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African-American Reaction to Recruitment
in the North during the U.S. Civil War:
the 54th Regiment of Massachusetts

. . -Volunteer Infantry.
Robert E.. Gettings

Abstract

In the 1860s, the Civil War broke out between the northern and southern states of
the United States of America. The popular view is .that African-Americans in the
United States thought of the war as a crusade against slavery and wholeheartedly. sup-
ported President Abraham Lincoln and the Northern government. Slavery did end as
a result of this war, but although hundreds of thousands of African—Americans joined
the armies of the United States, there was opposition to many specific policies of the
northern government. This paper explores the attitudes of African—Americans to one
of those policies, military recruitment of blacks in 1863. Although there was much
support for recruitment, there was also a great deal of opposition based, to a signifi-

cant degree, on black demands for equal rights with whites.
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In January of 1863 President Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation
freed all slaves in the states which had rebelled against the US government. Linceln
also gave permission to the state of Massachusetts to recruit an infantry regiment of
black troops, the 54th Regiment of Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry, in the same
month.

This was an important change in government policy. Before this, African—Americans
were not allowed to join the US Army. The 54th Regiment would be the first chance

for blacks to prove that they were equal to whites in a very important way: on the
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battlefield. )

Recruiting started in February 1863, But the African-American population of
Massachuseits was small. Estimates by the head of the United States Census Bureau
placed the number of black men between the ages of 18 and 45 at fewer than 2,000 in
1863. To fill the regiment, the government had to recruit men anyplace it could.
White officers began recruiting in Boston, New Bedford and Springfield, Massachusetts.
They also opened up a recruiting office outside of the state, in Philadelphia, Pennsyl-
vania, the city with the largest African—American population in the porth.!

The Governor of Massachusetts, John Andrew, had high expectations that the reg-
iment would be filled quickly. However, most white Americans were against recruit-
ing African-American troops. They opposed any equality between whites and blacks.
For the most part, their reactions were racist, based on beliefs that blacks were either
naturally inferior or that it was acceptable to treat blacks as inferior to whites.

This racism can he seen clearly in the newspapers of the time. A quote from the
New York Times illustrates a fear that many whites had——that the average white sol-
dier would loose the will to fight because he:

...would feel himself degraded as a volunteer if negro equality is to be the order in the
field of battle... one negro regiment... will withdraw an amount of life and energy in
our army equal to disbanding ten of the best regiments we now can raise.*

The pro-Democratic, pro-slavery, Boston Pilot attacked the idea of recruitment for
the 54th:

One Southern regiment of white men would put twenty regiments of them to flight in half

an hour. Twenty thousand negroes on the march would be smelled ten miles distant. No

scouts need ever be sent out to discover such warriors. There is not an American living
that should not blush at the plan... and every American living, if he has any independent
patriotism in his heart, will cry it down.?

One of the most violent reactions against the use of black troops came from the
government of the south. The idea of giving guns to African-Americans was horrify-
ing to most southerners. Black slaves, or ex-slaves with guns, threatened their very
way of life. The southern government announced that it would either execute captured
black soldiers or sell them as slaves. The Liberator, a popular anti-slavery newspaper
with a large African-American readership, reported atrocities committed against
blacks in the south. African-Americans were very aware of the dangers they would
face if they joined the northern armies.*

Anti-enlistment attitudes were also held at the highest levels of the US govern-
ment. President Lincoln had insulted black leaders with a plan to send {reed slaves
back to Africa or to Central America. In August 1862, Lincoln told a white group
that, “To arm the negroes would turn 50, 000 bayonets from the loyal Border States
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against us thal were for us.” Lincoln algo reflected the opinion of most whites that
black troops could not fight but would quickly surrender when he said, “...if we were
to arm [the Negroes], { fear that in a few weeks the arms would be in the hands of the
rebels.” 5

Although the Lincoln government was anti-slavery, and eventually did change its
views, it is important to remember that it was an all-white government and was basi-
cally racist in its approach to African-Americans. Most white Americans thought of
the United States as a white nation. No other race: African-Amerit;ans, Asian-Americans
or Native Americans could be allowed to have social or political equality with them.
In 1863, the Union which the north was fighting to restore still had no place for
non-white citizens.

