experience helped
prepare blacks for their larger struggle after the war in
their pursuit of social equality. The collection of
documents published in Free At Last: A Documentary History of
Freedom, and the Civil War (1993) reveals how

slavery,

emancipation set American society on a progressive course of

freedom. These studies are landmarks in the historiography

of the African-American experience; they have transformed

that experience from a once neglected subject into a central

(10)













































































































































