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combat multiplier—Supporting and subsidiary means that significantly in-
crease the relative combat strength (power) of a force while actual force ratios
remain constant. Examples of combat multipliers are economizing in one
area to mass in another, leadership, unit morale, surprise, deception, battle-
field information, camouflage, electronic warfare, psychological operations,
terrain reinforcement, smoke, and indirect fires. (See also combat power.) See
FM 100-5. (FM 101-5-1 MCRP 5-2A, 1-31)
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Foreword

This study by Lieutenant Colonel Krewasky A. Salter represents a
dedicated effort to draw attention to African-American units and service
members over four major wars covering some 170 years. His background
in military history and African-American history, along with his numerous
professional research, publications, and teaching experiences in both civil-
ian and military institutions, makes him imminently qualified to undertake
this project. As a battalion command selectee, Salter has had a remarkable
career on the military side as well. He is, therefore, uniquely qualified as
a soldier-scholar. Salter has indeed maintained a rock-solid professional
reputation in both arenas.

Salter was motivated for the right reasons to undertake this venture. It
was not intended to cover all aspects of African-American contributions
to the freedom of our great nation but to offer a stimulus for more indi-
vidual and collective examination of the untold and unwritten accounts of
African-Americans in combat in the continental United States and over-
seas. The intent was not only to attract the students of military history but
to provide a broad examination of the facts that would equally attract the
casual student of history as well as those who consider themselves profes-
sional historians, regardless of their ethnic background.

This study presents a forum for an intellectual discourse on African-
American contributions to the development of America. It will definitely
be a great addition to the previously published works by the U.S. Army
Command and General Staff College (CGSC) Combat Studies Institute
(CSI) and will surely fill an important void in its catalog. The manner in
which Lieutenant Colonel Salter imparts the study’s results allows read-
ers to make their own conclusions about the benefit of African-Americans
to the successes of each battle or campaign experience and to determine
if indeed they truly enhanced the outcome of the wars. Additionally, for
the sake of African-Americans, it satisfies some of the omissions from
previous historians and gives a better picture of the many Americans who
fought continuously and boldly for the United States of America. For the
sake of all Americans, especially professional soldiers, it offers insight
into an often-overlooked aspect of our American military heritage.



In the time that it took to bring this study to a conclusion, those who
established the environment and conditions for Salter to start and success-
fully complete this work deserve enormous credit for their assistance.
Those who facilitated the decision to publish this study as a contribution
to the historical record should also be commended.

Reginal G. Clemmons

Major General, U.S. Army
Commandant, National War College
Washington, DC

May 2003
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Introduction

This Special Study has four stand-alone, chronological chapters that
examine selected African-American military units spanning from 1775 to
1945, covering the American Revolution, the Civil War, World War I, and
World War 11, each chapter is conclusive and relative to the big picture.
By doing this, I have made it easy for educators to select a chapter to
study a particular era, yet use the study as a whole. Although each chapter
covers different eras, I have made an effort to link each chapter by writing
a “short bridge” to transition to the next chapter rather than, for example,
simply jumping from the end of the Revolutionary War in 1783 in chapter
1 to the start of the Civil War in 1861 in chapter 2.

Chapter 1 actually begins in 1770 with the death of a former slave
at the Boston Massacre who was willing to give his life for American
independence. The chapter then traverses the military chronology of the
war from Bunker Hill in 1775 to Yorktown in 1783. In this chapter the
transition will briefly examine the roles of blacks during the War 1812 and
the Second Seminole War. Chapter 2 will look at black Civil War soldiers
in five selected United States Colored Troops (U.S.C.T.) units. The First
Kansas’ battle experience in the Midwest will be explored. The struggle of
former slaves of the First South Carolina in the Department of the South
is also examined. And, arguably the most famous of all black Civil War
units, the three Louisiana Native Guards regiments will be discussed—the
54th Massachusetts being the other well-known black Civil War unit. At
the end of the chapter, it will become clear that these five units were only
a small portion of the black units to serve and fight during the American
Civil War. Chapter 3 will begin by briefly discussing the service of black
soldiers from 1866 to 1917 in an effort to bridge chapters 2 and 3. The
main focus of the chapter, however, will explore, in detail, the 92d and 93d
Infantry Divisions and their journey to Europe and eventual combat service
during World War 1. The contributions of those noncombat arms soldiers
will also be addressed. Chapter 4 begins with a synopsis of the struggle to
put blacks in uniform during the interwar years 1919 to 1940. The “meat
and potatoes” of this chapter will be the five vignettes that examine unique
black units. One of the units examined is a black female postal service
unit. The result of all the blood shed by black soldiers, sailors, airmen,
marines, and their white compatriots in the 170 years from the start of the
Revolutionary War to the end of World War Il came to fruition in the form
of Executive Order (EO) 9981 in 1948 and the eventual integration of



the military services during, and in the aftermath of, the Korean war. The
conclusion will briefly address those latter two points.

It is also important that readers understand how this study was
initiated. The Director of Combat Studies Institute (CSI), then Colonel
Jerry D. Morelock, asked that I write a study about African-American
military servicemen to help fill an important void in the CSI curriculum.
The decision to write this paper was not an easy choice to make. As an
individual and scholar, it was a dream assignment; as a professional career
combat arms Army officer having a desire to just be “one of the guys on
the team,” it was extremely hard for me to take on this assignment. Yet,
even as | accepted Morelock’s offer in January 1998, I still was not sure
that I really wanted to undertake this research project. What would my
thesis be? What angle should I take to make this study interesting to all
races, creeds, colors, nationalities, and genders? How would [, being an
African-American military history specialist, package such a large area
of study into a concise volume that the Army and other military branches
could use? Last, and most important to me, was how would I be accepted
by my military colleagues after writing on such a topic?

