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Chapter 1

William Casey of Natchez, Mississippi, refused all offers foighepevine, even as
much as five hundred dollars from "Madame Bingham" a fellow citizen. In 1850 aeepor
described it as the monarch of grapevines in the United States. With a basectiesen
diameter, and hundreds of feet of fruit bearing vine, it had threatened to taklkeover t
neighborhood. It had already climbed a tree, outgrown its trellises, and spread to
overhanging branches. Such inconveniences, however, counted only as minor problems
when measured against the astounding one ton of fruit estimated to have loaded down its
branches. Local legend had it that a Spaniard planted it many decades dani¢hevflag
of Spain flew over the river town. Finding the local climate suitable, and the tokstthe
Mississippi River bluffs fertile, the vine put down deep roots and flourished, produbatg
some considered a tolerably good wine.

One hundred and thirty years earlier, another European import found the eastern
banks of the Mississippi equally fertile, and the settlers found it just ascatiog. In 1721
Father Pierre Francois de Charlevois declared the region "one of the mastubaad
fertile countries in the world" and that "it wants nothing to make an improvemére t#nd
but negroes, or hired servants." While the priest preferred hired help, thes getferred
slaves, and with those sentiments African slavery arrived at Natchez, fthréified
settlement on the Mississippi River, one hundred and thirty miles northwest of Nean©rl
(perhaps double that by boat). There, on the river bank, and the bluffs some two hundred feet
above, the enslaved Africans (along with a few unfortunate Native Americagagezhin

tobacco cultivation and other menial tasks such as wood chopping, construction, and

! The Pittsfield Sun(Massachusetts), November 28, 1850.



tanning—Ilabors typically associated with a frontier settlement. Moreovegllikble
bodied men on the frontier, their masters expected them to assist in the defenselohthe
against attacks by Indians, Spaniards, and Englishmen. Toward that end, the French had
constructed another fort one hundred miles to the north on the Yazoo River, not far north of
present day Vicksburg. While the alluvial plains west of the Mississippi beckomexld
be some time before settlers tamed the swamps and bayous comprising ¢he et of
the Mississippi. For the remainder of the eighteenth century, the bounty of tha bastsr
more or less sufficed.

In addition to importing the first African slaves to the region, the Frenchilootetd
to the rise of the institution by establishing a legal framework for its goveenan 1685,
Louis XIV issued the&Code Noir a series of fifty-nine articles spelling out the legal status of
masters, slaves, and Jews in the colonies. Dealing with religious concernisdinsitial
articles expelled Jews from, and codified Roman Catholicism as the sgierel, French
holdings. Other articles proscribed punishments for specific crimes ¢t@mdry slaves,
while at the same time outlining certain legal protections, albeit thin ones, owesht.
Under the codeslaves could not engage in commerce without their master's permission, and
even with their master's blessing selling sugar in any quantity washdf.liAs for the
perpetuation of the institution through natural increase, the code listed the mdtiepath
to slavery for children born of mixed parentdge.

In 1724, Jean-Baptiste Le Moyne de Bienville, explorer and governor of &aoaijsi

issued a new black code that addressed the realities, or excesses, of Lonistdya lglany

2 Ronald L. F. DavisThe Black Experience in Natch@&ashington D.C.: Eastern National, 1999), 4:
B. F. French, edHlistorical Journal of Father Pierre Francois Xavide CharlevoisHistorical Collections of
Louisiang 7 vols. (New York, 1846-51, Il,), 141, 154.

3 Edit du Roi, Touchant la Police des Isles de I'Amér FrancaisgParis, 1687), 28-58.



of Bienville's articles duplicated, updated, or illuminated points from the 1685 code.
Reflecting the expansion of French holdings from sugar producing islands ofriblec@a
to the mainland of North America, the new code no longer specified sugar asférespr
currency for payment of fines. Other changes reflected a hardehindeatoward race in
North America, specifically Bienville's prohibition against marriages/éet blacks and
whites, irrespective of servile statls.

Yet as much as Bienville and French royal officials wanted to createetysoc
keeping with their notions of race and religion, the precariousness of frontigicté¢ed
compromise. In Natchez' case, the ever present threat of attack byatigal Aimericans,
from wham the settlement derived its name, forced the authorities to compromise. In
November 1729, the Natchez tribe massacred the inhabitants of Natchez, sigcaliogy
wide uprising of natives from the Yazoo River to the interior of Louisiana. The fabow
year, French colonists embarked on a campaign of annihilation to destroy thez\atd
their allied tribes. Toward that end French officers employed a small numbackf bl
soldiers who were promised their freedom in return for fighting the Indians. For the
remainder of the 1730s a small force of black militia supplemented Frenchifotbes
region. In 1736 they participated in a campaign against the Chickasaws neargagsent
Tupelo, Mississippi. According to Charles Gayarre, a ninetesettury historian, and
sometime politician and writer from New Orleans, in the spring of 1736, with Bie'svill
troops engaged in a battle with the Chickasaw at the village of Ackia, a free l@dack m
named Simon, chagrined at the behavior of his troops, sought to redeem himseliiy ateal

small herd of horses from under the Chickasaws' guns. Gayarre wrote,

* Charles Gayarrédistory of LouisiangNew York, W. J. Widdleton, 1867), v. 2, appengix531-40.



Simon, a free black, the commander of the commaderf a
company of negroes who had thrown down the mantelets they
were carrying to protect the French in their attempt to storm the
village of Ackia. Simon, when his men had fled, had stood his
ground, and had remained with the French officers at the spot
the most exposed, until the retreat was sounded. He was a sort
of privileged character, and he was sorely vexed at the
cowardice displayed by those of his color. The French officers,
who were amused at his chagrin, and at the comical
expressions in which it was vented, kept bantering him without
mercy on his light-footed companions. Stung to the heart,
Simon exclaimed: "A negro is as brave as any body, and | will
show it to you." Seizing a rope which was dangling from one
of the tents, he rushed headlong toward the horses which were
quietly slaking their thirst under the protection of the muskets
of the Indian villages. To reach the white mare, to jump on her
back with the agility of a tiger, and to twist round her head and
mouth the rope with which to control and rein her, was the
affair of an instant. But that instant was enough for the
apparently sleeping village to show itself wide awake, and that
dark mass was seen as if spontaneously girding itself with a
zone of fire, so rapid and thick were the flashes from its
innumerable loopholes. But away dashed Simon with the
rapidity of lightning frantic with affright, madly reared and
plunged the conquered mare under the strong hand of Simon,
who forced her to take the direction of the French camp, where
he arrived safely amid the cheering acclamations of the troops,
and without having received a scratch from the balls of the
enemy. This noble feat silenced at once the jests of which
Simon thought himself the victim.

Despite such efforts at immobilizing hostile natives, many years pasesd Natchez
began to prosper again. By 1744, only eight white men and fifteen blacks of both sexes
inhabited the colony.

In late 1762 and early 1763, after decades of fighting natives on the frontier, and

European forces on the seas and continent, France gave up its claim to the regioreabove N

Orleans, signing the eastern side of the Mississippi over to the British, andgh®\8pain.

® Dunbar Rowland and A. G. Sanders, eds. and trislissjssippi Provincial Archives; French
Dominion(Jackson, Press of the Mississippi Department ochi&es and History, 1927), v. 1, p. 68-70
(hereinafter cited asIPA); History of Louisianav. 2, p. 480-81, v. 3, p. 28.



The British, realizing the benefit of having territory on the MississippilRp@mptly
signed treaties with native tribes, extending British dominion north of the Yazeo. Rihe
contiguous border initially benefited both nations, providing points of contact whgre the
could conduct trade to their mutual, but not altogether legal, benefit. Lessen Bffiicials
launched new efforts to populate the region, founding settlements at suitable dites on t
eastern banks of the river. The Spanish got a rather late start in governsgithef the
river, waiting until 1769 to Don Alejandro O'Reilly to take command at New Gsle&itill,
neither power had yet realized the potential wealth the river bottoms could yield¢hi€he
means of profit were deer skins, lumber, and naval stores. Developments in the east,
however, soon changed the complexion of the region, significantly increasing the number of
settlers on the British side of the river. Loyalists, fleeing the ArmerRevolution along the
eastern seaboard, sought peace in the Mississippi River settlementisnat kdist long, for
in 1779 Spain declared war on Britain and embarked on a campaign to take British outposts
in the region. The British, like the French before them, resorted to armingldises as a
means of defending the colony. As Gayerre wrote, describing the fall of Bator Radig
Natchez, "In these two forts of Baton Rouge and Natchez was found a considerabler
of militiamen and free negroes, with arms in their hafids."

The Spanish—at least officially—practiced a slightly less harsidraslavery than
the French. Under the new regime, slaves could purchase their own freedom an@é$sd acc
to the courts in limited situations. Such liberalization did not sit well withdfrefanters,
accustomed to the strict articles of the Code Noir as they were. Theyguieflavery as a

total institution as opposed to the Spanish ideal of slavery as a controlling imstitlitieir

® History of Louisianav. 3, p. 355-56; J. F. H. Claiborrdississippi, as a Province Territory and
State, with Biographical Notices of Eminent Citiéackson, Power & Barksdale Publishers and Psnter
1880), 124-25History of Louisianav. 3, p. 129.



relationships with the Spanish governors would ebb and flow over issues surrounding
slavery. Spanish clerics, too, found fault with the French system, in particutatheiiack

of concern French priests showed for black morals. When O'Reilly landed in Newrlea
enough lived together outside of marriage that he forced at least fortyrntagetd. They
excused their immorality by claiming that getting married waefuthen one, the other, or
both, could be sold at any time by their masters. The Spanish priest who reporteddble abus
wrote, "It seems to me that the most effective way to prevent the commission of syah sins
to impose upon the masters the obligation of watching over the morals of their'slavel
logic is where the two nationalities butted heads—the French planters werauar
laissez-faire when it came to government regulation of slavery on the gastaDespite

their differences, the region saw a significant increase in the slave popuatinog Spanish
dominion. The Natchez settlement, which contained a handful of colonists a fewsdecade
earlier, by 1787 had multiplied to 1,275 whites and 675 blacks due-tdnpeoican

immigration policies.

Developments during the 1790s changed Natchez forever. At the beginning of the
decade agriculture in the region was in a state of flux. Tobacco had played pubtitsble
crop, and experiments with indigo had proven less than exciting. While a few planters
experimented with cotton, a Massachusetts Yankee made agriculture in Natchez pay
handsomely. Eli Whitney invented the cotton gin in 1793, and by 1796 David Greenleaf, a
Natchez mechanic, was building gins throughout the region. The cotton business boomed
quickly, so much so that in 1799 Sir William Dunbar of Natchez wtdte continue to

cultivate cotton with very great success. It is by far the most profitedgbene have ever

" History of Louisianav. 3, p. 162-65; Gilbert C. Dirgpaniards, Planters, and Slaves: The Spanish
Regulation of Slavery in Louisiana, 1763-1§08llege Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1995, 223-
225;The Black Experience in Natchegz 9.



undertaken in this country. The climate and soil suit it exactly.” All thatvweaded was
cheap labor to cultivate the fields—the planters saw black slaves as the Sblution.
Simultaneous with the cotton boom, the United States took possession of the region
east of the river as a result of the outcome of the Revolution. In 1798 the United States
organized Mississippi as a territory and sent U. S. soldiers to take physiogeé @t Fort
Rosalie on the bluffs at Natchez, and Fort Nogales, on a high promontory near where th
Yazoo disgorges into the Mississippi. The change of government did not adveieset yhaf
cotton boom in the least. a year after the changeover, Dunbar wrote, "We negrgre
slaves. A well managed gang of negroes can cultivate fifty per cent ottoe than they
will be able to pick from the fields...We are not prohibited from importing negroetexce
from the United States, and their value has enhanced." A year later, he wrote to a
businessman in Richmond, Virginia, "Negroes, and particularly tradesemandgmand
here. Ordinary men are worth $500 cash, women $400 and upwards." He goes on to brag
about how wonderful Mississippi masters are to their slaves, sdyimgre is not country
where they are better treated....They have as much bread and usually milk aruesgeta
they wish, and each family is allowed a lot of ground and the use of a team, for melons,
potatoes, etc." Yet despite such a sunshiny portrait, Dunbar, making referenbei¢db Ga
Prosser's rebellion to his Virginia correspondent, acknowledged the evamtpdasger of
insurrection in Mississippi. His solution? Slavery as a total institudi@hile confessing
that "Slavery can only be defended perhaps on the principle of expediency," he pushed
forward with his argument that "yet where it exists, and where they so largetyndogr
whites, you must concede almost absolute power to the master.” Without higppoesdre

told his reader, the alternatives were "insurrection with all its horroespancipation with

8 Mississippi, as a Provincg. 143,



all its evils." Those two alternatives would inhabit the nightmares of martgsahithe
region for the next sixty years.

In 1802, Chancellor Robert R. Livingston toiled away in Paris, France, working at
negotiations that would eventually give the United States possession of Neam€dnd
thus remove any hindrances to American exports from the region. Coincidemathera
American was in Paris at the same time, seeking to conclude a separatedied Rrench
in support of his inventions relating to steam propulsion. Eventually the two met, and
Livingston agreed that Robert Fulton's inventions had merit, resulting in arghimni®r the
construction of a steamer to ply the Hudson River between Albany and New YorkrCity.
1807 their partnership reached fruition with the first voyage o€teamont Realizing the
vast potential for steam on the Mississippi River, four years later theyissmoned the
steameNew Orleanduilt at a shipyard on the Monongahela River at Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania, for service on the Mississippi. Piloted by Nicholas Roosevetiuge of
future president Theodore Roosevelt, Newv Orleansveathered fires, Indians, and the New
Madrid earthquake before finally arriving at Natchez where throngsdthdrgd on the
bluffs to see the new invention . With the port of New Orleans in American hands, planters
had easy access to world markets, and with the steamer, an efficient mganspafrting
cotton and slaves to and from the region. Thus Fulton's steamboat, along with Livéngston’
successful negotiations for the Louisiana Purchase put the final pieces of tlecippiace

for the rise of King Cotton and slavery in the regidn.

%ibid, 144-45.

10 Alice Crary Suitcliffe Robert Fulton and the "ClermongNew York, The Century Company, 1909),
117,18; Charles W. Dahlinger, "The New OrleansnBei Critical Account of the Beginning of Steamboat
Navigation on the Western Rivers of the United &tgPittsburg Legal JournalVol. 59 No. 42 (Oct. 21,
1911): 570-591; John Hazelhurst Beneval Latrdte, First Steamship Voyage On The Western Waters
(Baltimore, John Murphy, 1871), 1, 26, 31.



By 1812, when Louisiana entered the Union, and 1817, when Mississippi became a
state, slavery was well on its way to smothering the region like Williase{s grapevine.

In 1820, the Mississippi counties adjoining the Mississippi River, accounted for 18,723
slaves, 212 free blacks, and 15,337 whites. Across the river, in still largely unimproved
Concordia Parish, stretching from the lower corner of Mississippi to what weerhdually
become Arkansas, 1,787 slaves outnumbered whites nearly two to one. The demand for
slaves was such that the region became a prime location for slave migrohtn Natchez
boasting the second largest slave market in North Amética.

With no formal name, the intersection of Liberty and Washington Roads on the
outskirts of Natchez became known simply as the Forks of the Road. While tlokitrgfin
human cargo had gone on for some time in the region and Natchez, Isaac Franklin and
business partner John Armfiagut the intersection on the map, so to speak, with their
establishment of a slave market at the junction of the two roads in 1823. With a business
model based on purchasing slaves at low prices in Virginia and resellingkbegthe
River where they were in higher demand, they became the top slave tratiertmtéed
States within a few years. Other dealers set up shop in the region, and although the
importation of slaves from other states was halted from 1837 to 1846 as a result df the Na
Turner rebellion, by the time of the Natchez market's peak, 600 to 800 slaves caéd be s
for sale at any given time. So many enslaved Africans passed througieNttat they

eventually had their own dedicated hospital.

" Historical Census Browser. Retrieved [Date yoweased source], from the University of Virginia,
Geospatial and Statistical Data Center: http:/éidtb.virginia.edu/collections/stats/histcensudér.html.

12 Jim Barnett and H. Clark Burkett, "The Forks of fRoad Slave Market at Natchédississippi
Journal of History(Fall 2001): 171, 176, 181; Wade, RichardStavery in the Cities : The South, 1820-1860
(Cary, North Carolina: Oxford University Press, T96139.
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The journey from the eastern seaboard to the banks of the Mississippi carried
significant threats to the lives and health of the slaves. Most walked the disteossethe
Appalachians, to Nashville, Tennessee, where they either boarded a boat, or walked sout
the Natchez Trace, to their ultimate destinations in the slave marts on theArwhite
traveler in North Carolina stumbled across just suchffe preparing to walk to Natchez in
1844. He described it as:

a singular spectacle, the most striking one of the kind | have
ever witnessed. It was a camp of negro slave-drivers, just
packing up to start; they had about three hundred slaves with
them, who had bivouacked the preceding night in chains in the
woods; these they were conducting to Natchez, upon the
Mississippi River, to work upon the sugar plantations in
Louisiana. . . . they had a caravan of nine waggons and single
horse carriages, for the purpose of conducting the white people,
and any of the blacks that should fall lame, . . . The female
slaves were, some of them, sitting on logs of wood, whilst
others were standing, and a great many little black children
were warming themselves at the fires of the bivouac. In front
of them all, and prepared for the march, stood, in double files,
about two hundred male slavesanacled and chained to each
other.. . . To make this spectacle still more disgusting and
hideous, some of the principle white slavedrivers, who were
tolerably well dressed, and had broadbrimmed white hats on,
with black crape round therwere standing near, laughing and
smoking cigars?

The terrain, particularly the route through the Appalachians, proved diffocutie
slaves. As one slave recalled "the snow and rain came down in torrents, but we Had to res
out in the open air every night; sometimes we would have to scrape away the snow, make our
pallets on the cold ground, or in the rain, with a bunch of leaves and a chunk of wood for our
pillow, and so we would have to rest the best we could, with our chains on...We were driven

with whip and curses through the cold and rain." Yet the journey by water carrmecths

13 Guion Griffis JohnsonAnte-Bellum North Carolina: A Social Histgrghapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 1937, p. 773.
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peril; in a scene echoing of the Middle Passage one eyewitness renilene was on

the boat a large room on the lower deck, in which the slaves were kept, men and women,
promiscuously -- all chained two and two, and a strict watch kept that they did nobggst |

for cases have occurred in which slaves have got off their chains, and madsctiyeser &

landing- places, while the boats were taking in wood;-- and with all our care, veméost

woman who had been taken from her husband and children, and having no desire to live
without them, in the agony of her soul jumped overboard, and drowned herself. She was not

chained." He matter-of-factly added, "It was almost impossible to keepatiaf the boat

clean.*

In the early 1830s Joseph Holt Ingraham, a Yankee clergyman from Maine who
served as a languages professor less than five miles away from the atkgtsrat Jefferson
College, described scenes at the marts for the rest of the nation from the pmnt of a
white observer:

A mile from Natchez we came to a cluster of rough wooden
buildings, in the angle of two roads, in front of which several
saddle horses, either tied or held by servants, indicated a place
of popular resort...Entering through a wide gate into a narrow
courtyard, partially enclosed by low buildings, a scene of novel
character was at once presented. A line of negroes
commencing at the entrance with the tallest, who was not more
than five feet eight or nine inches in height, down to a little
fellow about ten years of age, extended in a semicircle around
the right side of the yard. There were in all about forty. Each
was dressed in the usual uniform of slaves, when in market,
consisting of a fashionable shaped, black fur hat, roundabout
and trousers of coarse corduroy velvet, precisely such as are
worn by Irish laborers, when they first

"come over the water;" good vests, strong shoes, and white
cotton shirts, completed their equipment. This dress they lay

1 Wwilliam J. Andersonl.ife and Narrative of William J. Anderson, Twenbyxf Years a Slave
(Chicago: Daily Tribune Book and Job Printing O&fid 857), 12; William W. Brownilliam W. Brown, An
American SlavéLondon, Charles Gilpin, 1850), 39.



12

aside after they are sold, or wear out as soon as may be; for the
negro dislikes to retain the indication of his having recently
been in the market. With their hats in their hands, which hung
down by their sides, they stood perfectly still, and in close
order, while some gentlemen were passing from one to another
examining for the purpose of buyiny.

William J. Anderson, former slave, and later abolitionist, painted a very differe
scene of the Forks of the Road markets when he was sold there after a arduoydrfmuarne
Virginia. Writing to influence abolitionist sentiment in the north on the eve of Wie\WWar,
Anderson's account differs dramatically from Ingraham's sereneutestri

In due time we arrived safely in the slave-pen at Natchez, and
here we joined another large crowd of slaves which were
already stationed at this place. Here scenes were witnessed
which are too wicked to mention. The slaves are made to
shave and wash in greasy pot liquor, to make them look sleek
and nice; their heads must be combed, and their best clothes
put on; and when called out to be examined they are to stand in
a row—the women and men apart—then they are picked out
and taken into a room, and examined. See a large, rough
slaveholder, take a poor female slave into a room, make her
strip, then feel of and examine her, as though she were a pig, or
a hen, or merchandise. O, how can a poor slave husband or
father stand and see his wife, daughters and sons thus treated.
| saw there, after men and women had followed each
other, then--too shocking to relate--for the sake of money, they
are sold separately, sometimes two hundred miles apart,
although their hopes would be to be sold together. Sometimes
their little children are torn from them and sent far away to a
distant country, never to see them again. O, such crying and
weeping when parting from each other! For this demonstration
of natural human affection the slaveholder would apply the
lash or paddle upon the naked skin. The former was used less
frequently than the latter, for fear of making scars or marks on
their backs, which are closely looked for by the buyer. | saw
one poor woman dragged off and sold from her tender child--
which was nearly white--which the seller would not let go with
its mother. Although the master of the mother importuned him
a long time to let him have it with its mother, with oaths and
curses he refused. It was too hard for the mother to bear; she

15 Ingraham, Joseph ISouthwest by a Yank&eew York: Harper and Brothers, 1835), v. 1. 192.
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fainted, and was whipped up. It is impossible for me to give
more than a faint idea of what was enacted in the town of
Natchez, for there were many slave pens there in 1827.

Henry Watson, another former slave who passed through Natchez, concurred with Anderson
in his description of the dehumanizing treatment of men and women at the slave marts

Arrived in Natchez, Miss., and went to our pen, which Mr.
Denton had previously hired for us; and had our irons taken off
and our clothes changed; for Mr. Denton was expecting visitors
to examine the flock, as he would sometimes term us. There
was a sign-board in front of the house, which informed traders
that he had on hand, blacksmiths, carpenters, field-hands; also
several sickly ones, whom he would sell very cheap. In a short
time purchasers became plenty, and our number diminished. |
was not sold for several weeks, though | wished to be the first,
not wishing to witness his cruelty to his slaves any longer; for

if they displeased him in the least, he would order them to be
stripped, and tied hand and foot together. He would then have
his paddle brought, which was a board about two feet in length
and one inch in thickness, having fourteen holes bored through
it, about an inch in circumference. This instrument of torture he
would apply, until the slave was exhausted, on parts which the
purchaser would not be likely to examine. This mode of
punishment is considered one of the most cruel ever invented,
as the flesh protrudes through these holes at every blow, and
forms bunches and blisters the size of each hole, causing much
lameness and soreness to the person receiving them. This
punishment is generally inflicted in the morning, before

visitors come to examine the slaves.

Just before the doors are opened, it is usual for the
keeper to grease the mouths of the slaves, so as to make it
appear that they are well and hearty, and have just done eating
fat meat; though they seldom, if ever, while in the custody of
the keeper, taste a morsel of meat of any kind.

For the enslaved sold through markets at Vicksburg, the scene differed ieery litt
Henry Bibb recalled how, when his owner put him and his family up for sell in Vicksburg,

that his mental capacity concerned prospective buyers as much as his ayscdly:

18 Wwilliam J. Andersoni4, 15.

" Henry WatsonNarrative of Henry Watson, A Fugitive Slai&oston: Bela Marsh, 1848), 10-12.
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We had there to pass through an examination, or inspection by
a city officer, whose business it was to inspect slave property
that was brought to that Market for sale. He examined our
backs to see if we had been much scarred by the lash. He
examined our limbs, to see whether we were inferior.

As it is hard to tell the ages of slaves, they look in their
mouths at their teeth, and prick up the skin on the back of their
hands, and if the person is very far advanced in life, when the
skin is pricked up, the pucker will stand so many seconds on
the back of the hand.

But the most rigorous examinations of slaves by those
slave inspectors, is on the mental capacity. If they are found to
be very intelligent, this is pronounced the most objectionable of
all other qualities connected with the life of a slave. In fact, it
undermines the whole fabric of his chattelhood; it prepares for
what slaveholders are pleased to pronounce the unpardonable
sin when committed by a slave. It lays the foundation for
running away, and going to Canada. They also see in it a love
for freedom, patriotism, insurrection, bloodshed, and
exterminating war against American slavery.

Hence they are very careful to inquire whether a slave
who is for sale can read or write. This question has been asked
me often by slave traders, and cotton planters, while | was
there for market. After conversing with me, they have sworn by
their Maker, that they would not have me among their negroes;
and that they saw the devil in my eye; | would run away*%&c.

From the slave pens, most bondsmen journeyed to the local plantations, where the
growth cycle of cotton dictated their activities. Those who did not end up on a plantation
found themselves working as stevedores at steamboat landings, wood choppeps @b ca
the river bottoms, stoking boilers aboard a steamer, or a myriad of jobs one of the smal
towns scattered along the riverbank. On the plantation, and elsewhere, mest\siaie
adhered to a five-day workweek, giving their servants Saturdays and Suffdagsaell as
major holidays like Christmas and the 4th of July. During the harvest seasoretiiteyp the
fields before sunrise, waiting there until the first hints of dawn provided enoughdigeé

the bolls. From there, they toiled all day—going so far as to bring their lundthethem, to

18 Henry Bibb,Narrative of the Life and Adventures of Henry Bilh,American Slave, Written by
Himself(New York, the Author, 1849), 101-02.
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avoid losing time walking to and from lunch. When darkness came—so dark as to where
they could not make out the bolls—they finally quit for the tay.

Amid the drudgery the slaves found diversions. Dancing, music, and special meals
were among their favorites. When interviewed in the 1930s James Ludair€taistmas
celebrations on the Wilkinson County, Mississippi, plantation where he was raised. He
claimed that his master gave the slaves "a heap o' fresh meat anyMibiigkeats” but noted
that they were not permitted to get drunk. A dance contest, held on Christmas, judged by
whites, seemed memorable for the amount of laughter the revelers ehoitetheé master.
Isaac Stier recalled the dances as "real cotillions, lack de whitelabt" with "a fiddler."

An added bonus was that his master would let the slaves invite their "sweetloaasker
plantations" to join them on Christmas ddy.

Marriage celebrations proved just as popular. James Lucas rememberied how
young white women dressed up the slave brides "lak dey was white," and sonhetthaes
cake delivered from New Orleans. On Lucas' plantation a preacherdrtaeta in the same
ceremony used by whites, followed by "a little drink an' some cake" for &leafdlebrants.

As was the custom for most slave celebrations, dancing soon followed, as Luded,recal
"Us all clapped han's an' tromped an' sway'd in time to de music.” Not fariavaaother
part of Adams County, Mississippi, Emily and Edmund Ellis solemnized their vows in a

similar fashion. Since Emily was a particularly favored servant, hetema homas Baker,

9 Southwest by a Yankee, 2B5-86; Charles S. Synd@lavery in MississipgiBaton Rouge, LSU
Press, 1966), 11-17, 21.

2 Work Projects Administratior§lave Narratives A Folk History of Slavery in theitdd States From
Interview with Former Slaves Mississippi Narrativep://www.gutenberg.org/etext/12055 (Accesseddfiar
10, 2009), narratives of James Lucas and Isaaxg 8tereinafter cited ad/PA Narratives)
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lavished her with an equally opulent wedding, complete with musicians, a hugafehst
dancing, and, like the wedding of Lucas's memory,thieybook.®*

While these two examples pamnjoyful picture, many slave marriages masked a deep
sorrow, for often they were remarrying or "refamilying" after slasddrs separated them
from spouses via the slave markets. Isaac Green, a former slave who pad és€anada
recalled in a particularly tragic episode of seeing a "yellow gattying an infant on a slave
boat at Natchez. When a prospective buyer came aboard "looking to buy agrdllow
without children" the master told him she had no children, took her six-week-old baby from
her, and gave it to a white woman. In another instance, William Wells Brown diedave
friend of his "hanging between the heavens and the earth" in a warehouse at Natbée
the Hill. He recalled, "l went in, and found Lewis there. He was tied up to a bédnhjsv
toes just touching the floor. As there was no one in the warehouse but himself, | inquired the
reason of his being in that situation. He said Mr. Broadwell had sold his wife to a gianter
miles from the city, and that he had been to visit her -- that he went in the nightjrexpec
return before daylight, and went without his master's permission. The patrakieachim
up before he reached his wife. He was put in jail, and his master had to pay fortgycatc
and keeping, and that was what he was tied up for." Prospective buyers found morose and
demoralized slaves off-putting, which drove down their prices. One of Brown'sstasks
make sure buyers did not see that side of the slaves, "Some were set to dancibhg, some
jumping, some to singing, and some to playing cards. This was done to make them appear

cheerful and happy. My business was to see that they were placed in thosmsitefore

2 |bid., James Lucas; Deposition of Thomas F. Baliety 13, 1890, Deposition of Doctor McGee,
May 13, 1890, Deposition of Jerry Martin, May 1890, Deposition of Emily Ellis, May 13, 1890, CiWar
Pension File of Edmond Elliott (Alias Ellis), Redsrof the Veterans Administration, National Arclsvand
Records Administration, Washington, D.C., (Herdiea€ited as?ension Filg.
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the arrival of the purchasers, and | have often set them to dancing when theinveteeks
wet with tears *

For those who found such humiliations intolerable and considered escape, local
authorities had mechanisms in place to prevent their departure. After Nat'J teheHion,
most southern states attempted to reign in free ranging slaves witlsewstave patrols,
pass systems, and other methods of keeping slaves on the plantations and thsir master
accountable for keeping them there. Despite such actions, if one can belieagdhe sl
narratives, the nighttime fields and forests of the region were a veritesbléour of slaves
going to and fro. Any excuse to get out and about sufficed, from clandestine religious
services, courting, dancing, to plain old juvenile mischief. James Singletombenssl |
seen 'pattyrollers' ridin' 'bout to keep de darkies from runnin’ 'roun’ widssgégal never
seen 'em whup none but dey tol' us we'd git twen'y-nine licks iffen we got daugmb. |
seen darkies git whuppin's on other plantations—whup 'em half a day sometimes, gen'ly
when dey tried to run away." The slaves even went so far as to sing about themaight
exploits, "Run nigger run, pattyrollers ketch you, run nigger run, it's breakin' dagsther
version went, "Run nigger run, de patterrollers ketch you—Run nigger run, fer hits almos
day, De nigger run; de nigger flew; de nigger los' His big old stoe."

For whites, the booming slave population was, at the very least, a source of
discomfort, and at the other end of the spectrum, fodder for their nightmares. By ibfe e
the 1850s, 151,000 slaves lived in the counties adjoining the Mississippi River from the

Arkansas state line to the southwest corner of Mississippi. Two thirds lived on the

22 Benjamin DrewA North Side View of Slave(Boston: J. P. Jewett and Company, 1856),. 285;
Brown, An American Slavet3-45.

% Rev. James Singleton, Mollie WilliartWgPA Narratives
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Mississippi side of the river; the disparity resulting from the swampyaafithe west bank.
Only 28,424 whites lived on the Mississippi side, with slightly less than 8500 on the
Louisiana side. About 434 free blacks lived in the region. The numbers add up to a barely
controllable slave population, especially so when one considers that most wheias li
cities and towns, and in parts of the countryside black to white ratios sometipasssar
ten to one. In the era leading up to the Civil War, municipalities in the region continuously
dealt with vagrant slaves, particularly on weekends when they came to town foohthe
same reasons that white people went to the towns, to spend money, socialize, or create
mischief. In Natchez, the city fathers took to ringing the courthouse bell on Sunday
afternoons to let the slaves know it was time for them to vacate the town. As orveobser
noted, "Then commences a ludicrous scene of hurrying and scampering, from the four
corners of the town; for woe be to the unlucky straggler, who is found after a limited pe
within the forbidden bounds!" Any slave caught in Natchez after 4 p.m. on the Sabbath
received forty lashes, which seemed sufficient for motivating them tawfétheir noses
with all commendable speed, along the diverging highways...to their respective
plantations.®*

Whites in Vicksburg faced many of the same problems, though on a different scale.
In Natchez, the precipitous bluffs frowning down on the river and Natchez Undeillthe H
served, at least in the imaginations of the citizens, as somewhat of a paydicaoral
barrier to the sin and crime that occurred below. The slave marts, with thasieéfemells,

diseases, and unscrupulous merchants were not permitted to befoul the city linote tihe

*Historical Census Browser. Retrieved March 10, 2@@8n the University of Virginia, Geospatial
and Statistical Data Center: http://fisher.lib.uiig.edu/collections/stats/histcensus/index.htmdrdham,
Southwest by a Yankdg p. 54-56; SydnorSlavery in Mississippp 77-82.
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river, gentility ruled; below—depravity. In Vicksburg, no such barrier existetilevido
crime statistics exist to compare with one another, the Vicksburg newsggypethe
impression of a much more pervasive crime problem with slaves and whites, sesratim
collusion, preying on other whites. In the final decade of slavery in Vicksburgpager
editorials documented drunkenness, chicken thievery, gambling, robbery, murder, and a hos
of other crimes committed by slaves in Warren County. Masters tiaddess than
complete control over their chattgl.

By the 1850s national issues began, in a significant way, to encroach on the'planters
capacity to maintain control over their chattel. While elements of the Comgrofiii§50
struck different chords among the region's residents, the Fugitive SlavikcAetiehe most
newspaper ink. In the weeks and months following the actssage, Mississippi hewspaper
editors ran article after article condemning or illustrating northern ojppositd
disobedience to the act. Runaway slaves had becomebattmt topic. Newspapers in the
region banded together to serve as clearinghouses of descriptions of runaesslesed
at various jails in different southern states. In search of an explanationyfatavies would
run away, one editorialist claimgtDur country is beginning to become infested with two
great evils; one is Abolitionists amongst us from the Northern States, and thErether
Negroes, Boatsmen, Stewards, Cooks, Barbers on boats, &c." A few months ldter anot
editorial attacked whites who presumed to teach black children to read anchWaétehez.
The author accused them of wishing to "educate them to become the dominant race in the
South; or they wish to raise them to a level with the white race, for the purpose of an

amalgamation between the two races." If the outright appeal to racism didnkotive

% Jonathan Beasley "Blacks—Slave and Free—Vicksti8§0-1860'The Journal of Mississippi
History, v. 38, (February 1976): 16-23.
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writer concluded with an economic argument, that educated slaves would wriaathei
passes and end up in the north where "fifteen thousand fugitive slaves are kepefrom t
owners." Without those influences, slaves presumably would have wanted to remain on the
plantations’®

Ultimately, the threat of corporal or capital punishment was the slave $wnuenp
card for dealing with recalcitrant slaves. In Mississippi, the 1857 slave pediéex
twenty-five crimes for which slaves could lose their lives. Whites, too, werecsubjthe
same penalty for those crimes, but were tried under different rules. Bfatksdsans could
not testify in the state's circuit courts, except in civil cases where baoidspaere black or
Indian. In the late 1840s, the state of Mississippi executed around nine slavesrpehge
number of informal or local executions is unknown In May 1852Nttehez Courier
carried a short article regarding the fate of ;'lleeslave who had "with a dangerous weapon"
wounded "very severely, Mr. Wm. Shillings, the overseer under whose chargs.helea
court sentenced him to death in November 1851, but his attorney appealed to the Mississippi
High Court, which affirmed the lower court's ruling, and the newspaper notdédhabuld
be hanged on May 21, in a private execution, within the walls of the jail courtyard.
Impromptu executions, carried out by masters within the confines of the plantation, or
lynchings by angry whitesvere not unheard of, and often celebrated in the region's
newspapers. Sometimes even northern papers could not bring themselves to condemn the
lynchings, if the reasons appeared warranted as in the case of a slaveainviieaissippi in
1851. The Brattleboro, VermontVeekly Eaglgjust under a short blurb about Jenny Lind's

concert in a Natchez church, tells of a Mississippi slave, name unknown, who "ceohamitt

% Mississippi Free Trader and Natchez Gazeltee 1, 1850, August 10, 1850, November 16, 1850,
December 7, 1850Natchez CourierDecember 24, 1850.
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outrage upon the person of a white lady and afterwards murdered her and her son," and never
made it to trial. A mob of whites "turned out in mass and, arresting the negro, burned him
alive." Northern Abolitionists published accounts of brutality at every opportunitamH

Mattison, a Methodist Episcopal minister, polymath, and abolitionist, collected a number

those accounts and published them in a narrative he derived from an interview witkera form
slave from South Carolina. To supplement his work, and further demonstrate the depravity

of the planter class, he editorialized the following account from an 1858 edition of the

Natchez Free Trader:

"The victim was chained to a tree, faggots were placed around
him, while he showed the greatest indifference. When the
chivalry had arranged the pile, in reply to a question, if he had
any thing to say, he is reported to have warned all slaves to
take example by him, and asked the prayers of those around.
He then asked for a drink of water, and after quaffing it said,
"Now set fire, | am ready to go in peace." When the flames
began to burn him, in his agony he showed gigantic strength,
and actually forced the staple from the tree, and bounded from
the burning mass. But he instantly fell pierced with rifle balls,
and then his body was thrown into the flames and consumed, to
show that no such being had ever existed. Nearly four thousand
slaves from the neighboring plantations were present as at a
moral lesson written in characters of hell fire. Numerous
speeches were made by the magistrates and ministers of
religion (facetiously so called) to the slaves, warning them that
the same fate awaited them if they proved rebellious to their
owners.?’