Even in Massachusetts, the home of the prof)bsed regiment of black soldiers, the
5dth, whiées held strong sentiments against black enlistment. Peter Welsh, writing to
his wife ahout Governor Andrew’s recruitment plans for the 54th regiment, spoke of
the feeling in the all Irish 28th Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry:

The feeling against nigars is intensly strong in this army.... They are looked upon as the

principal cause of this war....? . ) .

It is not surprising then, to discover that even ‘though the government of Mas-
sachusetts and a small minority of whites supported the idea of black troops, most
were opposed to letting blacks have any equality in the military, But what was the re-
action of African-Americans, themselves, to joining the Union Army and, in particu-
lar, to recruitment for the 54th?' One of the easiest ways to measure the reaction is to
simply ask, “"Did African-Americans enlist in the regiment?”

They not only enlisted, but hy May 1863 the government of Massachusetts felt that
there were enough men wanting to fight to start & new regiment of black soldiers, the
55th. From this point of view, recruitment was very successful, The 54th was recruit-
ed throughout the north. Most of the 1,229 men who enlisted by the end of the war
came from Pennsylvania (24%), Massachusetts (23%),.New York (15%)} and Ohio {12%).
Massachusetts was the center of recruitment, which accounts for the large number of
men who enlisted there. Pennsylvania, New York and Ohio had very large African-
American populations, therefore, the higher enlistment in those areas.”

* The 54th was a Massachusetts regiment, so of course enlistment in Massachusetts
was high. Enlistment was also large in the Massachusetts counties that had the
biggest black populations: Suffolk, Bristol and Berkshire Counties. But here, if we use
the 1860 census figures to make a rough comparison between enlistment and the size of
the pre-war African-American community, some questions arise.

As can be seen in the chart below, rural Berkshire County had the largest enlist-

ment yet it had only about half the pre—war black population of Suffolk County, which
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included the city of Boston. A Boston newspaper of the time reported that this success

in recruitment was completely unexpected.?
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Comparing pre-war population and enlistment figures raises some questions but
the numbers of enlistees were very small—less than 100 men in each area. The enlist-
ment figures tell us who enlisted in a town, not if the men actually lived there.’ Be-
yond this, we do not know why they enlisted or what their feelings were about recruit-
ing. Yet there is a surprising difference. in enlistment between urban Suffolk and
Bristol counties and rural Berkshire County. This suggests that African-Americans
living in differeni regions may bhave had different responses to recruitment. -

" How can we discover attitudes toward recruiting, especially the differences be-
tween regions? One way of examining the reactions of African-Americans to recruit-
ment in 1863 is to look at the record of African-American response to military service
before the war. Anoiher would be to examine the process of recruitment, itself, from
reports in newspapers, public debates, and memoirs of the people who were involved.

African-Americans did have a long and proud military history in the United
States even though they were officially denied permission to fight in the US Army be-
fore 1863. Black troops had often served the nation in times of military necessity.
They fought during the Revolution, as members of Washington’s army, and during
the War of 1812 at the defense of New Orleans. African-Americans had also made up
a sizable percentage of the crews of the United States Navy during and after the War
of 1812. Throughout the pre-Civil War period, they continued to enlist in the US
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Navy.®?

* During the 1850s, the federal government took away the rights of free African
-Americans in the Dred Scott decision, which declared that they were not citizens; the
Fugitive Slave Law, which could return escaped slaves living free in northern cities
back to slavery; and many other laws. In the face of these federal attacks on their
community, black leaders in. the north were becoming more and more militant. They
began.to support the idea of armed slave rebellion and believe that war with the slave
states was the only way to free slaves in the South. This was a dramatic move away
from the pacifism preached by white abolitionists.

Massachusetts’ black communities were very much aware of their members’ mil-
itary service in the past. In the 1840s and early 1850s, northern African-Americans
used this patriotic history to justify their demands for civil rights. William C. Nell of
Boston published two works: Services of Colored Americans in the Wars of 1776 and
1812 and The Colore,é Patriots of the American Revolution which illustrate this. Their
message was simple: African—Americans claimed equal rights because they had
fought for them.!?

Demands that African-Americans should be allowed to enlist in the peace-time,
local militia wére one continuing focus of the black equal rights movement of the
1850s. The movement to establish all black drill and militia companies reflected this
new militancy: '

Blacks felt themselves embattled: the positive, visible, even .inspirational presence of dis-

ciplined, organized, and armed community members served not only to discourage slave

catchers but also to bolster the courage of the community.!!