The last question has been the most difficult to deal with because 1
have had the opportunity on many occasions to literally be that “fly on the
wall.” Still today, topics of race and gender fuel heated debates that are
more times than not filled with ignorance from both sides of the debate.
Some will quote African-American history out of context or, worse yet,
quote it without factual support. Those on the other side of the debate are
quick to cry “revisionist history” or deny the facts of history even when
there is credible primary-source documentation to support an argument.
Did I want to be a part of these debates as they related to blacks in the
military? [ knew that I did not want to be on the side that misquoted history,
nor did I want to be on the side that considered history, overlooked in the
past, revisionist history. I did, however, want to be a bridge for both sides
and hopefully bring context and substance to the debates. My decision was
not solidified, however, until I experienced a professional “blinding flash
of the obvious” in spring 1998.

In May 1998, I was teaching the “African-American Military
Experience” elective for the second straight semester at the Command
and General Staff College (CGSC), Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. I was
approached by many students—black, white, and one foreign student—
who said that they had heard great things about my elective and wished that
they had made room on their schedules to take it. Some students actually
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overloaded their schedule to take the class. The event that really solidified
my professional mind was the day I substituted in the Civil War elective
course for one of my CSI colleagues. The particular day that I substituted
was the last meeting that term, culminating a complete year of concentrated
studies in various military topics, to include military history. Among the
several aspects that the primary instructor asked me to ensure his students
examined was, “Identify something that was revolutionary about the Civil
War that would continue to impact on the military.” The usual answers of
weapon rifling, railroad usage, and command and control structure, came
up. One of the students, who had already demonstrated throughout the
previous 2 hours of the 3-hour class that he was a very well-read person,
said, “During the Civil War we see for the first time in American history
the use of black soldiers, but none actually fought.” After I professionally
corrected him, with the help of one or two other students in the class, |
could see the utter disbelief on the faces of the eight or nine other students
in the class. | was not sure if they were upset with their American history
educational system or upset with me for having the audacity to discuss this
subject. Nonetheless, when I walked out of that class, I knew I had made
the right decision to write this study. My most important concern of “how
I would be accepted by my military colleagues” was no longer relevant.

Now all that was left was to answer the other three questions. The
thesis of this research project is a simple question: “Were persons of
African descent contributors on the field of battle, as combatants or
noncombatants, during four American wars?”” The concise thesis, thus, is
“combat multipliers?”* While it is certainly not my intent to conclude that
these wars and campaigns were won by black soldiers, sailors, airmen, and
marines, [ firmly believe that they were indeed combat multipliers. Further,
I do not suggest that the African-American men and women discussed in
the following pages were more deserving of hero status than their white
counterparts. The reader must keep in mind that this study, though, is their
story. The design of this discourse is simply to introduce the reader to
enough information to allow him to make an educated conclusion and to
effectively debate and answer the thesis. It may be very likely that some
readers will not conclude that blacks were combat multipliers.

What angle should I take? As an American military historian, an
African-American history historian, and a career military officer, I decided
to put on all three hats to develop my angle. As an American military
historian, I wanted the project to fit into well-defined American history
periods. Thus, the reader should find that each chapter puts the black



experience, as much as possible, into the middle of the overall war story.
As an African-American historian, first and foremost, I wanted to ensure
that the information was well sourced and presented. Then I wanted to
ensure that the discourse was provocative and interesting enough to incite
debate and discussion and cause others to want to examine each area in
further detail. It has not been my intent or goal to write a complete history
of each era. That task has been left for a full-time historian. Further, it is
my hope that a reader of this study will be inspired to write in greater detail
on any given segment addressed within the pages of the discourse. As a
career military officer, I wanted it to be intellectually inviting enough to
attract a wide range of people who would otherwise not be interested in
such a topic in history. Nonetheless, my greatest desire was for people in
my profession to be better informed about another aspect of their heritage.
I did not write this study solely with military students in mind; it was
written with the general public in mind as well. It will be engaging reading
for anyone interested in American, military, or African-American history
or anyone interested in an enlightened read. How would I package the
project? That question has been addressed in the first paragraph of this
introduction.

To get to my outlined objectives, I completed my study in spring 1999
and presented it to a board of historians and instructors at CGSC and to
one outside historian in spring 2000. Although I found that this study was
very well received, there were some concerns that [ had missed my intent
completely. Either it was very clear from the facts presented that blacks
were indeed “combat multipliers” and thus little was left to the reader to
conclude, or the discourse was too boastful of their participation. Either I
was too close to the subject or I was too eager to tell the story to the point
that I willingly overemphasized the good. The latter was definitely not
true. The first, though, probably had some merit. After the board, I reread
the work, edited it heavily in places, and put it on the shelf for a couple of
months. The board, which was led by the current director of CSI, Colonel
Lawyn C. Edwards, has helped immensely to make this a better and
much more balanced study. There are other members of the board I must



thank for their critical, professional, and scholarly insights: Dr. Lawrence
A. Yates, CSI Research and Publication Team; Dr. George F. Steger,
Chairman, History and Political Science Department, Saint Mary College,
Leavenworth, Kansas; and LTC John K. Hackney, Director, Center for
Army Leadership, CGSC.

Others who had a hand in the fruition of this study either as a source
of encouragement or read parts of the study and offered direct or indirect
comments are: Dr. Roger J. Spiller, George C. Marshall Professor of
Military History, CGSC; Dr. William G. Robertson, TRADOC Chief of
Staff Rides and CAC Historian; Dr. George W. Gawrych, Dr. Samuel
J. Lewis, Dr. Michael D. Pearlman, LTC Rick Stephenson, LTC W.E.
Bassett, LTC Edward Clay, LTC Walter Kretchik, and LTC Versalles
Washington, CSI instructors. Mr. Lew Bernstein, Mr. Donald Gilmore,
and Ms. Sharon Torres, CSI. I would also like to thank the CSI editors for
their great work with my manuscript. A very special thanks to Commander
Clayton Philpot, U.S. Navy Retired, for his constant counsel and to my CSI
boss, LTC Sylvia Rivera-Cabasa, for her constant encouragement. Last, to
all my peer-students whom I had the honor to teach during the academic
year (AY) 1997-98 and AY 1998-99. Their challenging questions, lively
debates, and classroom discussions helped to further develop my teaching
skills and desire to finish this paper. Thanks to you all. Any shortfalls are
solely the fault of this author.