Far more frequent, beatings and other forms of corporal punishment took place on a
regular basis in the region and depended on the personalities of the individual planters o
overseers. Slaves could receive whippings for getting caught in townwafaw cleaving

the plantation, or just about any reason a master or overseer saw fit. Soraetiavess

27 James T. Currie, "From Slavery to Freedom in Miippi's Legal SystemJournal of Negro
History, (Spring 1980): 114, 116; Rev. H. Mattistiouisa Picquet, the Octoroon: or Inside Views ofitBern
Domestic LifgNew York, self published, 1861), 54.
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tone of voice was enough to earn a beating, and any opinion deemed offensive could merit
punishment. On one plantation, the overseer, "a big, hard fisted Dutchman bent on gittin’
riches... trained his pasty-faced gal to tattle on us Niggers." Ex-staréeCDavenport
remembered that "She got a heap o' folks whipped" and was not above gloating abeut i
the whipping. Some planters sunk to branding and other forms of mutilation to keep slaves
in line—a practice abolitionists documented as examples of the depravity of SlasePow

In regard to Slave Power and the rise of northern perceptions of it as a monolithi
enterprise in the 1850s, planters in the region did not always share the same opihieins as t
democratic compatriots from other regions of the South, for Whiggish politicallthoug
dominated the river counties. The planters understood that internal improvements in
transportation, both by rail and by water, could only enhance their economic potential.
Figurative and literally, the river is what probably bound them most to the rést oation
and influenced their dichotomous attitudes toward the rest of the country. Thesetddhat
if secession came, turmoil in commerce on the river would likely harm theitsprafet in
the same region fire eaters like John Quitman took root and thrived, advocating the
overthrow of foreign governments in the service of expanding slavery859 Vicksburg
hosted the Southern Commercial Convention which called for the resumption of the
international slave trade. However, when secession came, some slave ikerkrdge

James Shirley of Vicksburg remained committed to the Uffion.

8 Charlie DavenporWPA NarrativesSydnor,Slavery in Mississipp92-93; Theodore D. Weld,
American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a ThousafitessegNew York: American Anti-Slavery Society,
1839), 77-82.

% The Pittsfield SunSeptember 21, 1864; Peter F. Walkécksburg: A People at War, 1860-1865
(Chapel Hill, University of North Carolina Pres§6D), 24.
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After Fort Sumter in April 1861, only hardcore unionists continued to speak out
against the Confederacy while the remainder of the white citizenry godedf. On
courthouse lawns and town squares throughout the region, young men in gaudy uniforms
prepared for martial glory, calling themselves names like the Vicksmugni®ns, Milliken
Bend Guards, and Tensas Cavalry. They spent their money in the photographysgallerie
Natchez and Vicksburg; as fierce looking as their boyish faces could be viitartiveeldy
bowie knives, Kossuth hats, crossed belts, and militia gray uniforms. Later, whert the di
and blood took hold, and the boys'61 became the veterans'62, photographic chemicals
would run short in the South, leaving those early photos of the fresh-faced innocents as the
dominant image of the Confederate soldier. Supremely confident of theirteltimtory,
they marched off to war, further skewing the ratio of blacks to whites in thergsidet

Slaves in the region were not so unsophisticated as to be uncomprehending of what
secession and war meant for them. In December 1860, a newspaper reported that a slave
north central Mississippi, when ordered to work, told his master that "if he wantedrthe w
done, to do it himself, that he would soon be as free as anybody." Just above that article,
another told of how concerned whites broke up an ominous gathering of slaves under a white
overseer in the region. In May 1861 residents whispered of a forestalledatisarre
complete with white leaders in Jefferson County, Mississippi, just to the nddtdiez,
likewise in Washington, Mississippi. In July another rumor alleged of yet anothsinggn
Jefferson and Franklin Counties, with possibly the largest conspiracy takiegaptang
slaves on Second Creek, near Natchez, in which the slaves planned to murder the white men
and take their wives and daughters. Such reports served to remind whites of the tenuous

control slave owners had along the river, and that secession and war could upset the
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established balance. By July 1862, Natchez Provost Marshal, Alexander K. [é#trthe, f
situation so dangerous that he wrote Mississippi Governor, John J. Pettus, warningthim
"within the last 12 months we have had to hang some 40 for plotting an insurrection, and
there has been about that number put in irons.” He continued, "l assure you that if the
overseers are taken off this County...will be by no means safe." The root ofl tH&lewi
negroes have such large liberties, they are enabled to harbor runaways, wheehaws,fir
traverse the whole Country, kill stock, and steal generally." Such was thefsaftars
when Union naval forces entered the region in May 1862 after the fall of Nean®idad
Baton Rougé®

By the beginning of the Civil War, slavery in the region had, like Williame§as
grapevine, grown to unmanageable proportions, so much so, parasitic, it threatened to
strangle its host. As much as slave owners would have liked to have made slavéry a tota
institution, controlling every aspect of their chattels' lives, they lackedithend manpower
to do it. Early onthe French established th€ode Noirto govern their relations with
blacks, followed by the Spanish, who brought their own concepts of humane slavery to the
region. Ultimately, the British would govern for a short while, but it was firfathericans
who determined the ultimate form of bondage, a form which was decidedly leskadatal t
they would have liked.

Thus, slavery in the region became a controlling limited institution. Ndi®bs of

Natchez, and their kith and kin at other towns along the river wanted any time, or peace of

%0 Natchez Weekly Courigdanuary 2, 1861; Benjamin L. C. Wailes Diary, M&y 1861, Benjamin
Leonard Covington Wailes Collection, Duke Univerditbrary, Durham, North Carolina; Davidson Burns
McKibben, "Negro Slave Insurrections n Mississidgi@00-1865,'Journal of Negro Historyv. 34, (January
1949): 73-90; Winthrop D. JordaSijlence and Tumult at Second Creek: An Inquiry én@ivil war Slave
Conspiracy revised, (Baton Rouge: LSU Press, 1995); Proviasshal A. K. Farrar to governor John J. Pettus,
Natchez, July 17, 1862, in Records of the Officéhef Governor, Mississippi Department of Archives a
History, Jackson, Mississippi.
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mind, to enjoy the wealth they had accumulated, they had to come to some kind of
accommodation with legal, as well as their own, definitions of slavery. They cadldjd
separate families at the Forks of the Road slave market, whip disobedient slidvasma
executed them if they felt the situation warranted it, but once the slave population boomed
with the ascendance of cotton cultivation as the cornerstone of the region's ecahdes/

did not have the manpower to exercise vigilance. Certainly, paranoia among white
increased; and any hint of insurrection usually resulted in executed slavesintatielt

whites watched, and hoped, that they could maintain the status quo. For the enslaved, those
limitations on white power allowed them to steal away from the plantations inidléerof

the night, loiter about town on the weekends, and retain at least a small measusemdlp
independence. Some bore grudges, and planned to murder their masters, but most just
watched and waited on Mr. Lincoln's armies. With the coming of the Union arnoses, m
everyone in the region, both black and white, wondered how the former slaves would react to

freedom.



Chapter 2

New Orleans surrendered to Union forces on April 28, 1862; giving the Federals the
South's largest city and opening the Lower Mississippi Valley to conquest rBigned up
and down the Mississippi as ill prepared Confederate garrisons sought to shore up their
defenses. Planters burned cotton on orders from the Confederate government, while openly
wondering if the Federals were on a "nigger stealing expedition." On May 12,ca@yoé
Union vessels dropped anchor at Natchez, Mississippi, sent a party of officers ares mar
ashore, and accepted the surrender of the town. The party promptly returned to their boat
and moved on, leaving no troops to hold the town. Three days later another boat temporarily
deposited union infantry across the river from Natchez at Vidalia before moving on t
Vicksburg. Finally, on the 18th, near Vicksburg, Farragut and General Benjamin Butler
called for the town's surrender, to which the Confederates cheekily admonisheétdahem
"Mississippians don't know, and refuse to learn, how to surrender to an ehemy."

While their white masters fretted, blacks had already begun making tesenpe felt
on behalf of the Union. The former slaves warned naval officers of obstructions in the rive
served as guides, and pointed out Confederate ambuscades set up in the brush and bluffs
lining the river. By June 1862, Brigadier General Thomas Williams, commanding the
infantry during the joint operation, had assembled 1,100 to 1,200 contrabands to dig a canal

across Young's Point, just opposite Vicksburg, to change the course of the riversbiptha

! United States Naval War Records Offi€Hficial Records of the Union and Confederate Nawie
the War of the RebellioifWashington, D.C., 1904), Series |, Volume 18:3¢M@ulf Blockading Squadron
(February 21, 1862 - July 14, 1862), p. 531, 49B-80,109-110, (hereinafter citeddavalORs)
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could by-pass the town'’s batteries. It did not take general Williams dorsglize that "the
labor of making this cut is far greater than estimated by anybody." ardeclay ground

proved unyielding, the river uncooperative, and disease had not yet even begun to take its
toll. Unconvinced by such difficulties, Federal forces experimented with danabnost
another year. Despite such fruitless endeavors, the union high command had come to
appreciate the impact blacks could make on the war €éffort.

By the end of the summer of 1862, events far away at Antietam Creek, Maryland,
ultimately determined the fate of the contrabands gathered up by Uniondtongghe
Mississippi. Robert E. Lee's Army of Northern Virginia marched intoyMad, hoping to
bring recruits to the Confederate cause and deal a defeat to northern arms on soitther
found himself checked at the Battle of Antietam Creek, outside Sharpsburg. néthteich
of a victory for General George B. McClellan, it was enough of one for Abralracoln to
announce the Emancipation Proclamation which freed slaves in the states digllioneon
January 1, 1863. Coinciding with the question of liberty for slaves came the question of
arming them. Frederick Douglass had pushed for arming blacks since thergggirthie
war, while some of the more radical Union generals such as David Hunter tried¢hto pus
ahead of the president. Benjamin Butler, who answered the legal question diuhefsta
slaves who escaped into union lines at Fortress Monroe in May 1861, again put his legal
training into the service of the cause when he issued a general order enrollingidiena
Native Guards into U.S. service at New Orleans on August 22, 1863—a full month before
Lincoln announced the Emancipation Proclamation. Butler operated under the assumpt

that since the Native Guard was a duly organized body of state militia and the ns1eretee

2U. S. War Department, The War of Rebellion: A Céeiph of the Official Records of the Union
and Confederate Armig8Vashington, D.C., 1880-1901), Series I. Vol. $Brial No. 21, p27 (hereinafter
cited asORs)
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free blacks, he was not technically enlisting freed slaves into the Union arsargdiment

was sound, and it held. While Butler wrapped his mind around the legalities of the Native
Guard, Senator James Lane, a Jayhawker in Kansas attacked the problem head sed-he rai
the First Regiment, Kansas Colored Volunteers, and began conducting raids immoriviiss

On January 13, 1863, Lane's regiment entered federal service. His and Botheesipg

work, combined with the Emancipation Proclamation, loosed a flood of recriiiting.

Until the early spring of 1863, most recruitment of black men occurred on the
periphery of the Confederacy and in northern abolitionist strongholds. Yet, in General
Ulysses S. Grant's theater of operations in northern Mississippi and westaas3ee,
circumstances looked promising for the development of a wellspring of blacksenrthie
heart of the Confederacy. The Union occupation of Memphis, Tennessee, on thepyississi
River, and later, Corinth, in the northeastern corner of Mississippi, createalgstities on a
hill for freedom-seeking slaves; and these towns’ populations exploded with northern
speculators, Union army contractors, and liberated slaves--so much so thahoniéesit
struggled to maintain order. Grant's abortive December campaign into ceissasippi
further ballooned the contraband population, leading to the establishment of contraband
camps from Corinth to Memphis.

The creation of the camps necessitated competent administrators t@ ekrersefor
the southern infrastructure was not built to accommodate large urban concestéhti
people dependent on the delivery of food, water, and clothing to survive. Most southern
cities existed to facilitate the cultivation of cotton, with the flow of food andhicigtgoing

to the countryside, and not vice versa. Moreover, the freedmen were not produdnngganyt

% Dudley CornishThe Sable Arm: Black Troops in the Union Army, 18861 (Lawrence:
University Press of Kansas, 1956, reprint 1987)789
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thus further skewing the war bent disparity between needs and supplies in the regaon. U
commanders, therefore, stepped into the gap in an attempt to forestall the worst ofahe hum
suffering, lawlessness, and despair left in the wake of the advancing.afbnéed, to his

credit, chose his administrators based on their competency and liberalityitadbsgrd

blacks. Many of these officers later took the lead in organizing, recruiting, amdgdrialack
regiments, leading to a strong interdependent relationship between the Fredgiuneau

and the USCT, a bond that would last until both organizations ceased to exist.

Grant's choice for superintendent of freedmen in his command went to the thirty-fou
year-old John Eaton, Jr., a Dartmouth educated chaplain in the Twenty-seventh Ohip Infant
Regiment. Enlisting in the summer of 1861, Eaton found himself serving in Missouri under
General John C. Fremont and later David Hunter, both strong abolitionists. Although in the
beginning he proclaimed himself a moderate, declaring, "A pro-slaveayi¢an Missouri is
twin brother to an antislavery fanatic in Ohio," by 1863 he had seen enough of the peculiar
institution to make him a full fledged abolitionist. In November 1862, as the armyguepa
for its big push on Vicksburg through central Mississippi, the Union Army of Tennegtee m
an "army of slaves and fugitives, pushing its way irresistibly toward an @irfighting
men." Eaton likened it to the "oncoming of cities" but with "no plan in this exodus, no
Moses to lead it." He and other chaplains sought to bring as much order to the chags as t
possibly could, which attracted the attention of higher ups. On November 11, 1862, he
received orders from Grant directing him to take charge of "contrabands ircithiey\of the
post, organizing them into suitable companies for working, [to] see that theyopelpr
cared for, and set them to work," which became Union army policy toward freedmen in the

region for the remainder of the war. A later special order explained hes @il powers in
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greater detail, provided for the establishment of a formal camp for the comtsalbad
assigned a regiment of white troops to guard them—another precedent-setinthar
endured’

Those orders, and Eaton's belief that he was not equal to the task, formed the basis for
the first meeting between him and Grant. Upon their initial meeting in &tant, the
general did little to ease his concerns when he jovially greeted him ®ihybu are the
man who has all these darkies on his shoulders.”" Eaton then launched into a laundry list of
reasons why Grant should not have chosen him for the job. The general remained sphinx-
like through it all, and finally, after the chaplain exhausted his excuses, th@lgeaid, "Mr.
Eaton, | have ordered you to report to me in person, and | will take care of yoci)'ve
ultimately did. The two then struck up a long conversation in which Grant unveiled his plans
for the contrabands—plans that ultimately rested on the pragmatic foundation sEbow f
blacks could contribute to the defeat of the Confederacy. As a matter of prinparyance,
the general did not want them to impede his nascent campaign for Vicksburg; secondly, to
protect their health and feed them during the upcoming winter; and finally, to heake t
self-sufficient, particularly in the financial realm. Winning a wajuiees money, and every
dollar spent on contrabands was a dollar that did not go toward defeating the Cogfederac
Grant proudly, but erroneously wrote in his memoirs that "At once the freedmen bethme s
sustaining.” Regarding their labor, his statement "The money was not paid tditbethy,
but was expended judiciously for their benefit" became in itself the root ofea zuigstion

regarding their civil liberties as freedmen. But, as Eaton noted in a reptrefAmerican

* The Liberator July 11, 1856; John Eaton and Ethel Osgood Ma3amt, Lincoln, and the
FreedmenNew York: Longmans, Green and Company, 1907)xin,2-5; ORs Series I. Vol. 52, Part |,
Serial No. 109, p. 301-02.
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Freedmen's Inquiry Commission later in 1863, "Most of these people were supposed to have
merely exchanged masters; and were expected as a ma[t]ter of cowgsestodns of wood

and drawers of water for the United States without pay and even without clotfiimg."

situation stabilized somewhat into a form of organized chaos over the next couple of months
as Grant's army advanced, retreated, and probed its way toward Vicksbungngathe

freedmen and depositing them in camps in the rear along the way.

Eaton and his superintendents performed heroically in the spring of 1863. During the
midst of a strenuous military campaign he had supervised the feeding and housing of ove
twenty-two thousand freedmen in scattered camps in a huge triangle fromrbaikkeRce,
Louisiana, to Corinth, Mississippi, to Cairo, lllinois. A meticulous record keeptanEa
documented nearly every aspect of the contraband'’s conditions as they arrivepl. irFoam
example, he recorded that of the 6,747 refugees in the Corinth, Grand Junction, and Memphis
camps, only two hundred could read, while only one hundred could both read and write. He
wrote that they "came into our lines wretchedly clad" and "were sbeltertents, in
barracks or in old or deserted houses; but in many cases, men made cabins for thémselve
They brought property in with them such as livestock and farm implements, but were soon
relieved of anything of value by unscrupulous Union officers and enlisted memn Eat
bitterly remarked that they "were rewarded for having spoiled their aneheunies, by
being spoiled in return.” He also noted the brutalities visited on the freedmen by whit

Union soldiers especially when he employed white enlisted men as guardsaftéindy

® Grant, Lincoln, and Freedmep. 5; Ulysses S. GrarRersonal Memoirs2 vols. (New York:
Charles L. Webster and Co., 1885-86), 1:424-6; Robale Owen to Abraham Lincoln, Wednesday, August
05, 1863 Abraham Lincoln Papers at the Library of CongreBsanscribed and Annotated by the Lincoln
Studies Center, Knox College. Galesburg, lllinbigp://memory.loc.gov/cgibin/query/r?ammem/mal:
@field(DOCID+@ lit(d2533300)).
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court of inquiry in June 1863 shamed Grant into taking action did the more egregious abuses
by officers and enlisted men abéte.

Eaton, ever the record keeper, queried his charges about their motivationsrigr fleei
to Union lines. Some, "had a clear and precise idea that the war was to bringpatianci
and acted upon that idea.” Many had a sense of "strong local attachment" wlnichdhe f
curiously strange. They fled their homes seeking freedom but wished to go baci home
they could return as free men. Not surprisingly he noted that the freedmessergiia a

great many cases, a fear of being baulked of freedom by being sold 'doWwti &udithat

"Many alledge cruel treatment as the cause." Many years afteathenan interview with

a Works Progress Administration writer, J. T. Timms cited cruel treatasaihie reason for

his family's flight to freedom. Ten years old at the time of the Yankee orva$the region,
Timms lived on Blount Steward's plantation in Jefferson County, Mississippi—betwee
Natchez and Vicksburg. He recalled how Mr. Steward was "kinder good" but tisat "M
Ann," Blount's wife, whipped him for nothing. As a young slave, and apparently not ready
for the cotton fields, Timms was responsible for walking the Steward's datmthool

every day. He could not recall doing anything wrong, but one day while he wagypayin

the kitchen steps, Miss Ann decided to whip him. The young boy protested that "he hadn't
done nothing," but that did not satisfy the thoroughly angry Miss Ann. She grabbed him,
then scissored his head between her legs so she could immobilize him and velyabe dwg
then outthrust rear end with greater effect. Young Timms had had enough. He cecked hi
head to one side, opened his mouth, and sunk his teeth into the flesh of Miss Ann's tender
inner thigh. It got the desired result. She turned him loose and hollered; either an pai

anger, or possibly both, Timms did not say. His victory, however, was short lived. Miss

® Ibid.



33

Ann called in reinforcements, yelling for William, another slave, to comsffithe job.

Timms laconically recalled, "William come to do it." At that point, Timms' moimed in

what was becoming a serious contest of wills. For when William stepped up to beat the t
year-old, Timms' mother, who had been watching the escalating fray frdatdinen

window, charged out the kitchen door with a very businesslike carving knife, tellingrwill
"That's my child and if you hit him, I'll kill you." Miss Ann then pulled her trump card,
calling her son Tully to beat the threatening cook. Tully, apparently more eved Kean

his mother, went to Timms' mother saying, "l know you ain't done nothin' nor your child
neither, but I'll have to hit you a few light licks to satisfy ma."

The following day, Blount Steward showed up. He found Timms' father Daniel,
making shoes. Noticing that something was amiss, or having heard about the disturbanc
from his wife and possibly fishing for an indication of Daniel's reaction tbé¢aéngs,

Steward said, "Daniel, you're looking mighty glum. Daniel shot back, "You'd benlooki

glum too if your wife and chile had done been beat up for nothin'." Hotheaded like his wife
Steward flew into a rage, "snatched up a hammer and hit pa upside the headBgerdem
young J.T. Timms. Pa had enough of the hair triggered Stewards, and faced Blount down,
"By G-d, don't you try it again." Pa Timms meant it, and Blount knew it, and backed down.
They parted with Timms' words, "You won't hit me no more," lingering in th air.

Within the week, Daniel Timms, his family, and several other slaves, agfarty
twelve in all, made their escape in the middle of the night. They journeyed toward the

settlement of Rodney, thirteen miles to the northwest on the Mississippi Rivee, tivagr

"Work Projects Administration, Slave Narratives AkAdistory of Slavery in the United States From
Interview with Former Slaves, Arkansas Narratiygis 6, http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/11709 (Acszs
March 10, 2009), J. T. Tims (hereinafter cited\#8A Narratives, Arkansas

® Ibid.
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hoped to flag down a Union gunboat. The captain, unwilling to place the fugitives in harm's
way aboard a vessel of war, refused to pick them up. Undaunted the party turned south, and
from "Sunday night to Sunday night, walking and wading," and avoiding the hounds trailing
them, they made their way toward Union lines. Across the region, variationsTofthnes'

journey played out thousands of times. Sometimes just one fugitive at a time, andsat other
small bands of runaway slaves braved the bloodhounds, swamps, and guerillas, to find
freedom with the Union army. Unless they found employment as a cook or tegnaster

army regiment, they usually ended up languishing in a contraband camp, until the U.S
government figured out what to do with thém.

John Eaton thought arming them might be a good idea, and asked his camp
superintendents what they thought about the subject. One said, "I believe in gimng the
their freedom by their swords. Policy and humanity say, Arm the negro. Histonysadll
the necessary precedents for liberating slaves and arming them assstddiight in defence
of their county. Blacks fought in the Revolutionary struggle, and in the War of 1812. Let
them fight in the war for their own liberty." Not to be outdone in florid language, the
superintendent at Memphis waxed even more eloquent,

"Yes, arm him! It will do him worlds of good. He will know then that he has rights, aed dar
maintain them -- a grand step towards manhood. Arm him! for our country needsssoldier
These men will make good soldiers. Arm him! for the rebels need enemies, ami heave
knows the blacks have reason to be that. Once armed and drilled, the black man will be an
enemy the rebels will neither love nor despise. Arm him, and let the world seecthenbla

on a vast scale returning good for evil, helping with blood and life the cause oféhe rac

which hated, oppressed and scorned him."

? Ibid.
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The superintendent at LaGrange, Tennessee, piled on, "Arm them at once. We tten hur
rebels more by the use of the negro than by any others means in our power. Arm him -- use
him; do it speedily. Why leave him to labor for our enemy, and thus keep up the strife? Arm
him -- he is a man -- he will fight -- he can save the Union. | pledge youhandotld they

will make good soldiers.”" Powerful voices in Washington were asking the sanmieigues

and getting much the same response. During a meeting on the subject, Charles Sumner
reportedly declared, "that the greatest name to be written in thesentilias written by the

hand of that man who organizes the colored people into an army for their own deliverance
and the restoration of the Union." The president agreed, Freedmen in the Misslafigypi

must be enlisted into the Union army to help put down the rebéflion.

Just as Grant needed John Eaton to take charge of the Freedmen in his department,
Abraham Lincoln needed someone to take charge of recruiting black troops. If
prognosticators had said in 1861 that the man who would ultimately supervise the
recruitment of nearly 200,000 freedmen was John C. Fremont or David Hunter, no one would
have been surprised. But if they had predicted that Adjutant General Lorenzo Mauhéds
play such a role, their forecast would have been met with guffaws of laughtE86By
Thomas was at the nadir of what little influence he had ever wielded in Washingttire A
beginning of the war many viewed him as General Winfield Scott's lapdog. Mfteain
had him investigate Fremont, then the darling of the Radical Republicans, Thoorasel f
slave owner with strong ties to the South, made a number of mortal enemies. His boss,

Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, detested him. Therefore, when the need aesogetévan

19 0Owen to Lincoln, August 5, 1863braham Lincoln Paperghe Daily Dispatch(Richmond), June
17, 1863.



36

senior officer to take charge of recruiting black troops in the South, a task that wputd re
that officer to travel a great deal, Thomas seemed like the perfect camadiStdaton’'s eyes.
On March 25, 1863, Stanton summoned Thomas to his office, and told him he wanted him
"to go West," asking the general, "How soon do you think you can be ready? youant
go at once." Thomas replied, "I can go tomorrow, sir," and within twenty-four hours the
granite-jawed, white-haired, adjutant general found himself aboard a train looudairo,
lllinois, and the front lines of the war in the western theater. Only after tred @xchange
did Stanton tell Thomas the purpose of the misSion.

In 1919, Winston Churchill likened Vladimir Lenin's return to Russia in a sealed car
to the injection of a bacillus intended to infect and ultimately kill the nation. In 1868, fr
the Confederate perspective, Lorenzo Thomas served a similar purpose. The tdgion ar
had nearly severed the Confederacy in two by the spring of 1863—all that remained was
Vicksburg and Port Hudson to hold it together. Thomas’s orders directed him to travel in the
wake of the advancing Union army down the Mississippi Valley, authorize thattormof
regiments “of African Descent” (as they were labeled at that timsjiptine any white
soldiers who opposed the plan, and pass out commissions to men who wanted to lead black
regiments. His mission ultimately helped seal the fate of the Confederacy

After a journey half-way across the continent by train, in which he did not leave his
car for three days and three nights, Thomas disembarked at Cairo, lllinois. Whaatdid s
not please him; a regiment recruited in southern lllinois, and assigned tomganestown,
had fallen completely apart due to the negligence of its officers. Ongaognaould muster

only two men for duty. Thomas, an old Regular Army hand, saw red. He summoned

Y Ezra J. WarneGenerals in Blue: The Lives of Union CommandBiton Rouge: LSU Press,
1964), 503; David Cornwelllhe Cornwell Chroniclesdited by John Wearmouth (Bowie, MD: Heritage
Books, 1998), 186-8M™ew York Timesluly 20, 1863.
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General Napoleon Bonaparte Buford, and together they spent three hours examiying eve
officer in the regiment, then dismissed every single one of them on the spot for
incompetence. The army's treatment of the freedmen who had sought refuge at the post
sickened him to the point that he could not sleep during his first night in town. In an
interview with theNew York Timeafter he returned from the trip Thomas recalled "Seeing
these black people huddled together, abused and neglected by those who had charge of them,
and all sorts of expressions, constant and stereotyped, of which was 'D—n theidéet-r'
toward them, it made an impression on my mind that | shall never lose." The affeérs
them for servants, and when the servant got sick, turned them out without paying them for
their labors. Later in the summer Union authorities would discover that their awialsff

had engaged in selling freedmen back into slavery across the Ohio River in Kentucky. S
was the state of affairs at Cairo. Yet, despite all of the disappointment 3 lexperienced
upon his arrival at the sickly confluence of the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers, hedé&er
message of hope in his first speech on the recruitment of black troops. Speaking to the
assembled Freedmen, he acknowledged that the Union forces had mistreated tleetedneg|
them, and allowed them "to die like diseased sheep" but that now that Washington knew
about it, such treatment would cease. Continuing, he announced that any black men who
entered Union lines would receive food and clothing and then be enlisted into the army. He
also promised summary punishment for any white soldier, enlisted or officer, who @ppose
the President's wishes in regard to black enlistment. He had already progeif perfectly
capable of summarily dismissing officers, and would enhance that elemestrephiation

as his tour progressed through the redfon.

121bid; The Liberator November 27, 1863.
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The next day, April 2, the sixty-year-old general boarded a steamer anddragath
to Columbus, Kentucky, where he ordered General Benjamin F. Scribner to as$emble t
troops. There, he announced his method for choosing officers for the black regimestfs. Fir
he declared, only "those whose hearts were fully in the work™ would be selectedulde w
appoint a board to examine the applicants. Then, too much in a hurry to rest, he boarded the
steamer and chugged south to Memphis, where he authorized the formation of six eempani
of heavy artillery of African Descent on April 4th. Two days later on the sixthelksina,
Arkansas, he met General Benjamin M. Prentiss who favorably impressedthifnsaardor
for arming black troops. Prentiss, who had seen firsthand the effect of black labor on the
southern war effort during his stint as a prisoner of war, already usedkabtamel to
guard his tent before he ever got word of Thomas's mission. Upon hearing of the goal of the
Adjutant General's mission, Prentiss "earnestly requested the privileggaafang a
colored regiment,” which Thomas granted. The officers then assembled the 7,000-man
garrison for a speech. Thomas led off with his criteria for officers in thebtaek regiment.
Next Prentiss "made quite an interesting speech" followed by an elefiteéal efho drew
the most enthusiastic response from the soldiers. Then, as Thomas recallgdr farras
regiment was given and called the First Arkansas.”" The adjutant jeagcaing the
martial spirit and excitement of the historic moment, waxed fiery, deglérat the new
black regiment would "be detailed to protect the Valley of the Mississipgitltey knew the
haunts of the guerillas and would hunt them down like dogs." Before he left Helena he
organized a second regiment of African Descent, and met Colonel William AofFtle
Thirty-third Missouri Infantry Regiment, whom the general authorized to orgéueenore

regiments of black troops. (Pile, a Episcopal minister prior to the war, enhstieel Union
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army as a chaplain, and mustered out as a major general in 1865.) Aftenddalena,
Thomas again boarded tRecketa 300 ton sternwheeler piloted by one of his sons and his
preferred mode of transportation while in the region. Pulling away from the banksangl ea
into the muddy channel, the steamer turned its bow south toward Lake Providence,
Louisiana, where Thomas expected to encounter elements of Major GenesaBialveye
McPherson's corps of the Army of the Tennes3ee.

The adjutant general planned to bring his tour to a triumphant crescendo at Corinth,
Mississippi, the site of his final speech, after taking care of businessta®nger. But
before he could begin the overland part of his journey he had to take care of business in the
principle field army in the western theater. The Army of the Tennessee had &troost
nothing but victory up to that point and planned to keep its record intact during the final
thrust down the Middle Mississippi Valley to Vicksburg. Stretched out in camps faduen L
Providence to Young's Point, just across the river from Vicksburg, (a distanceyoétbirt
miles as the crow flies) the army was preparing to move even further soeité ivcould
cross the river unmolested by the Confederates. In these camps, Thomas faceghéss tou
test; he had no way of knowing how the soldiers would react. Many came from southern
lllinois, a Democratic stronghold of uncertain loyalties when the war beganearetdb John
A. Logan's political fiefdom. If those soldiers and their charismatitigaln-turned-general
objected to Thomas's message, they could seriously undermine the acceptance of black

troops in the West.

13 |bid.; ORs Series Ill. Vol. 5, Serial No. 129, p. 119; Alankeighton BrownHistory of the Fourth
Regiment of Minnesota Infantry Volunteers During @reat Rebellior{St. Paul: Pioneer Press, 1892), 226;
Lawrence N. PowellNew Masters: Northern Planters during the Civil Weard ReconstructioNew Haven:
Yale University Press, 1980), 137; Gibson, Chadlasa, and E. Kay Gibson, compileBictionary of
Transports and Combatant Vessels Steam and Saiogetpby the Union Army 1861-1868amden, Maine:
Ensign Press, 1995), 274.
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Thomas landed at Lake Providence on the morning of April 8th and must have felt at
least some concern about what the day would bring. He met with General McPherson and
the division commanders that morning, scheduling Brigadier General John McArthur's
division for the first speech of the day. In choosing McArthur's first, Thomas avay h
played a strategic hand. McArthur’s division contained just three regimetita@s|
troops, and McArthur himself hailed from the more anti-slavery northern part dtétat
Thomas may have hoped that the expected positive reaction of McArthur’'s men would
influence the men of Logan's division, more than half of whom were lllinoisarsl, the
division included eight regiments and three artillery batteries from theeE8tite. That
afternoon, at the appointed time, Logan's division assembled around a makeshifhpla
nailed onto some wagons. The brass, including Thomas, McPherson, and Logan ascended
the platform along with a host of brigade commanders and other lesser lights. e of t
regiments showed up late, offering the officers a bit of time to catch up andvabrag a
themselves. But, after a few minutes, General McPherson stepped "ghéyfttort and
called his corps to 'Attention.” He then proceeded to give a very detailed spebkeh on t
government's policy to army black troops, calling on any officers who objectegpto s
forward so that he could muster them out of the service. One eye witnesgirecalle
McPherson's speech as thorough, saying the general "talked all around! isjdesaof it,
over it and under it and elaborated it until it seemed nothing more could be said on the
subject,” which is exactly what the general wanted. He obviously took notes during
Thomas's earlier speech and preempted everything the adjutant geneoaddnanhtthe later
speech to Logan's men. If McPherson was not grinning on the outside, he altagstycer

must have been laughing himself silly on the inside for his practical joke ordtlieteran.
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Poor Thomas could do nothing but get up, put on a brave face and try to deliver his speech,
which for the most part had remained unchanged since he delivered it for thenérat ti
Cairo™*

Thomas mumbled and sputtered "something to the effect that Gen. McPherson had
unkindly taken advantage of him and told them all about his mission, and had left them
nothing new to tell them" but determined to give his speech anyway as he hadarders t
personally deliver the message to the troops. He began, "Your Commanding-Genswal has
fully stated the object of my mission that it is almost unnecessary for sag @nything in
reference to it." He continued, "Still, | come here with full authority fromPitesident of
the United States," before launching into the introductory portion of his speech. Thomas
took special pains in all of his speeches to claim the mantle of presidential tgutFoat
day was no different when he said "I come from him fully clothed with the fullestmpolw
am directed to refer nothing to Washington...to strike down the unworthy and lift up the
deserving." In other words, he became judge, jury, and executioner to any man who
opposed the government's program. He plowed on to the next part of his speech—the
message of confession and redemption. Here, he revealed his southern roots to the men,
telling them that he had spent most of his lengthy military career in the South, hed ow
slaves, and was "born with Southern prejudices." But, he revealed, claiming riedeiompt
his past faults, that he supported the new policy with his "whole heart."” Some who knew of
Thomas's ability to weather the D. C. political storms took a less than clerxitedwl of the
general's conversion, attributing his change of heart on slavery less tocaiméWwberalism
than to his keen political senses. Lincoln's secretary, John Hay, however, took treart

general's conversion; not because of any affinity for Thomas but becabsdatey

14 ORs Series IIl. Vol. 3, Serial No. 124, p. 121; CoerllwThe Cornwell Chroniclesl86-187.
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sarcastically remarked, “The tendency of the country is to universdbireavhen men like
Thomas make abolition speeches at public dinn@rs.”

Sincere, or not, Thomas persevered in his deflated speech, next appealing to the
soldiers' logic. He reminded them of what they had seen since enteringithe-§elds full
of crops cultivated by slaves which enabled the Confederacy to send more able boded whit
men to the front lines. He appealed to the soldiers' sense of fair play--if the Cacyede
could mobilize blacks for their war effort, then why not the Union? Moreover, he raininde
them, President Lincoln had given the South every opportunity to do the right thing and give
up slavery in the Emancipation Proclamation, thus laying the decision to arm blaakdysqua
at the feet of the South. He asked the soldiers to "Look along the river, and see the numbe
of deserted plantations on its borders. There is the place to put these men—whexe they c
be made self-sustaining and self-supporting” and more importantly fonthediate mission
and for the cooperation of the enlisted men, the army had no plans on sending the freedmen
to northern states. The adjutant general maintained that because many natbe hmasi
laws prohibiting their entry, the best solution was to keep the former slavesigvorkhe
South, which is precisely where the vast majority of Union soldiers wantedtohemain.
After this appeal to their self interest, the white-haired soldier told @metmmwelcome
blacks into their lines with open arms and to feed and cloth them. He addied, "they are to be
armed."” Appeals to logic and self-interest taken care of, he challenged thgjiraveal
competitive nature. Comparing them to Napoleon's veterans, Thomas said that he hoped to
"raise at least one regiment from this division" and reaching the climas epeech

exclaimed "l don't want to stop at one regiment—I must have two." If that did nibieget

15> Natchez Weekly CourieMay 6, 1863Daily Evening BulletifSan Francisco), May 11, 1863;
Michael Burlingame, John R. Turner Ettlinger, editdnside Lincoln’s White House: The Complete Civdrw
Diary of John HayCarbondale, Southern lllinois University Presg99), 69.
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7,000 assembled men roused, then his next statement should have when Thomas remarked
that McArthur's division had committed to raising two black regiments. Noesglécting

member of Logan's division could sit back and let the Scotsman's men to beat them. The
appeal to vanity met, the general switched to logic, spelling out how blacks coulchdalma
labor in the rear areas, chase guerillas, and free up white troops for contbatfront lines.