Led by Robert Morris, Charles Remond, and other African-American leaders,
Massachusetts blacks petitioned the government again and again for the right to es-
tablish a militia company. Their petitions were denied. " Finally, 'in 1854 a private
black militia unit, the Massasoit Guards, was formed. Its members came from all
classes of Boston’s African-American community.!?

When war broke out African-Americans throughout the north volunteered to serve
the ‘Union. 'From the first they were refused admission to the US Army. Neverthe-
less, some men 'did enlist in other services at the outset of the conflict.

The black men who were aquainted with the main-spring of the rehellion rushed for-
+  ward-at the commencement.... Some, impatient for the conflict, rushed into the navy;
while‘a considerable number, determined to see the thing done even if they could take no

part in it, have gone out as servants to officers.13" *

Those who did not enlist as servants or sailors continued to oppose unequal treat-
ment by whites. A meeting was held at Boston’s Twelfth Baptist Church in the spring
of.1861 which called for the repeal of discriminatory military laws. On 29 April 1861,
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Robert Morris, one of the leaders of previous petition drives, made a speech in favor of
military preparedness. Lewis Hayden, George T. Downing, M.R. DeMortie, and oth-
ers, who would later be involved in recruiting for the 54th, also spoke. As a result of
this meeting, a private military drill society was organized.'*

Petitions were sent to the government. The government turned them down. The
same process was taking place in other states, but northern blacks, although willing
to volunteer for service in the US Army, continued, at the same time, to protest dis-
erimination. Henry Cooper, the captain of a Philadelphia military company, refused
to serve until he was given equal rights with whites:

We... have more knowledge of our duty, and also more dignity, than to offer our services

to a Covernment, when knowing at the same time, that the laws call for none but white

men to do military duty.... I, as the Captain, in behalf of the Company, am resolved
never to offer or give service, except it be on equality with all other men.!*

As was mentioned above, there was some support among whites for equal rights
for blacks in the north. Governor Andrew, many high-ranking Republican politicians
and white anti-slavery leaders saw no reason why blacks should not have the right to
fight for their country. Many of these whites had fought for equal rights for blacks
before the war.

But there were other reasons for whites to support black enlistment. State govern-
ments had a desperate need for soldiers. Each state had to supply a quota of men to
fight in the northern armies. The war had been going on for some time and was rob-
bing Massachusetts of the men needed to run the state’s factories. At the same time
that Governor Andrew was pressuring the Lincoln administration to allow northern
black enlistment, he was also locking for other ways to fill the state’s quota.

Andrew established a commitiee of businessmen to run the state’s recruiting drive
more efficiently, in a way that would not hurt business. They recruited one thousand
Europeans to migrate to Massachusetts and enlist. They began to support enlistment
of black troops in the spring of 1862 and soon decided that either southern or northern
blacks would provide a more acceptable supply of men than Europeans.'®

The attitude of the US government also began to change in 1862, Its situation was
becoming desperate. As the war wore on, the number of white volunteers was drop-
ping. The war was unpopular among white workingmen; they were not enlisting. At
the same time, due to Union losses and desertions, the need for men increased. In
1862, some Union generals began to independently recruit freed slaves in the south.
Nevertheless, the administration still refused to allow the northern states to enlist
black troops!?

Finally, following a series of victories which increased support for the adminis-

tration, Lincoln felt secure encugh to reverse his decision and on 26 January 1863, gave
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Massachusetts permission to raise troops which would “include persons of African
descent, organized intoc special corps.” The 54th Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry
was to be made up of black enlisted men. African-Americans, however, could not be-
come officers in the regiment. An officer could give an order to any soldier beneath
his rank. The idea of black officers giving orders to white soldiers was unacceptable.
The officers of the all black 54th had to be all white.!#

After receiving permission to recruit, Governor Andrew privately presented his
plan for the 54th to some of Boston’s black leaders. At first, only Lewis Hayden, a
political appointee, supported him; the others insisted on equal treatment with whites,
inciuding the opportunity to become officers. Robert Morris, who had been in the
forefront of the petition movement to allow blacks to join the state militia, especially
opposed the ban on black officers. Although all African-American leaders opposed the
ban some felt that they should protest by refusing to enlist. They attacked the gover-
nor’s plan at a public meeting at the Twelfth Baptist Church when he spoke to pro-
mote recruitment for the 54th.!®

Nevertheless, recruiting began in Boston, New Bedford, Springfield, and Philadel-
phia in early February 1863, A white officer recruited a company that he would later
command. While these officers received private support from some blacks in their
areas, no African-American agents were appointed as recruiters by the state.??