Note

1. In military terms, a “combat multiplier” is any element, usually a battlefield
system, or grouping of battlefield systems—such as air defense artillery (ADA) systems,
including Stingers, Avengers, or Linebackers, all three missile firing weapons—that
enhance the combat power of a fighting force. Without a particular system within a specific
environment, winning the battle could be very difficult, if not impossible. For example, if
the enemy had a large and powerful air threat, then ADA would be, without doubt, a combat
multiplier. The presence of a combat multiplier does not automatically guarantee success.
Combat multipliers could also be a specific type of fighting soldier such as infantry, Special
Forces, or Delta Forces. In this thesis, it is simply my contention that soldiers of African
descent have been combat multipliers on the field of American battles for many centuries.






Chapter 1

American Revolution

By 1770, American colonists were increasingly dismayed about
being the subjects of “taxation without representation.” The mixture of
British soldiers—the enforcers of taxation—and American colonists—the
enforcees—in close proximity to each other was a brewing powder keg.
The spark that eventually set off the powder keg five years later actually
occurred on 5 March 1770, when British soldiers and British Captain
Thomas Preston rushed to King Street in Boston, Massachusetts, to calm a
crowd of “motley” and “saucy” boys angry over the treatment of a colonial
boy by a British soldier. When the British soldiers arrived, they were met
by the growing crowd led by Crispus Attucks. Attucks was shouting,
“[t]he way to get rid of these soldiers is to attack the main guard; strike at
the root; this is the nest.” At some point during the commotion, shots rang
out and five persons would become martyrs.! This was the electrifying
event that started the colonists on the road to independence. A stone placed
above the site where four of the martyrs were buried read:

Long as in Freedom’s cause the wise contend,
Dear to your country shall your fame extend;
While to the world the lettered stone shall tell
Where Caldwell, Attucks, Gray and Maverick fell.?

Attucks was a fugitive slave who, as described by John Adams, stood
at the head of a “motley rabble of saucy boys, Negroes and mulattoes,
Irish Teagues, and outlandish Jack Tars.” Attucks had run away from
his Framingham, Massachusetts, enslavement in 1750, at which time he
was advertised as “a mulatto fellow, about 27 years of age, . . . 6 feet 2
inches high, short, cur’l hair . . .” Thus, at the Boston Massacre, a full
five years before the official start of the American War for Independence,
the individual widely known as among the first to give his life in pursuit
of American independence was of African descent. With Attucks’ death
on King Street, two distinct issues had been set into motion. First, the
revolutionary philosophy of liberty, equality, and fraternity for all—which
would become a dichotomy of the era—was undeniably opened. Second,
the question of what to do with the 20 percent of the colonial population
that was of African descent became paramount. The second issue spawned
two additional questions. If you allow them to fight, how could you
consciously deny them their freedom? And, if you reject their combat
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power, could you win the war against the most powerful country on
the globe? This chapter will examine the first issue very briefly, and the
second issue at length.

The revolutionary philosophy of liberty, equality, fraternity is most
often associated with the French Revolution—which began in 1789,
six years after the American Revolution ended—because European
philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau, who wrote Social Contract
epitomizing the philosophy of revolution, was a Frenchman. It can be
argued, however, that since Rousseau wrote of liberty, equality, fraternity
in 1762, he was equally writing about the inevitable American Revolution
as much as he was about the anticipated, but distant, French Revolution.’
The facts, therefore, are that a Frenchman coined the philosophy, but the
American colonists were the first to put it into practice.

Rousseau’s philosophy was based on the premise that people,
collectively or as individuals, had the right to depose a tyrant and restore
freedom on themselves.® When the American colonists adopted this
philosophy against England, they should not have been surprised when
their black population did so as well. Both white and black colonists
were fighting for freedom from England. Colonists of African descent,
however, took their cause one step further and also fought in hopes of
obtaining freedom from their American oppressors. White colonists were
well aware of this and made attempts early in the war to deny blacks the
opportunity to serve. Why? Perhaps Mrs. Abigail Adams, wife and mother,
respectively, of two future American presidents, expressed it best in 1774,
when she wrote to her husband:

It always appeared a most iniquitous scheme to me to fight our-
selves for what we are daily robbing and plundering from those
who have as good a right to freedom as we have.’

In short, the war was beginning on a resounding note of hypocrisy.
Slaves were to the colonists as the colonists were to the British Crown;
each group oppressed the other outright. Most sensible colonists could
not rightly see themselves fighting for freedom against an oppressor
while at the same time they allowed oppressed subjects under them
to fight. The gentlemanly chivalry of the era, which was still very
much alive, would demand that they free all oppressed individuals,
and their relatives who contributed to the cause. During summer
1775, the Committee of Safety passed a resolution which stated:



Resolved. That it is the opinion of this committee, that as the
contest now between Great Britain and the Colonies respects
the liberties and privileges of the latter, which the Colonies are
determined to maintain, that the admission of any persons, as
soldiers, into the army now raising, but such as are freemen,
will be inconsistent with the principles that are supported, and
reflect dishonor on this Colony; and that no Slaves be admitted
into this army on any consideration whatever.®

Before the resolution, however, as will become evident in the following
pages, Attucks and others at Lexington, Concord, and Bunker Hill had
already served and died. Therein, thus, was the dichotomy of the American
Revolution. The colonists were eventually forced to relook their policy.

kokok

On the second issue of what to do with the 20 percent of the colonial
population that was of African descent, it appears that pure necessity
dictated that black soldiers, sailors, and marines would have to be used.
Indeed, from Lexington and Concord to Yorktown, more than 5,000 blacks
served in the colonial forces, roughly 1,000 others served in the British
forces, and a few served with the French.” Additionally, an unspecified
number, both male and female, served in behind-the-scenes, nonmilitary
roles.