He then concluded with another reference to Lincoln, telling the troops that once the
president "puts his foot down, it is there, and not going to come up" or, in other words, do not
resist the government's policy to arm blacks—it is setfled.

If Thomas had delivered the last speech of the day and then left, backers ofithe pla
would have considered it a success. He spoke to two divisions of questionable troops, no
cross words were heard, and the men, more or less, reconciled themselveausehaf c
arming blacks. But, Thomas still had one last card to play. At his previous stops along the
river, after finishing a speech he allowed the troops to call on the offideeiothoice to
speak. This allowed the troops to hear from their favorite commanders while at éhe sam
time putting them on the hot seat in front of Thomas. It was a test they had tothasssat
of losing their command if they proved unenthusiastic. All eyes, therefore pwdi@hn
Logan when McPherson called on him to follow Thomas's speech. If the hugely popular
lllinois politician remained true to his past positions on race in southern llliheis the
administration's policy faced some tough hurdles in the upcoming months. Moreover,
rumors had spread that "Black Jack" as he was called, would openly oppose Thomas.
Therefore, when the walrus-mustachioed, thick-maned general stood up to spedkthiee ha
ears of everyone, from Lorenzo Thomas to the lowest private. Very few sfinezither

side possessed the ability to motivate men like Logan did. One observer wrdtie that

8 Natchez Weekly CourieMay 6, 1863Daily Evening BulletinMay 11, 1863.
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setting must have reminded the general of his political campaigning ind|liooihe
delivered a barn-burner of a speech. Thomas later recalled, "I musoréferaloquent
remarks of Gen. Logan, who not only fully indorsed my own remarks, but went far beyond
them, stating most emphatically that he would never return to his home...until tkeslwic
rebellion shall be utterly crushed." The soldiers loved it. Afterwards, Thdvieherson,
and Logan retired to the division commander's tent where they passed around mbdtle
racial wisecracks to one another, and explained McPherson's practical hodte came in
response to Thomas denying the corps commander's request for thirty days leasnadhs p
fall. In the end, Thomas accepted half a dozen bottles of whiskey in compensation for his
embarrassmerit.

Publicly, the army reacted positively to Thomas's mission. Jacob Brunerjsaacdenl
man in the Sixty-eighth Ohio Infantry Regiment, heard the speeches and tHttugas a
great treat... Uncle Abe has at last sensibly concluded to arm the darkey laindfight."
He wrote to his wife that the general's speeches "produced the mostgla@erineneficial
result among the soldiers. They received it with shouts and acclamations of @fplaus
Others did not behave so happily. William Moore Parkinson, of McArthur's division wrote
home to his wife, "I never in all my days seen such enthusiasm, but it was not a unanimous
thing. A good many are bitterly opposed to it." The ever blustery Brigadier Géameiraiw
Jackson Smith, commanding a division in Major General John McClernand's Xll) corps
wanted no part of Thomas's mission, saying he would "hang old Thomas if he cantes int
camp making such a speech.” Declaring that he hated "abolitionists worse thas tieedoe

Devil," Smith continued his sacrilege by claiming that "If Jesus Christtavaome down and

" New York Timesluly 20, 18630Rs Series IlI. Vol. 3, Serial No. 124, p. 301-02;r@well,
Cornwell Chronicles 187-88.
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ask him if he [Smith] would be an abolitionist . . . , he answers that 'l would say NO! M

Christ, | beg to be excused. | would rather go to hell than be an abolitionist." Said he

expected to have his official head cut off for his sentiments, but by God he would néver bac

down from his long established principles.” Smith ultimately did back down fromamg "I

established principles” later in the war by commanding black troops in combptt Ma

General William T. Sherman, commanding the XV corps, did not care much for thermissi

either. Later, in 1864, his disdain for black troops erupted into an open argument with

Thomas. To the end of the war, Sherman never considered black troops fit for anything but

duty in the rear, guarding depots and chopping wood. Mississippi's white population took a

view similar to General Smith's. Mississippi state representatineylz Chambers

pronounced, "the negro, whether slave or free, cannot be made a good soldier. Thedaw of hi

race forbids it." He, and most other Mississippians, found it incomprehensiblesitie bl

could make good soldiers. As for chivalry and honor, qualities most dear to Confederates a

the beginning of the war, the congressman found it "difficult to conceive a befit [or

plucking honor from the cannon's mouth" than blacks. What makes his statement even more

ignorant is that he made it in November 1864, almost two years after blacks begamiservin

the Union army, and a year and a half after black soldiers had proven themselves inftombat
In addition to impressing upon white troops of the correctness and permanence of the

government's policies, a major component of Thomas's mission consisted of orgalaizing

regiments in the region. Toward that end, he had to identify suitable white ofbcer

manage the new regiments. Initially, he thought whites could also sefivg asrgeants in

'8 Jacob Bruner to Dear Wife, April 9, 1863, Jacohrigr Papers, Ohio Historical Society, Columbus,
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46

the black companies, but abandoned the effort after discovering that applicantsedor thos
positions did so purely to obtain rank, and not out of any concern whatsoever for the
freedmen. Above all, Thomas required candidates "whose hearts were in the Tirk."
ensure that just such men got the coveted commissions, he authorized the corps and division
commanders to establish examination boards to weed out unsuitable applicants.
Unfortunately, many commanders found Thomas's call for officers a converaansrof

getting rid of bad apples. As a result, six months later, in November, USCT comsnande
found themselves still saddled with deadwood officers. But in April 1863, all was sunny on
the western banks of the Mississippi. Grant's army moved toward destiny aafjltiaet
general had authorized the formation of ten regiments of African DesCeat.evening,

after completing his speeches to McPherson's corps, Thomas sentandtegdwin

Stanton requesting "ten thousand pairs of negro shoes of large size" and "also Hrats for
number." Thomas's efforts had paid off in a big way thu¥’far.

All of the traveling and speaking took a toll on Thomas, forcing him to retire to his
guarters aboard tHeocketfor a few days of rest after leaving McPherson's troops. On April
11 he landed at Milliken's Bend, Louisiana, the site of General Grant's headyjumrte
found himself too fatigued to leave the boat until the next morning. In Grant, he found a
strong supporter of arming freedmen, for the general from Galena, lllinois, wudktisé
calculus of removing blacks from the Confederate resource column. There laeivalli
Bend, appointed general John P. Hawkins to take charge of them. Hawkins, aged thirty-
three at the time of his promotion, had graduated from West Point near the bottom of his

class in 1852. He served in the regular army until the war broke out, whereupon he

19 ORs Series lll, Vol. 5, Serial No. 126, p. 119; JdhrHawkins to Caleb Mills, November 12, 1863,
Caleb Mills Papers, Indiana Historical Society,iémpolis, Indiana®Rs Series I, Vol. 3, Serial No. 124, p.
121.
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transferred to the Commissary Department, through which he steadily advanthd unti
became chief commissary of the Army of the Tennessee. That position broughtdi
daily contact with General Grant where his performance likely earned hinitiamp@sth the
newly formed units of African Descent in the Department of Tennessee. W&imdaas for
John Eaton, working with the USCT became not only a patriotic duty, but a religious one as
well. Unlike Eaton, Hawkins had considerable experience in the regular army, \wweld p
invaluable to the men under his command. Unfortunately, like many stationed kevslli
Bend in the spring and summer of 1863, he contracted an illness, and within days of his
appointment found himself unable to perform his duties. He spent the remainder of the
summer trying to regain his strength outside of the theater of operationstirckyg*°

After linking up with Grant at Milliken's Bend, Thomas lessened his pace duahew
His health had begun to bother him, the grand southward movement of the army made it
difficult to assemble large bodies of troops to hear his speeches, and more thandiely, h
just a little bit awestruck by what was going on around him. After nearly @mhs of trial
and error, Grant had finally figured out the solution to Vicksburg, to march down therwester
bank, cross to higher ground below the Confederate citadel, and take the city froam.the re
Later, when interviewed about his trip, Thomas clearly enjoyed telling absEinggbe
Union fleet run the batteries and work on the huge canals where Grant tried to tigange t
course of the Mississippi River. After the army crossed the river, detbat€bnfederates

at Port Gibson, and took Grand Gulf, Thomas got back to his primary mission of forming

2 ORs Series IIl. Vol. 5, Part |, Serial No. 126, p9] Beries I. Vol. 52, Part |, Serial No. 109, p235
Warner,Generals in Blug218-19.
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black regiments since the movement flushed thousands of freedmen out of the countryside
into Union camp$?

At the former Confederate stronghold of Grand Gulf, Mississippi, Thomas met
Colonel Isaac F. Shepard of the Third Missouri Infantry for the first, tamé liked him a
great deal. Shepard brought an unusual resume to the job. Educated at Harvard, he wrote
children's books, published a newspaper, and served in the Massachusetts eegistatto
the Civil War. An ardent abolitionist, he journeyed to Missouri and joined the statia mili
when the war began. From there he moved up the ranks to serve on Brigadier General
Nathaniel Lyon's staff, and eventually to command the Third Missouri. Shepé&odpesd
so well in the battle of Arkansas Post that General Sherman mentioned him indnas offi
report, recommending the Colonel for higher rank. He also caught the eye of hisrsuperi
for his affinity for working with freedmen; Shepard took a leading role in gdanthe
freedmen when Union forces evacuated from Greenville, Mississippi, a fekswarlier.
Lorenzo Thomas found Shepard appealing due to his humanitarian instincts, explaining to
General Henry Halleck that Shepard's "heart was in the work." Itrajs@s$sed Thomas
that Shepard became the only Union colonel to apply for a colonelcy in a blacknggime
meaning that he did not expect a promotion. On May 28, with General Hawkins too sick to
fulfill his duties, and both Thomas and Sherman on record praising Shepard, Granegave th

Massachusetts colonel temporary charge of the black regiments in thet Didttorthern

%L New York Timesluly 20, 1863.
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Louisiana, which essentially consisted of the western bank of the MississippifiRm
Vidalia to Lake Providence, Louisiafa.

Thomas remained in the field of active operations until May 5, when he boarded the
Rocketonce again for Memphis. There he met Major General Stephen A. Hurlbut and
authorized the recruitment of more black troops. He then boarded a train to visit the
scattered units of Hurlbut's corps, which stretched from Memphis to CorintsisMipi,
eighty-five miles as the crow flies, but one-hundred and sixty via Thomas's roundalieut r
Physically weakened by his trip down the river and back, the sixty-year{oduajgot no
rest on the journey to Corinth. Word had preceded him, and at every station crowds waited
on his arrival, and of course a speech. After having seen his career wither in the War
Department during the previous two years, the temptation to savor the cheersoivtie c
was understandable. Despite the frequent stops he finally arrived in Corinth teday af
leaving Memphig?

The adjutant general met John Eaton, Jr., for the first time in Memphis, and invited
the chaplain to accompany him on his tour of the camps. A study in contrasts: white hair
versus youth, Washington staff officer versus idealistic chaplain, and tatnvistezan
versus a young man on the rise, the two men needed one another for their missions to
succeed. Eaton noted in a report that white soldiers had proven too encumbered by prejudice
and greed to guard the contraband camps—his mission needed an armed component.

Thomas, on the other hand, needed access to the masses of black men drawn to Eaton's

2 stewart Sifakisyho was Who in the Civil WéNew York: Facts on File, 1998), 586Rs Series |,
Vol. 17, Part |, Serial 124, p. 214, Series 11,1V, Serial 124, p. 357-358, Series |, Vol. 17itPaSerial No.
24, p. 760.

% |bid., Series IIl. Vol. 5, Serial No. 126, p. 120ew York Timesluly 20, 1863.
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camps. Working together, the two disparate men could fulfill their immediatans, and
in the long term help defeat the Confeder&cy.

Eaton marveled at how enthusiastically the soldiers and civilians alongutiee r
received Thomas' message. The chaplain remarked that it "was espetailying to those
of us who know how strong were their prejudices how bitter their opposition a few months
ago." His only logical explanation: "This is the work of the Lord." How elsedomein’'s
hearts' change so abruptly? Major-General Richard J. Oglesby, expsasgar
amazement. After a particularly rousing speech, he approached Thomasthelfatigued
veteran, "General, you are the boldest man | ever saw. Had you dared to anndunce suc
principles in this place a month, or two months ago...you would inevitably have been kicked
out of this wagon, and probably treated to a coat of tar and feathers." Finally, afte
addressing all of the troops stationed at Corinth, Thomas, accompanied by a gaggle of
generals, made his way to the large contraband camp. The camp superintendent, an arm
chaplain, spared no effort in ensuring that his esteemed guests did not leave seitpiss
had the freedmen and black soldiers form three sides of a hollow square while #rs offic
toured the camp. Thomas found the camp's streets well kept, and the interior of the cabins
very satisfactory. They even found time for a little jocularity when the adjgemneral put
the inexpert black troops through the manual of arms, which he pronounced as excellent in
execution. Finally, the teachers and children who attended the camp school paradhed into t

square with flowing banners and put on a concert for the esteemed®uests.

24 Grant, Lincoln, and the Freedmg®7.

% New York Timesluly 20, 1863; John Eaton Jr. to Rev. S. S. Jocélay 18, 1863, Letters sent by
John Eaton Jr., Records of the Mississippi Freetsrigepartment ("Pre-Bureau Records") Office of the
Assistant Commissioner, Bureau of Refugees, Freadamel Abandoned Land, 1863-1865, RG 105, National
Archives and Records Administration, Washington D(Bereafter cited aBre-Bureau Records
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The inspection and entertainment completed, all eyes focused on Thomas. There he
stood, atop a platform, in the model camp of what the United States could do when it put its
heart into the work of freedom. Sticking to his previous script, he opened his speech with
remarks about his association with Lincoln, how white soldiers should treat #agdnd
how Lincoln intended to use blacks to break the rebellion. He then asked the assembled
black troops, "Will you fight soldiers?" The response must have pleased him, for he
continued, "Yes | know you will, I have seen many black soldiers. Half the gtims late
great battle of Grand Gulf were manned by blacks. | have ten thousand black sloidiers
the river." Abruptly changing gears, he repeated his confession of having slames in
the past, but in a departure from his other recorded speeches, told the assenuntiehfree
that a slave raised him, and offering himself as an example of how attitudeé<lkcange,
declared that "I know what all the prejudices are upon this subject, but | have awercam
them." In another curious departure from his earlier speeches, probabingesaih his
recent introduction to John Eaton, Thomas delved into theology, telling the freedmen that
they had received a great opportunity. He asked them, "Will you...make men and women
Christian citizens? He testified that for the previous twenty yearscheenaed as a Sunday
school superintendent at his church and that they had "colored classes.”" From that
experience, along with his observations of blacks in the south, he determined that blacks
could indeed "learn, learn readily that you can be Christian men & women asswell
soldiers.?®

His climactic speech of his mission about finished, Thomas concluded withragringi
promise to, "tell the President of what | have seen here to day and he will lzgackety

know that you are doing so well." The crowd responded accordingly, "Vocifeneessc

% |bid.; The United States Navy tolerated black er@mbers long before the army admitted blacks.
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rolled up from the depths of their hearts for the President, for the good news, for thal.Gener
Cheer following cheer, then echoes flying along the defenses” AftiswEnomas and the
generals toured the camp farm, consisting of 300 acres of cotton and 100 acres ofegggetabl
in which all of the freedmen were required to work if not employed elsewheredartha
Afterwards, as Thomas and his entourage departed the camp, the superintendenty Chaplai
James M. Alexander, "deeply moved by this ostentatious recognition of the sofdoisss
efforts to prove these people capable of improving their freedom," turned to Eaton and
joyfully proclaimed, "Now | am prepared to die." After escorting thetadit general to his
guarters that evening Eaton returned to a scene of celebration in the canugd.tHeart
population was "celebrating the day of Jubilo” with a dance, while another held a prayer
meeting. One of the speakers especially caught the chaplain's edajnprg, "l am a
soldier, | am a soldier of the cross, the Lord Jesus Christ is the captain alvatioa. He is
never conquered, He can bring us fofth."

Despite the tour de force at Corinth, Thomas found disappointment on the route back
to Memphis. Stopping at Lafayette, Mississippi, little more than a whistbeost the
Memphis and Charleston Railroad, the thoroughly fatigued adjutant general madsento
the Ninetieth lllinois Infantry, an all Irish unit. After giving his speg€thomas called for
three cheers for Abraham Lincoln, to which the Irishmen heartily responded. Hzut tiae
general called for three cheers for the "settled policy of the d)Bitates with regard to the
negroes” (hopefully he used a less awkward rallying cry) the Sons of Bredbahouting
"No! No!" Thomas became livid. He immediately asked the ranking regitadficer (the
colonel being absent) "what such conduct meant?" to which the hapless offidgr lame

replied, "that they had had no opportunity to think over the matter.” Thomas called him a

%7 bid.; New York Timesviay 31, 1863.
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liar, "You are not telling the truth, Sir! | know that they have been discusssguestion
for a week past. | know the fact if you do not." Returning his attention to the assembled
troops, he ordered anyone opposed to the policy to step forward. Some did, and off to the
guardhouse they went. He gave the remaining troops a week to reconsider their dpinion, a
which time, if they still opposed the government's policy, he would disband the regiment
On that note he boarded the train for the next town. Upon arriving at the next stop, he met
the colonel of the Ninetieth, who begged the adjutant general to let him handle the situation.
Thomas relented and the men of the Ninetieth lllinois "learned the duty of ther'saldihe
hands of their embarrassed colonel. The strain of the trip finally caught up witta$hom
when he returned to Memphis. He took sick, and his physician ordered him out of the
theater, thus concluding the first of his many trips to the region.

Until Thomas came to the region, government policy toward freedmen and arming
blacks consisted of a collection of ad hoc prescriptions applied by local middamnanders
in response to pressing basic needs of food, clothing, shelter, and self-defense for the
contrabands. For the most part, chaplains inherited the superintendencies ofphie cam
primarily because of mid-nineteenth century conceptions of the Church's rot@dtys-the
church helped the poor and unfortunate while the government governed, and only rarely, if
ever, should the government get involved in the latter. When the armies encountered the
thousands of destitute freedmen, commanders looked to the only men in their commands who
had the experience and the aptitude for such work--chaplains. The chaplains, in turn, put
their own unique stamp on the effort, giving the entire effort a strong misgicast. In an
age where public figures freely invoked Christian imagery without backlastributen,

the individuals who worked with the freedmen carried it to an higher level, hoping to make

2 |bid.; New York HeraldMay 26, 18630Rs Series IlI. Vol. 5, Serial No. 126, p. 120.
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Christian citizens of their charges along the lines of the Protestambétimard work and
frugality. Fiscally conservative, Americans of the Civil War eqpeeted the freedmen to
earn their own keep and become self-sustaining as early as possible. Tibe,dolput the
freedmen back in the cotton fields as early as possible, seemed logicafoildhexrhen
freedmen sought government protection, they had to accept that they would have to work,
whether they liked it or not. They could labor in the cotton fields, chop wood, and work at a
host of other tasks, or they could join the army, but one way or another, entry into the camps
came with responsibilities. In short, one can make the case that the aplaynhan the
United States' first effort at nation-building, sought to recreaterdehian democracy on the
banks of the Mississippi.

As for the black troops, Thomas had the benefit of not having to start from scratch.
In contrast to 1861 when almost everyone was an amateur, the men who stepped forward to
lead the regiments of African Descent had experience in leading men in contied seen
significant combat. While not all of them knew the intricacies of Hardédlem's, and
Scofield's drill manuals, they had a fair knowledge of how the U.S. Army operatedpe
to comport themselves as officers. The primary problem at that time cdrnsistew to
screen officers effectively. Thomas's original scheme of allowengscand division
commanders to oversee the process did not work out as he had hoped. Many dregs ended up
in the USCT, as the white units found that organization a convenient means of flushing away
bad officers. But, as in the case of the civilian freedmen, Thomas put the army gffdd a
start. Tweaking of the system would eventually yield better officers dtet b@ops.

Thomas fared better with the higher ranking officers. Grant's appointmeatoof E

to supervise the freedmen in his department was a stroke of genius. In the ftwoéer sc
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teacher he found a man who had a heart for the freedmen, and a brain to administrate a fa

flung collection of camps--feeding, clothing, and housing tens of thousands of destitute

people. Likewise, while he had high hopes for General John P. Hawkins, Thomas did not

know in May 1863, how good a choice the Christian General would turn out to be, for like

Eaton, and as the adjutant general constantly repeated, Hawkins had a heawdok.the

The same could be said for Colonel Isaac F. Shepard. During Hawkins' sickiness in t

summer of 1863, Shepard guided the black regiments through some of their toughest tests.
Ultimately, Thomas's labors cemented the establishment of a new iostituthe

region to replace the defunct institution of slavery. While the army operateldeseevolent

institution in regard to blacks, it was, like slavery, a controlling institutiohadtthe power

of life and death over black soldiers as well as freedmen. It controlled their motseiny

preventing them from migrating to northern states in significant numberg, soejht to

control their labor by putting them to work when they entered the lines. Moreover, the arm

sought to instill a system of values in the freedmen, a set of values in regamdkto w

frugality, and morality. In essence, when blacks in the Middle Mississglf@wescaped to

Union lines, they exchanged one controlling institution for another.



Chapter 3

Lorenzo Thomas left the region with a cadre of aspirant officers in his, trer
commissions contingent upon their ability to locate black men and enroll them into tre Uni
army. These officers typically fell into one of two categories—mekirsgdield grade ranks
(major to colonel) primarily for patriotic and humanitarian reasons, and memgeeki
company grade ranks (lieutenant to captain) often for much less noble re@styn®ne
officer, Isaac Shepard, moved sideways, from a colonelcy in a white regorenegual
rank in a black one. Nevertheless, surviving documents indicate that manyieldhe f
grade officers seeking the higher ranks held genuine feelings of concéna feelfare of
blacks. Their official records, letters, and diaries most often containmeésréo their
service among the black troops as a higher calling. General Hawkinsbelex he had
embarked on a history making mission when he took over the black regiments in the region.
Colonel Herman Lieb, a Swiss immigrant, and a hardboiled liberal until theedaigdh,
considered his service with black troops a social mission. He wrote, "I feltthatupon
trial as much as these half-civilized recruits. After consultation witloffigers, | resolved
to impart to all of these negroes as much elementary education as would be reqaired fo
discriminating American citizenship." In short, Lieb "believed theyanas a civilizer."
Colonel Isaac Shepard, coming from the Third Missouri Infantry, wrote thatthe"fedble
and godlike to aid a degraded wretch to rise...I left a good command as you havemtservi
take equal rank in a regiment of African descent, because | saw a {jetatier good
influence, than in the Regiment | had trained." Hiram Scofield, another colonel \idheetle

in the nobility of the endeavor and the historic nature of the moment proclaimed to his
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officers, ""The eyes of the world are now turned to the Colored Regimentszagand

being organized in this country. And you may be assured that if they are made a success
gratified county and astonished world will do you full credit." While a bit ornateybrds

did, indeed, capture the sense of curiosity the rest of the country had toward the new policy
John Eaton, came around to the cause after observing the physical evidence ofrthg suffe
blacks had endured under slavery. He was particularly impressed with theéguehys

writing to his father, "There is not the same number of white men in the arminggham

in their physique. All of them are most anxious to fight for the freedom of their.faHe
explained that seeing "more than half covered with marks from being floggedais w
converted him to abolition. Sagaciously, he predicted that after the war "cotwopd tr

under white officers will form the only standing army," thus foretellingrige of black

troops as new masters over the region. But, at the time he wrote that the ideclagmap

of many of those white officers was still very much in ddubt.

Reasons for applying to black regiments varied greatly among those@spi
company-grade ranks. Of the surviving opinions of officers in the Middle Mississippi
Valley, the dominant motivations were pay, status, and independence. The jump from
enlisted to officer's pay was substantial, as well as socially meanioghierring upon the
men a new status as "gentlemen." With independence they gained more freeddm@ than t
enlisted men, ranging from the option to resign their commissions and quit the war, t

sending for their wives to join them near their camps along the river.

! John P. Hawkins to Caleb Mills, enclosure, Decamnilie 1863, Caleb Mills Papers; Isaac Shepard
letter to the court, June 1, 1863, Isaac F. ShePatdt of Inquiry Paperdsaac F. Shepard Papers, Department
of Special Collections, Davidson Library, Univeysiif California, Santa Barbara, 3 (hereinaftercits
Shepard Inquiry, RG 94, Regimental Books 47th USCT. Regimentale®Book, Vol. 1, HQ 8th La Inf. Lake
Providence, May 8, 1863, National Archives and Reés@dministration, Washington, D.C.; John M. Eaton
father, June 9, 1863, John Eaton Papers, UnitadsStamy Heritage and Education Center, Carlisle,
Pennsylvania.
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When Lorenzo Thomas and his generals spoke at Lake Providence they completely
won over Sergeant William Parkinson of the Eleventh lllinois Infantry. A fews dégr the
event, the Sucker State sergeant wrote a bubbly letter his wife. "The neglbdwinaws
here now," Parkinson wrote, recounting how enthusiastically his comradescetev
speeches, before dropping the bomb on her with, "Now Sarah, what do you think of William
M. Parkinson, Captain of a negro Reg." Of course, what Sarah thought was imnfaterial
he had already committed himself to the task and could not turn back. Hoping to dispel any
shock or disapproval with humor, he followed with an aside to his daughter Zetty, asking her
if she was afraid her "Pa will get black?" Joking aside, he revealeditmp trard by
explaining that if he could "succeed in raising about seventy darkies," he woaldéac
captain, with the all important pay that a captain received. He went on for a shert whil
about his recruiting efforts, but sensing that he may have gotten himselfrintesiehot
water with his wife he asked, "Sarah, do not be too hard on me for any of this. | hope | did
right.” He then turned lighthearted toward Zetty again, telling her thabhkl not forget
her when he became a captain, but perhaps feeling a bit nervous about the whole endeavor,
noted that "I may fail" before closing. He need not have worried, for Sarah anthitys fa
were pleased that he went "into the negro busirfess."

Some men did fail at getting commissions. Dan Coleman of the Ninety-fifth Ohio
Infantry could not get his own colonel to support him for a captaincy, much to the mirth of
some of his comrades. One of them wrote, "It is a good joke on Dan, just think of his being
at the head of a Co. of Black Cusses is enough, but to fail in the attempt is a bore." H

continued, "for my part if | could not command a Co. of white men, | would not command

2 william Moore Parkinson to Dear Sarah, April 13a6, 1863.
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any." He did not mind black men fighting for their own freedom, he just did not want any
part of it, preferring to "be excused from having anything to do with them. aheenough
Abolitionists to do that™

Jacob Bruner, a sergeant in the Sixty-eighth Ohio Infantry Regiment of Jgan't€o
Division, shared Parkinson's attitude and experiences. On April 15, 1863, he wrote to his
wife, Martha, telling her about Lincoln's policy, that several regimeate \m the "course of
organization,” and that he had accepted a spot in one of the regiments. To ensure there was
no mistaking his primary motivation, he wrote, "my wages will be one hundred and ten
dollars and fifty cents per month: or $1,326 per year!" Again like Parkinson he asked his
wife if he met her "approbation in accepting?" He reasoned that he cowd hsgicountry
in that capacity as well as any other" and if any of his friends had a problkrisvi
decision, then he "could buy them or their favor with my wages.” But, in the end, aihat re
mattered was his wife's opinion. "Tell me you are content and | do not care wlesttbe r
the world may say,"” he pled. Five days later he wrote her again, still seconidguess
himself somewhat, but finding comfort in the opportunities the increased pay would provide
to his family, whom he loved dearly. By April 28, his insecurities assuaged, he cowgd wri
"I am happy and think myself fortunate in enjoying so much of the confidence of myyount
and the President as to be able to assist in this new and | believe successfukexfer

Some did not attempt to rationalize their decision. Richard Allen Hall of thie Snited

% Joseph M. Maitland to Brother, April 22, 1863, d&it Lehrman Collection, Gilder Lehrman Institute
of American History, New York City.
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States Colored Heavy Artillery (USCHA) wrote home that he had been thinkaxgepting
a commission in a black regiment, and if he did, "It will be for the green Back."
Even near the end of the war, white men aspiring to commissions in black regiment
still felt compelled to explain themselves. Samuel Glyde Swain of the thw&lEconsin
wrote home, "The reasons for gong into that Regt. are that | shall standgowd chance of
getting a Commission in a few months and if | can do that | can get out of theesabout
as soon as | had calculated.” Benjamin Marshall Mills, a true believer tatise of
abolition, became thoroughly offended at his friend "Dick" who accepted a esiomin a
black regiment solely for profit. Dick told Mills that "it was only the pay thdticed him to
become a 'N-----r' Officer and if he could only get half of what he now getaqeth, he
would resign immediately." According to Mills, men motivated by money made poor
officers, as Dick "never showed any interest in the welfare of the men imhisad cannot
call half of the men in his company by name." Walter Chapman of the FiftyJfited
States Colored Troops seriously considered failing the examination for a cooniiisg
decided against it after finding out that he could not make any more money as a civilian.
General Hawkins observed, "The best class of officers, as a general tingt difer
themselves, owing to the prejudices existing against colored troops and a numdbgr me
wanted higher positions," but in the end, "some good and zealous officers were oBtained."
No matter what their motivations, the newly minted officers faced seriotectdss

For all of the bragging about high pay, it did not take them long to understand why officers

* Jacob Bruner to Wife, April 15, 20, 28, 1863; Rinh A. Hall to Parents, August 27, 1863, Richard
Allen Hall Papers, Louisiana State University, BaRouge, Louisiana.

®> Samuel G. Swain to [illeg], January 27, 1864, Selrlyde Swain Papers, Wisconsin Historical
Society, Madison, Wisconsin; Benjamin Marshall Bliib Father, June 16, 1865, Caleb Mills Papersairad
Historical Society; Walter Chapman to Parents, danB0, 1865, Walter A. Chapman Papers, Manuscaipds
Archives, Yale University Library, New Haven, Cowtieut; ORs,Series lll, Vol. 5, Serial 126, p. 120.
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got paid more—they had more expenses and responsibility. Most of the men who jumped

from the ranks to commissions had to buy a new kit and start paying for their olgn mea

something the government took care of while they were enlisted men. For masttighis

expense proved extraordinary. They had to replace everything except their amdande

given their location out in the field, they had to send orders to tailors in St. Louis and

Memphis. The well adorned officer required fine, highly tailored frocks, vestsiarskts,

all made of broadcloth, as opposed to the heavy but inexpensive wool uniforms they wore as

enlisted men. New shirts were in order as well, with officers wearirigghmguality white

cotton or linen shirts, in contrast to the wool felt and civilian style cotton shirtsviey

previously. Their old hats had to go to the wayside as well, again, to be replaced by ones

made of higher quality materials. Of course, the ultimate symbol of raakcdammissioned

officer consisted of his sword, which all officers had to purchase. As Walter @hapoted,

"if | get promoted it will cost me $300 to get fitted out; and with the pay at thergriése,

an officer couldn't save a cent." Given that most of them had sent their pay home in

allotments, few candidates had the cash on hand to meet the large initial costsrohbe

an officer. Many, therefore, had to rely on loans from home to get accouteted up.
Uniforms and pay counted for little unless the candidates could round up enough men

to form companies and regiments. That task proved infinitely more difficult thamaice

imagined when they signed up. Union forces had been operating in the region for almost a

year by mid-1863, and many plantation owners had moved their slaves into the interior,

either to the west beyond Monroe, Louisiana, or to the east, towards Alabama. Whose le

behind, or able to escape their masters when Union forces first enteregitnanel 862,

® Walter Chapman to Parents, January 30, 1865.
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found a multitude of employment opportunities. Admiral David Dixon Porter claased
many as one thousand black men went to work aboard naval vessels during that period.
Others found employment chopping wood in occupied river towns, driving wagons for the
army, or digging diversion canals across from Vicksburg. Ultimately, whaym
newspapermen men and soldiers recorded as a bounty of refugees when thetefedtthe
region in 1862, had by mid-1863 slowed considerably. Therefore, the men who sought
commissions in the black regiments had to work hard to fill their gdotas.

The camps where Thomas stopped to give speeches served as the initial recruiting
depots and camps of instruction. From those camps, aspirant officers fanned out in the wake
of Grant's advance on Vicksburg. First, down the river to Hard Times, Louisianao tthe
northeast towards Jackson, Mississippi, officers sifted through the chaoscin agiefaesh
recruits. Telling his wife of the difficulties, William Parkinson told herp"bt think | am
Captain yet, | am not. It is rather slow work getting there." He theniegglais recruiting
strategies, of traveling up and down the Mississippi aboard a steamer pasgray@idns
at the various freedmen's camps, making speeches, and taking "all that e@ngtin.”
Although disappointed with the lack of recruits, Parkinson took heart from freedmen's
reactions to the recruiting speeches. "The negroes cheered and the woenet ahe cried
for joy," he recalled. "l am so engaged with the negro now that | carétatritut anything
else."

Lieutenants David Cornwell and Edward Smith, and Captain Corydon Heath, of the

Ninth Louisiana Regiment, African Descent, decided to test their luck attnegrom the

"ORs Series IIl. Vol. 5. Serial 126, p. 121.

8 william Parkinson to Wife, April 13, 1863.
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plantations around their camp near Milliken's Bend. After getting ColonesLisdessing,

they dashed over to a sutler's for a quick makeover into officers by purchasingatigoe f

blouses and shoulder straps, then set about securing transportation, with ligs siteath

got a pretty decent horse, Cornwell settled for a mule, and Smith found nothing athedl; so t

left him in camp to do housekeeping. Heath and Cornwell then set out for the plaritations.
They stopped at the first plantation they came to, where accordingriovélipthey

found "six or eight eligibles loafing around." The two officers then tethéreir horses and

proceeded to take a stab at recruiting. The freedmen expressed angnaait @f interest in

joining the army, but would not commit. "They would not say they would not go, neither

would they say they would," much to the officer's discontent. But they seemed to enjoy

spending their newfound leisure with two army officers, which perturbed Corroned ¢nd.

He detected a bit of mischief in their behavior, thinking that "it created a msatsm that

was flattering to their vanity." Captain Heath did most of the talking, which unwaeral

circumstances should have worked, but he could not compete with the women. Every time

the men appeared ready to join, the women intervened, and Heath had to start over. The two

officers finally tired of the game, and moved on, stopping at three more plantatiodaytha

without any success whatsoever. Even Cornwell's tactic of taking one cé¢denen aside

away from the influence of the others failed, for even if he got his prey to dyggalivays

added the caveat that only if their woman would let them go. "But of course she never would

and | had no better success than the captain,” Cornwall ruefully remembered.oThe tw

returned to camp that evening, pondered the day’s events over a couple of cigars, and bedded

down, hoping for a better day when they woke up. The next morning, they saddled up, went

° David Cornwell Memoir, Civil War Miscellany Colléon, United States Army Heritage and
Education Center, Carlisle, Pennsylvania, p. 122-25
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to the same plantations, and got the same response, leaving Cornwell firmly ctivaice
"They enjoyed these visits and would have cheerfully talked until the wadclosleath
was so depressed over their lack of success that he did not even talk about itddefot@ g
bed:°

Cornwell, went to bed, but he did not go to sleep. His pride wounded, he "swore that
none of them would ever get very much entertainment of that nature at my expentad He
there for a while thinking about the previous couple of days, their lack of success, and how to
get the last laugh on the freedmen who refused to enlist. He concluded that thexis e
left plenty of food on the plantation, that the Union army was winning, thus guarenteei
their freedom, and that if they left the area, someone else would get theanweati
powerful motivations to do nothing while the war passed them by. As soon as Heath and
Smith drifted off to sleep, Cornwell slipped out of their quarters in search of "&id™fa

"Big Jack" Jackson attached himself to the three officer's aytblttery near
Jackson, Tennessee, in 1862. According to Cornwell, the six-foot-six-inch freedman ra
away from a plantation on the Yazoo River in Mississippi. The artillerymen likeddi
much that they made him their cook and gofer. Throughout much of Cornwell's memaoir,
Jack served as a tragicomic figure, cartoonish and often the butt of much ridicule and
stereotyping, but good natured about it. Whenever Cornwell needed a partner in mischief
Jack always seemed ready and willing to join him. That night, in their camp on the
Richmond Road, near Milliken's Bend, the two plotted and connived into the night. The next
morning they let Smith and Heath have the day off—they did not want any objections to the

new recruitment methods they had planned to try that day. Cornwell took the horse, while

10 pid.