On 9 February Lt. John W. Appleton received orders to hire an office in Boston’s
West End, “where colored folks abounded, and begin to drum up recruits.” The
Boston Daily Traveller noted that Appleton had started recruiting but that blacks in
the vicinity were not very well pleased with the proposition of a black regiment with
white officers. 2!

Recruitment went slowly in Boston. Appleton enrolled his first man, William
Henry Jones, aged 44, on 10 February. By 14 February only six men had enlisted in
the city. Appleton attributed the problem, in part, to opposition to the ban on black
officers. He specifically mentioned Aaron Bradley, “a light colored freckled faced
man [who] was busy in making a trouble for us out of this matter.” 22

There was trouble in other cities as well. During a recruiting meeting in New
Bedford Dr. Bayne protested “that Colored men had not had full justice done them
and complained that black men were not made recruiting officers.”?3

In a letter published by Frederick Douglass, John W. Menard condemned enlist-
ment, protested that the United States was a government by and for white people only
and claimed that enlistment would only serve to strengthen that type of government:

It is clear, then, that if we take up arms to perpetuate a white nationality or a natural

antagonistic element, we would be knocking against our own heads and sealing the doom

of posterity. Negro regiments fare very well in the old Bay State, but I fear down here in
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Dixie they would be as soon be favored with an attack from the “Red, White, and Blue”

as from the ragged representatives of Jeff Davis. Because... the only ohjection white peo-

ple have to us is when we appear like ladies and gentlemen.24

Menard stated an objection that was held by many educated African-American
men: doctors, lawyers, ministers, authors and businessmen. They considered them-
selves to be equal or superior to ordinary whites. They were gentlemen. Their status
had been recognized in the black community. Some of them were officers of the pri-
vate militia and drill companies that had formed in black communities. They felt that
they had as much a right to be officers as whites of similar occupation and status.

Robert Purvis, a wealthy leader of Philadelphia’s African-American community
expressed his frustration:

...notwithstanding the advances made by the government forming regiments of colored

men—it is 8 sad misapprehension of character aspirations and selfrespect of colored men

to suppose that they would submit to the degrading limit which the government. imposes

in regard to the officering of said regiments. From that position and error... failure to

obtain the right kind of man... will result. 28

Apart from the restriction on officers, blacks chose not to enlist for other reasons
as well. They had many of the same reasons that whites had for not enlisting. An
Ohio man said, *I have no inclination to go to war. | had as soon pay three hundred
dollars if I had it.” Another man asked, “Do you suppose I am going to leave my
home and comforts to be killed for nothing? I am not going to do any such thing.” 28

A Cincinnati man complained:

1 do not think, however, that more than 10 or 12 if so many, will go. The fact is, our

men... are like the whites. At the beginning of the War when it was thought that there

would be little, if any fighting every man you met with wanted to go to War; but now

when they know that hard fighting is to be done, hardships to be suffered and privations

endured, it is rather difficult, in fact impossible to get their courage screwed to the

fighting pitch.?7

Faced with this resistance, Massachusetts’ government reorganized its recruit-
ment plan. Joined by black and white anti-slavery leaders who supported enlistment,
Andrew took his message directly to the African-American community in a series of
public meetings in Boston and New Bedford. He promised that black enlisted men
would receive equal treatment with whites in all other ways except that they could not
become officers,28

On 16 February an advertisement was placed in the Boston Journal;

Wanted. Good men for the Fifty-fourth Regiment of Massachusetts Volunteers of African

descent... $100 bounty at expiration of term of service. Pay $13 per month, and state aid

for families.29
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The notice offered the same money and benefits to blacks as white soldiers re-
ceived. i

On the same day a meeting held at Joy Street Baptist Church, Boston’s oldest
black church, illustrates the new strategy of the recruiters. The meeting was run by
blacks. It was presided over by three black men who, themselves, were to enlist.
Wendell Phillips, a white anti-slavery leader and reformer, gave the main address. He
admitted that the ban on black officers was wrong but he also suggested that officers’
commissions could be gotten in the future, if blacks showed their merit: “Put your-
selves under the Stars and Stripes, and fight yourself to the marquee of a general, and
you shall come out with a sword.” His suggestion met with cheers.