When Paul Revere and William Dawes made their famous ride on the
night of 18 April 1775 from Boston to Lexington—also hoping to reach
Concord—warning the colonists that “the British are coming, the British
are coming,” among the colonists who answered the call and handed the
Redcoats their defeat in the initial engagements of the American Revolution
were black volunteers. Among the recorded names of colonial militia/
minutemen of African descent who fought at Lexington and Concord
are Peter Salem, Joshua Boylston’s Prince, Pompy, Cato Stedman, Cato
Bordman, Cato Wood, Cuff Whittemore, Pomp Blackman, and Prince
Estabrook. Estabrook was listed among the colonial casualties, and Salem
and Whittemore joined many other blacks in the fight at Bunker Hill two
months later.'® In fact, Salem is among the most noted, yet controversial,
figures of Bunker Hill.

There is no doubt that Salem fought heroically during the Battle of
Bunker Hill. In the heat of the battle as Major John Pitcairn, the British
commander, mounted a redoubt in front of colonial soldiers, Salem was



in the forefront of those who faced the British Redcoats as both sides
fired volleys at near point-blank range. Shortly after Pitcairn mounted the
redoubt, he yelled, “The day is ours!” and then fell dead from wounds to
his body. Controversy surrounds who actually fired the shot that killed
Pitcairn. Several noted historians, to include John Hope Franklin, credit
Salem with killing the major. Others, such as Benjamin Quarles, question
who actually fired the bullet. Four things, however, are certain: Pitcairn
was indeed killed on that day; Salem was in the firing line that fired the
bullet; several contemporary accounts credit Salem; and most important,
Pitcairn’s death turned the tide of the battle in favor of the colonists
because they fought with much more zeal after his death.!"! The exact
number of persons of African descent who fought side by side with their
white compatriots at the Battle of Bunker Hill will never be known. In
addition to the ones intermingled throughout the battlefield, such as Salem
and Whittemore, was Major William Lawrence’s company, “whose rank
and file were all negroes [of whom] he always spoke with respect.”!?

For their contributions in the early months of the war, General John
Thomas, one of the two colonial brigade commanders in the Boston area,
said, “we have some Negroes, but I look on them as equally serviceable
with other men . . . many of them have proved themselves brave.”"
Regardless of the fact that Salem and other persons of African descent
had proved themselves to be valuable at Lexington, Concord, and Bunker
Hill, efforts were soon made to discontinue the use of black soldiers. The
resolution of the Committee of Safety, as depicted on the previous page, is
evidence of earlier efforts.

In October 1775, General George Washington, following the lead of
the Committee of Safety but going one step further, and with the majority
support of the council of war, declared that Negroes, free or slave, “be
rejected [for military service] altogether.”'* As a result, the colonies
followed suit, and the ban on Negro soldiers began. It is unclear whether
Washington or Congress ever officially lifted the ban on Negro enlistment.
It is crystal clear, however, that the ink on the ban had barely begun to
dry before it was challenged in November 1775. Officially or not, within
three years, all colonies, except South Carolina and Georgia, were freely
enlisting soldiers of African descent, slave or free.!s

Washington’s ban was seriously challenged on 7 November 1775. John
Murray, Earl of Dunmore, commonly referred to as Lord Dunmore, issued
a proclamation offering freedom to “all indentured servants, Negroes, or
others,” if they joined “His Majesty’s Troops.”!® This generous offer from
the British caused Washington, before the year was out, to ask Congress

10



for permission to begin reenlisting free Negroes.!” Again, the colonies
followed suit, and by spring 1778, evidence shows that most colonies were
freely enlisting blacks, and some had been for more than a year, whether
they were slave or free. In neither case was the shift in policy based on
benevolence. General Washington shifted his stance in reaction to Lord
Dunmore’s proclamation, and most colonies had wholly disregarded the
October 1775 ban due to the necessity for manpower.

By all accounts, Lord Dunmore’s proclamation swayed less than
800 slaves. The battles, foraging parties, and maritime missions they
participated in perhaps did little for the British cause. In actuality, it
probably hurt the British in the long run because Lord Dunmore’s actions
caused the colonists to meaningfully accept the fact that blacks were going
to be a factor in the war, whether they served for them or for the British.
This was best illustrated by Seymour Burr, slave of Aaron Burr’s brother.
One day Seymour Burr ran away to serve in the British army but was
captured before he could join. Instead of punishment, Burr was allowed to
join the Continental Army and promised his freedom after his enlistment
was up. Burr lived as a free man in Massachusetts after the war.'® Clearly,
manpower for either side was at a premium.

The early years of the war were difficult for the colonists. Bunker Hill,
although Pyrrhic, was, nonetheless, a victory for the British. Additionally,
although the British had been pushed out of Boston, they won a significant
campaign during the summer 1776, culminating in a victory at the

Washington Crossing the Delaware. (Prince Whipple and Oliver Cromwell depicted on
right front.) Paul Girardet, after Emmanuel Leutze. (Print collection, Miriam and Ira D.
Wallach Division of Arts, Prints, and Photographs. The New York Public Library, Astor,
Lenox, and Teilden Foundations)
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Battle of Long Island in August. The seemingly bright spots in 1776 for
Washington were his surprise twin victories at Trenton and Princeton, New
Jersey, during mid-December through January 1777. Incidentally, two of
the colonial troops who crossed the Delaware River with Washington
on Christmas Day were black. They were Prince Whipple and Oliver
Cromwell.” Prince Whipple was the bodyguard for General William
Whipple of New Hampshire, Washington’s aide.

As 1776 turned into 1777, continued British pressure and colonial
failure to capitalize on victories at Trenton and Princeton led to
increasingly difficult times for the colonists. Although Trenton and
Princeton were colonial successes, they failed to attract the necessary
soldiers to fill the ranks. Furthermore, by this time, the British had
secured greater control of Quebec and much of the upper waterways in
New York. By the fall, the British had made it as far south as Saratoga. It
was there that the colonists finally gained much-needed victories at two
battles—Freeman’s Farm, fought on 19 September, and Bemis Heights,
fought on 7 October, near Saratoga. The colonial victories at Saratoga are
rightfully considered turning points in the American Revolution because
they resulted in swaying the French to enter the fray on the side of the
colonists. The rigorous training offered by Baron Friedrich Wilhelm von
Steuben at Valley Forge that winter is also rightfully considered a turning
point during this dark period of the war. Another significant positive factor
for the colonists during this period of the war was the increased infusion
of black soldiers, both slave and free.

etk

Necessity caused every colony, except South Carolina and Georgia,
to reach out to the last known reservoir of manpower. In May 1777, the
same month that the British took control of Quebec, Connecticut began its
campaign for permission to recruit and enlist soldiers of African descent,
whether they were free or slave. Connecticut’s actions were soon followed
by Rhode Island and Massachusetts. Connecticut’s General Assembly
considered the use of “Negro and mulatto slaves” for military service.
In return, the slaves would be offered their freedom, and their masters
would receive a paid bounty. Although the General Assembly’s report was
rejected in the upper house, “hundreds of black slaves and freemen were
enlisted . . . in the regiments of . . . the Connecticut line.””