" bid.
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Jack mounted the mule; "His large bare feet just cleared the ground and ke efdas
jacket which bore a sergeants chevrons, stopped about halfway between his elbow and wrist
while his trousers were practically knee pants,” as Cornwell recalleely rode off toward
the plantations, but instead of engaging in argument to get the men to enlist, Jack hopped off
of his mule and placed the freedmen "in line with about as much ceremony as he waluld use
he was setting up so many tenpins," his physical presence and uniform awhegdnmeen
into compliance. After a short lesson in marching, Cornwell cut out the older ones, land Jac
marched them right off of the plantation toward camp. Once the women realizedagha
happened, "they set up a terrible howl," but Jack did not care—he continued the march to
Milliken's Bend. Naturally, Heath and Smith had questions, but Cornwell sidestepped them
giving "Jack all of the credit:?

After exhausting the recruiting grounds in Louisiana, Lieb applied for andedce
permission for him, Cornwell, and Heath, to accompany Grant's army as it chartththe
interior of Mississippi. The trio did well. After rounding up a number of freedmen,
Cornwell and Heath returned to their camp in Louisiana while Lieb continued on with the
Army of the Tennessee, where he endeared himself to the commandersdyyapiadiin
some of the battles. From that point on, he got first pick of the black men brought in by the
army. As a result of all of the recruiting parties roaming about on both sidesrivethehe

state affiliation of black regiments had little meaning. A Louisianermegt was just as

2 bid.
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likely to be full of Mississippians as vice versa. Allin all, by May 18, Lieb asdnan had
signed up about 350 méh.

The freedmen'’s reactions to the presence of the Union army ran from fearibusleli
celebration. Mollie Williams, a child at the time of the Union invasion, wagiéelof the
Yankees, for she had bought into the notion that they were some kind of devils—a thought
no doubt encouraged by her former masters. For others, the blue uniforms and brass buttons
made an impression that lasted to the end of their days. When a W.P.A interviewer aske
Frank Fikes about his first encounter with Union troops, the elderly former slayéda
reason | recollect it so well they all was dressed in blue suits witly gadtt buttons down
the front they passed a whole day and we watched them all day." Impregsdtewit
uniforms or not, many took a proactive approach, seizing the first opportunity pedeca
Union lines, including Daniel Timms and his family. Upon arriving in Natchez ladér t
summer, Timms immediately enlisted in a regiment of African descestsddi, J. T. found
work in a white regiment. A good portion of the freedmen who came into the camps that
summer either attached themselves to, or were forced to go with, advancing Uamansol
On the eve of Grant's final thrust toward Vicksburg, Union General Frederile &aded
his division at Greenville, Mississippi, and proceeded to lay waste to the codetrysi
Although he specifically advised the recently enslaved blacks to remain opl#mgations,
freedom was too close for them to let it pass them by. They joined the army’shaekado
Greenville where Steele, much to his credit, refused to abandon them. He placed thism
transports and delivered them to Milliken's Bend, where they languished until socoedshe

take charge of them. In late May, General Frank P. Blair faced a sthtddarma during his

3j0hns, Jane MartifRersonal recollections of early Decatur, Abrahamdadln, Richard J. Oglesby
and the Civil War(Decatur, lll.: Decatur Chapter, D.A.R., 1912)168; Jacob Bruner to Wife, May 18, 1863;
ORs Series Il, Vol. 5, Serial 126, p. 124.
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raid up the Yazoo River. He reported that upon his return he brought "an army of negroes,
nearly equal to the number of men in my command." White planters in the direct path of the
Union advance had few options; those on the periphery of Grant's march tightened up,
increasing slave patrols and punishments for slaves caught off of the plantatiostdl the

slaves escapéd.

Charlie Washington enlisted in the Eight Louisiana Infantry, Africarc®ds near
Lake Providence within a month of Thomas' visit. Born in Florida, he ended up at the slave
market in New Orleans where a Dr. Vincent, who lived on Joe's Bayou, aboutrigtites
from Lake Providence. From there, Vincent sold him to James Berry, who owned a
plantation closer to the Mississippi River and Lake Providence. There, Washmet,

Julia Ruffin, his wife to be. They had three children by the time the war came &gite. r

In May 1863, Washington ran off to join the Union army; the only slave of Berry's to do so.
Unwilling to lose any more of his chattel Berry took his remaining slamekiding
Washington's wife and children, to Texas. Forty years after the war, Myashstill did not
know what became of them, for he never saw them &gain.

When Charlie Washington and the thousands of other freedmen entered the camps
along the Mississippi in the spring of 1863, they experienced a bit of culture shock. The
Yankees spoke in different accents, ate different foods, and engaged in diffegenisel
practices than the freedmen. Likewise, Jacob Bruner, David Cornwell, anckersh

experienced a period of adjustment, coming to terms with the strengths and weakiies

1 Mollie Williams, WPA Narratives, MississippFrank FikesWPA Narratives, Arkansag. T.
Timms, WPA Narratives, Arkansap. 157-640Rs, Series |, Vol. 24, Part |, Serial 36, P. 502, Selje/ol. 24,
Pt. Il, Serial 37, p. 436.; R. O. Gerow, &divil War Diary, (1861-1865) of Bishop Henry Eld&ishop of
NatchezJackson, Mississippi: Privately Published, 19¢039.

15 Civil War Pension File of Charles Washington, 4@itited States Colored Infantry (hereafter
USCT), Record Group 15, Records of the VeteransiAtnation, National Archives, Washington, D.C.
(hereafter RG 15).
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the men they had chosen to lead into battle. William Parkinson complained that the "negroes

are a great deal of trouble, and | have to use all my patience to keep from thesirg In

his opinion, heightened expectations rested at the center of the problem, "Théy theug

would be perfectly free when they became soldiers, and could almost quit soldiering

whenever they got tired of it, and could go and come as they please. But they finéthey w

very much mistaken.” He tried to help them understand the legal nature of thémemtljs

but was not quite yet willing to tell them that it was for three years. &eed that he did

not force them to enlist, but he believed if the freedmen had known the true extent of what

they had signed up for, then his fellow officers would have had to resort to impnes&me
What they did sign up for, unwittingly or not, was a lot of work. In the Eighth

Louisiana, A.D., then stationed at Lake Providence, the men had to drill every dpfexce

Sunday from 5 a.m. to 6 a.m. have breakfast, then drill from 7:30 to 11:30 a.m. break for

lunch, then drill from 3 to 5 p.m. According to Colonel Scofield's orders, "every enlisted

man not detailed on other duty or excused for sickness must be present, as idlemsss foste

disease, even those sick will be put upon such drill or duty, as they...are able to.perform

Colonel Cyrus Sears, stationed at Milliken's Bend with the Eleventh LouisianawAda

bit softer, only allowing his company officers to drill the new recruitsethi@urs a day at the

most. Even under less diligent commanders, they drilled until they were sicKingdril

learning the infantry basics of the era: their right foot from their left, loodvess ranks, how

to stand at attention, and those were just the elementary requirements. Jacolvirener

"As fast as we get them we clothe them from head to foot in precisely the sdome uhat

‘our boys' wear...and the are highly pleased and hardly know themselves."

8 william Moore Parkinson to wife, May 28, 1963.
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Once they received firearms the required knowledge increased signjficantl

The required drill also benefited the newly commissioned company officerg,ahan
whom had never trained men before. While better off than the officers of 1861, many of
whom had no clue on how to conduct proper training, the new officers of 1863 had one or
two years of combat experience and countless hours of drill under their belstelanken.
Nevertheless jumping from the ranks to command proved a major hurdle for the new
officers. One wrote, "I have to do things | scarcely know whether it'sarghtong, but |
put on a bold face, and go it blind." Some of the confusion arose from the drill manual
specified for the black troops. At that time, the army used a variety of drllatsato train
the men. As a result, men came up under Hardee's, Elsworth's, or Gilham's manuals had to
relearn the drill according to Casey's manual, which was the one used in the lcangplsea
Mississippi. Lieutenant Parkinson's solution was to bluff his way through it, to "put on a
bold face, and never let on, but what | know all about it" which many young officers
undoubtedly did. Benjamin Mills, who came to the field directly from college and had never
commanded men before, found it tough going. He told his father that anyone who accepted a
commission in a black regiment and expected "to have a good time and lay on his back all

the time will find to his sorrow that he had 'barked up the wrong tree.™ Hpatedhdrill to
manual labor, proclaiming that he would rather "swing the scythe all day than tventte
teach a squad of recruits” and that "drilling is as hard work as | everlgaiftio®

Aside from the labor necessitated by unfamiliarity with drill, a coraimisin a black

regiment generated more work than an equivalent position in a white unit. With allnobst a

YRG 94, Regimental Books, 47th United States Coldmedps, General Order No. 2, Regimental
Order Book, Vol. 1, HQ 8th Louisiana Infantry, LaReovidence, May 10, 1863, NARA; Jacob Bruner ttewi
April 28, 1863.

18 william M. Parkinson to Wife, May 17, 1863; BenjanMills to Father, April 11, March 4, 1865.
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the enlisted men illiterate, officers had to perform tasks normallyatgddo
noncommissioned officers, effectively doubling their duties. The officers fountstiees
doing unnecessary paperwork, working through the nights to fill out rolls, which if found to
contain errors, were rejected by their commanders. They had to chase dowg @othi
arms for the men, with limited success. Some units received their deargaickly, while
others had to wait until it was almost too late, like the men who received thainfg¢he
day before the battle of Milliken's Bend. As for pay, neither they nor thr&teshinen
receive any wages between April and August 1863.

If that were not enough, Confederate authorities added an additional level ofavorry t
the white officers’ already heavy burden by promising to execute them titcleagling
black troops. George Bailey of the 12th Louisiana, A. D., writing about it yearsiad
war, remembered that he "was rather glad of it for we knew where we.ivagvaliam
Parkinson, however, seemed thoroughly shaken by it. In his letters to his wiferhatedte
between bravado and resignation, proclaiming that he would "do some tall fighting or
running before they" got to him. In mid April he claimed that the enlisted men "fully
understood that it is worse than death if taken," but contradicted himself a mentlhHah
he admitted that "I am the only one in the regiment that thinks so.” On the night @nVay
the rebels proved him right when they ambushed a picket party just outside of camp. They
killed an enlisted man, captured several others, and severely wounded Captain Franklin S
Bishop in the legs. Finding him helpless on the ground, the bushwhackers looted him of

everything of value, "sword, coat, boots, and money" before they left him to die. Tdrey lat

19 John Parker Hawking/emoranda Concerning Some Branches of the HawlansiliF and
ConnectiongIndianapolis: unknown printer, 1913), p. 110; Renin Mills to Father, March 4, 1865; Cornwell
Memoir, p. 128; John Matthews to Father, August863, John L. Matthews Letters, State Historicali&y
of lowa, lowa City.
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decided to murder him and sent a man back to finish Bishop off, but the man could not bring
himself to shoot a helpless wounded enemy. Parkinson thought the captain would survive
the shooting, but he was wrong, Bishop suffered for nine days before finally exgfting.

If the officers found the going difficult, so too did the enlisted men. They had to
endure the mistakes of the novice officers while drilling day after day irhesetitat got
progressively hotter with each passing week. Some of the new officers provedhlasuit
screaming and cursing at the men. Moreover, army punishment resembletioplanta
punishment. While no whippings occurred--at least whippings of black soldiers--an
infraction of the rules sometimes resulted in bucking and gagging, havindtimaiog or
wrists tied to an overhanging tree limb, or in the case of severe crimestiere Most
punishment for minor offenses consisted of extra duty or some form of manual labor. Plus
in what must have reminded some of their existence under the old masters, sstee enli
men became servants for the officers. As one officer wrote home to his wifeg"a ey
to black my boots and get me water and any other little things | want done. H¥deg so
| pay nothing, so is the cook™"

In the realm of equipage, the enlisted men wore the same uniforms as edpte tr
(dark blue wool fatigue jackets, forage caps, and kepis, with sky blue trodespse
Lorenzo Thomas's request (which someone mercifully denied) for somethirypessive
and "a little more gay." They stenciled their canteens and knapsacks wittotngiany

letter and their identification number, so that if anyone misplaced thepragat, they could

% George E. Bailey Memoir, p. 19, George E. Bailapé&ts, Western lllinois University; William
Parkinson to Brother James, May 28, 1863; Frarishop in Civilwardata.com.

2 william M. Parkinson to Wife, May 28, 1863; RG 39/. S. Army Continental Commands,
Successions of Commands, No. 110, E2023 Pt. fierseand Orders Relating to Details of Troops..\240, p
48 General Order No. 36. Vicksburg, August 28,4.88G 393, NARA, (Hereinafter cited &ontinental
Commands).
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easily identify it. As for firearms, they received Austrian Lorafles, which even the most
optimistic officer called "second class." Herman Lieb called thentifferent,” and John
Hawkins, unwilling to perfume a pig, declared them "not fit for a soldier.” But inathyg e
existence of the black regiments, the secondhand guns had to suffice. After VickBpurg fe
and the black troops proved themselves in battle, they began requesting higherifieslity r
By the end of the war, many black soldiers carried the latest Springfiekl afong with a
smattering of lesser weapoffs.

Life in the camps proved quite a departure from what the white officers had gro
accustomed to during the first two years of the war. While many white netgiinad
obtained their fair share of black laborers during their marches through $eersx=l
northern Mississippi, the black regiments were positively awash with civili@mee many
of the freedmen had escaped from slavery in family groups, the men who enlistedrimythe a
often had wives and children camped nearby. Furthermore, the primary missioeafiyhe
black regiments consisted of guarding freedmen'’s camps so that whitedoodgbserve on
the front lines in battle, resulting in even more blending of the civilian and militar
Combine those with the fact that the initial army camps were sited attsieblandings
along the Union army's supply lines, barely controlled chaos resulted. A straati@gstr
through one of the army camps may have found it difficult to know where the army camp
ended and the freedmen's camp began. Children frequented the area, often serxamgl as
boys for the officers. Women washed clothes, cleaned, and cooked for enlisted men and

officers alike. Sutlers, finding a readymade market, set up shop, sellioyitiaa freedmen

%2 ORs Series IIl, Vol. 3., Serial 124, p. 214; BenjarMills to Father, February 18, 1865; William M.
Parkinson to James, May 28, 1863; JoRessonal Recollections of Early Decatpr,138;0Rs Series I, Vol.
26, Part I, Serial 41, p. 800; Invoice of Ordnaand Ordnance Stores, November 14, 1865, 5th USitatks
Colored Heavy Atrtillery, George E. Bailey Papergatérn Illinois University, Moline, lllinois.
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as well as the black enlisted men--among other things--gingerbread, catdbyass rings
which they considered to have healing propefties.

If the nascent regiments did not already face enough turmoil, confusion, and
obstacles, another entity stood in their way—the United States Armyndousrenzo
Thomas's speeches he frequently called out anyone opposed to arming blacks. ede warn
the white soldiers that he had the power to summarily dismiss any objectors freenvice,
and he would use it. Such forceful threats were usually enough to cow any opponents into
silence. However much Generals Sherman and Smith may, or may have not, havedgrumble
in private, during the spring of 1863 they did not make any public demonstrations of their
displeasure with the policy. Once, the Adjutant General left the region, a nahvideite
officers and enlisted men felt emboldened to vent their wrath on the freedmen &nd blac
troops congregated along the river. While such behavior was not unusual among the white
Union soldiers, Thomas's tour was supposed to have put the such brutes on the defensive.
Some white soldiers may indeed have reconsidered their behavior after Ehgpeashes,
but to others, the hard case racists, the mere thought of blacks in uniform infuriatedinthem.
the camps at Milliken's Bend, a particularly vicious set of white Union solsiade it their
sport to torment the black men and women sheltered there. Picked up by Steele®expedi
away from home, and in many cases separated from loved ones, the freedmen ynade eas
targets for the evil. Murder, rape, and robbery became routine at the Bend.

The final insult came on Saturday, May 30. Private Henry Lee of the First
Mississippi, A. D. was confined to camp that day, tied to a tree, for violating a raleor

That afternoon, apparently after a morning of drinking liquor at one of the'stslets, two

% John L. Matthews to Sister, July 30, 1863.



74

members of the Tenth lllinois Cavalry came stumbling through the Firsiddigpi's camp.
Upon spying the immobilized Lee, the two drunk cavalrymen stumbled over to thedree a
one of them, jerking the rope, hollered, "what is this d__d nigger doing tied up here?" He
then tried to kick Lee in the groin, but missed; too drunk to aim properly. He reared back
again and let fly with a heavy black boot, catching the tormented private squattedy |
lower stomach, doubling him over in pain. Boring of their malignant sport, the two headed
toward a cotton shed where Lizzie Briggs, her daughter, a young boy, and another
freedwoman had taken shelté.

After gaining entry to the shack, one of the white soldiers took the littlbygtHe
arm and began leading her away. Her mother, horrified at what was about to happen,
confronted them, grabbing the girl, yelling, "Don't hurt my little chilhat are you doing?
| do not want you to hurt my child." A tug of war and shouting match commenced. Lizzie
Briggs threatened to call the sutlers, but that did not faze the drunken soldier. "D__n the
sutlers, go and tell them—they've nothing to do with me. I'll do as | please" lkesnothe
alcohol, however, had, in addition to corrupting his judgment, sapped his physical strength,
and he could not hold his own in the struggle over the child; her mother finally wrested her
away. The frustration of loosing his prey only magnified his rage. He picked upathatc
and dared Lizzie to utter another sound, saying "You d__d niggers think you are free, and
you are not as well off as you were with the Secesh! If you say a worc$h yourd__d
mouth!" Throughout the melee the twelve-year-old boy had not gotten up, probably scared
out of his wits and hoping they did not notice him—but they did. The hatchet wielding

soldier, finding Lizzie's defiance too tough for him, turned to a weaker victim. t"s#vaa

% Testimony of Henry Lee, Morris Fonteroy, Lizziei@ys, Statement by Isaac Shepard, June 1, 1863,
Shepard Inquiry
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you listening at me for?" he yelled at the child. The boy, hoping to avoid troulbl¢hathe

was not listening. Of course, the drunken would-be-molesters did not believe him. The othe
soldier snatched the hatchet away from his colleague saying, "I've a mind to chop'the boy
But, before he could act, his comrade took the hatchet back, telling him to "Beat him wit
your boot heel all you want to!" Instinctively, the child covered his head withrhis, a

trying to defend himself when the profanity-spewing soldier began kickingriheiback of

the head, but the boy was too small to put up much of a defense. After several kicks to the
back of the child's head, the Yankee cavalryman landed several blows on the boys face,
going so far as to grind his boot heel into the boy's eye. Only one occupant of the shack
remained untouched—a woman, but not for long. The soldiers tore off her clothesand trie
to rape her, but she got away.

The youngster escaped from the shack and made his way to the camp of thd Elevent
Louisiana, A.D., where he met Lieutenant Colonel Cyrus Sears and anotherwifficerere
participating in a Board of Survey that day. Face bloody and head bruised, tb&llibg t
officer that two white soldiers had tried to murder him. The officers insttibteboy to go
to Colonel Isaac Shepard's quarters, as he was in charge of the black egirttentegion.

The boy, disoriented by the blows to his head, instead, went to the quarters of George B.
Field, the Commissioner for Leasing Abandoned Plantations where he met Lt. John
Stonemetz who was in charge of a detachment from the Fifty-seventh Omyrafssigned

to guard the commissioner. The boy told the lieutenant that one of his white soldiers had
kicked him, but did not know which regiment the man belonged to. The officer decided to
find out who did, and accompanied the boy back to the cotton shack. The two drunks had

departed the scene by that point but Stonemetz decided to hang around a little whée in ca

% |bid.
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they returned. Ten minutes later one of the miscreants did. Stonemetz immediatel
confronted him, asking him, "if he kicked the n------ r?" The drunk, or course, responded in
the negative. But the Ohioan was not buying it, "I think you did, sir!" To which the sma
aleck rapist replied, "Where are the witnesses?" The officer snappedIiliboi there is
plenty of witnesses down here in the negro regiment. Come along with me." But the
miscreant still was not having any part of it, "[I will] Be d__d if | do! I'll kvery d__d one
that is around here!" Stonemetz sent for a guard from a black regiment campedcka coupl
hundred yards away. In the mean time, the drunk soldier nonchalantly disappeared into the
sutler's store, where the lieutenant and guard had to go retrieve him. When thaw twld hi
go with them, he replied with a saucy, "I do not know if | will or will not." Surprisin@r
perhaps not) a lieutenant from the Tenth lllinois Cavalry was sitting in treg dratking ale,
when the rapist, (now identified as John O'Brien) came in. Overhearing th@g&cha
between Stonemetz and O'Brien, the lieutenant from the Tenth Cavalry told the farigat
along, which he did®

The sight of the bleeding boy and story of attempted rape and murder infuriaied Isa
Shepard. White soldiers had tormented his men and their families ever since lle Stee
transports deposited them at the bend. Whenever he, or any other officers from black
regiments complained about it, or arrested the offenders, the officers dfitegegiments
did nothing about it. Even his own superior, General George C. Sullivan, appeared to have
had it in for the black regiments stationed in the area. Sullivan seemed to think the black
regiments existed in order to unload steamboats and do jobs white regiments dishked. T

add insult to injury, rather than referring to Shepard as "Colonel" in their bfficia

% Testimony of Cyrus Sears, John Stonemetz, OrviBCClair, John O'Brien, Shepard Inquiry.
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communications, Sullivan addressed him as "Superintendent of Contrabands"aatexlc
slight implying Shepard did not have a real military command. Shepard tried &ssitue
issue in a civil manner, but Sullivan persisted. Therefore, on May 30 when the two drunk
cavalrymen attempted to rape and murder freedmen within sight of his camp,dSbega
the law into his own hands. He ordered O'Brien whipped by black sofdiers.

Shepard could not have picked a more antagonizing, and some might say, more
appropriate punishment for the offending soldier. Cyrus Sears, after seebnythe
damaged eye and hearing about what went on in the cotton shack, thought the punishment
was too light—saying that execution would have been more appropriate. Shgplgmi'snt
passed, O'Brien was led back to the camp where a half civilized gang of blacksdmaie
him bloody with a braided lash. When one of his tormentors grew tired, another took their
place, beating the white soldier even harder. That was the story as #tedcamong the
white regiments camped in the area. The reality is that "O'Brien'shpugms was quite
mild,” more "calculated to irritate a man than to injure him physically.& Jdidiers
assigned to whip the miscreant, perhaps remembering their own beatings @mtaigopi,
had chosen light switches for the punishment, so light, in fact, that they disintedrated.
reality, however, neither the method, nor severity of the punishment realbreadattit was
all about who carried it out. The image of black men beating a white man, stokedethe bas
instincts of men already chafing over the admission of black men into the Union &huy,
for them, the policy that brought near-equality to the races threatened to epset th

ideological applecart even further with black superiority. In short, evergsbidier on that

" Ibid.
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side of the river, from the lowest enlisted man in the Tenth lllinois Cavalry,rier@e
Sullivan, the top white officer, found Shepard's actions intolefdble.

General Sullivan ordered Shepard's arrest that same day. But, before Shepard coul
appear at Sullivan's headquarters, General Grant sacked Sullivan foa, Ineaving
Shepard's status in limbo. In the meantime word of the whipping had spread among the
white troops, and inflamed even further by their intemperate officers, sonezlvetaliation
against Shepard. But they misjudged the Missouri-transplanted Yankee if they thiwaght
or the threat of assassination would intimidate him. Unlike Sullivan, he did not saffer f
inertia, and went on the offensive against his accusers on June 1, requesting a Court of
Inquiry to clear his name. General Grant agreed to the inquiry and Shepard tookehe bat
his accusers’

On June 4, 1863, the Court of Inquiry opened aboard the stéanesicaat
Milliken's Bend; Colonel Kilby Smith of the Fifty-fourth Ohio served as pregid@he
witnesses sworn in, Shepard had a statement read into the court record in whialogedat
instances of rape, murder, and robbery committed by white soldiers campedeigidine r
"Yes," he admitted, to the charge of having the white soldier whipped; but claimasl it
legal and justified based on the unceasing abuse due to the inaction of officers in white
regiments. For him the trial was not about him having a soldier whipped, but about the
conduct of the United States Army toward freedmen. With such a gambit he risked losing
his command, rank, and possibly his freedom. With the statement and administrave mat

taken care of, the court opened with Private O'Brien giving his version of evewiss dt

% Eben F. Cutter testimony, Samuel Shonessy, Sh&pautt Martial; Isaac Shepard letter, August 18,
1863,Shepard Inquiry

2 |bid.; ORs Series |, Vol. 34, pt. 1, serial 36, p. 93; FrileM. Crandal TestimonyShepard
Inquiry; Shepard Opening statement, p. 14, ibd.
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tale of woe and innocence on his part, but Shepard conducted a skillful cross-examination
that exposed the private as a drunken liar. Likewise when O'Brien's ofGo&rthe stand,
Shepard took them apart as well. By that evening, Shepard had satisfactoely piosgide

of the case. If it had ended there, the court would have pronounced Shepard innocent and
restored him to command of the black troops at the bend, but his gambit paid off; the court
took the bait and decided to hear testimony about the abuses going on in the region, "with a
view to eliciting information evidently not publicly known and appreciated, and thus make
this investigation a source of benefit to a great public intef@st."

With that opening, Shepard called in a parade of freedmen, army officers, and
government officials, each with horrific stories. The first officer calbetify, Captain
Abraham E. Strickle, a U. S. Commissioner, told of his fruitless efforts to several
rapists to justice. When asked by the court about the interactions betweematitack
troops, he responded, "There is a decided hostility on the part of the white towardskhe blac
regiments. There is no harmony of action between the black and white soldiers in this
vicinity—Dbut the very opposite.”" Even the white officers demonstrated ystifi one act
of exceeding cheekiness, a captain of a white regiment confronted Shebagdhiel that
his men demanded that he admit that he "had disgraced my office, disgraced myself
disgraced my country, and deserved to be excluded from all decent society" oreviolenc
would break out. Major Julian Bryant, of the First Mississippi Regiment, A. [Dwel,
with similar testimony. He recalled how, on his first night at Millikeresx@® he had "12 or
15" reports of " white soldiers coming and attempting to ravish the women." Heushti
his testimony with a laundry list of random acts of mindless evil committe¢hiig soldiers

in the area. In another instance, he personally apprehended several white sotdiaghhe

% Ibid.
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in the act of rape—their defense: "They are only niggers.” He turned thertheaProvost
Marshall, who released them the next day. The testimony continued well into thegeveni
before the court adjourned for the night.

Court resumed the next morning, Saturday, June 6, much as it had ended the night
before, with more testimony of rape and mayhem committed by white troopsge3d.
Fields, U. S. Commissioner of Abandoned Plantations, testified that hardly a dey pgss
without reports of such criminal acts. He also revealed that he suspected stenefbrs
and their men of selling blacks back into slavery. Captain Eben F. Cutter of te Thi
Missouri Infantry followed Fields with more of the same—white abuse of blacksw&s
interrupted in mid testimony by a cry of alarm: "The Rebels are corifigé court then
adjourned for the morning so the officers could determine the seriousness of thellp@a
learning that Rebel forces were indeed in the region and planning to attagkhabraent,
inexplicably, the trial resumed. Testimony continued for the rest of the degyjrdiffrom
earlier sessions only in that black enlisted men and black civiliansddstiy that evening,
the case had reached its climax, Shepard had proven without a doubt that whitefsohdiers
a variety of Union regiments had committed rape, robbery, and assault upon the black
refugees at Milliken's Bend. Furthermore, their officers were comp@ametimes
committing the rapes themselves, but more often, turning a blind eye while thedemest
ran amok. The court was scheduled to meet again on the morning of June 7, to hear more
testimony about the abuse of blacks, but in reality, the court got testimomyffefrant sort,

when Confederate forces attacked the camps at the*bend.

31 Testimony of Abraham E. Strickl8hepard Inquiry.

32 Shepard Inquiry.
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The months of April, May, and June, 1863, served as a period of adjustment for the
officers and enlisted men of the black regiments then being formed on thenvixestks of
the Mississippi River. The white company grade officers, many of theny mewwvted,
adjusted to their newfound authority and responsibilities, while at the samattermgting
to explain their decision to family members at home. Primarily motivateddoey and
social status, those officers, nevertheless, had advantages that the afffl@&§% did not
have, such as familiarity with drill and army regulations, and most impogrtaothbat
experience. Therefore, their ability to bring black regiments up to par Witk twoops in
terms of drill was markedly speedier than with the green army of 1861.

Among the black enlisted men, the situation was somewhat more complex. If they
expected freedom of movement, no more corporal punishment, and an end to forced labor,
the army disabused them of such notions. The army intended to put them to work toward
Union victory, as inexpensively and as quickly as possible, be it as a steward aboard a
steamer, a teamster, or an infantryman carrying a rifle. Lsthk@own about how the black
soldiers felt about their new circumstances, other than they endured it, possibly eve
relishing it, given it provided them the opportunity to fight for their freedom.

Among the higher ranking white officers, a different attitude prevailed. Sothe ba
apples had indeed managed to weasel their way into the black regiments, but for the most
part, the majors and colonels found their motivation in promoting the general wélfare o
blacks. For them, Christianity and the Army could provide the freedmen with all wictise
they needed to become productive citizens after the war ended. As Lorenzc Pubiba

"Their hearts were in the work."
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Unfortunately, many white soldiers opposed the new policy. Captain Christian H.
Anderson of the 10th lllinois Cavalry testified that the major part of his men avaatpart
of the black regiments, and that they became very displeased upon discovering that¢hey w
to remain at Milliken's Bend with the black troops while the rest of the Union army
campaigned for Vicksburg. They very much disliked appearing as a part ofétine N
Brigade." He claimed that he had never seen white soldiers abusing blackbnitigcathat
he had heard of men in his command engaging in such behavior, but apparently never saw fit
to do anything about it. When pressed about the general conduct of his men toward blacks,
he allowed that they talked insultingly when they marched past black campsdis, w
"which whitesoldiers would take offense," again a behavior he did not deem worth
confronting®?

Shepard's call for a Court of Inquiry ultimately had a salutary effet¢teofreedmen
in the region. It forced the Army to own up to the behavior of enlisted men by holding
officers accountable. It also showed blacks that they had certain rightspéod ahe
Americablacks testified against whites in court, something that was unheard of in tre regi
prior to the arrival of the Union army. The Union army had a long way to go in terms of
equality for blacks, and it was indeed a controlling institution. Neverthelesspgmized
that black men had certain rights on a par with white men. In that sense, Shefmrdakch

Hawkins were correct in their assessment of the army as a positieddotadack welfare.

¥ Testimony of Christian H. AndersoBhepard Inquiry



Chapter 4

While the courtroom drama unfolded aboardAhgerica a new challenge emerged
from the west. With Grant marching on Vicksburg and Nathaniel P. Banks thred®eming
Hudson, Confederate General Kirby Smith determined that more soldiers \wdezl e
Louisiana. Toward that end he sent General John G. Walker's division of Texanstto assi
General Richard Taylor’s forces, then operating in central Louisianaer@erlaylor, son of
former President "Rough and Ready" Zachary Taylor, of Mexican War, {sasea true son
of Louisiana, having plantations on both sides of the Mississippi River. He knewithe reg
well, and did not believe an infantry division, even one made up of Texans, had much hope
of relieving Pemberton at Vicksburg. The land on the western side of the Mhigsisas
mosquito-ridden and swampy, and even if he did break through to DeSoto Point, directly
across the river from Vicksburg, what good would it do to join Pemberton's army@r Tay
suggested sending his forces south to threaten New Orleans. He believed timailif@arse
of Confederates could insert themselves between Banks and his supplies intbat@iyg,
Banks would have to lift the siege of Port Hudson, freeing Confederate GeneldirFra
Gardner's 6,800 men to link up with General Joseph E. Johnston to attack Grant from the
rear. But, it was too late by that point, Banks had too many men in the region for a mere
4,000 Confederates to dislodge, by ruse or crafty maneuver. With that option off dil¢he ta
the Confederate high command could not simply recall Walker's men and retsintiaf
Arkansas, some kind of effort or gesture, had to be made on Vicksburg's behalf, or the public

outcry would be deafening.

! Richard TaylorDestruction and Reconstruction: Personal Experisnuithe Late Wa(New York:
D. Appleton and Company, 1879), 137-139.
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Taylor, therefore, determined to strike Grant's supply line, then thoughetadext
down the western side of the Mississippi. Unknown to the Confederates, once Grant had
ensconced his army around Vicksburg, he had moved the lower arm of it logisticgaimain f
the western side of the Mississippi to a large depot on the Yazoo River, north of Vigksburg
effectively out of reach of any roving Confederate generals. But therTizadl already cast
the die. In order to speed up the movement of Walker's Division, he had them board
steamboats on the Little River near Pineville, Louisiana, for a journey fietisas River,
where they disembarked on May 30 near New Carthage (about fifteen miles below
Vicksburg in Louisiana). There, Brigadier General Henry E. McCulloclgade launched
an assault against an abandoned Union army camp at Perkins' Landing and engaged in some
skirmishing with a fully armed gunboat. Many men in Walker's command had nevdrahe
shot fired in anger until that day. Thinking that they had truly participatedeal &®attle,
Captain Elijah P. Petty of the Seventeenth Texas Infantry bragged, "If tHithis fear |
don't mind a battle." He recalled how they laughed and joked during the "combat.” If
anything, the brush with Union forces at Perkins' Landing put a dangerous swig dgiee
Confederates' steps—dangerous to themsélves.

As the Texans marched through the swamps and bayous toward Richmond,
Louisiana, the jumping off point for their attacks, the soldiers in the black retsrae
Milliken’s Bend continued with their training. Great and terrible events had ta&ee at
Vicksburg in the previous week. Grant had bottled the Confederates up in their works, and
on May 19, elements of General William T. Sherman's corps assaulted the&atde

fortifications along the Graveyard road--and failed. Still convinced he cdddiaksburg

2 Ibid.; M. Jane JohanssoReculiar Honor: A History of the 28th Texas Cavalt$62-1865
(Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 19%3),
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by storm, Grant three days later hurled all three of his corps at the Cotdsdeaiith much
the same results. His hopes for a swift conclusion to the campaign lyingrdkedyirag in
the gullies in front of the Confederate fortifications, the former shopkeeparGalena,
lllinois, settled on a siege as the method for breaking Vicksburg open. News ofc¢ks atta
left the white officers of the black regiments in great suspense, for mamgiofarmer
comrades took part in the attacks of the 19th and 22nd ofMay.

Across the river, the proverbial calm before the storm reigned. "Rebelwshot g
cavalry" operated in the area for sure, but that was to be expected near @oy gathe
South. Only by their absence would local bushwhackers have been considered unusual.
Besides, if they got too saucy, in William Parkinson's opinion, "us or them wilk suife
not believe we can keep the negroes from murdering everything they come we"frasn
Shepard's battle with the army aboardAlneericg training and health concerns dominated
the men's time. The warm weather and abundance of water had given birth to thelperenni
plague of the region—mosquitoes. Knowing neither race nor cause, the pests tormented
black, white, Yank, and Reb equally, to the point that some men could not sleep at night for
the infernal buzzing and stinging. Equally unpleasant was the water, for wdxlstéd in
abundance, none of it was fit to drink. Most of the men got their water directly from the
river, and it showed. In Parkinson's camp near Lake Providence, two to four men died every
day?

Some twenty-six miles to the south at Milliken's Bend, Colonel Cyrus Seds of t

Eleventh Louisiana A.D. engaged in some house cleaning that week, ordering thaycompa

3 Jacob Bruner to Martha, May 23, 1863.

* William M. Parkinson to Wife, May 17, 28, 1863.
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officers to remove all of the rubbish and tents that had accumulated behind theirs and the
field officers' tents. He sought to remove unwanted civilians from the camgllasngering

"all colored women now employed and staying in their companies to leavengenhyahis

camp, and under no circumstances will they be permitted to come within the Gusird line
after this day." He had them assemble at 10 a.m. and marched out of camp by ian office
About two miles south some two thousand sick and wounded white soldiers convalesced at
the Van Buren Hospital complex, consisting of a plantation home and tented camp. A patient
in the One hundred and twentieth Ohio Infantry, waxing poetic with the arrival ogsprin

the region, wrote to his home newspaper, "Our tents are situated benedihdoerisg

branches of the China trees, which are set out in a perfect alignment; thaadeis

melodious by the singing of the birds, and the odoriferous effluvia exhaled from thesflowe
and shrubs, wafts in a delightful cloud of fragrance on the breeze." It was prdimbipgt

florid description of a Union hospital ever written. Jacob Bruner, struck with digsneg

and a touch of loneliness felt the same way, telling his wife, "Martha, it is eagait here.
Roses are in full bloom numberless flowers of rare beauty now scatter theanfra to the

air."