He went on to urge his audience to accept the ban for now and to enlist: “ , you
cannot have a whole loaf, will you not take a slice? That is the great question for you
to decide.” Other speakers followed the same theme: '

You desire to be line-officers yourselves.... If you want commissions go earn, and get

them. [Cheers.] Never let it be said that, when the country called, this reason kept back a

single man from the army, but go cheerfully....3?

Also, some black leaders changed their positions. Robert Morris, who had previ-
ously opposed Andrew, spoke at the meeting. The Liberator réported that his
remarks, as well as those of the others, “were patriotic and generously applauded.”
As a result, two days later, on 18 February, the Journal expected “the military com-
pany of colored men to be full this week” and reported that Andrew was expected to
appear at another meeting to aid enlistment.! By the end of February William C.
Nell reported that enthusiastic meetings were being held throughout New England:

At the several meetings addressed by William Wells Brown, Charles Lenox Remond, and

Dr. J.B. Smith, the objections to enlistments have been satisfactorily explained....??

Other meetings alsoc emphasized African-American participation and promises
that blacks could become officers in the future. On 5 March the annual Crispus At-
tucks Day celebration was held in Boston’s Tremont Temple. Attucks was cne of the

“victims” of the Boston Massacre, and was memorialized by blacks as an African-
American hero. By commemorating Attucks’s role in the Revolution, blacks and
white abolitionists used the imagery of Boston’s revolutionary past to call for the end
of slavery and for equality for African-Americans in the present.3?

The occasion was also used as a recruiting rally for the 54th. A contingent of men
from the 54th, in uniform, was on the platform. William C. Nell, who wrote for the
Liberator and had led Boston's black community in the fight for integrated public
schools in the 1850s, was one of the main speakers. Nell expressed his conviction

“that by accepting the opportunity of becoming soldiers... the result cannot be other-

wise than a full acknowledgment of every right.” Sergeant Willilam H. Carney and
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other black soldiers from the 54th also spoke. A white officer:

...said their thorough military education was of the greatest possible importance, since

all of them would soon be V\:'anted as officers of new regiments. ¥4

Yet many more men were needed to {ill the regiment than could be found in Mas-
sachusetts or even in New England. Andrew called on the white abolitionist, George
Luther Stearns, to act as the state’s chief agent in organizing recruitment among
blacks. With money raised by a special committee, Stearns hired a number of
African-American recruiters. These men were well known throughout the north.
Frederick Douglass, William Wells Brown, Martin R. Delany, Charles 1. Remond,
John Mercer Langston, John S. Rock, and Henry Highland Garnett, all pre-war
anti-slavery and civil rights leaders, were among them.3?

By February 23, Stearns had begun to recruit in Buffalo, New York. He toock a
personal, community oriented approach to organizing. While having his hair cut, he
discussed recruitment plans with a black barber. The barber later gathered a few
friends to work with Stearns in organizing a recruitment meeting.

At the meeting Stearns emphasized the importance of enlistment in order to aid in
the fight against slavery and to improve the “future of the negro race.” He assured
the meeting that blacks would be able to become officers in the near future. However,
it was not until after Stearns promised that he, personally, would look after one man’s
family and care for their needs, that ten or twelve men enrolled.3¢

In other cities as well, Stearns’s agents relied on local people to encourage their
fellow community members to enlist. A Cincinnati, Ohio man commented that:

...an agent from *“Mass.” was here a few days since for the purpose of getting recruits

for the 54th Massachusetts. A few of us met with him and selected a committee to see

what could be done.37

Nevertheless, the organization met with a great deal of opposition. The Liberator,
and several other newspapers, described a New York recruitment meeting on 27 April
at Shiloh Church, led by Douglass, Garnet and others. Only one recruit came for-
ward. A black New Yorker, Robert Johnson, gave a spirited defense of this refusal to
join:

...by a few well spoken words, [he] convinced the meeting that it was not cowardice

which made the young men hesitate to enlist, but a proper respect for their own man-

hood. If the government wanted their services, let it guarantee to them all the rights of
citizens and soldiers, and, instead of one man, he would insure them 5, 00 men in twenty
days. Mr. J’s remarks were received with tremendous and long-continued applause.38

Douglass and the other recruiters retreated to organize another meeting for the
30th. At this meeting, pro-enlistment resolutions were passed but few men joined.3%?