On 2 January 1778, General James M. Varnum, of Rhode Island,
complained to Washington that due to the small number of soldiers re-
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maining in Rhode Island’s two battalions, then training at Valley Forge,
junior field officers requested to make “one temporary battalion from the
two.” Further, they suggested “that a battalion of Negroes [could] be eas-
ily raised there.””' The following month, the General Assembly of Rhode
Island authorized the use of “every able-bodied Negro, mulatto, or Indian
man-slave” for military service. As was stipulated in Connecticut, owners
of the slaves would be financially compensated, and slaves were to receive
certificates of emancipation once discharged from the service.?? In April
1778, Massachusetts followed suit, and all persons of African descent were
legally authorized to enlist.”® The other eight colonies—New Hampshire,
New York, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, and
North Carolina—in varying forms also enlisted black soldiers, despite
the 1775 congressional ban. In New Hampshire, for example, persons of
African descent, regardless of their status, were enlisted into service liber-
ally by 1777. New York, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and North Carolina,
largely beginning in 1777, regularly enlisted slaves as substitutes for their
white masters.** Although states such as Virginia and Delaware, respec-
tively, insisted on either enlisting only free blacks or those with less than
two years of servitude remaining, most able-bodied men, regardless of
status, were enlisted after 1778.2* Last, due to a great need for manpower,
Maryland, a Southern state, began enlisting slaves in 1777.%° In none of the
above cases were persons of African descent enlisted because of a benevo-
lent spirit within the colonies; the need for manpower drove all decisions.
The contributions of these enlistees were, in many cases, quite significant.
The service of persons of African descent in Connecticut offers an excel-
lent depiction of how and why blacks came to be used.

sk

Like most states in 1776, Connecticut received a regimental quota
to fill from the Continental Government. Connecticut was required to fill
eight regiments. As the war dragged on, Connecticut found that it could not
maintain its eight regiments without enlisting a portion of its population
composed of persons of African descent. Free blacks joined for the same
patriotic and monetary reasons that compelled whites to join. Slaves, on
the other hand, joined—or more correctly, in most cases, were sent—for
the promise of their freedom. Some slaves were sent to the Army in lieu
of their masters. Some masters received a bounty for the service of their
slaves, while other masters were released from their draft obligation by
sending slaves in their stead. Regardless of the circumstances surrounding
the enlistment of a slave, many did earn their freedom. Prince Duplex,

13



for example, who was the son of slave parents, enlisted for three years
in 1777. After his discharge in 1780, he married, bought property, and
eventually became active in his local community. He later moved to New
York where he died a free man in 1825. Ironically, some slaves entered
the Army without the promise of freedom at all. Jeff Sill, the slave of
New Haven resident Samuel Hemingway, enlisted perhaps just for the
adventure of being a soldier as opposed to being a slave. Sill understood
that on completion of his enlistment he was to return to slavery. At the
end of his first enlistment, Sill actually reenlisted for a second three-year
obligation.?

Intotal, more than 289 persons of African descent served in Connecticut
regiments. They fought mainly as infantry and generally made noteworthy
contributions to their regiments. Regiments were generally integrated;
however, in 1781, the Fourth Regiment did raise a “nonwhite” company.?’
This company was one of two such companies known to have been
formed in Connecticut. The other was a large company of 45 men and was
“all black.””® Connecticut’s
blacks fought at Bunker Hill,
Norwalk, Danbury, New
London, and Fort Griswald, to
name a few.” One of the most
heroic, yet tragic, accounts of a
Connecticut black soldier was
that of Jordan Freeman at the
Battle of Grotan Heights on
6 September 1781, near New
London and Fort Griswald.
Freeman was a slave and body
servant of Colonel Williams
Ledyard, the commander of
forces at the battle. The British
outnumbered the colonists
800 to 150 as they attempted
to take the port at New
London. Although the British
suffered heavy casualties, they

eventually forced the colonists Marker at Fort Gnswol’d dep‘lc’tmg Jordon Free-

man ready to spear Major William Montgomery.
to surrender. AS' Ledyard was Montgomery led a British attack at this location
surrendering his sword to in the Battle of Gronton Heights. (Connecticut

a British officer, the officer Historical Commission photo)
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took the sword, turned it on Ledyard, and stabbed him. During the thick
of the battle, Freeman and another soldier speared British Major William
Montgomery as he attempted to scale the walls of the fort. Freeman and
another slave, Lambert Latham, were both killed during the battle.*