When David Cornwell and Corydon Heath returned to Milliken's Bend from their
recruiting expedition on the other side of the river, they found that things had deéstior
somewhat in their absence. Lieutenant Colonel Charles L. Page, in command tkibing L
absence, did not seem to have much heart for the work. Discipline suffered, and bg the tim
the two junior officers returned, nearly as many women lived in the Ninth LouisianasA. D

camp as men. When the Swiss colonel returned from Grant's army, he moved the Ninth's

® RG 94, 49th USCT Regimental Records, RegimenttéteReceived, Vol 3. Special Order No. 7
Special Order No. 8. by order of Lieut Col. Cy&esars. June 3, 68yooster (Ohio) RepublicanMay 28,
1863; Jacob Bruner to Wife, April 28, 1863.
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camp closer to the river, within the safety of the levee and under the guns ofythe nav
leaving the women behind. There, they resumed training, showing a particulateafur
drill, which encouraged the newly minted officers. Jacob Bruner bragged to éisTiey
learn very fast and | have no doubt they will make as rapid progress as whitessoldier
Target practice was a different story, for many of the men had never hanotksatra f
before—it was a skill their former owners preferred they not master. DaviavElbr
humorously recalled how training went with his men at the bend. He had them set up the
targets about two hundred yards from the levee with a pit in front for a spotter terrbis
and misses. He then instructed them on how to align the front and rear sights on the target,
which they consistently missed. After a day’s practice they showed s@mavament, "and
when one of them would accidentally hit [the target], he would be as proud as if he had killed
his overseer.”" Cornwell ominously noted that they would have become pretty good shots
with a few weeks training, if something else had not happ&ned.

That "something else" was the arrival of General Taylor's Cordedaiders. Major
Isaac F. Harrison's Fifteenth Louisiana Cavalry Battalion, haddgieaept the country
south of Richmond and took possession of the village on the 4th. Many of Harrison's men
lived in the area, and probably knew a number of the black soldiers by first nameg dicthe
not outright own them before they joined the Union army. Taylor arrived on the evening of
the 5th and began pouring over intelligence gathered by Harrison's men. Amongehe mor
interesting tidbits that passed through his hands was the intelligence that#sea "deadly
feud" between the black troops at Milliken's Bend and the Tenth lllinois CavBleyreted

that the camps of the two forces were quite a distance apart, perhaps betaeisksbke.

® william M. Parkinson to wife, April 19, 1863; Jotitarker HawkinsMemorandap. 110; Jacob
Bruner to Wife, April 28, 1863; David Cornwell Melinop. 129.
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Far more critical, however, was the discovery that Grant had shifted his magoitale
Haynes Bluff on the Yazoo River, a move that rendered the entire effort usei#és3aygor
recognized that the political situation required that he make some kind of effort on
Vicksburg's behalf; the opportunity to annihilate armed black men was icing on the cake
Toward that end, he determined to divide Walker's division into its three component
brigades, with General Henry McCulloch's attacking the camps akéfil§ Bend, and Brig.
General James M. Hawes taking Young's Point, while Walker and Brig, GenegaieH
Randal held steady in reserve at Oak Grove Plantation, where the roads to the tsvo point
diverged. Colonel Bartlett of the Thirteenth Texas Cavalry Battalion waslglon the way
to Lake Providence with 900 men to destroy the black units mustering there. Betordche
launch his plan, he had to wait on Walker's division to arrive at Richfhond

Harrison's occupation of Richmond terrified the freedmen and white plantation
lessees in the area. Near panic reigned in the vicinity of the bend as the fregdhhessees
alike abandoned the plantations and headed for the safety of the army camplseatvay.t
Nearly five hundred black men, women, and children crowded the banks, carrying what few
possessions they owned, hoping for a steamer to evacuate them to a safer lotlade. O
evening of the 5th, some minor skirmishing took place between the Tenth IllinoisyCavalr
and some rebel squads that had been buzzing around in the region. At daybreak the next
morning, under orders from Brigadier General Elias Dennis (who had replace@usabi
commander of the District of Northeastern Louisiana, to scout toward Richmonerthe T
lllinois and Ninth Louisiana, struck out on the Richmond road. They got to within a few

miles of the village when Colonel Lieb spotted a large body of Rebel candhg distance.

" ORs Series |, Vol. 24, Pt. II, Serial 37, p. 458; Wut BergeronGuide to Louisiana Confederate
Units, 1861-186%Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Pres89)],%. 179.
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Guessing that the Confederates were attempting to flank his infantryrabrfated his men
about to head back to the eastern side of Walnut Bayou. The lllinois troopers continued
toward Richmond, meaning the black soldiers had to step to the side of the road so the horses
could pass. Even then, on the eve of the first combat for both commands, the Sucker
cavalrymen could not resist mouthing off to the black men. On Irish trooper jeeredh, "A ‘a
‘ud be ad__ fool to try to make soldiers out ah niggers.”" Another, unaware of the flanking
maneuvers of the Confederate horsemen, interpreted Lieb's movement abasp\waudly
proclaimed that "Any one ought to know a n-----r wont fight; they're running now,ebefor
they seen a reb.” The white soldiers also promised show the black soldiers i$hdanie if
we find any of them®

Find them they did—in abundance. The lllinoisans pushed ahead, ignorant of their
predicament until they noticed a superior Confederate force attemptiagkaliiem. The
Yanks reined up in line of battle, preparing to fight it out with the gray cavéleyn\a
Confederate officer rode toward them telling them "it was useless t6 foghhey "were
outnumbered 4 to 1." "There was some excitement with [the] men and horses" as the Sucke
cavalrymen quickly determined that their best chance lay in a panicked stampad®the
bridge over Walnut Bayou. They certainly showed the black soldiers "how it is Hone."

In the meantime, back with the Ninth Louisiana, David Cornwell attempted to raise
the morale of his men. The comments by the lllinoisans combined with the retvesd t
Walnut Bayou had dampened their spirits. Cornwell, possessed an expansive peeswhality

a wit to match, cheered them up. "Step up lively, bullies, and lets get over thaf'dredge

8 Shepard InquiryYazoo Pass Expedition, 1863, in L. Hadley Pap@larke Historical Library,
Central Michigan University, Mount Pleasant, Michig David Cornwell Memoir, p. 130.

° Yazoo Pass Expedition, 1863, in L. Hadley Papers.
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ordered, "Then if they hit us we will have a fair show." Having explained thehn@awvard

the bayou, he must have certainly elicited some grins with, "I could clean outtblat w
bunch with this company and would like the fun of doing it." Their feelings soothed, and the
prospect of killing Confederates imminent, the black troops "struck into a brisk wwal&td

the bridge. A thousand yards beyond the bridge in the direction of the bend, they heard a
terrible commotion behind them. The remnants of the Tenth lllinois hurdled at them in full
flight, looking like anything but a cavalry troop. Cornwell immediately turnedneis about
and posted them in two squads astride the road to Milliken's Bend, with orders not to fire
until his command. As the young officer remembered it, the lead fugitivesshd8ave us
boys for God's sake save us." A member of the Tenth remembered it sligietigrdiy

when he wrote, "after crossing the bridge we found some colored soldiarg@ibhelp us

out of the hole." But both eyewitnesses, agreed on what happened next—the black soldiers
leveled their rifles and let loose a volley against their former mastés Thirteenth

Louisiana Cavalry. The range was so great that they probably did not hit anyahe, but
Confederates retreated back across the bridge to the other side of the Hayethitd

infantry officers tried to convince the lllinoisans to pursue the Rebel cawairymut the

Tenth had had enough fighting for that day. The extremely high temperature ()n&h&0s
helter-skelter flight from the Rebels had thoroughly winded their horses, tRéy had lost

a quarter of their comrades along the way, including one Lieutenant Vandenberg,svho wa
supposed to testify aboard theericalater that day in reference to transgressions
committed by his men against freedmen. A lot of crow-eating occurred on ttle paek to
camp as the lllinoisans, their horses too winded to carry them, marched withldbki

comrades?

10 Cornwell Memoir, 130-31; Extract of letter by Hadley, June 8, 1863, L. Hadley Papers.
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Upon returning to camp, Herman Lieb sent word of the skirmish to General Dennis,
setting in motion a series of moves intended to bolster the defenses at Millikad's B
Dennis ordered a battalion of about one hundred men from the Twenty-third lowa Itdantry
the bend aboard a steamer (they did not disembark that evening) while the nawyipitche
with the Choctaw one of the more unusual vessels in the brown water navy. With two
colossal enclosed paddle wheels astride her stern, and a long low-lyingdvavedrwith an
armored gun deck, tHéhoctawlooked more like a goose laying on the water than a vessel of
war. But she packed a powerful punch with a 100-pounder parrot rifle, a nine-inchedahlgr
two thirty-pounder parrots, and a pair of twenty-four-pounder smoothbore cannon. As no
one had seen fit to station any federal artillery units at the ben@Ghibetawwas a welcome
arrival. The officers of the court pitched in as well, Colonels Kilby Smith ofit-fourth
Ohio, Thomas Bringhurst, of the Forty-sixth Indiana, and Thomas McMahon of the
Seventeenth Wisconsin tendered their services, and madengrecaavailable to transport
the refugees to safer poirfs.

The earthworks at the bend consisted of a low levee, about six to twelve feet high,
topped with cotton bales, and forty feet wide at the base. Somewhat crescent shaped, it
about 150 yards from the river, protecting the landward side of the camps and conpecting t
the riverbank at the southern end of the camp. Another earthwork connected the levee to the
riverbank at the northern end of the camp. Further strengthening the position, thie soldie
had dug a trench along the inner perimeter of the works from river bank to mkembth a
bisecting trench connecting the center of the line to the river, thus providingtiamofeam

all angles. Behind them, ran the Mississippi river, which was low at the tim#éngrea

1 ORs Series |, Vol. 24, Pt. I, Serial 37, p. 447; @oell Memoir, p. 131Naval ORsSeries II, Vol.
1, p. 57; Detail of the Court to U. S. Grant, Ja2e 1863, Shepard Inquiry.
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another, and final, natural defensive position just above the waterline. From ththevest
Richmond Road entered the camp at the southernmost earthwork. Except for agrall g
about thirty yards at the southern end of the fortifications, a nearly impenghigbily

thorny, Osage Orange hedge crisscrossed the fields, keeping livestockheuvafious

crops that normally grew there. In the field abutting the northern end of thelestsel a
farmhouse and cluster of outbuildings. That was all the protection the black troops would
have come morning.

At dark on June 6th, about one-hundred to one-hundred and fifty men of the Twenty-
third lowa rested aboard a transport in the river while another one-hundred men in the Tent
lllinois Cavalry camped downstream, between the black troops and Van Buren Hospital a
few miles to the south. According to Isaac Shepard, Colonel Lieb commanded 482 men in
the Ninth Louisiana, Colonel Edwin W. Chamberlain of the Eleventh Louisiana had 307, and
Lt. Colonel Watson Webber of the First Mississippi had 153 for a total of 1,092 including the
Twenty-third lowa. On the Confederate side, General McCulloch's brigadistednsf four
regiments: the Sixteenth, Seventeenth, and Nineteenth Texas InfantnyeReggithe
Sixteenth Texas Cavalry (dismounted), and a sprinkling of scouts from thenHifte
Louisiana Cavalry, bringing his total force to about 1500 men. Neither side had any
artillery.*?

General Taylor concluded that if he attacked the Union camp before sunrisenhis m
would have a fair chance of surprising and routing the Yankees before the navy could

interfere. He did not plan to hold the place, just cart away and destroy as mamgssagppl

2 Disagreements exist regarding the number of defsnpresent at the bend. Cyrus Sears claimed
1046 men were present in his after action repdrilevElias Dennis claimed 106Mational Tribune
(Washington, D. C.) February 13, 19@3Rs Series |, Vol. 24, Pt ll, Serial 37, p. 447-448.
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possible. Plus, if he captured the Van Buren Hospital and paroled the inmates et it
provide the Confederacy with a couple thousand more parolees to exchange. Another
advantage to a night march was that early June 1863 was unseasonably hot, pushing to the
mid-90s in the steamy Mississippi River bottoms. The Confederate battlehgleefote,
relied on speed and surpriSe.

Walker's men spent the waning daylight hours of the 6th cooking rations, writing
letters, and preparing for the impending battle, the first real combat fr ohghem.
Finally, at about 7 p.m. (an hour later than planned) they set out toward the Mississippi
River, marching four abreast and as quietly as possible. Joseph Blessington xtetha!si
Texas Cavalry, recalled a bit melodramatically that the men marcheckathless silence”
and "not a whisper was heard—no sound of clanking saber, or rattle of canteen and cup.”
Hyperbole aside, the Texans needed all of the stealth they could muster. The morning
skirmishes between Harrison's cavalrymen and the scout from Milliken's Bemdrhaved
operational surprise from the Confederate quiver, but if the Texans achievettah tact
surprise, their chances for success looked promising. Guided by the lightoiregw
gibbous moon, the soldiers marched until they came to a fork in the road at Oak Grove
Plantation where the different brigades parted ways. Walker kept thernadihd Randal's
brigade in reserve at the forks with him, to reinforce the other two brigadteeif @e got
in serious trouble. In accordance with Taylor's orders, Hawes' brigade tookdhewaad
Milliken's Bend. The commander also sent a party of signalmen, hoping they st@ldlisé

contact with General Pemberton's forces across the river in Vicksburghahdtwould do

2 bid.
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either party any good, for Pemberton sealed his own doom as soon as he retreated into the
works surrounding the "Southern Gibralt&t.”

Herman Lieb, as the ranking officer in Shepard's absence, made evertoetftsure
that the Confederates got nowhere near his camp undetected; but if the Reli&dsidiisa
camp, he wanted to have a proper reception prepared for them. Toward that end, he doubled
the number of pickets guarding the approaches to the camp and sent out a squad of mounted
men to serve as videttes. At 2 a.m. he ordered all of the regiments of AfricanDasder
his command into the trenches. He posted his Ninth Louisiana on the left of the line,
covering the Richmond Road and southern boundary of the camp. Next came the miniscule
First Mississippi, followed by the Thirteenth Louisiana, which never offfycieecame a
regiment due to lack of recruits. He left a gap on the right of the Thirteent) tilei
Twenty-third lowa would fill when it disembarked from the steamer at the landihg
Eleventh Louisiana, under the command of Colonel Chamberlain anchored the right. The
disposition of the troops was a sensible one. He placed his veteran white troops, who had
seen combat, near the center of his line. Adding to their strength, they carredd Efhdis,
which were more accurate and reliable than the weapons carried by theirdrtackies.
With Chamberlain commanding the Eleventh at the far end of the line, Lieb feltllze ha
commander who could manage on his own once the battle was joined. As for his own sector
of the line, by keeping the First Mississippi and Thirteenth Louisiana underdus di
supervision, he could manage them as de facto companies (which in organization and size is
what they were at the time) in his much larger Ninth Louisiana. At about tbé i&h

ordered the Twenty-third lowa from the boat and into the line, the Confederar®deihe

14 Joseph Palmer Blessingtdrhe Campaigns of Walker's Texas Divisfdiew York: Lange, Little,
1875; rpt., Austin: State House Press, 1994)(s Series |, Vol. 24, Pt I, Serial 37, p. 447-448.



95

first of a number of rude surprises they were to get that day. As thelgteyexans silently
marched toward the bend, their hearts must have sunk when they heard shots blast out in
front of them—a detachment of Harrison's Pelican State cavalrymen hadetwoniyd
Lieb's videttes in the misty predawn darkness, prompting the first shots inttbeobat
Milliken's Bend®®

With the alert sounded, the troops at the bend braced themselves, staring out into the
darkness. Somewhere in the river bottoms beyond the Osage Orange hedges luoetd a Re
force with the stated intent of enslaving the enlisted black defenders and nguttenin
white officers. Out on the Richmond Road, the Louisiana cavalrymen fled pellromelttie
black videttes, right into the guns of their own equally startled comrades, wifbdetolley
of their own before realizing they were shooting at their own scouts—such wgredmne
nervousness on both sides that morning. With surprise gone and the alarm sounded, both
sides made their final dispositions. The Texans deployed from their marchingncoito a
line of battle in a field adjoining the Richmond Road. The Nineteenth Texas served as the
right flank, the Seventeenth the center, and the Sixteenth cavalry formed dralleftthe
line. The Sixteenth Texas Infantry hovered in the rear as a reservé®force

By the time the sky began to lighten after 4:00 a.m., McCulloch's men still had not
reached the Union lines—the hedgerows had slowed his approach considerablyadde Os
Orange bushes, planted in such a manner as to keep large livestock out of the crops, proved
doubly resilient against Confederates. The Rebels' only alternative waskoréinks every
time they came to a row, march single file through the openings like af linekeys, and

reform on the other side; a quick task for a dozen men, a moderate one for a hundred, and a

15 Cornwell Memoir; BlessingtorGampaigns 94-95

1% Ibid.



96

very time consuming one for fifteen hundred. The Union soldiers watched, impredsed at t
display. By the time the Confederates cleared their last hedgerow, ¢kesbldiers could
clearly hear the officers barking orders as they reformed their lineddmal stretch of

field. The Union officers, with nearly twice as many colonels as reginjémésto the

Shepard inquiry), remained calm, walking back and forth among the men, readseming t
giving them pointers, and most importantly, maintaining an air of confidence, tampe

and bravery. With new troops, the slightest sign of weakness on an officer's partaguld le
to a stampede; and, with the Mississippi River only 150 yards to the rear, thal§daenot
have that luxury. They had to fight, die, or surrender where they stood. If they had any
doubts about which option to pursue, the rising sun erased them when the Rebels' flags
became visible. Beyond their regimental flags, and other militaglyired banners, the
Confederates had procured two more: a black flag, and a white one. The presence of the
black flag symbolically conveyed their message plainly enough, but so as to ensure not a
single soul misinterpreted their intentions, the Rebels had emblazed a skull, cresahdne
coffin on the white flag’

After a seemingly eternal march across the fields, at about 200 yaytiseout
Confederates broke into double quick time of 165 steps per minute, aspiring to the "same
erectness of body and composure of mind, as if marching in quick time" (110 steps per
minute) according to Silas Casey's drill manual. Given the lack of pranticgeamerally
despised Lorenz rifles, the blue-coated officers had their men hold firehensibtitherners
neared point-blank range. In the mean time, the Twenty-third lowa double-quicked toward

their open spot in the line, arriving just in time to receive their share of then@ashing

" ORs Series |, Vol. 24, Pt. I, Serial 37, p. 464; Bhel Inquiry.
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assault. Confederate troops poured through the gaps in the last hedgerow, justrdséew ya
front of the levee. At the south end of the line where a Union officer foolishly ordered the
hedge cut down a few days earlier, nothing impeded the Confederates. They rushed up the
levee without even bothering to dress their lines. They black troops, having firethe fi
shots, met the final rush with empty guns. David Cornwell's two companies had wait
impatiently up to that point. But on the command of "Now bounce them bullies!" they
rushed into the melee that was spreading all along the févee.

At that point, the combat broke into a thousand individual hand-to-hand battles as
both sides resorted to the bayonet. The sound of the battle changed at that point too. The
crescendo and decrescendo of musketry typically indicated the ebb and flow @fiwilost
War battles, but at Milliken's Bend, it probably sounded much different as ieplased by
the sounds of men swinging guns, punching, and stabbing one another—it took on a
medieval quality. It also benefited the black troops. They no longer had to relyron thei
dreadfully inadequate marksmanship; with the bayonet they were equal to the \#adks
Jackson, Cornwell's recruiting compadre, waded into the melee swingindehistif it
disintegrated, leaving him with just the barrel which he continued to use as a cudgel
cracking every Confederate skull within his considerable reach. Having neaoityecieared
his section of the levee of Rebels, Cornwell withdrew his men to the Union line. Rut Jac

refused to go, his passions had taken control of him. He stood alone; sole possessor of the

'8 Silas Caseyinfantry Tactics for the Instruction, Exercise, addnoeuvres, of The Soldier, A
Company Line of Skirmishers, Battalion, BrigadeCarps D’ArmegNew York: D. Van Norstrand, 1862),
123; Shepard Inquiry; Aquilla Standiford Diary, &un, 1863, Western Historical Manuscript Collection
Missouri University of Science and Technology, RpMissouri;ORs Series |, Vol. 24, Pt Il, Serial 37, p. 447-
448; Cornwell Memoir 134.
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crest of the levee, challenging the Rebels to come up and fight him. "Shoot that-big
Shoot that big n-----r!" and a bullet to his brain came the resgdnse.

Cornwell's temporary triumph did not last long. Even though in his memoirs he
described the initial clash as lasting several hours, in reality, the Caatfesieook control of
the top of the levee in a matter of minutes. The Union line broke. Some say the Twenty-
third lowa broke first, having arrived to the battlefield too late to properly prdpathe
onslaught, while the white soldiers blamed the black troops. The evidence is incormtusive
that count, but more conclusive is that after the Union forces retreated througmitnéoc
the cover of the riverbank, the white soldiers abandoned their black comrades.nithe Te
lllinois Cavalry, in their camp just south of the black troops, watched the drama uofald fr
their saddles. One cavalryman said that they fully expected orders to gotilgobos were
instead told to go south to protect Van Buren Hospital. The Twenty-third lowa, however,
had no excuse. They had taken horrendous casualties to be sure, but when they reached the
safety of the riverbank and tiéhoctawopened fire on the Rebels, their colonel decided that
"they must not be taken with the negroes." His men shouldered their rifles atdharc
south under cover of the riverbank until they passed from the danger. In at least one
instance, the black troops' own officers let them down when Colonel Edwin Chamberlain of
the Eleventh Louisiana, seized a row boat and paddled out @htietaw His actions led to
countless rumors about cowardice among the white offitrs.

Surrendering control of the levee to the Texans and retreating to the riverbsitikew

nadir for the defenders. The Texans exulted on top of the levee, shouting "No"quatter

9 San Antonio Semi-Weekly Neusly 23, 1863; Cornwell Memoir 133.

20 Standifird Diary; Cornwell Memoir.
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other expressions of affection—but shout was all they could do. For as soon as the Union
infantrymen cleared out from the levee, @lgoctawtook over, firing monster shells, some
weighing as much as 100 pounds, at the Rebels. But with the water low the sailors had
difficulty targeting the Confederates and in some cases accidenthty dack troops. The
Confederates could not withstand the naval shells, and had to retreat to the lee side of th
levee. All the black troops had to do was return fire and wait them out. Finally, at about
noon, after they had removed their wounded and prisoners, the Confederate raiders gave up.
Randal's brigade, which stood in reserve all morning, marched out to cover tae retre

Posting his artillery as best they could, Randal made sure nothing inconversegéefnom

the Federal camps along the riverbahk.

Hawe's brigade did not do much better at Young's Point where he was expected to
open up communications with his besieged countrymen across the river in Vicksbsirg. Hi
force marched toward the point accompanying a signal corps officer whomalGEagor
had tasked with contacting Pemberton's forces. They made the nineteen milgijpame
excruciatingly tardy seventeen hours, forming a line of battle in an open fieldaabolat
away from their goal at about 11 a.m. Certain that he could have taken the position, but even
more certain that "it would not pay," Hawes called off the movement and bedt mavah
back to Taylor's headquarters, breaking his record of nineteen miles in seventséh hour

At the same time Walker and Hawes disembarked on their journeys toward the

Federal camps, another smaller force of 600 men under the command of Colonel Frank

% Standiford Diary, June 7, 1863; Account of Millike Bend, TCM94.1.0455.a, Texas Confederate
Museum, Texas Division United Daughters of the @defacy on deposit at the Haley Memorial Librargl an
History Center, Midland, Texas.
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Bartlett of the Thirteenth Louisiana Cavalry marched north toward Lakedence.
Arriving a few miles from the town on June 6, they skirmished with the Firstasans
Mounted Infantry, driving the Union soldiers toward the town. Hiram Scofield and the
Eighth Louisiana Regiment, African Descent, then came up and with a seriesey$ \ait
drove the Confederates back, which "greatly encouraged the darkies," ag¢ordinion
Brigadier-General Henry T. Reid, commander of the small Union force atRrakédence’
Having suffered repulses at all points along the river, Taylor pulled hisfbewd to
Richmond, Louisiana. Among the harvest of supplies taken in the raid, his men had acquired
a number of prisoners in the battle of Milliken's Bend, something the general cedside
"unfortunate.” Captain Corydon Heath was among them. During the fight fovdeede
the Bend he had taken up a rifle, firing alongside his men until the line broke and the
Confederates cut off his small squad, taking them prisoner. In the days, weeks, dmsl mont
after the battle lurid descriptions of crucified murdered officers fillechtt®n's
newspapers, yet Confederate leaders, from Jefferson Davis, down to Gecleaadl Raylor
claimed no murders occurred after the battle. All of the evidence, however, poiatd t
murder. Heath and the other officer never showed up on any prisoner of war lists, and
persistent rumors of their demise continued in the region long after the event. Wben U
reinforcements marched into Richmond, Louisiana, a week after the battldikéivsl
Bend, they picked up a Confederate deserter from Harrison's Battalionaimedlto have
witnessed the hanging of Captain Heath and some of the enlisted men capturedtttethe ba
That the withess came from Harrison's command may have significanaeafbattle in
which most of the Confederates could have found reasons to execute white Union officers,

Harrison's command had more reasons than most: many of his men came freaonMadi

% |bid, p. 450.
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Parish, Louisiana, the location of Richmond and Milliken's Bend. They likely facesl glom
their former slaves, and almost certainly knew some of the men now wearing e at

the Bend. To them, Heath would have been guilty of fomenting a slave insurrectione a cri
punishable by death in the Confederacy. Further implicating the Louisianans,arcihapl

the 11th Louisiana A.D. heard rumors of a confrontation between the Texans and their
Louisiana comrades in Richmond over what to do about the prisoners, with the Louisianans
favoring execution. While the chaplain had heard that the Texans had prevailed and saved
the prisoners lives, enough smoke exists to claim fire as far as Harrisop's &re

concerned. Another plausible rumor that could have provided cover for Taylor was that
Heath was secretly hanged in the middle of the night with the cover story being émat he

the other white prisoner had escaped. Heath's service record statessthsitnmerdered near
Monroe, Louisiana, after the battle. The story that circulated among hiadesnwas that

he was "taken prisoner, kept 2 or 3 days and then taken to a bridge over some considerable
sized stream his hands handcuffed and his feet tied together and then throwed interthe wat
and drowned." Later, in July, after word had spread of the alleged atrocitiesalG&raat

sent a rather subdued but direct letter to Taylor seeking an explanation for thesmurde
Taylor disavowed knowledge of any executions, which Grant accepted without question.
Ultimately, Abraham Lincoln stepped in. On July 31, 1863, he issued a general order
declaring an eye-for-an-eye policy if the Confederates persistedrnmthaally sanctioned

mistreatment of black prisonefs.

% |bid, p. 460; Cornwell, 132; Frank Moore, elebellion Record: a Diary of American Events:
Poetry and Incidents/ol. 7 (New York City, Van Norstrand, 1863tilwaukee Daily SentineDecember 23,
1863;0Rs Series |, Vol. 24, Pt lll, Serial 38, p. 4Rebellion Recordvol 7, p. 12-15Compiled Military
Service Records of Volunteer Union Soldiers Wheeskwith the United States Colored TrooN&RA
microfilm M589, roll 39; Benjamin Mills to Caleb Ms, June 7, 1864, Caleb Mills Pape@RRs Series I, Vol
24, Pt. lll, Serial 38, p. 443-4#ew York HeraldAugust 3, 1863.
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Aside from the issue of prisoners, the effects of Milliken's Bend echoed #ueoss
country. Among white Union soldiers in Grant's command, the battle changed opinions
precipitously. Prior to June 7, 1863, the overarching question among Grant's soldiers was
"will the black soldier fight"; after June 7, the white soldiers throughout Giamnt'g were
writing home about how well black soldiers performed at Milliken's Bend. But, titlejict
not want to serve alongside black men; the performance of the black troops atidillike
Bend changed a lot of minds about black recruitment, but the mens' hearts proved more
resilient, and it would not be until July 26, 1948, before the U.S. Army is officially
desegregated.

The day after the battle the Court of Inquiry reconvened aboashikeca
resuming where they had left off with more testimony regarding Shegamishment of the
white soldier. More witnhesses testified, and by afternoon the panel said theyaliéd he
enough, that Shepard had proved his point, and for him to prepare a final summation to be
delivered the following day, Tuesday, June 9th. Shepard, never at a lack for wordd, took a
of Tuesday and part of Wednesday to speak his peace, but in all reality, he need satchave
anything, for after the members of the court had fought alongside the blackitrampsbat,
no more testimony was needed. The officers of the court had seen the lowansajind aw
avoid being captured with black troops, they had seen the Tenth lllinois Cavalry staoy idly
while they had fought for their lives, and they had seen the black flag and hedrdutsecs
"no quarter." The attitudes exhibited in battle by both supposed friend and sworndoe wer
the culmination of the week's previous testimony. The officers, being honorahl&axe
no other choice; they could only conclude that tremendous wrongs had been done to the

black soldiers and their families at Milliken's Bend and that Shepard wagustifyed in his
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actions given the absence of positive leadership by the officers of the Tedis iavalry.

Grant, in the midst of starving out Vicksburg, had bigger fish to fry at the moment, leut onc
the town fell and a semblance of calm returned to the region, he issued gereesabord

August 1, 1863, addressing the conduct he expected from southern white civilians toward his
army, his army toward southern whites, and his army toward Freedmen. Hecapcifi

singled out the cavalry branch for the sins of the Tenth lllinois, but declared yHatter

wrongs would not go unpunished, and if they did, collective punishment of military units
could result and that commanders would be punished for their men's behavior. No evidence
exists one way or the other as to the efficacy of Grant's order. If one behdahe triumph

of actions over words, then the performance of the black troops at Milliken's Bentawest
gone a long way towards earning the grudging respect of white sdftliers.

The initial clashes of arms between white and black soldiers in mid-1863 had specia
significance in the North. Just a few weeks earlier, black troops undemiatBanks
unsuccessfully assaulted the works at Port Hudson, Louisiana, and a shortdime aft
Milliken's Bend, the Fifty-Fourth Massachusetts failed at taking Battexgnat, making
Milliken's Bend the only black victory in those initial encounters. But while thek tfaops'
efforts, through no fault of their own, had suffered from mixed results, northern activist
treated them as victories, and in a sense they all were victories. As onemeditaial put
it, "Port Hudson, Milliken's Bend, Fort Wagner, have made the black race Men—hdge ma
them brethren.” If nothing else the battles elevated black men to a levehelpipg that of
white men in terms of heroism, bravery, and sacrifice in the public mind of mid-gentur
America, themes not taken lightly during that era. They also gaveaAfAmericans their

own history at a time when they had no history. At a contraband relief associagtngn

% Shepard InquiryORs Series |, Vol. 24, Pt lIl, Serial 38, p. 571.
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held in Washington D.C. featuring a who's who of African American leaderh é&s

Elizabeth Keckley, whose mother was once enslaved at Vicksburg) the crowd broke out into
applause when a speaker declared, "To-day we are making our own history—histarl} that
bid defiance to prejudice and partiality, history as such imperishablei@hater.Milliken's
Bend...Port Hudson, and Battery Wagner." Walt Whitman proclaimed, "Whereest, test
they have exhibited determined bravery, and compelled the plaudits alike of the thloughtf
and thoughtless soldiers.” And just as importantly, Milliken's Bend had a profoect aif
new recruits, for as Herman Lieb put it, "They had all heard of the fine condietiiof
comrades at Milliken's Bend, and now met their white brothers in arms with the proud
feeling of equality.” No more would they hear comments about how "The naggers wont
fight" nor would they tolerate theffi.

For Confederate sympathizers in the region, Milliken's Bend was impassibl
illogical, and incomprehensible. Kate Stone, a belle of Tallulah, Louisianagtypifost
southern sentiment when she recorded in her journal, "It is hard to believe that Southern
soldiers—and Texans at that—have been whipped by a mongrel crew of white and black
Yankees. There must be some mistake." Later that evening after pyepatime wounded
soldiers returning from the battle, she again registered her disbelies.sdidi the Negro
regiments fought there like mad demons, but we cannot believe that. We know from long
experience they are cowards." Likewise, Bishop Henry Elder of Natebestared surprise
in his diary when he wrote of the Confederate casualties at Monroe, Louisianaded at
Milliken's Bend & by Negroes." Some southern newspapers could not bring thesisel

mention race in their reports of the battle, calling the black troops akéuik Bend, "the

% Zion's Herald and Wesleyan Jourr(@oston), September 2, 186Be Liberator September 25,
1863;The North American RevielBoston), January 1887, Vol 144, p. 58; Jolersonal Recollections, 139
ORs,Series lll, Vol. 3, Serial 124, p. 452.
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enemy" or "Yankees." Perhaps they feared such news would encourage\siiseae
perhaps they could not bring themselves to admit that their former slaves had bested the
of the South, "and Texans at that," in fair combat—the ultimate test of southernesanli
right, and honor. Some papers cast the battle as a southern victory, keying on General
McCulloch's report, which emphasized the ferocity of the fighting, the Comafiedsgizure of
the levee, and Union withdrawal to the river bank. In making excuses for Cotéedera
abandonment of the field and their dead, the papers grasped at straws with "it thag not
intention to hold the place...the gunboats made it untenable,” and in a fascinatingly
contradictory statement, "they retired as conquerors to Richmond." CleaBonfederacy
was not psychologically prepared for victorious black trddps.

In the weeks after the battle, the Confederates attempted one more thredi SCT
camps hugging the river when they raided Lake Providence. There, in one of the more
shameful acts committed during the war, three Union officers agreed ¢oceirr
unconditionally their black enlisted men in exchange for leniency for themsélhesraid,
conducted by William Henry Parson's brigade of Texas cavalry, caugedtadeal of
mischief on the western bank of the Mississippi River, but was too little, too latkefsick
and hungry Confederates at Vicksburg. Less than a week later Pemberton sutridmedere
town, and major fighting in the region petered 8t.

With the first test of the Colored Troops coming so quickly after their formatibn, J

1863 brought a welcome denouement. Too much needed to be done in the region, and the

27 John Q. Anderson, edrokenburn: The Journal of Kate Stone, 1861-1@&on Rouge: Louisiana
State University Press, 1955), 218-19; Gerow, RCil War Diary,(1861-1865) of Bishop Henry Elder,
Bishop of NatchefNatchez, n.d.), 3%an Antonio Semi-Weekly Newsly 23, 1863.

2 Gregory J. W. UrwinBlack Flag Over Dixie: Racial Atrocities and Repitsin the Civil War
(Carbondale: Southern lllinois University Pres)2)) 24.
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less Rebel interference the better. Grant's campaign had shaken the rdgigariodore,
uprooting centuries-old institutions, and not just the peculiar institution either, buvalso e
other institution in the region, from family to church to business. Provision for the poor,
once the domain of local churches, proved inadequate in the face of the massivemuograt
Freedmen into the protection of the garrisons along the river. Help had to come from the
North.