In response to opposition, disinterest and war weariness the recruiters blanketed
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the northern black communities with broadsides, newspaper editorials and eloquent
appeals for enlistment. Frederick Douglass took up the cause with passion. Speaking
editorially-in Douglass’ Monthly, sending appeals to newspapers or lecturing throughout
the north, Douglass words reached African-American men from Massachuseits to
California. In an appeal published by the San Francisco Bulletin, he linked enlistment
in the 54th with the spirit of African-Americans who had led or joined rebellions
against slavery:

Remember Denmark Vesey of Charleston; remember Nathaniel Turner of South Hamp-

ton; remember Shields, Grace and Copeland who followed John Brown and fell as

glorious martyrs for the cause of the slave.4?

Other black editors also supported recruitment. In response to an anti-enlistment
letter to the Christian Recorder, Henry M. Turner replied:

Ah! That may do for that portion of ocur people who have no interest in the South;
those who have no sympathy, no friends, no relations, no care.... But those who... abhor
the monster slavery, and have felt its inhuman crushings, will look from a different
standpoint. 4}

But perhaps more than any other, the most effective message to the black commu-
nities of the north was to encourage them to take up arms against slavery. “Can you
ask more,” questioned the Angio African, “than a chance to drive bayonet or bullet
into the slaveholders’ hearts?” ;

.Are you most anxious to be captains and colonels, or to extirpate these vipers from the

face of the earth? The government has... announced the freedom of all our brethren

within the grasp of rebellion, is there any higher, any nobler duty than to.., pluck out
from the grasp of the slaveholders the victims of their lust and tyranny?¢?

Despite the refusals and racism of white Americans, bla(;k Americans still
claimed the United States as their country. A letter in the Pacific Appeal stated:

Al we want.., is to be ready at the call of our country, and when we show the world

that we are as willing to lay our lives down... as they are, then, and not until then, will

we be respected as men.*3?

Despite discouragement in the black community and harassment from whites, the
recruitment drive was successful. By 1 April, 21 officers and 400 men were in camp
training for the 54th. By 12 May, Massachuseits was able to recruit not only enough
men to fill the 54th, but to begin a new regiment, the 55th. On 28 May, the 54th Regi-
ment of Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry marched through the streets of Boston in
full dress uniform to ceremonies that would mark its departure for the war in the
south. 44

This paper began with the intent of exploring the attitudes of northern blacks

towards a specific policy of the Lincoln government, recruitment of soldiers for the

— 130 —



' Robert E. Gettings

first African-American regiment in the north. We have seen that the response among
African-Americans as individuals was varied. The response also varied by region.
There was a great deal of support for the regiment in rural Berkshire County, and a
great'deal of protest in other areas such as Boston, Philadefphia and New York." -

'+ Although blacks had many of the same reasons as whites for not wanting to fight,
most African-American opposition to recruitment for the 54th was a protest against a
specific instance of racial inequality: the ban on black officers, This demand for
racial equality was not a new one. It had its roots in the equal rights movements of
the 1850s. African-Americans were very willing to fight but they demanded the right
to enlist in the US Army on equal terms with whites.

Early attempts to recruit made by white officers were not successful. The state
had to ¢reate a new recruiting organization, staffed by African-American agents, to
attract black recruits in sufficient numbers. It took the combined efforts of radical
whites and African-American leaders to overcome resistance to recruitment. -

Finally, that resistance was overcome, to a great extent, by false promises which
pro-enlistment leaders could not guarantee. They claimed that the Lincoln' govern-
ment’s policy would change, that soon blacks would receive equal treatment with
whites and be granted commaissions as officers. - ‘ '

This did not happen. In fact the government’s treatment of its black troops was
even worse than the supporters of the 54th had imagined. Blacks were denied ‘the
equal pay and benefits that they had been promised before enlistment. The govern-
ment refused to confirm blacks as officers. "

Nevertheless, hundreds of thousands of African-Americans stepped forward to
enlist in the US Army. Throughout the north and south they answered the call to

*drive bayonet or bullet into the slaveholders’ hearts.” They did this, however, with-
out giving up their fight for equal rights with whites. As fighters, both on the battle-
field and against the racism of the white government, they brought the cause of free-

dom and equal rights one long march closer for themselves and generations of Ameri-

cans to come.
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