ks

Regardless of the circumstances behind the enlistment of persons
of African descent, the bottom line was that they fought and served
throughout the American Revolution. There were few battles that did not
have a black person involved. For example, in spring 1776, Joel Taburn,
at the age of 15, enlisted in Nash county, North Carolina, where he served
in at least four different units throughout the war until he was discharged
in 1783. During his seven-year enlistment, Taburn served at the siege of
Charlestown, the Battle of Eutaw Springs, and undoubtedly at many other
engagements.’! In October 1776, at the age of 19, Philip Rodman enlisted
at South Kingston, Rhode Island. Although Rodman only served for 13
months, he was at some of the most significant engagements of the war,
to include the battles of White Plains, Trenton, and Princeton.*? In spring
1777, William Thomas enlisted at Charles City Court House, Virginia.
During his first enlistment, Thomas served at the Battle of Monmouth.
Discharged in February 1779, Thomas reenlisted in 1781 and served at
the Siege of Yorktown.** In May 1777, Isaac Perkins enlisted in North
Carolina and served initially in the Tenth North Carolina Regiment and
later in the Second North Carolina Regiment. It is unclear what actions
Perkins served in; however, he was probably at the siege of Charlestown
when he was taken as a prisoner of war. Perkins subsequently escaped his
captors and lived to receive a pension from 1818 until his death in 1830.%*
One last example shows that a free, 20-year-old “colored man” named
George Buley enlisted in Prince George’s County, Maryland, in 1781.
Buley only served for 9 months, but during that time, he participated in
the Siege of Yorktown and guarded prisoners of war at Fredericksburg,
Virginia.** The Revolutionary War pension files have hundreds of records
confirming the service of persons of African descent. These five selected
depict the extent of the service rendered by such individuals. It, however,
does not end there.

Although it is a fact, as stated earlier, that South Carolina and Georgia
refused to enlist black soldiers, it is also a fact that they, like the other
colonies, used black manpower during the war. In South Carolina, it was
common practice to hire slaves out for military use. While the masters
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would receive the pay, the slaves would serve in the artillery, in semi-
military roles, and perhaps in an occasional fighting role.’® Most of the
identities and statehoods, as in the case of the young “waiter” who fired
a key shot at the Battle of Cowpens to save an officer, have been lost to
history.*” A former Georgia slave named Austin Dabney, who had been
sent by his master to serve in his place, served in a Georgia artillery unit.
During the Battle of Kettle Hill, which was one of the most noted and
indeed toughest battles in Georgia, Dabney was seriously wounded in the
thigh. For his service, Dabney was awarded 112 acres of land, nearly 40
years after the war ended, for his “bravery and fortitude . . . in several
engagements and actions.”® Certainly, the names, identities, and numbers
of many like Dabney and the young waiter in South Carolina have been
lost. But there is a reason why many identities are saved in the North as
opposed to in the South. Very few persons of African descent actually
served in the South because Southerners were afraid to put weapons in the
hands of a population of people that they did not trust. Slavery was not yet
extremely brutal in the 18th century as it would become in the early half
of the 19th century, but it was a harsh living and relative to the era. So, a
Southerner putting a weapon in the hands of a slave in 1777 would be very
analogous to a World War II German concentration camp guard giving a
Jewish prisoner a weapon in 1942. In either case, the oppressed would
have been very likely to use that same weapon against the oppressor.

etk

Service by persons of African descent was not limited to land warfare.
From the beginning of the war, persons of African descent served in the
Continental Marines, the Continental Navy, and other maritime forces. In
Philadelphia’s Tun Tavern, considered the birthplace of the Marine Corps,
at least two blacks, Isaac Walker and a man simply called Orange, were
enlisted there. At least one black, probably John Martin, a black marine
from Delaware, served with the marines who supported Washington at
the Battle of Princeton.’” Five black marines served aboard the Navy’s
Oliver Cromwell in 1777 and 1778 when it made its successful voyage
off the Lesser Antilles and the Azores.* Although few in numbers, which
was in keeping with the tradition of the corps, black marines made a
contribution.

It can be effectively argued that naval forces, whether they were
continental, state, or private, would have been hard pressed were it not
for the presence of persons of African descent. Their services ranged from
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cooks and servants to pilots of vessels. Ambrose Lewis enlisted in the
Navy at Fredericksburg, Virginia, on 15 April 1776 and served aboard two
vessels, the Page and the Dragon, until he was discharged on 16 April
1779.4" For at least three reasons, the ratio of black to white sailors was
much higher than the ratio of black to white soldiers. First, naval service
was austere, difficult, and an unpopular occupation; second, there was a
severe shortage of sailors; and third, and perhaps most important, many
free-born New England, Virginia, and Maryland blacks were already
skilled mariners.** As in the case of the service of persons of African
descent on land, it will never become clear how many blacks served in
the naval and marine forces, but the fact is that they did serve, and their
service enhanced Colonial success.

etk

At this point the three parts of the second issue introduced at the
outset of this chapter must be revisited. The first part of what to do with
the 20 percent of the colonial population that was of African descent has
been addressed throughout the chapter. Quite simply, necessity basically
required their service. The second part, if they are allowed to fight how
could they consciously be denied their freedom; and the third part, if
their combat power is rejected could the war be won, both require further
analysis.

The second question of the denial of freedom is concretely supported
but with paradoxical results. Based on the fact that four colonies—Vermont
in 1777, New Hampshire and Pennsylvania in 1780, and Massachusetts
in 1783—in some form abolished slavery before the war was over, and
another four—Rhode Island and Connecticut in 1784, and New York and
New Jersey in 1785—abolished slavery via gradual abolition shortly after
the war ended, one could argue that the colonist’s conscience did get the
best of them. The paradox, however, is that in all the middle and southern
colonies, from Maryland to Georgia, the institution of slavery gradually
became more embedded. Since the South was agriculturally based while
the North was industrially based, labor was more of a necessity in the
South. Furthermore, Eli Whitney’s invention of the cotton gin in 1793
made cotton even more lucrative to grow. Cotton and the other agricultural
cash crops of the South required large labor bases. The industrially based
North needed more skilled labor. Thus, it may be argued that it was not
conscience at all that swayed the North during the Revolutionary era but,
rather, a supply and demand issue.
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Last, had the colonial forces rejected the service of persons of African
descent it is debatable whether they would have won the war. One could
soundly argue that even if the colonial forces had steadfastly adhered
to Washington’s policy, black soldiers, sailors, and marines would have
fought nonetheless. Their service, however, would have perhaps been
for the British because they were going to fight for whoever gave them
their freedom, thus adding significantly to England’s combat power. This
would have also meant that less combat power would have been afforded
colonial forces, therefore lowering their strength and resulting in their
possible defeat. Another consideration that must be addressed when one
calculates the service of blacks is the countless numbers of black men,
women, and children who worked on fortifications; served as colonial
servants; harvested crops; and acted as French soldiers, spies, and so forth.
Although they are not included in the number of colonial soldiers, sailors,
and marines who carried arms, are these persons not to be considered
indirect combat multipliers?