It would be nice to say that the summer of 1863 saw an orderly, organized, approach
to the chaos along the river, but that would be extremely untruthful. Even among the most
optimistic, hearts quailed. John Eaton and the army did their part, organizing camps up and
down the river and supplying as much food and clothing as permissible from the army's
storehouses. But Grant did not have the men to spare to do a proper job of it. Nor was he
inclined to send them; he was in the business of defeating rebels, not nation-building. They
called it reconstruction, but essentially northern soldiers, missionarieghdathropists
were charged with taking a pre-democratic people who had been denied civil righad, de
their own institutions (or at the very least their own autonomous institutions), denied
personhood theologically and before the law, and to bring them up to mid-nineteenth century
standards by war's end so they could take control of their own destinies—&thif tasy
measure. Therefore, while the U.S. government considered its task to be thiuetions
of the South, those involved in the great humanitarian effort along the Mississippi could
more aptly characterize their work as "construction," for there wasngatihireconstruct, but
every thing to build where nothing had existed as far as black society was cdncerne

The summer of 1863 saw the establishment of an archipelago of Freedman's camps

throughout Grant's department from Cairo, lllinois, to Natchez, Mississippi. riftye a
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parked the freedmen on islands, river landings, abandoned plantations, and created new
settlements where none existed before. The general idea was for thecorelself

sufficient as quickly as possible, for profitable labor on their part not only removed the
burden of their care from the government but served as a net gain for the U.S. war effor
Places like Paw Paw Island, Island No. 102, Palmyra Bend, etc., all becarfieagigin the
larger scheme of the war, not as places of battle, but as strategic pdmetsamstruction of
black society. Treasury Department agents leased abandoned plantations to iwhestors
contracted for labor with the freedmen, and in some cases leased land to "thierityend
intelligent freedmen.” For those unfit for labor on a plantation due to age or itlysald
government established Home Farms, which were designed to supercede the olthd@Gdntra
Camp" model the army had employed during the first two years of the wasufyeagents
saw the new system as being much superior, for it put the freedmen to proditetsle |
removed them from the cities and army camps, and provided for a more efficiest ohea
distributing aid. But mobilizing such an effort took time, and in the immediate motgins af
Vicksburg fell, through the fall and winter of that year, the freedmen enduredaaiptes
existence”’

Given the sites of the camps, in some of the most unhealthy locations in the South, it
is little wonder that sickness soon became the biggest foe. At the beginning of the war, both
Union and Confederate soldiers endured a seasoning period in the camps, during which their
immune systems were subjected to a bombardment of viruses and bacteria thatl thety

previously encountered. The same happened to black soldiers, their families, and white

% pre-Bureau RecorddVliscellaneous Reports from Subordinate and Stéfe€s, Dec. 1863-July
1865, "Office Medical Director and Inspector of €denen, Memphis, Tennessee, July 1865" report .D.
McCord to John Eaton, Jr.; Mellen, William Report relative to leasing abandoned plantationd affairs of
the freed people in First Special Agerfgyashington, D.C., 1864).
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humanitarians along the Mississippi. Sanitation was primitive, and in nageg the

freedmen got their drinking water straight from the disease ridden river. a¥/libst
responsibility lay in a general mid-nineteenth century ignorance of basiatganithe

remainder in the belief that people of African descent had some kind of specaid¢eléor
climates unsuitable for whites of European descent. After Vicksburg &slei@l Grant

ordered black troops into the town to work on the fortifications, stating, "During teerjpre

hot weather it is necessary to save our men as much as possible from fatignetaugun.”
Indeed, one of the arguments for recruiting black soldiers was that, being imwmre fr

host of tropical illnesses, they would function better in the deep south than white nostherne
The summer of 1863 proved otherwise, for black men, women, and children, along with the
white civilians sent to help them, suffered greatly. Frequently without pshyed#ier, they
languished in the summer heat. In Natchez, where the problems seemed most sgkweye, vis
were appalled by the squalor. There, more than two thousand freedmen lived in make-shift
camps along the river and at the site of the Forks of the Road slave market.v@théy li
shacks constructed from wooden planks with no fireplaces or windows--smoke from the
cooking fires exited the hovels via a plank removed from the walls. Western Sanitary
Commission observer James Yeatman wrote that death had touched every house he had
visited and that upwards of 75 freedmen were dying each day in Natchez. Wtimate
though, reports such as Yeatman's spurred northern sanitary organizations tceetjostte

in the Mississippi Valley®

% ORs Series |, Vol. 24, Pt. Ill, Serial 38, p. 442erow, R. O.Elder Diary,59-60; Yeatman, James
E., A Report of the Condition of the Freedmen of thesMsippi Presented to the Western Sanitary
Commission, December 17th 18@%red Holt Stone Collection, Mississippi Depagnt of Archives and
History, Jackson, Mississippi (hereinafter citedvaatman Report).
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The chaos had an impact on the USCT, for even as the soldiers suffered gtbatly a
from a host of ilinesses, it was thaiives and children who were dying in the camps they
guarded. In unprotected camps, or on exposed plantations where fresh water &hke avail
danger still lurked in the form of Rebel partisans. In mid-July a band of Rebels hit a
plantation near Milliken's Bend, carrying off about one hundred women and children,
causing one USCT officer to comment, "A good many of those who were carriedreff w
wives of members of our company, the boys think tis pretty hard." Such eventdait at t
heart of the purpose of the USCT, for many in the army and Treasury Depasawethie
USCT as the guardians of the lease system, protecting the plantations aloveythe
General Grant initially viewed them as laborers and caretakers whal ser@esure that the
white army moved forward, unimpeded by lesser labors. Ever the pragmatist, Grant
continued to modify his view as the war changed. Sherman, on the other hand, never really
shed his disdain for black troops, even when they could have materially contributed to his
campaigns. Given that General Hawkins was sick and out of commission during those
formative months, the USCT drifted along, unmoored by any particular persor@ity
after he returned to the theater in August 1863 did the USCT begin to find dirextion a
move forward as a fighting force. But even then it took time, and with the campasgmse
coming to an end, Hawkins had the fall and winter to whip his men into shape for1864.

Book-ending the summer of 1863, Lorenzo Thomas chugged down the river again in
mid-August, looking for black recruits, clarifying policy toward freedneerd establishing
new policies. From that point on, all able bodied males of African descent who come within

the Union lines were to be mustered into the army and all women, children, and infirm to be

31 John L. Matthews to Sister, July 12, 188Btthews LettersSORsSeries |, Vol. 24, Pt. I, Serial 38,
p. 548.
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cared for in a manner most beneficial for their welfare. It was a proement pregnant

with implications. As Thomas explained the new policy, "It has become ap plaae the

system of receiving all negroes who may have sought the protection of our Government, and
allowing them to remain, in many instances, in a state of almost inactivitpebame at

times, not only injurious to the interests of the service, but the welfare of theesegr
themselves, resulting in habits of idleness, sickness, and disease." He added#ratwd
children should remain on the plantations "provided such place be under the control of
Federal troops.” Such a policy of mandatory enlistment and forced labor had serious
implications for the freedmen, calling into question if they had indeed trulywachfeeedom

once they entered union lin&s.

If anything, 1863 represented a change of masters for the men of the USCT rand thei
families. Free, but not free to do (or not do) as they wished, once the former slaveg ent
federal lines they were subject to rules imposed by the army. Mid-nineteahihyce
conceptions of freedom required responsibility from those relying on the govdrfone
help. Yet they were not totally without freedom, for they could marry whom théedis
choose from a variety of occupations (limited as they were), and receive catmefs
their labors. Finally, they had rights. Once they crossed into Union lines, theyebeca
persons in the eyes of the law. While Isaac Shepard's court of inquiry exdrenmatfeom
any blame in the beating of the white soldier and caused Grant to take a stand for the
protection of the freedmen in the region from predatory white Union soldiers, unmentioned
in the court proceedings or any subsequent official records is the fact thatfiostthene in

that region, the testimony of black men and women trumped that of whites in a court of law

32 0Rs Series I, Vol. 24, Pt. Ill, Serial 124, p. 686,
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But such milestones were overshadowed by the much larger battle that ocduored as
during the inquiry.

The battle of Milliken's Bend meant nothing, and it meant everything. If the
Confederates had won the battle and swept the banks clear of any sign of Union tetidps, it
would not have made the slightest difference in Grant's siege of Vicksburg. Haplad a
troops to drive them away if for some miracle they withstood the pounding the navy would
have surely given them. He had already learned his lesson about Confedéeaseniaen
General Earl Van Dorn destroyed his supply base at Holly Springs in Decg@&@2 Grant
was too wise a general to allow raiders to stymie his efforts twiceaw.aFinally, if only
white troops had participated in the battle, it would have rated little more thamaskin
the minds of contemporaries, and historians. Yet, it was black troops who did the liaa's shar
of the fighting, and that is what made the battle important. As the only significamtyMby
troops of African descent during the late spring and early summer of 1863, it madedsead|
and served as a rallying cry for boosters of the new policy of enlistink fmex into the
Union army. It silenced detractors, and proved to white enlisted men that tHerfialac
would fight." Finally, for the black soldiers themselves, it representeckpezience of
standing toe to toe, in some cases literally, with their old masters, and hlestmgracking
the foundation of the idea of white superiority. It was a major step in the US@&S3tsrynof

the region.



Chapter 5

While 1863 marked the birth and initial battles for the survival of the USCT, 1864
marked the adolescence and maturation of the sable arm in the Mississlippi dle
primary question facing the black troops in respect to Union authorities became how would
the army employ them. Were they destined to become uniformed slaves, pegforamial
tasks so that white soldiers could do all of the important fighting, or, would theyglgssi
wait out the war as garrison troops, ensconced in river towns and freedmen's camps
throughout out the Mississippi Valley, never doing much more than raiding the local
countryside in search of cotton—again, while white soldiers did all of the impaghtih§?
Finally, a few resourceful, and very able, Confederate generals hoverihg periphery of
the Union controlled towns, landings, and plantations, insisted on having their say, testing th
USCT at every opportunity. How the black soldiers and their officers reactedctofeac
these challenges largely determined their role in the battles to come.

While the major Union and Confederate armies slipped into a semi-hibernatery stat
during the winter of 1863-64, the USCT became engaged in a far different battle—one of
mastership. During the army's rush through the region on its way to Vicksburg pritige s
of 1863, it put in place ad-hoc measures to deal with the sea of freedmen it encountered. If
Generals McPherson and Sherman served as Grant's most valued subordinates in the
command of white troops, and John Hawkins in charge of the black, then John Eaton served
as Grant's field marshal of freedmen—a situation that appears to have saitegdsfectly.

But, unfortunately for Grant and his officers, another interest also vied withntlyef@r the

resources of the region—the U.S. Treasury Department.
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The Army and Treasury held similar, competing, and at times seemingly
irreconcilable visions for the future of the region. They both sought to put the fredadcie
to work as soon as possible: to make productive citizens of the masses of freedgigthelyin
along the river. But the division centered on the word "productive.” Treasuralsffi
defined it in terms of revenue generated by means of cotton cultivation whilertpe a
defined it as becoming governing enough to relieve the army of their care. dt semuh
that the two goals went hand in hand, but that did not become the case. The principal
footmen of the treasury department, the oft maligned treasury agents, setived a
accountants of the region, calculating the success or failure of theeya@giment in terms
of cotton bales and dollars. The army's spiritual foot soldiers, the regimentalichapl
existed to "work for the moral and intellectual improvement" of the enlisted biaq,
according to John Hawkins. His definition, simple and direct—as well as acdikate-
many pat solutions proved infinitely more difficult in the execution than in the coanepti
Herman Lieb, putting it even more succinctly, declared the army aiZewiland put his
chaplain in charge of a "bevy of school ma'ams" who proceeded to "impart tahebef
negroes as much elementary education as would be required for a discriminagingaAm
citizenship." Indeed, army chaplain-run-schools became a fixture of384 and usually
mandatory; and when not, the only acceptable excuse for missing drill. Neveritieess
competing definitions became the root cause of many disagreements dthtifidretween
the treasury agents and USCT during the war and Reconstrliction.

The winter of 1863-64 also marked General Hawkins's coming into his own as a

commander, stamping his own imprimatur on the organization. Prostrate with illness dur

1John P. Hawkins to Caleb Mills, April 22, 1864, €aMills Papers; JohnBersonal Recollections
139.
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the formative months of the USCT in 1863, the units he inherited upon his return to the
region at the end of the summer did not come close to his standards of discipline, knowledge,
and appearance. Much of what he saw grated on his West Point-trained spit and polish
sensibilities. His troops lived in camps scattered from Natchez to Arkam$asmmanded

by officers he did not choose. He found the field officers especially elefidoth in

knowledge and character, and surmised that white regiments had used the USCT as a
dumping ground to get rid of all manner of unsuitable officers. He wrote a friertibse
characters | am having moved out as fast as possible and | want others tothepphateAs

for the replacements he sought, he wanted "young men of education and good character &
physique"; military knowledge came second as a desired trait. Essetigaianted men

like himself: educated, moral, and prepared to put their shoulder to the plow in the fields of
the Lord. Like Lorenzo Thomas, he sought men who had a heart for the task, but he wanted
more than that; he wanted men who shared his vision for the freedmen of the region. But
Hawkins was also a realist, recognizing that even pious men needed the mfomise
advancement. He told his friend that any applicants, "if worthy will soon be promoted
Captain and higher, for promotion is made by merit and not seniority of rank, thdretisra
chance rapid promotion in these Regts than any others in service." He declaredtitst pol
had nothing to do with promotions. He was half right. Technically, since the United States
army supervised the formation of the regiments, the officers earneddhenissions based

on merit, not on local politics, patronage, or popularity, like so many officers had done back
in 1861. Outside of Hawkins's command, party politics indeed played a role, especially
Tennessee where Governor Andrew Johnson packed the black regiments with his cronies.

Within Hawkins's command, family and school connections sometimes got men a
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commission, but beyond that merit counted for much. Despite fishing for offioenshis

home state and alma mater, the general carefully dispersed the &lemdgcants among
different companies and regiments so as to prevent them from forming cligdesd,

Hawkins had a seventeen year old lieutenant in his command, the son of a close fniend. B
as the general stated "I want the material for a good officer and will roupdafterwards."

No surviving correspondence indicates whether Hawkins ever regretted thgt ipalibe

likely did, for as 1864 broke over the horizon, he had a lot of work to do to elevate his
officers up to the level of competence he expected from them.

From a cursory reading of the surviving records the USCT regiments akggne
Hawkins, he comes across as every volunteer soldier's mortal enemy, éarcas
micromanaging martinet. In one general order, obviously written in respo@xcuses
offered up by his subordinates, Hawkins generously admitted that the "Oéffdérs
command have very justly complained that they had no opportunity for drill andynilita
instruction.” Then he dropped the hammer: "An opportunity is now presented, and it is
expected that all Officers will apply themselves with zeal to perfectrthigtary knowledge
and the drill and discipline of their commands."” He informed the officers that he would
neither tolerate nor excuse any absenteeism on their part. No details essaagtieheyed
scrutiny. In one lengthy circular he pointed out that "Very vague notionsaexsig
Officers and men concerning the distances mentioned in tactics." Doing the veork of
sergeant, he let them know that "28 inches the pace in command or quick time dickct mar
measured from heel to heel" and that "9 and 11 inches the length of step of pivot man in a

marching wheel or common or quick and double quick time." If the officers had any doubt

2 John P. Hawkins to Caleb Mills, November 12, 1868ac Shepard to Mills, December 11, 1863,
Hawkins to Caleb Mills, April 22, 1864, Caleb Milapers.
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about his seriousness, he let them know that "Officers will instruct themseldesen in
these distances at Company drill, and all the distances will be exacdymead Piling on,
he continued, "Officers will instruct their men that in aiming, the rede maen, will in the
oblique fire to the left, aim over the left shoulder of their left leader, steppingtbfthe
right foot as directed in tactics.” At one point he went so far as to assemblatyainth
and Fifty-third USCT for personalized instruction from himself. Even the improper
completion of administrative tasks caught his eagle eye, leading him to isscgla on the
proper method of company record keeping. In short, Hawkins behaved like many of his
regular army colleagues at the beginning of the war when they facedwmedeluge of
green volunteer officers.

But the larger question at this point in the career of the USCT was, toward what end?
Were Hawkins’s long hours of drill and spit and polish all for naught, to make show soldiers
out of the black men for the purpose of philanthropic self esteem, or would they get to shed
the white gloves and participate in the war in a meaningful way? Each uni¢settithe
guestion individually. For the small detachments guarding Freedmen’s campdanose
and leased plantations, meaningful participation meant something diffenmsteéad of
participating in sweeping campaigns intended to destroy Confederateyniditees and
hasten the close of the war, their war consisted of fending off Confederatecguthir
raiders, intent on thievery, murder, and reenslavement of the black soldiers afahtiies.
For those soldiers, the war was a matter of defending home and hearth. Ofhéheinit

Third United States Colored Cavalry being the most notable example, wetearttowes

3 Continental Commangp 18-19 General Order No. 27, July 26, 1864kstairg, Mississippi; p 21.
July 30, Vicksburg, Mississippi, Hawkins; p. 21rcilar. Vicksburg, Aug 1, 1864; p. 20, Circulart fo
instructions of Commdg Officers of 49th and 53rdyReU. S. Col. Troops, July 27, 1864. Vicksburg,
Mississippi; p 20-25.
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central role early in their careers. Due to a shortage of effective Unialmycan the region,
the Third, which had adopted the nickname of “The Black Horse Cavalry,” found
themselves, along with their brother regiment, the Fourth Illinois Cavalmyicg the war to
Confederates in a series of raids before the onset of winter. Thus, in the casé&yf cava
necessity overrode prejudice in terms of their utility, but that was not the norm.tl&om
onset, many saw the USCT as regiments of slaves rather than regimentsco$.sdéaac
Shepard, at his court of inquiry exposed the prejudice of many of his brother officdnéan w
regiments when he shared correspondence from General Sullivan addressing him as
Superintendent of Contrabands, an intentional slight to both Shepard and His men.

Six months later, in January 1864, the problem remained, so much so that Colonel
Julian Bryant of the Fifty-first USCT, in a fit of frustration, sought to use thespapers to
expose the abuses of black enlisted labor. He had the connections to do so; his uncle,
William Cullen Bryant, edited thew York Tribune A few months earlier the elder Bryant
had published an article on the misuse of black soldiers posted in South Carolina. Jdilian rea
it, and in January pointed out to his uncle that the same circumstances existdaiuigc
that black soldiers “have been constantly at work upon the fortifications, doingaom
laborers duty at the landings, loading and unloading boats and barges, or policing the street
of the town, while white regiments are lying idle in camp, or are occupied onlydierspl
duties.” That senior officers in Vicksburg professed “sympathy and friendshiipef
colored troops” while “imposing on them all the menial duties of the post” furtlietexa
Bryant. At leastin Shepard’'s case, enemies of black recruitment did not cloalesrin
declarations of friendship. Of course, the army needed men to unload boats, dig ditches, pick

up trash, and dig latrines; Colonel Bryant understood that, writing, “It is true tisatdboées

*Vicksburg Daily HeraldAugust 27, October 13, 1864; Shepard Inquiry.
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must necessarily be performed, but if the colored troops are recognizedexs &tates
soldiers, it is not only an injustice but a violation of military regulations, to sholw suc
partiality in assigning them to duty.” He asked his uncle to “give this subyjexttdation”

but, to ensure anonymity added that as an officer he should not “complain or cifitecize
actions” of his superiors. Samuel Swain, an officer in Natchez noted that thentonsta
manual labor harmed moral: “They are so indolent naturally after being waskkdyahave

in this Regt. since it was organized that it takes constant driving to keep tharkatThe
most of them have not much pride or ambition about work but they improve in drill and
efficiency very fast.” Lorenzo Thomas, whose son became an officer 8C3 egiment in
Vicksburg, wrote Secretary of War Edwin Stanton that the army drove black enlsteler
than their former masters. These sources, however, represent only a portion a€the US
experience, for between the time Colonel Bryant pled for help from his uncle, and Thomas
complained to Stanton, the 1864 campaign season had begun to heat up, and the black
soldiers of the region saw enough of war to last them a lifetime.

1864 marked a significant change of pace for the USCT around Vicksburg. While the
focus of the war's fighting had shifted eastward, significant bodies of Confetiegis
remained in Mississippi, under the command of General Leonidas Polk. The fightiog bis
had two divisions of troops under his command, General Samuel Gibbs French'’s in Brandon,
Mississippi, and General William W. Loring’s, the lost sheep of Champion Hillamad.

He had veteran cavalry too, with General Stephen D. Lee commanding all Caefedera
cavalry in Polk's little army, directing the likes of Sul Ross’s, Wirt Adanasd Colonel

Peter Starke's brigades in central Mississippi, while Nathan BeBéordst operated toward

® Julian Bryant to William Cullen Bryant, January, 2864, Bryant Family Papers, New York Public
Library, New York City; Samuel G. Swain to Sisthtarch 23, 1864, Samuel Glyde Swain Papers.
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Memphis. William Tecumseh Sherman, passionately averse to disorder, riheexfmed to
clear the state of any significant bodies of Rebel forces and destoey\Ra& making

capacity along the railroad to Meridian. Marching out of Vicksburg toward Polk, while
General Sooy Smith rampaged out of Memphis with Forrest in his sights, Shermatiehad lit
difficulty shooing Polk's infantry out of the state, ruining the railroad all @we tow Meridian
before pushing the Rebel infantry into Alabama. Sooy Smith, however, did not show up at
the appointed time, having delayed his departure from Memphis and getting beatesyd-orr
smaller force in a series of battles near Okolona, Mississippi. Sherverfoigave Smith.

The 7500 cavalrymen Sherman marshaled on his behalf should have made quick work of the
Wizard of the Saddle but instead added more glory to the Tennessean's stature as
Confederate hero. Nonetheless, the Meridian campaign proved a tremendous dticces
exposed the Confederacy as a hollow shell, drove Polk's infantry from the stateslded i
bounty of black recruits for the Union army.

Sherman's raid flooded Vicksburg with even more freedmen. A census taken on the
eve of the raid shows 870 at Paw Paw Island, 575 at Van Buren Hospital, and 625 at
Milliken's Bend, just north of town in Louisiana. Across the river, 3000 freedmen occupied
Young's Point, 2000 labored on miscellaneous plantations, and 1325 rested at Jefferson
Davis' former plantation. In Vicksburg proper another 2000 eked out an existencenmloadi
steamboats and working for the army. That number increased by 5000 when Sherman's
column returned to town in late February. It was a sight to behold. Most of the town and
garrison turned out to see the spectacle of thousands of freedmen strung out behind the Union
column in "Hundreds of vehicles of the most varied description, from the mule cart to the

family equipage of their former masters loaded promiscuously with worngeahaldren,
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household and kitchen furniture, while their male protectors, not so naked as you saw them i
Omdurman, but just as dirty and uncivilized, marched in file on both sides of the caravan."
Herman Lieb compared it to "the exodus of the Jews from Egypt." Their clothgngswa
varied as their transportation, "the majority in bedraggled plantation clothing, stme w
boots, some in shoes, most barefoot, in parts of Confederate and Union uniforms, a few here
and there with stovepipe hats, caps or colored handkerchiefs on their heads; in short, the
whole cavalcade could not better be characterized than by calling tlo¢of &lack savages
returning from a pilfering expedition.” While Lieb did his best to cast the snene
humorous light, the cavalcade yielded a number of able bodied soldiers to fill out his
regiment of heavy artillery. He turned his surgeons loose on them and "fronotleg m
crew" they "selected a sufficient number of recruits to fill mymesgit to the full quota.
After a bath in the Mississippi with a scrubbing with brush and soap, and after glegarin
their braided curls, they were given their military outfits and enrofiexhe of the twelve
companies®

During Sherman's raid, the USCT in Vicksburg did their part. To help hold
Vicksburg while the white troops did the campaigning, which was Sherman’s sweeping
vision of black military service, General Hawkins moved his headquarters into town on
February 8. Earlier that week, and though seemingly of little importance at the time of
their disembarkation, Hawkins had sent elements of the Fifty-first USCT oagirfgr

expedition up the Mississippi River toward Arkan5as.

®Friends' Association of Philadelphia and Its Viginfor the Relief of Colored FreedmeReport of
the executive board. Read at the annual meetitigeo€ontributors, held at Arch street meeting-house
Philadelphia, 4th month 18th, 18§Rhiladelphia, C. Sherman, Son & Co., 1864); JoRassonal
Recollections138, 139.

" Continental Commandsetters and Orders Relating to Details of Trodfis, 210. General Orders
No. 1, Vicksburg, February 9, 1864. p.1.



121

On February 14, Lt. Thaddeus Cocke and a squad of the Fifty-first USCT
disembarked from a steamer near Lake Village, Arkansas. They had hoped tdsagere
the constant stream of refugees and military commands through Vicksburg hactex)¢ne
town’s infrastructure and resources. This was not the first foray of th& tS@e vicinity
of Lake Village; six weeks earlier the elements of the Third U.S. Coloredraval Fourth
lllinois Cavalry had swooped through the area in search of a particularly vegbos
guerillas noted for “hanging negroes and driving off stock.” UnfortunatelyHaddeus
Cocke and his men, the cavalry raid did little to eradicate Confederate guieoiltathe
area. After the war, neither side disputed what ultimately happened to Cocke ar@hhis
but rather how the actions of both sides contributed to the horror. In 1911 a Rebel participant
positively glowed over his comrade’s actions on February 14, 1864. He recollected that on
that morning, a citizen told his captain that Yankees had occupied Tecumseh plantation,
which caused the captain to hold an informal vote among his men as to who favored
attacking the black detachment. With the ayes unanimous, the bushwhackerstwweanty-
number, snaked their way through back roads and canebrakes until they came up to the
plantation. There, they spied a sentry, standing on a cotton platform near the gin.cKkhe bla
soldier got off a shot then fled indoors, alerting his comrades. Cocke hustled his me#m outsi
of a barn where they had found some corn, formed them into line, and ordered them to fire a
volley. They missed, and ran. The Rebels, amply armed with Colt Navies and Dragoons
shot them down as they fled, killing or wounding every single member of the Federal
detachment. Their bloodlust not sated the rebels found no room in their hearts for charity
toward their fallen enemy, but on the contrary used the fallen Union soldiers’ own Lorenz

bayonets (a particularly large and nasty triangular blade) to pin eatladgavounded
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Union soldier to the ground. The narrator concluded his tale by invoking God’s blessings
and bragging about a trophy they picked up, Lt. Cocke’s sword which held the inscription
“Presented by Friends to Thaddeus K. Cock, 1st Mississippi Regiment, f@riata

The "Historic Record of the 51 Col'd Infantry" compiled sometime after the war
told a different story. In that source, mounted guerillas overwhelmed Cocke anehhis m
Seeing his situation as hopeless, Cocke offered to surrender and ordered his men to throw
down their arms. At that point the Rebels set upon them with "fiendish brutality, theis bodie
being mutilated in every possible manner." They shot Cocke and his first sengent
mouth and left them for dead. Cocke, survived another agonizing fourteen days, finally
expiring on February 28th. Of his detachment, the bushwhackers murdered fourteen on the
spot and left six for dead. Of those six, only two survived, and that by feigning death. Such
figures give lie to the Confederate account. Rarely in Civil War combat disidmer the
other, even in small unit encounters, suffer one hundred percent casualties. When such
lopsided engagements did occur, they usually came about as a result of evil doing. Murder
became a fact of life for members of the USCT; it started prior tokdils Bend and
accompanied the USCT for the remainder of the war, and though the war took a hard turn for
white troops and civilians in 1864, black soldiers had known little’else.

While Sherman's raid may have forced the larger Confederate forceth&@tate,
smaller units persisted in bedeviling the river garrisons on the eastern Heerioer.
Unlike 1863, when the USCT fought most of its battles on the western side of the river, in

1864 most of their encounters with the enemy occurred on the eastern side of @ theer

8 ORs, Series I, Vol. 53, Serial 111, p. 476; Weatd¥all, “A Fight to the Finish Near Lake Village,
Ark.” Confederate Veterampril 1911, p. 6.

9 Ibid; New York TimesMarch 4, 1864.
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Confederate cavalrymen and irregulars contested with the garrisommsfml of the
countryside. Two Confederate commanders stand out in this regard, GeneralsSefl Ros
Texas, and General Wirt Adams of Mississippi. Resourceful and ruthless, heithar
particularly high regard for black troops whom Ross’s men called “black &pes.”

Union troops stationed in Vicksburg did not become passive during February and
March 1864. Though Sherman had pushed the majority of Confederate infantry forces out of
Mississippi, the state fairly creaked under the weight of cavalrymen, \attraN Bedford
Forrest reigning in Northeast Mississippi, Colonel Sul Ross's Texas\cavigiade headed
toward Yazoo City, and Wirt Adams operating against Sherman's columns. Dusing thi
period, the Third U. S. Colored Cavalry (USCC), consisting of about 320 men, still in its
infancy with only one battalion up to strength, joined a Federal raiding party up the Yaz
River comprising gunboats, transports, the Eleventh lllinois Infantry, andHighisiana
Infantry, African Descent (later Forty-seventh USCT), for a total of 1j&e™

Leaving Vicksburg on January 31, the little fleet picked up the Third USCC at
Hayne's Bluff, then began leapfrogging its way up the Yazoo, stopping fronictidiggorge
detachments of black cavalrymen to shoo away the horsefly swarms of Comfederat
sharpshooters, seemingly perched in every tree around every bend. At Livenghos Hen
February 3, they encountered a combined force of Rebel artillery and dasrainyng down
on the river who, courteously allowed the gunboats to pass before blasting the tsamgport
two small rifled cannon. With the navy's guns unable to train on the heights, and the

transports unarmed, Colonel James H. Coates, commanding the expedition, ordered a portion

1 Sparks, A. W.Recollections of the Great WEFyler: Lee & Burnett Printers, 1901), ch. 29.

™ Main, Ed. M.The Story of the Marches, Battles, and Incidents®fThird United States Colored
Cavalry (New York: Negro Universities Press, 1970), 92-93.
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of his infantry and cavalry to deal with the rebels: Texans from Sul Rosssl®@rig he

effort proved fruitless, Ross had fortified most of his brigade atop the heights, behind
barricades of rocks and logs so strong as to repel any Federal attstoptnatg them.

After a cursory assault demonstrated Ross's effectiveness, Coatferéhetecided to run

his fleet past the heights, and put his men to work building barricades out of amjibarg

the transports that could impede the flight of a bullet. The next morning, smoke boiling from
the black stacks of its vessels, steam under full pressure, the flotilla bthrtdaon its

mooring on the west bank of the Yazoo. Again, the gunboats led the way, and again the
Rebels held their fire, preferring to kill as many of the enemy troops atheatdnsports as
possible rather than wasting their efforts against the heavily armopstflg>gunned, naval
vessels. Although the transports spent less than ten minutes under fire, it seeameddi&e

to the men hunkered down on the decks. Rebel iron and lead rained down on them from the
heights, and they could do nothing about it but load and fire back ineffectively, knowing that
the Rebels had burrowed too deeply to feel it. Remarkably enough to the men who endured
the gauntlet, the Rebels sank no transports and killed only two men in the flotilla, though
wounding quite a few. The flotilla continued forward, Sul Ross always just aheadnof the
until finally, on February 9 the Union troops occupied Yazoo City after the Confederat
cavalrymen had raced away toward the southeast to help their brothers in ards defe
railroad from Sherman's raid. Coates continued his expedition up the Yazoo, pushing fif
more miles to Greenwood, Mississippi, and then beyond to Carrollton, where he wtimatel
halted his advance upon learning that Nathan Bedford Forrest's entire cavalondi

blocked the way, twenty miles north at Grenada, Mississippi. Coates did not nies=d'$-or

attention and turned his force back toward Yazoo City where the situation had changed
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significantly in the intervening weeks. The Union offensive in Mississippipdanitted
him to get so far up the Yazoo had come to a conclusion and Confederate cavahly drift
back into the area. Sooy Smith, thoroughly whipped and tail between his legs, haedetrea
to the outskirts of Memphis while Sherman's victorious forces rested in Cantotnafteng
march to Meridian. The Union threat diminished, Sul Ross's men returned to the
neighborhood of Yazoo City, smarting that they proved unequal to Sherman's all consuming
blue columns. Thus sat the stage for the battle of YazodCity.

On the morning of February 28th a portion of Coates's flotilla halted north of Yazoo
City so the Third USSC could disembark to serve as an advance guard, to scour the roads
leading into town of any stray Rebels, form pickets, and generally make sure nanghtow
surprises awaited the little fleet when it ultimately made port and lahdadfantry. The
town proper, rested on the edge of the Mississippi Delta, underneath a ridge thiatill
marked the border between high ground that General Grant had struggled for so long to
attain, and the flat soupy terrain that had so stymied his efforts in late 1862 IsriB63ar
In this particular section of the Delta, the ridge ran from the northeast to the ssyjthw
parallel to the Yazoo River, and like dingy pearls on a necklace held places wéh liigan
Satartia, Haynes Bluff, Snyder's Bluff, and Chickasaw Bayou beforeyfioaling the
Mississippi River at Vicksburg. Of the roads connecting downtown YazoodCifetrest of
the state, the Benton Road which jumped the steep promontory overlooking the town,
became the primary route to death as Union and Confederate cavalry patralsaplaye
murderous game of hide and seek with one another just over the horizon. If the Corffederate

proved too strong or aggressive, Union forces could simply withdraw into a large redoubt

12 |bid.; Shelley an d Richard Morrison, e@ersonal Civil War letters of General Lawrence Balh
Ross: With other letters by Lawrence Sullivan Réssstin, S and R. Morrison, 1994), 60, 61.
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built by the town's former defenders atop the bluff next to the road. Flatlgt,stdteever
occupied the fort controlled the town, and thus navigation of the Yazoo River from that point
northward™>

But before they could get settled in their camps, orders came in for Major Cook to
form a detachment of forty men to reconnoiter the Benton Road. Choosing his forty, Cook
saddled up and rode out the Benton Road. About five or six miles out, at a sharp bend in the
road, they stumbled upon a body of about sixty Confederate cavalrymen. Both sides were
surprised, but with the Union troopers slightly less so, Cook ordered his men to firgg getti
off a round at the half-horsed Confederates before punctuating his aggression with an
impetuous charge. He did not get very far. While pursuing the pell mell rebels, he
encountered the main body of Sul Ross's force, some 1,000 men, and the aggressor became
the quarry as Cook's men wheeled toward Yazoo Eity.

Cook sent a courier ahead to warn Col. Coates of the Rebel anthill he had just kicked
open, advising his brother officer to seek shelter in the hill fort while he atteropdetht
the gray horsemen. Long after the war, a member of the Third USCC destabeddostly
fighting withdrawal over broken country with his comrades taking casualtee®gt stand.
Sul Ross viewed it differently, claiming "The negroes after the firstdiioke in disorder,
each seeming intent on nothing but making his escape. The road to Yazoo Cityralas lite

“strewed with their bodies." In addition to taking a load of buckshot in the hip Cook lost

13 ORs Series I. Vol. 32. Pt. |, Serial 57, p. 321-326.

14 Main, Story of the Marched.12-113; Douglas Hal@he Third Texas Cavalry in the Civil War
(University of Oklahoma Press, 1993), 206-07.
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nearly half his force during the four mile retreat: eight killed, ten mgssind three
wounded; hardly a road strewed with bodes.

Colonel Coates and the Eleventh lllinois Infantry along with the remainder of the
Third USSC double-quicked from their transports toward the forts, arriving at aboatribe s
time as Cook's harried patrol. The Confederates, realizing something more thafuadfa
Yank troopers occupied the earthworks in their front reigned in their mounts about a
thousand yards out. A portion of the Rebel troopers positioned just north of the Benton Road
began testing the Yanks, aggressively probing the lines until confronted by angoohpize
Third USSC in what became a crisp little fight until darkness forced both sida¥ itco&f
for the night. The Confederates returned to their main line where they received
reinforcements in the form of brigade of Tennessee cavalrymen, while thel§ed#éhano
room to bed down over a thousand men, pulled a large portion of their command back into
camps on the waterfront, leaving a smaller garrison of 200 men from the Third id$i@C
redoubt. For the next few days both sides contented themselves with chasing e&h other
pickets up and down the roads leading to town. The Federals expected a significarbat
come at any time, but Ross did not feel strong enough to pry Federals out of their
fortifications. He would have to wait until Colonel Richardson’s brigade of Tee@ess
cavalrymen arrived before he felt sufficiently confident of suctiess.

On March 4, as Union forces continued to secure the town, a Confederate courier
under flag of truce rode into town with a message from Sul Ross. A few weeks mior, an
just south of Yazoo City near Mechanicsville, a soldier from the First Arkdnfsary

African Descent became too sick to keep up with his unit and had to take shelter inea privat

15 |bid. 114-116; Series I, Vol. 32,Pt. I, Serial $7332.
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residence until he could recuperate enough to travel. Some Confederate solcheeselis

his hiding place, and beat his skull in. When the soldier's commander returned and
discovered the murder, he decided to retaliate. He rounded up the local populace and
brought forward a couple of prisoners he had in his possession from the Sixth Texas Cavalry
After explaining the situation to the townsfolk, he made the two unfortunates kneel over his
soldier’s corpse, blindfolded them, and executed them. Ross wanted to "know whether or not
such was the case" and if his men could expect the same treatment if thep fghion

hands around Yazoo City. Waxing grandiloquent he boasted “Texans, that while they have
always damaged the enemies of their country to the utmost of their ability onttbdiblat

and in open, fair fight, they have never yet injured nor in any way maltreasecgns.”

