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The All-American Soldier

by Sgt. Luis Asencio Camacho

Although a rigid pattern of racial segregation prevailed in the United States Army of yesteryear, a great number of individuals took and championed the challenge of serving with pride, displaying their skills and determination while suppressing internal rage from humiliation and indignation.  These men and women usually fought two wars – one against a military enemy abroad and another of discrimination on both the home front and abroad.  This series aims to honor those individuals and groups of all-Americans.

The 54th Massachusetts: “The Glory Regiment”

“I want you to prove yourselves.  The eyes of thousands will look on what you do tonight.”

COLONEL ROBERT GOULD SHAW before leading the assault on Battery Wagner, 1863

During the Civil War, African American soldiers were able to play a significant role in the fight against slavery.  There were several black units, but the “Northern Black Troops” of the 54th Massachusetts Infantry became the most recognized.  Their bravery and courage dispelled all doubts about their ability and inspired many other blacks to join in their rank.

The 1863 Emancipation Proclamation, which not only freed slaves but also made it possible for blacks to serve in the Union’s Army, gave Massachusetts governor John Andrew the opportunity he had been waiting for.  “Persons of African descent” were finally able to fight and die for their freedom and their country.  Like most abolitionists, Andrew knew it to be the surest path to citizenship for black Americans.  Thus, when asked by the Secretary of War to organize such regiments, the governor rushed to seek out prospects to officer the first northern state black regiment from wealthy families prominent in the abolition movement.  Andrew’s effort met with utmost enthusiasm as these families also helped finance the enlistment and the outfitting of the troops, sparing no expense in their effort that blacks were equal to the test in a state where opposition to the idea of blacks as soldiers ran considerably high.

Andrew’s first choice for regimental commander was 26-year-old Bostonian Robert Gould Shaw, whom Andrew appointed colonel.  Shaw, who had served as a lieutenant in the Seventh New York National Guard and as captain in the Second Massachusetts Infantry, rushed to recruit free blacks from all over New England, mustering them into service as the 54th Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry.*  Enlistees included former slaves and freed blacks from the North, hence the nickname “Northern Black Troops.”  Among its enlistees were black abolitionist Frederick Douglass’ sons, Lewis Henry (who rose to Sergeant Major) and Charles Remond.  Douglass, the publisher of the weekly Frederick Douglass’s Paper, had been an assiduous supporter of the regiment.†
Although Shaw supported the idea of blacks in the military, his connection with blacks had been more theoretical than actual, so he was surprised by the impressive soldiering abilities of his men.  The men’s accounts reveal that respect and understanding grew steadily between this very demanding commander and his troops during their weeks of training.

At first the regiment was relegated to either performing routine non-combat duties or staying in camp.  Only after protests from Shaw and a drop in the number of white recruits, the regiment was authorized for combat duty.  On May 28, well equipped and drilled, the 54th paraded through the streets of Boston and boarded ships bound for the South Carolinian coasts, where their first conflict with Confederates (James Island, July 16) proved the black soldiers’ competence.

Two days later, as the Union Army was determined to capture the small but strategically located Battery Wagner, on Morris Island, at the mouth of Charleston Harbor, the 54th was ordered to join two brigades of white troops, comprising a 6,000-strong force.  Capture of Battery Wagner guaranteed the capture of Charleston.

At 7:30 p.m., after seven hours of continued bombardment of the earthen fort by Union ships, the 54th started forward across the 200-yard-wide beach toward the battery.  Having weathered the bombardment in their safe shelters, the 1,300 Confederates manning the battery laid down withering sheets of musket fire.  Colonel Shaw, after having led his 54th onto the parapet of the battery, took a bullet through the heart, becoming one of the 272 casualties the brave 54th suffered.  The Union soldiers eventually gave up and returned to their trenches.  The Union losses at Morris Island totaled 1,515, as opposed to only 174 Confederate casualties.  Such an abased defeat owes to the support fire Battery Wagner received from nearby Fort Sumter.

Although the 54th was not able to take and hold the exceptionally secure battery, the regiment received praise for its bravery, notably one of its members: 23-year-old William Carney.  While wounded in the head, leg, and hip, Carney saw that the flagbearer had been wounded too.  He got up, ran to the flag through a volley of bullets, and delivered it to his regiment.  As he fell mortally wounded, he cried, “Boys, the old flag never touched the ground!”  For his actions, Carney received the Medal of Honor, thus becoming the first African American to receive such an accolade.

The eventual capture of Morris Island did little to change the stalemated situation in the Charleston Harbor.  Union soldiers called the attempts to take Battery Wagner the “most fatal and fruitless campaign of the entire war.”  Yet the assault demonstrated that African Americans were willing to die defending the Union – and the nation, for that matter.  The unit participated in other battles in Charleston during the rest of 1863, and continued to serve the Union in Jacksonville and Olustee, Florida.  It was disbanded after the Civil War and was eventually largely forgotten outside a monument in Boston.

The flag now hangs in Boston’s Memorial Hall, near the bronze mural honoring the 54th Massachusetts.  The story of the 54th is most notably depicted in the 1989 three-time Academy Award winning film Glory, starring Denzel Washington, Morgan Freeman (as Lewis Douglass), and Matthew Broderick (as Shaw).

_____________________

*The 54th was formed in March 1863 at Camp Meigs, in Readville, Massachusetts.  Blacks received a $7-monthly pay, vice whites’ $10. 

†Douglass had petitioned President Abraham Lincoln to form a black regiment so blacks could fight for their freedom.  He argued that blacks should be allowed to fight for their freedom because the war was, after all, about slavery.

Further Readings:

Mastin, Frank Jr. “Unit had its role to play in war,” Montgomery Advertiser.  May 26, 1997.

www.civilwar.bluegrass.net/FamousUnits/54thmassachusettsregiment.html
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