In the end, the reader must ask himself, “what were the contributions
of persons of African descent to the revolutionary cause, and did their
contributions make a difference?”

etk

When the Revolutionary War officially ended on 3 September 1783,
there was a great deal of uncertainty in the atmosphere.** A young nation
had been, once again, born out of conflagration, and a new people had to
begin to make decisions and laws for themselves without “big brother”
watching them. The first step was to become a nation without a monarchy.
In 1788, after several years of postwar debate and political jockeying
among the states, the Constitution of the United States was finally
ratified.* In 1789, the former commander in chief of the American Army
became the first democratically elected president.

By this time, as discussed earlier, eight states had abolished slavery in
some form or fashion. This, however, did not mean that life was pleasant
or equal for all Americans. In virtually every walk of life, persons of
African descent found themselves at a disadvantage, relegated to the least
desirable societal roles, and officially denied many rights and privileges
associated with being an American. This can be exemplified in the way
that they were dealt with as soldiers, sailors, and marines between 1783
and 1860. In fact, the Militia Act of 1792 limited military service to white
male citizens between 18 and 45 years of age.* Although the law stood
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in effect until 1862, men of color still served and fought throughout the
period.

etk

In the 77 years that separated the American Revolution from the
American Civil War, the United States participated in five military
campaigns of significance—the Quasi-War, the War of 1812, the First
Seminole War, the Second Seminole War, and the Mexican-American
War. In each war, with the possible exception of the Mexican-American
War, persons of African descent participated. Since their numbers in the
Quasi-War and the First Seminole War were nebulous, there is little reason
to examine their roles except to say that no definitive figure exists stating
how many served as sailors during the Quasi-War, which was fought
against the French from 1798 to 1800. During the First Seminole War,
roughly 400 blacks fought with the Seminole tribe against U.S. forces.*¢
It was, however, during the War of 1812 and the Second Seminole War
that persons of African descent made a significant impact. During the War
of 1812, they fought with U.S. forces for America. During the Second
Seminole War, they fought with Native Americans (The Seminole tribe of
Florida) against American forces.*’

The War of 1812, sometimes called the Second War for Independence,
obviously has roots dating back to the American Revolution. The
immediate causes, though, date to 1807, when British ships began to
heavily impress sailors from American vessels, claiming that the sailors
were British deserters. This impressment practice continued for several
years until Congress declared war on England on 17 June 1812. Two ironic
factors were associated with the impressment period leading up to the
war. First, in spite of the Militia Act of 1792, persons of African descent
had been filling positions as sailors on U.S. vessels since the Quasi-War.
The most significant irony, however, occurred in 1807 when the British
man-of-war Leopold seized the U.S. frigate Chesapeake and impressed
four “U.S. citizens.” Request for the release of impressed sailors William
Ware, Daniel Martin, John Strachan, and John Wilsons were demanded by
President Thomas Jefferson’s administration on the grounds that they were
“American citizens.”® Interestingly enough, Ware, Martin, and Strachan
were “Negroes.”

In fact, because of the harshness of naval life, large numbers of crews
were manned by free blacks or black slaves. England, seeking to enforce
its embargo act, mainly directed at Napoleon Bonaparte, felt safe in
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impressing blacks because of the general U.S. sentiment toward blacks.
Nonetheless, when the war officially began in 1812, the Navy had already
been guilty of breaking the 1792 law. Throughout the entire war, persons
of African descent made up more than 10 percent of all naval forces.
They served on most of the existing naval ships and were believed to
have fought in many of the major naval battles. Without doubt, however,
during the Battle of Lake Erie, arguably the most significant naval battle
of the war, one in every 10 to 12 sailors was of African descent. Oliver
H. Perry, commander of the naval forces at Lake Erie, who had initially
complained about being sent so many blacks, soon welcomed all able-
bodied black sailors.* Apparently, they had proved their value to Perry.
Blacks continued to serve in the Navy long after the war was over. In an
1862 letter to the Massachusetts Historical Society, Dr. Usher Parsons, the
surgeon who had served in Perry’s fleet, wrote:

In 1814, our fleet sailed to the Upper Lakes to co-operate with
Colonel Croghan at Mackinac. About one in ten or twelve of the
crews were black.

In 1816, I was surgeon of the ‘Java,” under Commodore Perry.
The white and colored seamen messed together. About one in
six or eight were colored.

In 1819, I was surgeon of the ‘Guerriere,” under Commodore
Macdonough; and the proportion of blacks was about the same
in her crew. There seemed to be an entire absence of prejudice
against the blacks as messmates among the crew. What I
have said applies to the crews of the other ships that sailed in
squadrons.>®

Throughout the period between the War of 1812 and the American Civil
War, blacks, although declining in numbers, remained on naval enlistment
records. As late as 1859, enlistment records from Norfolk, Philadelphia,
and Baltimore show that small numbers of blacks were still joining the
Navy. By this time, however, they had been relegated to the positions of
cooks.”!

etk
Unlike the Navy, the Marine Corps and Army were able to abide by

the 1792 law well into the 19th century. The Marine Corps, as will become
evident in chapter 4, successfully banned blacks until 1942. The Army on
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the other hand, used them as early as 1814. As in the Navy, it was a case
of necessity for the Army. In 1814, the war was nearly over, and only two
of the three states known to enlist blacks actually got an opportunity to use
them. New York raised two regiments totaling more than 2,000 men, many
of whom fought bravely. Pennsylvania organized a regiment of blacks as
well, but the war ended before they saw action.”? The most noted units
composed of black soldiers to serve during the war were undoubtedly two
battalions of free black soldiers from New Orleans.

New Orleans was unique in that it had a sizable free black population
in a period when most persons of African descent, North or South, were
slaves. As early as 1812, Louisiana was the only state in the Union to enlist
blacks, as long as they were free and had been property owners, into the
militia. This is significant because those in New York and Pennsylvania
were not enlisted into the militia; they were simply organized into formed
regiments. On a few occasions, some persons of African descent, to include
Isidore Honore, a free man of color, were commissioned as officers.>® Not
even these militia forces, however, actually saw battle during the war.