But, if “the sad fate that befell the two men captured...awaits all who masfteeree taken,

we are prepared to accept the terms,” he threatened, and underscored in hisoogfkclusi

trust your answer may be satisfactory to my command.” Col. Coates, responded in kind,
though with less garnishment. He denied knowledge of the murders, condemned such acts,
and matter-of-factly pointed out that “while speaking on the subject” that six onisnen,
presumed missing in combat on February 28, “have been found, presenting every appearance
of having been brutally used, and compelling me to arrive at the conclusion thatdhey ha

been murdered after having been taking prisoner.” Like Ross he professed itnoemt o

more honorable methods of warfare and would “not deviate from those principles dictated by
humanity,” and again like Ross, closed his missive with a threat that Iini§l be in

extreme cases of premeditated provocation that | will tolerate it ip@uipn of my

command” thus leaving the door open for an in kind response should Ross’s men murder any

more prisoners-’

Ybid.; The Liberator May 6, 1864:
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On the morning of March 5th, Ross sent a lieutenant under a flag of truce to the fort
on the Benton Road with instructions to ask the Federals to surrender. He tossed out the
threat that "in case of having to storm the works, General Ross said he would beainable
restrain his men.” McKee, indignant and not at all amenable to surrendering, ksl R
statement for what it was, telling the officer "that means General\Rbssurder the
prisoners if he is not successful." "No, not exactly that, but you know how it will be," the
Confederate weakly countered. Unblinking, McKee instructed the officer feds# to put
all of his future correspondence in writing, and to tell the Rebel general thdtiftdeked
me with the present understanding and was repulsed, | would kill every man thao fiellyint
hands," and he meant it, and Ross knew it, for both sides had already proven they could cross
that particular line with relative ease. The Confederate lieutenamesdtto his lines
unsatisfied'®

Ross tried again, showing his contempt for McKee's request for written
communication with an exaggerated flair of specificity and formality.défeanded "An
unconditional surrender of the forces holding the redoubt,” sarcastically spgcifg
location "on Benton Road," and to make sure McKee did not miss any subtlety in his disdain,
added, "of Yazoo City." Perhaps he thought of adding "in the State of Mississspid
over the top. He gave the Federals holed up in the redoubt ten minutes to reply. McKee, of
course, responded that he had "no idea of surrendering” and unwilling to let the threat of
murder pass, attempted to bait Ross into owning up to the statement, presumably to pin Ross
down legally. If the Confederates then attacked and succeeded, Ross could not deny
responsibility for the murder of any prisoners, as Nathan Bedford Forrestraidth later at

Fort Pillow, Tennessee. By responding with, "I am sorry that your threagand to the

Main, Story of the Marched25-126.
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treatment of prisoners was not reduced to writing, as it certainly should haveMud&e,
therefore, while expressing a righteous indignation to such barbarity, shrewudtyt $o
inoculate his forces from such a fate, because, though both forces had particigaded in t
murder of prisoners on a small scale up to that point, likely with the sanction efgffic
plausible deniability protected their honor. He banked that Ross was rational emough t
understand that officially sanctioning the murder of enemy prisoners on paper would have
severe repercussions on the larger Confederate war gffort.

With McKee's second rejection in hand, Ross tried one last time to convince him to
surrender. Appealing to humanity, the Texan assured the Union officer that he could
"certainly storm and take" the redoubt, but that he would try to have McKee and his men
"protected if they surrender during the charge; but you must expect bloodshethé Ma
McKee had put too much stock in Ross's rationality, for the Rebel officer passedrils,
promising to protect any Federals who tossed down their @unmsy the charge, and only
thenafter "much bloodshed," but said nothing about what fate would befall Union soldiers
who resisted the charge. "If you have no reply to make, we will resume outiaper@hen
the white flag is down from your line and mine" he wrote in closing. McKee did not bother
to draft a written response. The courier for the last exchange, Colonel JoneNliothhe
Texas Cavalry, had run out of patience with the Federals much earlier, and upangeb
his lines sent word to Ross that he "was a greater philanthropist than madét him to
take down his flag as soon as he reached his liffes."

Negotiations over, the fight commenced. Ross divided his force, spreading his

brigade of Texans in an arc around the redoubt with his artillery posted on the Benton Road,

9 Main, Story of the Marched26-127.
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which bisected his position. He sent the Tennesseans north of town, hoping his show of
strength had caused the Federals to lower their guard in that direction. Hedjeonkdetly;

the Tennesseans found nothing but a detachment of black cavalrymen guarding the northern
approach. Coates discovered the movement, quickly dispatching companies of the Eighth
Louisiana African Descent at the double-quick from their position over a miletawapgel

the onslaught, but not quickly enough. The Confederates swept the black cavalrymen aside
and poured into downtown Yazoo City, cutting the defenders in the redoubt off from the
town. Although he had not broken into the redoubt yet, Ross’s artillery pounded the
earthwork, disabling the Federals’ lone artillery piece, a boat howitzenvizedlrfrom the

flotilla. Surrounded now on three sides, McKee tried to open communication with Coates by
sending out a squad of the Eleventh lllinois Infantry toward town, but too many Comdéedera
lurked about. The Rebels snatched up ten as prisoners and drove most of the remainder back
to their own lines; three, however, made it to Coates, with the bad news of the loss of the
howitzer. Coates immediately sent for another gun, but it never made it to the yedoubt
Richardson’s Tennesseans controlled the city streets. The Union officerhetsst

attempted to put the gun to good use with the idea of placing it behind a cotton barricade so
as to sweep the Confederates from the streets. Unfortunately, the navalaghmeeat felt

less than sanguine about the prospects for such an endeavor, especialiy &ftdrels

started sending bullets their way, and bolted toward the safety of their gunbesd,tive

captain, to his credit, denied their requests to come aboard, leaving them i p@gition

than before when they at least had a cannon to defend themselves. Coates persevered,
though, finding another detachment who performed admirably. Despite facing agnpwitz

the Confederates still pressed him, forcing him to draw in more reserveshidtighth



132

Louisiana. He now had seven companies of infantry, one white and six black, scattered
throughout the town, firing from houses, alleys, and stfdets.

By 2 o’clock Coates felt the situation had stabilized enough for him to take the
offensive, and ordered his men to charge the Tennesseans. It succeeded. He routed the
Tennesseans, knocking them into a headlong flight out of town beyond the outer
fortifications. Ross’s men, who had laid siege to the fort for over four hours \tghdit
show for it but dead comrades, observed the Tennesseans’ flight, and fearing ftartke|
“fell into confusion and began to retreat in great disorder.” McKee, apparentlpoutte
same cloth as Coates and heartened by the sight below, sallied from the redoaixt wit
cheering men and turned the flank of a Rebel regiifent.

Ross described the conclusion of the battle as a coincidence, explaining in fak offic
report that he had accomplished all that he could have hoped to accomplish; he had driven
the Federals camped in town to the protection of their gunboats, and pounded the men in the
redoubt with every piece of artillery on hand. He minimized his failure to takerttét f
“would have been a sacrifice of more men that it was worth.” The Federals didvechidri
men from the town and from around the fort. They did not flee wildly through the stiregts, a
certainly no squad of six cheering Yankees turned the flank of one of his veteraantsgim
happenstance, he explained, caused the Federals to misinterpret what theyrsaiity,lhe
reported, after having accomplished as much as possible with no way of defeating t
gunboats, and unwilling to mount suicidal assaults on the redoubt, he decided to pull back.

The Federals misinterpreted his withdrawal as a retreat and followetlcldhat the

%L ORs Series I. Vol. 32. Pt. |, Serial 57, p. 324-25.
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Federals boarded their transports the following morning and headed back toward \gicksbur
proved thahis merhad won the batt/&

Try as he might, Ross’s slight-of-hand after-action report did not quite ddmnsea
disappointment; everything he stood for demanded destruction of the black troops. The
contempt his men had for the “black apes” demanded their annihilation; the murder of his
two men demanded the annihilation; the honor of the white race demanded the annihilation,
but at the end of the day on March 5, a force of black and white Union troops controlled
Yazoo City and the redoubt. That they boarded transports the following morning meant
nothing; they had participated in a raid, not an expedition of conquest and occupation. Ross,
for all of his threats to murder the defenders of the redoubt, failed, with nothing to@hiow f
but thirty wounded prisoners taken when Richardson’s men captured the house holding the
Federal hospital in town. Even that small victory resulted in humiliation, when off the 6
Coates, an apparent master of sarcasm, refused to participate in any grsbaeges: “if |
mistake not a cartel has been agreed upon in which certain parties and places have been
named for such exchange; and as [neither] Gen. Richardson, C. S. Army, nor Col. Coates, U.
S. Volunteers, have been named as the parties, nor Yazoo City the point for such exchange
must respectfully decline your proposition.” Coates claimed losses of &4, ki1
wounded, and 31 missing during the raid up and down the Yazoo; he guessed the
Confederate deaths of th8 &t around forty*

A month later, in the early morning hours of April 12, just north of Memphis,

Tennessee, Confederate general Nathan Bedford Forrest pulled up to &fbedeith a

% Main, Story of the Marched44;0Rs Series |, Vol. 32, pt. |, serial 57, p. 390.
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division of cavalry. By that afternoon through a series of assaults and the slgll of hi
sharpshooters, he had succeeded in pinning down the approximately 500 defenders in the
fort. Like Sul Ross at Yazoo City, he issued an ultimatum, which the Union commander,
again as at Yazoo City, refused. But after that, things differed—and badhe émsuing
assault, the Rebel troopers showed no quarter, ignoring white flags, upraisecdrpieaa
for mercy, killing indiscriminately. That morning 262 black soldiers occupied thieswout
when it was all over the bodies of 229 lay strewn from the fort to the banks of the
Mississippi.

The Fort Pillow massacre reverberated throughout the USCT up and down the
Mississippi. Benjamin Mills, a young officer in the Forty-ninth USCT in Vizkg wrote,
"The Negroes understand now what will become of them if they are captwad.sée them
in groups when not on duty discussing the matter and they vow never to give any quarter and
never to take any prisoners but to kill all they can lay hands on. Samuel Glythe &wa
white officer in Natchez, echoed Mills’ sentiments: "It is necessaryddo be very
independent and we are so promptly resenting any indignities shown to this branch of the
service. The Fort Pillow affair naturally interested us very much andenexaecting to see
full retaliation made for those men massacred there.” Cordelia Harveyhamocetvilian
doing humanitarian work near Vicksburg wrote, “We are living surrounded by hé&riors
fear 'the reign of terror’ to us is fast approaching. Since the Fort Piltggedy our colored
troops & their officers are waiting in breathless anxiety the action of ther@ment.. Our
officers and negro regiments declare they will take no more prisonetber& is death to
the rebel in every black mans eyes.” Just how much the black troops resented tbeemassa

became apparent to a cotton speculator from Chicago at Snyders Bluff when hedroffuthe
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that Forrest did the right thing by killing blacks. One account said that hiskestar

enraged the black troops who heard him that they lynched him from a telegraph pole; anothe
said the officers took the lead. Either way, he ended up paying with his life—the USC

would not forget Fort Pillov§®

Yazoo City and Milliken’s Bend share a number of commonalities: both pitted
combinations of black and white troops against Texas cavalry. Both battles had about the
same number of participants, and both featured the Confederates as aggressbes, aid t
differed. At Yazoo City both forces had considerably more training and expetlent
their June 1863 predecessors. Ross’s men had seen extensive combat, had high esprit de
corps, and felt capable of whipping any Union force they encountered, as opposed to the
green recruits who attacked at Milliken’s Bend. The USCT that emergedviaksburg in
early 1864 had the benefit of General Hawkins’s training regime and bettersffido
longer nervous recruits, their comrades had exorcised the demons of Confedéeate mil
superiority at Milliken’s Bend, paving the way for them to contribute even mohe idefeat
of the rebels.

In the aftermath of the battle of Yazoo City, no Union soldiers wrote expnsssi
surprise at the performance of the black troops in their diaries, nor did theyoWote tones
exclaiming “they will fight.” Northern newspapers took little notice, irgpit as any other
small engagement. Perhaps, then, Yazoo City’s place in the history of ther&/S€ih its

lack of newsworthiness, that when 1864 arrived, many white Union soldiers, civilians at

% Benjamin Mills to Father and Mother, May 7, 1863aleb Mills Papers; Samuel G. Swain to Dear
Sister, March 23, 1864, Samuel Glyde Swain Pagessiscribed letter from C. A. P. Harvey to GovT J.
Lewis, Vicksburg, Mississippi, April, 1864, PapefiMrs. Cordelia Harvey, 1862-1864, University of
Wisconsin—Oshkosh, Libraries.
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home, and reporters for northern papers, expected the same steady confpmtebtack

troops as they did from white. If such is the case, then the USCT had taken a valpable ste
toward mastery over the region. Black troops from the region had weakened the 2oafede
response to Sherman’s Meridian expedition by forcing the rebels to deal withzbe haid.
They took on and defeated yet another Confederate cavalry division, this tiraeowlaih
offensive operation rather than in a defensive fight for their existence IM#ligen’s Bend.

Just as importantly, and equally damaging to the Rebel psyche, they captureficasigni
Confederate town in the region and held it against all attempts to take it bdsirldgiimer

masters. They had made it their own and extended their authority over the region.



Chapter 6

Given the large geographic area occupied by various black regiments and the
peculiarities of the individual garrison and regimental commanders in the regicstpone
cannot encapsulate the variety of USCT experiences. In addition to the figlotiggthe
hotly contented Yazoo River corridor during 1864, black troops participated in raidsl towar
Jackson, Mississippi, striking at railroads supplying Confederate amties East, guarded
freedmen’s camps, home farms, and plantations, and occupied Vicksburg and Natchez.
Despite the successes, they faced growing pains, for if in 1863 they found frdleeiom
1864 they grew in that freedom, asserting their rights, and in some cases esting t
boundaries of their new rights to the point of mortal consequences. Moreover, the uneven
guality of garrison commanders and prevalence of corrupt officials causedlites|uathe
progress made by black troops. The army, still a controlling institution, of coursetswit
rules and regulations, set the boundaries of freedom, as well as mastership.

If Vicksburg stood for stability and professionalism for the USCT, then Natchez
represented the opposite. From the time Union troops occupied the town in July 1863 until
after the end of the war, mismanagement, corruption, and jealousy charddtegizion
sojourn there. Moreover, the successful campaign for Vicksburg, and its placgiariie
strategy of the war relegated Natchez to backwater status, meaningttieallocation of
human and material resources Natchez received second best. As the latgest down
between Vicksburg and Baton Rouge, the beating heart of the plantation south, in aatarea th

once boasted the largest slave market outside of New Orleans, Natchez needed mor
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Upon occupying the town, Union officers had little idea, and even less preparation,
for what was in store for them. Seeking the safety of Union arms and Presidemt’sinc
promise of freedom, thousands of freedmen, without food or adequate clothing, and no
means of acquiring either, descended on an equally unprepared town. In an attemgt to bri
order to the chaos, the officers ordered camps constructed to house them. f&osrhat
became a haven for iliness and despair, the camps soon took on the name of "¢arrals".
intended or not, corral aptly described them. James L. Yeatman of the West&rySani
Commission inspected camps along the Mississippi in late summer 1863 and decried the
conditions he observed in Natchez. Estimating the number of freedmen in the Natcilez cor
at around 2,100 and the one across the river in Vidalia, Louisiana at 670, he described the
cabins they lived in as “poorly constructed, many of them without chimneys, the cabeesc
for smoke being through a hole left where the chimney should be. They are all without
proper light and ventilation, and being overcrowded, are the most prolific sources of
diseases...There was not one house where | visited that death had not entered its portals
Henry Elder, Catholic Bishop of Natchez, a Confederate sympathizer and dg@ecisitive
to the suffering of the freedmen when he could blame the U.S. army for their conditbn, we
to the “camp or corral as it is called, to see what was to be done for the souls of the poor
people especially the dying, infants & others.” He noted that “there seemhousands...
Great numbers of children sick & they say of those that sicken seriously—vegetevell.”
When Union officials gave Elder an opportunity to help solve the problem by assistigg in t
formation of “an asylum [in Vicksburg] for abandoned negro children... | told him | should
put no obstacle to it, but from the very nature of the case, it was necessaryhihalditoe

conducted entirely by the people of the North & connected with the Army, without any
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positive cooperation on my part.” Later, in October, when asked by a Union gainaual
why he would not take the oath of allegiance, Elder rationalized that he “did hotonds
anything thing wh[ich] wlould] injure my usefulness among my flock,” which agrgbr
excluded everyone but southern white secessionists. James Lucas, a farmeecidled
decades after the war, “de slaves were worse off dan when dey had masteesof &m
was pu in ... de turrible corral at Natchez. Dey warnt used to de stuff de Yankees fed 'em
Dey fed' em wasp-nes' bread, 'stead o' corn-pone an' hoe cake, ai' Eksugey caught
diseases an' died by de hund'eds, jus' lak flies. Dey had been fooled into thindiddibe
good times, but it was de wors' times dey ever séen.”

In the midst of the chaos Union officers like the hard fighting Col. Bernardr@arFa
of the Thirtieth Missouri Infantry sought black recruits. When he sent a raquést chain
of command for guidance on how to proceed, he received something less than a whole-
hearted mandate. General Grant responded that while all able bodied blacks shotlié ente
Union army, Farrar should use their former master’s loyalty to determine hpwdeed
his enlisted men. If they served a loyal master, then normal rules of regapplied--that
is, Farrar should treat them like potential white recruits with the option to join,.otfnot
from disloyal masters, then Farrar should confiscate them just like any ottiealband of
war and press them into service. He wasted little time, and by November hatl eveutp
begin harrying the Confederates across the river in Louisiana. stieXpedition, launched
on November 15, 1863, from Vidalia, Louisiana, consisted of ninety-eight white mounted
men of the Thirtieth Missouri along with fourteen mounted black men, which including

officers and pontoniers, totaling 148 men in all. By the time he got within a few ofile

! Yeatman Repartl4; GerowElder Diary 59-60;WPA Narratives, Mississippiames Lucas.
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Trinity, some twenty miles distant, half his force had melted away, “midsawng either
left to get fodder...or shirked their duty at a time when they could not be hunted up.” Given
that the object of the expedition, a camp of 100 Confederates on Colton’s Plantation, now
outnumbered his force, Farrar decided to pick up a consolation prize instead, scooping up
fourteen Rebels at a picket post near Trinity before returning to Vidalia. @poning to
camp he penned a lengthy report, well out of proportion to the goals of a 24-hour erpediti
but Farrar had a healthy ego, and writing lengthy glorious reports deermeothe it.

Through the late fall and winter the black troops in Natchez drilled and prepared
defenses, all the while fighting the boredom that accompanies Mississnp@isy One night
in January, their colleagues in the Twelfth Wisconsin sought to beat the mataibanels
of ale, which the officers had supplied to each company and headquarters. “Every one
indulged to the full extent of his desires,” with the usual chaotic results. A member of
Company K, frustrated over his inability to fire a bullet through his ridgepalmed his tent
down while screaming “hurrah for h—I, who's afraid of fire?” Another Wisconsinite
Company F calmly woke up from his drunken stupor and defecated on the floor of his tent.
The good clean fun, however, had to come to an end in early February when the war came
calling agair?®

On February 7, a Confederate force of around 1500 men attacked Farrariat Vidal
pushing him back toward the river. Farrar sent word across the river to Lt. @artH
McCaleb of the Second Mississippi Artillery, African Descent, that he needieduniekly.

McCaleb rounded up about 400 men from various commands, put them on a steamer, and

2 Special Order No. 48, by order of Major Genera Grant, August 11, 1863, B. G. Farrar Papers,
Louisiana State University, Baton Rouge, LouisiddRs Series Ill, Vol. 3, Serial 124, p. 735.

% Diary of S. Van Bennet, January 6, 1864, Van Berfe Civil War Papers, Wisconsin Historical
Society, Madison, Wisconsin.
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across they went. Upon disembarking they formed a tight line of battle andGawmalers
from Farrar. These soon came, instructing McCaleb to form his command about 150 yards
out, astride the Trinity Road with a section of artillery. The order met, MbQed sent a
small detachment to occupy and defend the town jail, when he received ordavsatergét
once again, this time about 300 yards from his present position. By the time he completed
the move, Rebel skirmishers had closed in enough to become decidedly annoying.h&here, t
force waited. When the main body of the Confederate force came within about 150 to 100
yards Farrar ordered his men to open fire, which they did, letting off a thunderieg vibl
staggered the Confederate attackers, causing them to stumble and hesitatteb Maiered
his men to fire again, and the Rebels fled. Keeping the scare in them he orderei them *
load and fire by file at the fleeing mob, and with difficulty prevented them fireaking
ranks to follow the enemyThus a force of 300 colored soldiers put to flight, in great
confusion, four or five times their number of the chivalrous enemy, with a loss to them of 1
killed, 5 wounded (some mortally), and a number of prisoners.” Such was the cat and mouse
character of combat around Natchez: small forces, quick raids, and an unwsltinigriight
prolonged battles.

With skirmishes rare, the white officers found plenty to keep the black troops busy
and out of mischief, most notably, building Fort McPherson. Originally constructée by t
Confederates, the fort had now become the project of Union officers in Natchez. Perhaps
because of their distance from reinforcements in Vicksburg, fear of blgkGtinfederates,
or mistrust of their own fighting abilities, they increased the size of théofphenomenal
dimensions. In March, Lt. Samuel G. Swain, an engineer from Wisconsin, after hating t

black troops had already done significant work on the fort, predicted that with “Both the
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colored Regts...at work all the time on the fortifications...it will take sixgitenonths to

finish them.” With all of the time spent working on the fort, the men had little timeriigr

and their organizations suffered accordingly. Swain noted that “They keep tlgsaRe

work so hard all the time that no one could expect very great proficiency of theithamdir
military appearance. Every man is on duty every day. After being woskibeyahave in

this Regt. since it was organized...it takes constant driving to keep them at wonko3Jthe

of them have not much pride or ambition about work but they improve in drill and efficiency
very fast.” Moreover, the garrison in Natchez, black and white, did not get paidriggula
sometimes going as much as four to eight months without so much as a penny to provide for
their families living in towrT.

Despite the demoralizing duty at Fort McPherson, service in a black regiment
Natchez came with opportunities, especially in the realm of education. L&efielp to
chaplains, private philanthropic interests, and the army of missionaries serthegegion,
most black soldiers could count on having access to schools. True believers like Col.
Herman Lieb, saw the army as the tool for bringing social benefits to gdnfen, "I felt
that | was upon trial as much as these half-civilized recruits. After cahenlwvith my
officers, | resolved to impart to all of these negroes as much elementaryi@uasatvould
be required for a discriminating American citizenship.” Such efforts alsed pragmatic
ends; an illiterate soldiery made the army less efficient. Llaé&¢year, in response to calls
for the consolidation of some black regiments, Lorenzo Thomas argued that heegreferr
small regiments, that the high rate of illiteracy put an undue burden on thesofficevhite

regiments, noncommissioned officers performed tasks as mundane as calling daenol

5 Samuel G. Swain to unknown, March 18, 1864, tor[Bster, Swain, March 23, 1864, Samuel
Glyde Swain Papers; Benjamin Mills to Dear Fathay 2, 1865, Caleb Mills Papers.
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day. In a black regiment where few could read, those tasks fell upon the officesslve

this problem, officers emphasized education. Benjamin Marshall Mills vorditis father, a
college professor in Indiana that “The men evince the greatest zeal im¢etrmead when

they have nothing to do you may see them with their books in their hands trying to spell out
their lesson. Some of them are learning to write...They learn very fas,awiast as a

white man...The Negroes are to be elevated as much by making them good soldiers as
teaching them.” In Natchez, the Freedman’s Aid Society provided a tdacklaily classes
during the week, and for the soldiers’ spiritual needs a preacher on Sunday.

In a time of slaughter, with daily reports of death and maiming from thesimthe
South, northern philanthropic and Christian organizations spread light in the darkness,
demonstrating that even in such difficult times, people could find it within thenssehrelp
others. Unfortunately, baser impulses also found bloom in the destruction of slavery.
Speculators, opportunists, crooked politicians, and outright criminals found feotiledgfor
their greed in the garrison and treasury offices along the river. With thie darved for
cotton, the apparent abundance of cotton in the environs of Natchez created something of a
boomtown mentality among the citizens, officials, and army officers, luritiggicorrupted,
tempting the incorruptible, and swaying the loyal. By April 1864, the foul reputation of
Union officials in the region had grown to such proportions that Confederate officials
discussed the possibility of using them as an avenue of supply. “There is in the Yaeke
a perfect mania for trading in cotton, even going so far as to control thearyndperations,

covered under the pretense of getting out negro men, mules, and supplies of food-in truth,

® JohnsPersonal Recollectiond;39; ORs Series I, Vol. 39, Pt. II, Serial 78, p. 271 ;ngamin Mills
to Father, April 19, 1864, Caleb Mills Papers,; 8aht. Swain to Dear Sister, March 23, 1864, SarGlgle
Swain Papers.
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gotten up and being controlled by cotton traders, dividing with superior officeoté one
commissary officer to Confederate Secretary of War James Seddon. Samauel S
frustrated with the situation, wrote, “I am bitter opposed to the trading of cokterewt
requires soldiers to protect it, exposing their lives for the sake of specul&iolstiere are
legions.”

The problems at Natchez came from the top down. The rapid succession of post
commanders hindered the honorable men and rewarded the corrupt: it took the honorable
men time to unweave the criminal relationships in the region, while the corruptiivaty
took to it, like hogs to slop. Chief among the corrupt, General James M. Tuttle held the post
in April and May 1864, during which time, his “attention is...engrossed by efforts for
personal gain” and “has operated to effect a destruction of discipline and ottaker in t
command...having enriched himself by collusion with an agent of the treasuryntsmart
and by constant malfeasance in office.” A “crowd of sharpers who, sweliihgpmfessed
patriotism, whilst managing to fill their own pockets by dishonest means” sglgmi
controlled the town during Tuttle’s reign. In the hierarchy of mammon, just below, or
perhaps equal to the garrison commanders, the treasury agents carved oualhthieine
own, as they controlled access to land and labor in the Mississippi Valley. When they
colluded with corrupt officers and their cronies, tidy sums could change hands. |IGenera
Napoleon Jackson Tecumseh Dana, appointed District Commander during the summer of
1864, diagnosed the problems of his command as “completely swayed by two external
powers, to wit, money in the possession of cotton speculators and political adventurers, and
beauty in possession of rebel females, once lovely and with delicate sensiloibtie

cunning, crafty, traitorous, and dangerous.” Money and attractive women, in otloksr w

" ORs Series IV, Vol. Ill, Serial 129, p. 282
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“held complete command and control of the lines of the army” in his command through mid
1864. Things having gotten out of hand in Natchez, the army relieved Tuttle, assighing C
Farrar to command the post until the army found someone of suitable rank to take over.

In early 1863, Union General Mason Brayman found himself in the backwater of the
war, cooling his heels at a post in Cairo, lllinois, watching the sands tick out cerées.

Grant considered him useless, militarily speaking, going so far as tdotalh&m Lincoln
that the former lllinois politician, while clever could not command the confelehmen in
battle and could render the country no service. With no help forthcoming from the
departmental commanders’ tent, Brayman cast about for a patron to help himasethes
post, ultimately encountering some acquaintances of Gen. James McPhersoipadhdine
secure the post of Natchez in July 1864.

Brayman’s predecessors bequeathed him a fetid cesspool of corruption and self
interest to clean up. Farrar, to his credit had attempted some reforms, but glireridds
tenure and lower rank, he could not effect much change. According to him, prior to his
elevation to command of the post, “everything connected with the proper admomnstfat
military affairs having been entirely neglected....A total lack of dis@pimong the troops,
and an entire absence of that strict attention to orders and regulations” haddé¢hder
troops of the post ineffective. Many troops lived in quarters in town, had little supervision,
and roamed the streets at all hours of the night, resulting in “assaults, rgkdaties

incendiary fires.” Farrar claimed credit for bringing law and ordenédawn by removing

& The Ohio DemocratNew Philadelphia), August 4, 188@Rs Series |, Vol. 39, Pt. II, Serial 78, p.
186, Series |, Vol. 52, Pt. |, Serial, 109, p. 654

° ORs Series |, Vol. 17, Pt. I, Serial 25, p. 522; @rto Abraham Lincoln, February 9, 1863,
Abraham Lincoln Papers, Library of Congress.
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all of the troops to Fort McPherson, instituting a system of passes, andtnegines
officers’ attention to the performance of their military duties. Concluldiageport, Farrar
opined, “much yet remains to be done, | regret that it has been almost impossildetto eff
much more during the period of my holding command.” In expressing regret, Faealece
a great deal more than he possibly intended, for he also regretted, as a $igldlieg
having to step down in favor of a political type who could not command the confidence of
troops in battle. Moreover, rumor had it that his successor had acquired the position through
political manipulations rather than merit, priming Farrar to believe thstwabout his new
commander?

Concurrent with Farrar’s report, and Brayman'’s arrival to command NaGeeeral
Dana inspected the post, revealing the unfortunate facts of what one year of Union
occupation had wrought. The construction on Fort McPherson had turned out badly; they
had made it too large for the number of men on hand (5,000), rendering it virtually
indefensible with anything less than 10,000 men. Furthermore, to Dana it seentled that
garrison existed to serve the fort, and not vice versa,; they should go out and k#l, Rebel
work on a fort six days a week to protect themselves from another Fort Pillemaker
fort with a capacity of around 1500 men would suffice. Upon inspecting the troops, Dana
found more deficiencies, especially among the 1,850 white troops and the Sixtyathird a
Sixty-fourth USCT regiments. The white troops had no excuse, but the Sixty-third and
Sixty-fourth could claim something of an excuse; Superintendent of Freedmen, John Eat

had recruited those two regiments from men too infirm or old for field service toaerve

%ORs Series I, Vol. 39, Pt. Il, Serial 78, p. 197; frmn to Captain [presumably for Dana's eyes] ,
October 7, 1864, Folder 112, Mason Brayman Paf#risago Historical Society (Hereinafter cited as
Brayman Papens
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plantation and camp guards. Dana, unaware of Eaton’s role in forming those regiments, and
probably not caring, found them inexcusable, reporting, “Who is to be entitled to theo€redi
originating the idea of collecting broken-down and unserviceable negroes intg artabd

calling it an 'invalid corps’ | do not know; but it appears to me that the Secretsvqiof

could not have understood the character of the intended organization.” His acid pen
dripping, Dana also directed some criticism upward at Adjutant General Thomdssover

son’s, (Capt. Lorenzo Thomas, Jr.) appearance of impropriety with favorabletigsmpe

cushy jobs, and cavalier regard for government propérty.

General Tuttle left one more rotten egg for Brayman to deal with, a problem that
reasonably wise man could have quietly diffused; Brayman chose poorly and the stenc
ultimately wafted all the way to Washington. The rotten egg in question, Igpadaip in
an order Tuttle issued shortly after taking command in early April. Offendéteby
wrongheaded secessionist theology of certain preachers in the communityedeais®rder
for all ministers to pray for Abraham Lincoln during their worship servicég;wthey
promptly did—except for one. Henry Elder, the Catholic Bishop of Natchez, considered
such an order a serious violation of his religious rights, notwithstanding his vocal opposition
to the Union and frequent complaints to Union officers for the conditions in Natchez In hi
mind all of the suffering caused by the war came not because of secessietduse of the
Union army’s unjust invasion of the South, and he made it crystal clear to any Union officia
who cared to ask him about it. That the matter of prayer remained unresolved,tat leas
Brayman’s satisfaction when he took command, testified to the powerful connectiens El

could tap into. In April, when Tuttle issued the order, Elder used his back channel

Y“ORs Series |, Vol. 39, Pt. Il, Serial 78, p. 185:April 1864, the army renamed all state units of
African Descent as United States Colored Troops.
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connections via the Catholic Church and Georgetown University in Washington D.C. to
Secretary of War Edwin Stanton. Tuttle could not compete with that kind of influence, and
likely not wanting to draw too much negative attention to himself and his nefariousesct

in Natchez, let the matter drop until he heard from above (politically, not spir)tad\ysing

him to let it go. Elder, to his credit, followed his superior’s advice and sought to dliuse t
situation quietly so as not to embarrass the Union officer. Stanton read the Bisttep’s
agreeing that the Army had no business dictating prayers, and promised to setithivor
very day to Tuttle to rescind the order. But before any documents could reach Natchez
General Dana relieved Tuttle and replaced him with Farrar. Since Elllgeptaquiet about

his opposition to the order, Farrar did not know about the letter to Washington and, therefore,
decided to press the issue in June, arguing that since the other ministers dubrthte

order, then justice required Elder should follow it. The priest asked Farranfiertsne to
compose a written justification of his position and permission to publish it in the newspape
Farrar agreed to consider it, telling Elder that he would have an answer by 2 p.musAnxi
about the colonel’s decision, Elder did not wait for a message but went to Farraesroffi
person. He received mixed news. Farrar agreed to allow him to write theuhettdhat he
would send it to his superior, Gen. Henry Slocum in Vicksburg, for review, but during the
interim he expected the priest to pray for the president. Elder flatly dedunsbasked what
consequences should he expect to endure, but Farrar backed down in the face of such
resistance, saying he would wait for Slocum’s opinion before pressing thasstigther.

Over the following week Elder penned a twenty-page letter but when he went/gr dehe

found Brayman in command?

2\Mason Braymon to B. G Farrar, June 18, 1864; GeEdder Diary, 91.
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Within a week of taking command of the post of Natchez, and facing a garrison rife
with drunkenness, robbery, arson, low morale, corruption, prostitution, laziness, and
unprepared troops, Brayman inexplicably chose to make the issue of praying fon lhiscol
first major confrontation. Elder having already won that battle twice witbhvkigton’s
backing had little motivation whatsoever to back down from Brayman. Having heard from
both the Church and Edwin Stanton on the matter, Elder's communication to Farrar the
previous month summed up his less than diplomatic stance on the subject: “Having this
decision from higher authority it appears to me that the matter is notyeapeti for
discussion in Natchez.” Ultimately it came down to personalities; Braymew role as
reformer-commander only magnified his already healthy imperiofisigeleous tendencies;
Elder, stubborn as any Mississippi mule and a dyed in the wool Confederate at hetart, hel
that Union authority only extended to the church doors. If his friends could not defeat the
Yankees in the field, then he would defeat them in the cHdrch.

The two collided on July 13 when Elder delivered his manifesto to the general’s
office. Having spent most of his life dealing with human nature, Elder must hawedear
read people pretty well, for his first impression of Brayman accurately sdmmte
General’s reign in Natchez: “He spoke civilly enough: but he seems to haveadhatle
everybody who opposes him in any thing must be a bitter rebel.” Continuing, Brayman
admitted that he did not “approve of men being compelled to read prayers against thei
conscience: but rather ‘if he found that we were rebels’ he would treat us a% Satiing
the letter aside, the general promised to consider it. Matters escalherdjratkly after

that. On the 18 Elder sent word to the general asking if he intended to interrupt tomorrow’s

13 Edler to Brayman, [n.dMason Brayman Papers
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mass if he did not read the prayer. Brayman did not provide an immediate response to that
guestion, but did return a missal Elder had loaned to him after the first meetingygéeons

of deception by providing him with the only missal that did not include a prayer for the
president. As a legalistic martinet Brayman had requested, during thedathg, a

Catholic missal, hoping to use it as precedent to bend Elder to his will. Upon discovering no
such prayer existed, he accused Elder of deception. Brayman was unwilling to ddatjt de

and in this case defeat is an appropriate term to characterize how tred fgdtydor as Elder

had so aptly deduced from his first impression, Brayman took the challenge gdgrsdal
dinnertime Brayman had run out of patience, and having answered all of his questions to his
own satisfaction regarding Elder’s loyalty, he drew his line in the sand: "ltbadvise you
military orders are to be obeyed, not discussed.” Reading the curt rudelmeqpdy a

physically sickened the Bishop, but he regained his composure and opted to follow his
conscience and leave the consequences in God’s hands. But Brayman, unwilling to quit the
fight for the day and having his ire aroused, continued penning messages tdtpe Bis

Laying out his position, he wrote, "But here is the poifityou are a patriotic and loyal man,

attached to the government of the United States, and opposed to this rebellion, and desire
your people to be of that mind, you will read the prayer for the pleasure, and have no
difficulty in knowing how to do it.” Steadfastly refusing to acknowledge the quresfi
conscience, Brayman punctuated his note, "The actions you take will be accepted as
declaration on which side you choose to
stand.**

Sunday passed with no prayer for the president and no action on Brayman'’s part. On

Monday morninga number of prominent civilians, including treasury agent William Burnet,

14 Gerow,Elder Diary 92; Brayman to Bishop Elder, July 16, 185son Brayman Papers
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met with Elder in his study where he explained his position and read the letter luAtth,
he received a note from Brayman asking if he had read the prayer the previous naorning
unnecessary act on the general’s part other than to keep stirring the pot, for he lgad enou
informants in town to know what went on during mass at the cathedral. The following day
Elder met with Gen. Dana, who had arrived in town on an inspection tour, but received little
consolation. While Dana “regretted the occurrence” and thought “that Genl. Brayma
regretted that the Order had been published...he was a strict disciplinarian &beé mus
obeyed.” Elder considered them all quite mindless in their adherence to mildaryg at
this point, but Dana did offer some hope. He suggested that Elder should show Brayman his
letter explaining his rationale for disobeying the order and to request a saspsEreny
penalties until they received official word from Washington. Dana went s fiar offer to
speak to Brayman on the Bishop’s behalf. While Dana outranked the post commander, going
against Brayman in such a public battle that early in his tenure at Natchez would have
undercut any reform efforts he attempted in the future. Like it or not, Braigrmflexibility
had painted them all into a corrfgr.

Elder heard nothing from Brayman until thé"2@hen the general, still searching for
a theological technicality to snare the bishop, sent a note asking which book he used for his
Prayer for the Authorities—and then silence again. Four days later, orf'th@ragman
played his trump card. Just before lunch, an officer delivered a copy of Order No. 11,
banishing the bishop from Natchez, giving him 24 hours to go to Vidalia where he would
remain until called upon. Elder spent the remainder of the day getting his and ttféschur
affairs in order. The following morning as Elder prepared to board a feigtalhez Under

the Hill, amidst a crowd of sobbing well wishers, members of his flock, Protesaauak

15 Gerow,Elder Diary, 96-98.
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other supporters dropped to their knees seeking a parting blessing. Touched, hegote
diary, “God forgive me for not doing my duty better by such a pedfle!”