The two battalions that actually fought during the Battle of New
Orleans were recruited by General Andrew Jackson in 1814 out of a need
for manpower to face the invading British, who were then threatening
the southern shores of New Orleans. Jackson promised them that they
would receive “the same bounty, in money and lands, as their white
counterparts.”* This prompted between 430 and 600 free blacks to join
Jackson’s forces.” Some of them, undoubtedly, had been in the state
militia.

In addition to building the cotton-bag barricades that protected
Jackson and participating in several skirmishes, as well as in the initial
fight that occurred when the British landed, the two battalions served in
frontline positions on 8 January 1815, the decisive day of the Battle of
New Orleans.* For their actions, Jackson praised them by saying that the
“colored volunteers have not disappointed the hopes that were formed of
their courage and perseverance in the performance of their duty.””” The
free black population of New Orleans would answer the call again during
the American Civil War. But between the War of 1812 and the Civil War,
another group of blacks would serve. This time, however, they fought
against American forces.

etk
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Perhaps the proudest Native American heritage within the United
States is that of the Seminoles. The Seminoles are the only Native
American tribe to have not been completely beaten and forced from
their homeland. Historian Kenneth W. Porter, author of the most recent
definitive work on the role blacks played in the Seminole Wars, perhaps
stated it best when he concluded that:

Of all U.S. conflicts with Native Americans, the Second
Seminole War was the longest—at seven years—and the most
expensive. It cost well over 20 million dollars, four times what
Spain had received for Florida. It was also the deadliest, with
more than 1,500 regular soldiers and sailors lost. In contrast,
from 1866 to 1891, when the many tribes in the West were
conquered, total U.S. Army losses were less than two thousand.
Until the Vietnam conflict, the Second Seminole War was
the longest war ever fought by the United States—and like
[Vietnam], it did not end with an American victory.>®

The Second Seminole War was indeed unique and costly in many
ways. It officially began in December 1835 and officially ended in August
1842.% During that time, more than 10 significant battles were fought. In
mid to late December 1835, Seminoles, joined by several hundred local
slaves, destroyed a sugar plantation in the Saint Johns district and set an
ambush along the southern tip of the Withlacoochee River—in present-
day Sumter County—where Brevet Major Francis L. Dade and more than
100 soldiers were killed. Dade’s Massacre, as the ambush on 28 December
was subsequently called, was indeed brutal.*

A fair question that may come to mind for many readers at this point
in the discourse, is why blacks would fight with Native Americans against
whites. The answer is quite simple; blacks were fighting for freedom. Most
of them were runaway slaves or descendants of runaway slaves. They had
fled to Florida not for a love of the indigenous population but for freedom.
To not fight and lose would be to just give up on freedom. Furthermore,
by the time the Seminole War had begun, Black Seminoles were indeed
Seminoles in every sense of the word. Many, by that time, were second-
and third-generation Black Seminoles. Interracial marriages were the
norm rather than the exception. They were family. Most, therefore, were
simply fighting for their way of life.

On the night of 27 December, about 180 Seminoles, roughly 50 of
whom were black, waited in the vicinity of Wahoo Swamp. At about 0800,
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Dade and his soldiers reached the ambush site. During the initial clash,
roughly half of Dade’s soldiers became casualties. Dade himself was
killed in the fight. For the next 5 1/2 hours, Dade’s soldiers fought from
hastily acquired barricades and concealed locations within the Palmetto
trees. Some accounts say that the soldiers were systematically stabbed and
axed to death and that bodies were mutilated. Regardless of what actually
occurred that day, only “three wounded men survived the carnage.” Blacks
were a deciding factor on both sides of the ambush. Luis Pacheco, a local
slave who had been hired out as a guide to assist Dade’s expedition, was
believed to have led Dade’s men into the ambush. Pacheco ultimately sur-
vived the massacre and subsequently served with the Seminoles until he
was captured and shipped to the Indian Territory in 1838. It was Pacheco
who, many years later, said that the reported mutilations did not occur
because Jumper, the principal chief at the ambush, would not allow it.*!

Only three days later, roughly 200 to 250 Seminoles, including 30 to
50 blacks, ambushed another U.S. force under the command of General
Duncan L. Clinch about 100 miles upstream—in present-day Marion
County—on the Withlacoochee River. Led by Chief Osceola, the most
noted Seminole chief to emerge from the Second Seminole War, the First
Battle of the Withlacoochee was not as decisive as Dade’s Massacre, but it
surely established the Seminoles’ resolve. U.S. forces would have to deal
with that resolve for many years to come. In January 1839, Osceola wrote
Clinch a letter that would prove prophetic:

You have guns and so have we . . . you have powder and lead,
and so have we . . . your men will fight, and so will ours, till the
last drop of the Seminole’s blood has moisted the dust of his
hunting ground.®

Although Osceola died of illness in a prison before the Second Seminole
War ended, his words lived on. Many U.S. colonels and generals, such as
Winfield Scott and Zachary Taylor, both of whom became famous leaders
in American history, entered Florida to crush the Seminoles and their black
allies. They all left without success, and they all found that a significant
reason for the Seminole tribe’s success was, in part, due to the support they
secured from their black brethren.

In this chapter, we have briefly studied the roles that black soldiers,
sailors, and even a few marines played in three distinct wars: the American
Revolution, the War of 1812, and the Second Seminole War. In each case,
an argument can be made for, and against the viability of having black
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soldiers on the left and right flank. Two facts, however, are constant, no
matter how one decides to synopsize the black participation from war to
war. First, in each case, the black fighting person was on the side that
eventually won the war. Thus, maybe their presence did make some level
of positive difference. Second, persons of African descent generally fought
for a different type of freedom and way of life than their allies, with the
possible exception of the Seminoles. True, in all three wars examined, the
oppressed were fighting for freedom, but for the blacks, it usually meant a
permanent loss of all freedoms should they lose.
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