Upon disembarking at Vidalia, and after a bit of haggling over his room and board,
Elder found lodging in the parlor of a local family, thought not without some turmoil.
Brayman, petulant as ever, sent word to the senior officer in the village not to sugly El
with food or lodging. Under virtual house arrest, prohibited from leaving Vidalia, andeunabl
to conduct any written communications without the provost marshal’s permissien, El
potentially could have spent the remainder of the war in confinement but for theofetui
arrival of Lorenzo Thomas in Natchez, who upon hearing the facts of the case cdnvince
Brayman to release the bishop until word came from Washington. On August 12, Brayman
issued a new order, permitting Elder to return to Natchez and pray according to his
conscience. True to his nature, the general, when given an opportunity to act eathrgta
maturity, chose the low route. His order had all of the sincerity of a forced apaidgn
by a sulking schoolboy.

"Military Authority having been, for the time vindicated, so much of Special

Order No. 11, as requires Rev. William Henry Elder, Bishop of Natchez, to

remain within the military lines of Vidalia, La. is suspended, and he may

return to his home and duties until the pleasure of the War Department is

known, in his case. And as all solemn appeals in the Supreme Being, not

proceeding from honest hearts and willing minds, are necessarily offémsive

Him, and subversive of sound morality so much of Special Order No. 31, June

14, 1864, as requires public prayer to be pronounced on behalf of the

President of the United States and the Union, is suspended until further orders:

leaving all persons conducting Divine Worship, at liberty to manifest such

measure of hostility as they may feel against the Government and Union of

these States, and their sympathy with the rebellion, by omitting such

supplication, if so minded. By order of Brig. Gen. Brayman."

Brayman clearly issued the order against his .

1% |bid.



153

A few days prior to Elder’s exile, and telling in regard to possible reasons why
Brayman sent him to Vidalia, the Confederates attacked a forage trass Hoe river.
Farrar lit out in pursuit, proclaiming that he would follow the Rebels for days in wrdave
a fight with them. He caught up with them on th&"22 July, suffering a few casualties and
at least one man captured: Corporal Wilson Wood of the Sixth U.S. Colored HedleyyArt
Hoping to get Wood back, Colonel Hubert A. McCaleb contacted his counterpart at the Rebe
camp in Trinity, Louisiana, offering to exchange some of his prisoners for Wood, but the
Confederates refused on the grounds that they did not recognize black combatants. They
intended on returning him to his former master if the master resided withindeostk lines,
and if that proved impossible, set him to work as a slave for the Confederate government. Of
course Wood'’s superiors found such a prospect unacceptable, promising to do the same to
any Confederates in their hands. As Wood’s post commander, Brayman eventually got
involved, and did what he did best, write florid letters:
“...when the Government of the United States made negroes soldiers it assumesl towar
them the same obligations as were due to any others who might wear its uniform atgl bear i
flag. The honest patriotic negro, who though of an oppressed race and lowly condition, with
few measures of past blessings to inspire him, gives his service anchaffiefies up in
defense of good government is in the judgment of God and humanity, more than the peer of
the man who while enjoying the protection of that government and crowned with itsdyenefit
would destroy it. As the matter is understood by me, the Government will, for eaeky bl
soldier reduced to slavery, put a rebel soldier in like condition and will, for everyietzt
the usages of war respecting these men, exact ample retaliation.”
While, initially, Brayman and his subordinates did not follow through on their threatjyn ea
September an escaped slave came into the lines at Vidalia, claiming to hdeanoVer
Confederate officer ordering his master to murder two black Union prisoners.eé anagy

Wood’s supposed fate, Col. McCaleb sent a request to Natchez to supply him with a

Confederate prisoner so that he could put him to hard labor with a ball and chain, then, once

Vicksburg Daily Herald August 25, 1864.
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he confirmed Wood's fate, execute the unfortunate Confederate. Dana, cooler thasbMcCa
and Brayman, refused on the grounds that they should not execute someone based on
unconfirmed rumors. Ultimately, the consternation over Wood’s demise proved premature
when the corporal returned to his unit in June 1865 after Union forces found him alive and
well in Natchitoches, Louisiana; none of the surviving records indicate whether the
Confederates enslaved him or Abt.

Other than the pursuit of the Confederate raiders in July, the only other Union
offensive from Natchez that summer came in early August when Fedranbther foray
against his favorite target, the rebel camp in Trinity. Using the pen name d46go”
anonymous patrticipant (likely Farrar himself) sent a grandiloquent accoung &idl to the
Missouri Democratthe flagship newspaper in Farrar's home state. Unintentionally
humorous, the account, even by Civil War standards, pushed the boundaries of hyperbole
with such grandiose prose as “The gallant colonel immediately got hisycawanmand in
readiness and prepared to meet the enemy...Forward was the word and with sileh a lea
they knew no such word as fail...Along the line of ‘The Boys in Blue’ rangdimmand
‘Charge’ and right gallantly they obeyed with Col. Farrar at their hegdddehed upon the
Rebel lines.” For all of the fanfare, Farrar’s foray cost the Confedesdtgal of fifteen
casualties. Nevertheless, “Ego” saw the “gallant colonel” as ansaggefficer who took
the fight to the enemy. Given U.S. Grant’s opinion of Brayman as incapable of comghandin
the confidence of fighting troops, Brayman’s own imperious manner, and Fagay's is

little wonder that the two did not come to bloWs.

18 Samuel Swain to Dear Bro. Geo., July 22, 1864, Sh@lyde Swain Papers.

¥ “Ego” to “Eds Mo. Democrat”, August 8, 1864, B. Barrar Papers.
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Within a month of his arrival, even apart from his feud with Elder, Brayman had
managed to anger a significant number of people from just about every stratahazNatc
society, including, but not confined to, his fellow officers, cotton speculatoasping
officials, prostitutes, society ladies, and local businessmen, that is to sajgquseveryone
he came in contact with. Farrar, still smarting over Brayman'’s suoness post
commander, became the rallying point of the not-so-loyal opposition. Convinced that
Brayman had weaseled his way into the command through less than ethical methods, and
willing to believe just about any rumor about his superior, no matter how farfetched or
sensational, the disgruntled colonel secretly began gathering testimortynarhaof the
disgruntled came from the ranks of those targeted by Brayman as corrupt ciémadbs
cause Farrar much concern. It should have; for Brayman had stirred up quite d hestets
of criminals during his first month in power.

Shortly after taking command, Brayman fingered treasury agent WilliameBas a
significant figure in local corruption. Moreover, Brayman probably disliked him on a
personal level, given the agent’s support for Elder during the prayer conyroBarsas the
gatekeeper to land and labor around Natchez, Burnet controlled the spigot to farakhic w
if corruptible, speculators stood to make a lot of money with him in power. Given the small
size of the town and proximity of all of the actors in the drama, Burnet, of coursegigbt
of the investigation, and like any savvy defendant he went on the offense looking for
skeletons in Brayman’s closet, which annoyed the general tremendously. Buhndnsc
him more, came when Burnet let people know that he had struck pay dirt, that a member of
Brayman'’s staff had taken a bribe in his presence. The general could not |etrttiagst

called Burnet's bluff, challenging him to prefer charges, or drop the mdtenet persisted,
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and Brayman convened a court to try Capt. John H. Odlin of bribery, which ultimately ended
in an acquittal. By the end of August, Brayman had enough evidence to move forward. He
shut down Burnet’s office, seized his paperwork, and sent the offending agent undeo guard t
Vicksburg?®

In the meantime, in league with every malcontent in Adams County, Mississippi,
Farrar had prepared a case of his own against Brayman, accusing his sipesitosbout
every vice known to mankind. On the first charge of “Conduct prejudicial to good order and
military discipline,” Farrar accused Brayman of: partnering withians who would
influence an officer...on his behalf in return for...privileges in securing cottosygmiing a
couple named Childers...to coordinate an illegal shipment of cotton; shipping forty-five
mules north in return for a bribe; allowing Eliza Wells (a prostitute) to usérikience" to
secure the release of a pair of horses he had confiscated; sending out a 700 ditoneape
the 70th USCI...to pick up cotton for Eliza Wells. On the second charge of disobedience of
orders, six specifications consisted of mundane accusations of issuing passeefsrta
go beyond the Union lines, but he intended on getting the court’s attention with the seventh:
"did issue or cause to be issued rations ...to one Mrs. Murray...a woman of notoriously bad
character & to other persons resident of Natchez who were not entitled tatisaisl'faThe
next charge of arbitrary and unlawful arrests listed the names of locahsitind the
circumstances surrounding their difficulties with Brayman. Charges fiveianibsvever,

raised eyebrows. Earlier in the month one of Farrar’'s informants reported oweghea

' RG 393, U.S. Army Continental Commands, Successid@@ommands No. 128. . 2. 2239. Letters
received June-July 1864, Vol 39; Mason BraymarMajor”, August 20, 1864Mlason Brayman Papers
Folder 110; RG 393, U.S. Army Continental Commargis;cessions of Commands, No. 128. 2244. Special
Orders and Correspondence relating to arrest afi8lpgent Burnet of the Treasury Department AugSept
2,1864. Vol 76A, M. Brayman issued Special omier45.
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Brayman say, "Gentlemen, | have this day arrested eight big thieves, dreondudge
Burnett and Judge Fields & if | only had two stars on my shoulders | would arresamtdjut
General Thomas who is the biggest thief of them all,” resulting in a charge oéspectful
language against his superior officer.” Farrar, with a flair for the dransaved the most
salacious for last, charging that Brayman had, within a nine day period irbeptiymber,
had an “improper connection & intimate association with one Mrs. Eliza Wellsled,cal
woman of notoriously profligate character”; attempted “to take impropetiébeavith a
Mrs. M. Graves while she...was in the office of the said Brig. Genl. Mason Brgyon
official business by placing his arm around her attempting to kiss her & otRgr act
attempted “to take improper liberties with a Mrs. M. Augusta Fitzhugh velhiée "was in
his office "putting his arm around her and attempting to take liberfies."

The charges made for good gossip, but they lacked a great deal of vdraegyly
October Brayman refuted each specification, point by point, occasionally stooialifttle
his accuser as in his statement on Mrs. Murray’s morals, “I know nothing of her bad
character, but accept Col. Farrar as good authority on that point." In eacdicens@a
explained himself satisfactorily, making Farrar look like a jealousonént, except for
charge five in which he stood accused of criticizing a superior officer. Tadhasation,
the general pled ignorant: "No such language used at any time or place, nardsyo that
effect. Itis not my custom to talk in that way." On that count he probably lied, dgntn

had no love for the Thomas clan, especially after Senior forced him to turn Elder laxdse. N

L Charges and Specifications against Brigadier Gédason Brayman United States Volunteers,
September 1864, Folder 1IMlason Brayman Papers
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long after freeing Elder, Brayman had lobbied Dana to arrest Thomas, Jr., pointing out hi
southern roots and friendship with disloyal citizens in the reTion.

Farrar forwarded the charges to Gen. Dana in Vicksburg, and receiving no
satisfaction there, forwarded them to Major-General Edward Canby’s.offenby booted
them back down to Dana, who having had his fill of the issue, sent them back to Brayman to
do as he saw fit, informing the post commander “Should it be his intention to preferscharge
against Col. Farrar, and it be inexpedient to convene a Court Martial at Natchezgies cha
can be forwarded to these Head Quarters." That concluded the open warfare betvigen t
officers in Natchez. Farrar ended up looking foolish, for he allowed his hurt pride to color
his judgment to the point that he did not see what everyone else in his chain of command saw
in the charges and Brayman'’s rebuttal: that every single one of the “veshessl “victims”
in the charges had an axe to grind against Brayman. He had either caught tmgrtingtte
trade illegally in cotton, or had somehow stymied their plans to break the law ateadate.
In short, he stood between them and riches, and they used Farrar to try to get him out of the
way

While Brayman spied on Burnet, and Farrar spied on Brayman, the black troops in
Natchez withered on the vine from ill use. They worked on Fort McPherson from gonrise
sunset five days a week, performing the same type of mindless labor agitbeytius
plantation, often without pay for months at a time. During the summer of 1864, while

Ulysses S. Grant hammered Robert E. Lee on a daily basis, rolling up tens of thousands of

casualties in a single morning, and Sherman, in Georgia, averaged about dayila a

“Napoleon J. T. Dana to C. T. Christenson, Septen8hdi864, Folder 11Mason Brayman Papers

Z Farrar to Lt. Col. W. S. Clark A.A.G. Dept of Tassee, October 21, 1864, Folder IMason
Brayman Papers
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forward movement against the crafty Joe Johnson, and while the troops in Vicksburg
engaged in almost weekly expeditions into the interior of Mississippi, the four to five
thousand troops in Natchez inflicted less than 100 Confederate casialties.

Ironically, the Natchez garrison performed in the exact manner envisionedyy e
advocates of black enlistment. Black troops guarded local plantationspgadithe town,
and freed up white troops for service at the front. But by 1864, the old paradigm no longer
existed, for if the Union wanted to win the war, black troops had to play a more meaningful
role than that of place holders in the rear of the Union advance. As an agent in théhase of t
USCT as masters over the region, the garrison of Natchez serves as alesépecin how
the limited aims of early advocates could have derailed the USCT. Onlyhbndigould
the men of the USCT take command of the region; unfortunately, in Natchez during the

summer of 1864, the only significant fighting that took place occurred within the Unisn line

24 Special Order No. 29, November 11, 1864, Foldé:;, Mason Brayman Papers



Chapter 7

If Natchez serves as an object lesson in the perils of poor leadership,anttarsn
and weak, then the actions of the Vicksburg garrison demonstrated what the USCT coul
accomplish when black troops received the quality of leadership they deservedd tiste
groping about with vague notions of their place in the larger war effort, thargni
authorities in Vicksburg had well defined conceptions of what they wanted to acslompli
They sought to bring a reasonable amount of order to the chaos resulting frontegbeeani
slavery and contribute to the final Union victory, generic goals for sure, but bewilis
execute. In the civilian realm, they supervised Christian and philanthrogicatdrts,
moved the freedmen to camps and farms outside of the city limits, and establishes, school
hospitals, and orphanages. Militarily, they expected to see serious combatpanddgfer it
with diligent training. For the green junior officers, they demanded professionialidress,
deportment, and knowledge. The real test, though, came during the summer when they put
the training to action, marching out of Vicksburg on a series of expeditions wijoahef
contributing to the defeat of the Confederacy. Although the USCT in Vicksburg exxgesti
its share of setbacks during the latter half of 1864, the competence and vision of diees lea
enabled the men to extend their mastership over the region by taking the war¢béhse &
opposed to their comrades in Natchez who labored in slavery-like conditions on a useless
fort.

With the departure of the remainder of the Army of the Tennessee in early 1864,
Vicksburg underwent significant changes. The primary theaters of the wadskafit along

with Sherman and Grant. The new strategy called for putting unrelenting pressalref
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the Confederate field armies, giving them no time to breathe or aid one anath@minia,
Grant and Benjamin Butler would march toward Richmond, David Hunter would move up
the Shenandoah Valley, Sherman would target Joseph E. Johnson’s army in Georgia, and a
force would move on Mobile after General Nathaniel P. Banks completed histexpegi
the Red River. As the army played a combination of musical chairs and chesgy shifps
from here to there and putting the right men in the right positions to make the most of the
coming offensive, it left the District of Vicksburg without a commander. As igrBaa’s
case, but for completely different reasons, General Henry Slocum found hivitkelit a
command, but primarily due to personality conflicts with key generals réiduer t
incompetence. Slocum was noted as an incorruptible and competent fighter, and Grant and
the War Department hoped he would clean up the graft in Vicksburg and take the war to the
Rebels. He did not disappoint thém.

Between the embarkation of the Yazoo River expedition in February and Slocum’s
arrival in mid-April, the Forty-ninth USCT in conjunction with Charles Elldfississippi
Marine Brigade conducted a raid on Grand Gulf. Ostensibly organized to “establish a
recruiting station...and give such assistance...to the agent of the Treasutynepat that
place in collecting abandoned property as he may require,” the raid nettddweecruits
and a great deal of “abandoned property” which in the common terminology of theatrimi
types along the river, meant free cotton. Upon setting up camp it became aety the
USCT officers that the expedition had no military purpose; the treasury agdetiribe
black troops to bring cotton in from the countryside and serve as stevedores TfitEket

fleet. The Union army had scoured the region around Grand Gulf between Natchez and

! Brian Melton, “Stay and Fight it Out” Henry Sloguand America’s Civil War” (Ph.D. diss., Texas
Christian University, 2003), 199-203.
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Vicksburg for black recruits in 1863; to think that it had somehow magically repopulated
itself defies belief, but Colonel Charles Gilchrist fell for it. In twentysdat Grand Gulf he
enlisted a total of twenty recruits. Afterwards Gilchrist angrilgtey“To sum up, we

marched 250 miles injured our transportation, exposed our lives, got but few recruits, and as
far as ending the war is concerned we did just nothing at all; but, if anythingd de

prolong it by assisting a lot of rebels and thieves to sell and get to market about 1,515 bale
of...cotton, and a lot of speculators, whose loyalty | very much suspect, in making f8rtunes
Tragically, beyond his brother officers and their speculator minions having playedrtam f
patsy, the Rebels captured one of his enlisted men and hanged him. The colonel told his
“officers and men that we had made for the United States about $200,000, but...| have come
to the conclusion that we have not assisted in putting one cent into the U. S. Treasury.”
Without Slocum, Vicksburg could very well have gone the way of Natéhez.

Concurrent to Slocum’s arrival in Vicksburg, another cotton stealing expedition ha
gone awry. General Stephen Hurlbut, Slocum’s predecessor, ordered Colonel Hiram
Scofield to take his brigade of black troops up the Yazoo. The expedition left on April 19,
engaged elements of Wirt Adams’s Confederate cavalry a day later amedeto its camps
at Hayne's Bluff on the 30 The raid probably would not have attracted much notice had it
not lost the tinclad gunbo®etrelin the process. In conjunction with the raid, General John
McArthur requested help from the navy, ultimately receivingttarie Bird andPetrel On
the 2F!, Scofield found he could advance no farther, his way blocked by Wirt Adams at
Liverpool Heights. Still hoping to continue the raid, Scofield asked the masters whthe t
boats to reconnoiter the fortifications around Yazoo City. The masters pushed the tw

steamers forward, running into an ambuscade near the town and becoming separated.

2 ORs Series I, Vol. 32, Pt. I.Serial 57, p. 396-400.
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Scofield, blockaded at Liverpool Heights by Adams, could not come to their aidPrdine
Bird escaped, but the Confederates capture@¢he| taking her heavy guns and setting her
afire. The Navy did not take kindly to losing one of its vessels in a suspected cediorgst
scheme. The navy brass hoped that Slocum “would purge this place of villainy,” but when he
requested a naval contingent for a third foray toward Yazoo City a week laterethsed’

True to his mandate, upon taking command, Slocum moved to make sure the garrison
at Vicksburg made its weight felt in the larger war effort. Toward that enddrdinated his
first expedition with events transpiring in Tennessee. William T. Shermaeraily, did not
care much for the mounted branch of the service, (or at least the Union cavalng dodit
have a healthy respect for Nathan Bedford Forrest’s abilities taladteourse of the Atlanta
Campaign if left unmolested. In 1862, Earl Van Dorn provided a primer on how to stall an
entire Union army by attacking its supply depot at Holly Springs; Sherman dicknotaa
repeat of that along the Western & Atlantic railroad in North Georgiacphatly at Tunnel
Hill where an enterprising raider could close the supply spigot for quite smme lte
decided not to wait on Forrest to come to him, but to keep Forrest in northern Mississippi or
west Tennessee. If his cavalry could defeat Forrest, all the bettentibuutrnion cavalry
pouring out of Memphis on a steady schedule, Forrest would have to intercept them or
concede the region. Sherman counted on Forrest choosing the latter. In conjunction with
General Samuel D. Sturgis’s departure from Memphis, Slocum sent an expeditot tow
Yazoo City, with the ultimate goal of destroying the Mississippi CeRtadload bridge over
the Big Black River near Vaughan's Station, the destruction of which would havd aut of

weakening Confederacy from even more supplies it could ill afford to do without.

®0ORs Series I, Vol. 32, Pt. I. Serial 57, p. 6Ngval ORsSeries |, Vol. 26, p. 246-5he Daily
Dispatch April 25, 1864.
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The Union force chosen for the expedition consisted of white infantry screened by the
Third U.S. Colored Cavalry. A few days after the main body departed, as adwieimion
and to keep the Rebels from making a quick dash into Vicksburg from the eastda bfiga
black troops pushed toward the Big Black River crossing near Bolton while the main body
took the river road north of town toward Yazoo City. General Stephen D. Lee, the
Confederate departmental commander, saw the Sturgis and McArthur raids tftneyha
were, diversions “to draw off troops from our armies.” But given the paucity of Genalie
forces to counter them, he had no choice but to dance to the tune Sherman played, sending
Wirt Adams to contest McArthur's advance while Forrest dealt with Stufigie main body
of the Union force made it as far as Vaughan'’s Station, fourteen miles northtohCa
before sending the Third USCC and Eleventh lllinois on an end around for a quick strike at
the bridge over the Big Black. The little force damaged the railroad but the saepy m
paralleling the tracks leading to the bridge and strong Confederate worksapptsite side
prevented them from harming the trestle in any permanent way. Neverthietessd
succeeded in keeping a brigade of Confederate cavalry away from &eorgjiin terms of
the USCT the Third cavalry performed up to its usual high level of reliability.

In late June, the bridge became an issue again when Sherman, lashing out in anger
over his failed assault on Kennesaw Mountain the day before, sent Slocum a resty lett
see by the Atlanta paper of thé"hat the railroad bridge at Jackson is being rebuilt. If you
permit the enemy to regain the use of that bridge and of the Mississippi CeiitaddRgou
need not expect military favors from Gen. Grant or myself.” Having workecelimgo a
lather Sherman continued, “There should be a weekly expedition from Natchez, Vigksburg

or Yazoo City...Vicksburg and its people are no use to us unless used offensively...That

* ORs Series I, Vol. 39, Pt. II, Serial No. 78, p. S&ries |, Vol. 39, Part |, Serial No 77, p. 7, 10.
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railroad bridge...is worth more than all the population of Vicksburg...there should be weekly
expeditions to Brookhaven, to Jackson, and to the Black River bridge above Canton.” He
saved his nastiest barb for last, for Sherman hated the idea of black troops gnuhssed

up an opportunity to disparage them, and he did not in this communiqué, “I believe you have
enough men, unless the negro troops have all disappeared.”

Sherman need not have sent the telegram; Slocum had already made plans to destroy
the bridge at Jackson. Since early June the shops in Vicksburg had engaged in repairing
wagons and replacing unserviceable gear in preparation for a march on Jacksom pbitoc
nearly 3,000 troops in motion on July 2, and took Jackson or'thites a short
engagement. While the Union soldiers in Jackson destroyed the ramshackle bridge that
concerned Sherman so much, the rebels moved around behind them, establishing a position
between Jackson and Clinton, forcing Slocum to fight his way out, which he did after a two
hour engagement. But that expedition consisted primarily of white troops and ttie Thir
USCC. Perhaps just as notable about the raid on Jackson, the army did not return with
wagon loads of cotton, a fair indicator that Slocum had different motivations than his
predecessors. Another expedition consisting mainly of black troops waited in Vicksburg
the orders to go on a roundabout march toward Port Gfbson.

Sherman could hardly believe the news that Forrest had defeated Gengralgbtur
Brice’s Crossroads. He thought that with 8,000 men against Forrest’'s smakgrStarrgis
could have handled him. Undeterred in his single-minded desire to destroy ForresgrSherm

assigned General Andrew Jackson Smith to the task. Crusty and cantankerous, and as

® Ors, Series |, Vol. 39, Pt. II, Serial No. 78, p. 15D-
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sympathetic to black soldiers at Sherman, Smith proved formidable. Rather than eghbarki
on a swift ride around northern Mississippi, his huge force moved slowly and deliperate
into the heart of Forrest’s backyard. Slocum’s part in the campaign consisteuhiofg
more sorties out of Vicksburg to keep as many Confederates occupied as possilslg. Ha
already taken Jackson during the first week of July and tying up Wirt Adénosjsers,
Slocum sought to sustain the effect by sending out another expedition as his first one
returned to town’

On July 10, an expedition consisting of six infantry regiments, (four black and two
white), along with a battery of artillery and a multitude of horsemen, néumiteof
Vicksburg on the Jackson Road toward the Big Black, arriving at the brackish stream
around noon. From there the force backtracked the route Grant’'s army had taken during the
Vicksburg campaign of the previous year, struggling through the midsummexrchesd the
old battlefield at Champion Hill the following day. Moving on to Raymond, the column
turned south passing through the abandoned towns of Utica, Auburn, Cayuga, and Rocky
Springs before reaching Port Gibson near the Mississippi. Just north of Pan @iedorce
rendezvoused with the Mississippi Marine Brigade on the 16th, transferring thearica
guartermaster stores to the boats. Up to that point the column had experienced nothing more
significant that a few minor skirmishes on its flanks and rear as the Rebiglambered and
outgunned, like a pack of wolves tried to pick off the weak and aged of the herd. Observing
the departure of the loaded transports, “the Rebs got it into their heads that our foede had |
and nothing remained but the marines” and concluded to scoop them up the next morning.

They could not have made a worse mistake, for when the 300 or 400 Confederate

"Brian Steel WillsA Battle from the Start: The Life of Nathan BedfBairest(New York: Harper
Collins, 1992), 217-246.
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cavalrymen, who had nipped at the fringes of the force since it left Vicksbung,fgang in
toward the Union pickets, five thousand awaited them. Quickly realizing theak®sjshe
Confederates broke off, leaving as quickly as they arrived, minus a score of men asd hors
Slocum, who commanded the expedition in person, “felt hurt that such an insignificant force
should cause him to have to form his whole command in line” but must have taken
satisfaction in finally drawing the Confederates out, for the attack provedilttyeafithe
expedition. After resting on their arms all day in the field, late that nightabpgboarded

the boats for real and steamed to Vicksburg, comforted by the fact that thdirhadrm

some small way contributed to the success of Gen. A. J. Smith’s expeditiordb afef

Forrest and Stephen D. Lee in northern Mississippi. For the black troops, the raid proved
they had the endurance and discipline to conduct long range operations in enemy territory,
something that heartened Hawkins greatly, causing him to dream adrggeadmplishments

for the sable arm: “All that is wanted is to make an army of the colored tamapsend them
into the heart of rebel country.” He knew that in order to achieve true liberatigroiogd

have to contribute as something more than stevedores, wood choppers, and menials; they
would have to carry their fair share in combattoo.

In mid-July events in Georgia again echoed in Vicksburg when General James B.
McPherson rode to his death into a hail of gunfire outside Atlanta. Grant and Sherman
placed Oliver O. Howard in his spot as commander of the Army of the Tennessé®e, whic
infuriated the commander of the®®6orps, Joseph Hooker, to the point of resignation, which

Sherman promptly accepted. Competent enough, Hooker had grated on Sherman’s nerves

8 John Matthews to Mrs. Vaughan, July 26, 1864, t@lafPickett to Colonel Peebles, August 13,
1864, John L. Matthews Lettei®Rs Series I, Vol. 39, Pt. Il, Serial No 78, Page ;lH8wkins to Caleb Mills,
July 22, 1864, Caleb Mills Papers.
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too many times for him to trust him with the army he helped build. Slocum had ended up in
Vicksburg to start with because of Hooker’'s mercurial personality, it seerstetthat Slocum
ended up replacing him at the head of th& 20n July 30, Slocum received orders to report
to Sherman when his replacement arrived, thus causing offensive operationsdksimnxg
to cease until the new commander arrived. A week later, on August 7, the Wani2epart
appointed General Napoleon Jackson Tecumseh Dana to command the District of Vicksburg,
a good choice given his familiarity with political and military landscapiefegior’

Never one to miss an opportunity to sharpen his troops, Hawkins used the interval
between commanders to continue his training regimen. Like any good commanekeoute s
to rectify any problems he observed on the march to Grand Gulf. Isaac Shepard likely
became one of those problems to rectify after loosing one of his regimengndt@ulf.
During the skirmish with the Rebel cavalry, Shepard’s brigade held the extigimh of the
Union line, but somehow managed to lose track of the Forty-ninth USCT which ended up on
the left for most of the day before Shepard found them and returned them to their proper
place in the line. Moreover, having a white soldier whipped by black men the previous
summer, no matter how just, did not endear him to many white officers in his chain of
command. He left Vicksburg in early August. Some of his officers apparentlgdbiduair
poor performance on lack of drill time, to which Hawkins responded, “Officers of this
command have very justly complained that they had no opportunity for drill and ynilitar
instruction. An opportunity is now presented, and it is expected that all Officéepply
themselves with zeal to perfect their military knowledge and the drill anglchscof their
commands.” He did not miss a beat, issuing instructions left and right to his mé&gjime

commanders, particularly in the minutiae of drill and the proper method of processing

° Melton,Henry Slocum210;0Rs Series |, Vol. 39, Pt. Il, Serial 78, p. 211.
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paperwork. He singled out the Forty-ninth USCT in particular for extra iattesifter Grand
Gulf, telling the officers that they “must know what they are to be drilled atreydaill be
expected to know it thoroughly...Company commanders will be held responsible for the
correct performance of their guides at Battalion drill...Officers wadkh the formation of ‘to
the left or right into line of battle.” Of course not everyone thrived under Havekstgle of
leadership. Benjamin Mills, even though his family had a close relationsHhipisit
commander, thought the general too hard. Writing to his father, Mills said his col@ma
“issued an order if an Officer be caught out of camp with a linen coat or a straw that
he would be dismissed from the service immediately.” Mills, with a typical \edunt
officer’s disdain for regular army rules and regulations, concluded, “So woutss kind of
man these Regular Army men are.” But the USCT in Vicksburg needed thabattent
detail from its leaders if Hawkins was to realize his ambition to “have &iDivof troops
composed of the best soldiers and officers in the serfice.”

After a short interval the war came calling again in early Septemberuvors that
a large Confederate force had set up camp between Clinton and the Big Black River
General Dana posted artillery all along the fortifications; the blackyherdierymen
manned their guns, and the Mississippi Marine Brigade took up their arms white afor
black and white troops cut down trees across the roads leading into town. Nothing happened,

the phantom force moved on and Vicksburg returned to normal, but it did put the men on

Y ORs Series I, Vol. 39, Pt. Il, Serial 78, p. 271; @ap Pickett to Colonel Peebles, August 13, 1864,
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notice that while Grant and Sherman had made remarkable gains against toeCayf
that summer, there remained fighting to do, even in supposed backwaters like Vicksburg

A masterpiece of coordination and planning, the next series of raids fronbwigks
combined the navy, infantry, and cavalry in a series of hopscotch moves designed to bring
bay a Confederate cavalry and artillery force that had fired on sgippimveen Natchez and
New Orleans. The first raid consisted of a detachment of the Third USCC movitgndver
along Deer Creek toward Egg Point, while the Fifth lllinois Cavalry traveke steamer,
disembarking at Bolivar and moving south to unite with the Third. The combined cavalry
force then swept south toward Rolling Fork picking up any horses, mules, and supplies it
could find. Besides skirmishing with a small Rebel force along the way, thesreadeinto
a Confederate commissary in charge of 300 cattle, but could not catch themtaltltie
dense canebrakes. The raiders returned to Vicksburg on'thveitt&7 horses, 32 mules,
200 cattle, and nine prisonéfs.

The next raid headed south toward Port Gibson on Septenthef @ cavalry
element consisted of about 1,100 men of the Second Wisconsin, Fifth lllinois, and Third
USCC, along with four guns and a signal corps detachment. The infantry force, composed
of 525 men from the Forty-eighth and Fiftieth USCT, and Fifth USCHA along with two
guns, boarded transports with the cavalry and steamed south. At Bruinsburg the cavalry
debarked and moved on to Port Gibson while the infantry continued a few miles farther south

to Rodney, where it disembarked. At Port Gibson, Colonel Osband, under orders from Dana,

1 Benjamin Mills to Dear Father, September 3, 1&8dleb Mills Papers; Diary, September 10, 1864,
Charles Henry Snedeker Civil War Diary, Auburn Unsity Special Collections Department and Library,
Auburn, Alabama.
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arrested “13 of the most prominent wealthy citizens to be held as hostaggsdr éarlier
General Grant ordered a raiding party to snatch fifty young women as éo§tag Port
Gibson as collateral for the Confederates forcing a group of captured northeolesschers

to wash and mend their clothes for them. On October 1, Osband moved south to Rodney
where he transferred the hostages along with 125 cattle and 60 mules to the infantr
detachment who promptly boarded transports back to Vicksburg the followintday.

Shed of the slow moving infantry, the cavalry sped toward Natchez, skirmishing with
Confederates and foraging livestock along the way, netting 350 cattle, 125 sheep,sl9 mule
and 3 horses. After putting every blacksmith shop in town to work on horseshoes, and
shedding the column of sick and wounded, the command prepared to embark again, but with
a change of plans. In planning the raids Dana asked General Michael Kelgr,Lawl
commander of Union forces at Morganza, Louisiana, (just south of Tunica Bend) to send an
expedition to the west, thus drawing Confederate forces away from Damgidedtroute.

The skirmishing between Rodney and Natchez, however, threw the cavalry behthdesche
forcing Dana to go to Natchez and take personal charge of the expedition. The new plan
consisted of a three-pronged offensive, with Osband leading a cavalry fortesdabte

1,200 men with the addition of the Fourth lllinois from Natchez, from the landing at Tunica
Bend toward Woodville, Mississippi. The second part consisted of the Twenty-ninttslllinoi
Infantry, also from the Natchez garrison, landing at Tunica Bend and marchihdabudrt
Adams (a recently reoccupied earthen fortification built in 1799 as port of entvy th $.)

where they waited for the cavalry. The final piece of the puzzle consistestrohg column

13 Chester HearnEllet's Brigade: The Strangest Outfit of ABaton Rouge, LSU Press, 2006)
1850Rs Series |, Vol. 39, Pt. |, serial 77, p. 569.
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of 1,000 men under the command of Farrar moving out from Natchez to Havard’s Ferry on
the Homochitto River, twenty-six miles south of Natchez. The raid went accordiranto pl
Osband’s men surprised a Confederate force at Woodville, killing 40, taking 41 priswher, a
capturing an artillery battery before devastating the Confederateissargndepot at
Woodville and hauling the spoils to the transports waiting at Fort Adams. That should have
ended the expedition, but the cavalrymen returned to Woodville in the hope of a rematch
against the survivors of the Confederate force they had hurt so badly the day préWieus
Confederates did not show, and the Federals headed for the rendezvous with Farrays infant
column north of the Homochitto. As for Farrar's movement, Dana noted “I believe there w
nothing worthy of reporting in his operations, except that he received about 300*¢attle.”

The Woodville raid extended the USCT’s mastery over the region south of Natchez,
an area long neglected by Brayman and Farrar. Moreover, the success of blaclame
branch long held sacred as evidence of southern superiority (horsemansthap) tcelevate
the black cavalrymen in the eyes of their peers and superiors. Meeting timeir &avners,
as they literally did in the raid, as fellow horsemen and besting them, senstdlilist the
Third USCC as one of the preeminent cavalry regiments in the western.theater

The Third returned to Vicksburg in mid-October amid much celebration over their
successful raid. On the ®4they participated in a cavalry review, wheeling in “the various
evolutions, with their gleaming sabers and gay banners” impressing the edier of t
Vicksburg Daily Heraldo state, “we all felt that they were a force to be trusted with the

honor of the country in any emergency.” But before the black cavalrymen coufdtotal

4 ORs Series I, Vol. 39, Pt. I, serial 77, p. 571.
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mastery over the region, they had to return to the scene of an earlier thdubeidge over
the Big Black at Vaughan's Statidh.

After Sherman took Atlanta during the first week of September 1864, it looked as if
Mississippi would become an even deeper backwater with the main scene of cotheat i
western theater moving farther and farther away as Sherman pushed towaad Gerseral
John Bell Hood, however, thought he could reset the chessboard in the west to 1861 positions
with a daring, some say foolish, invasion of Kentucky. His route, taking him through
northern Alabama into central Tennessee, suddenly made the bridge overBhacBigery
important again, for the Mississippi Central Railroad carried supplies tonmys & hus, in
mid-November 1864, the USCT in Vicksburg once again had an opportunity to affect the
larger war in a positive way.

On the eve of the July raid on Jackson, just about everyone in Mississippi, including
General Wirt Adams, knew the object of the raid, thus allowing the Confederates t
concentrate their forces in time to harass the column. In November Dana sougghthe
Confederates’ eyes and ears to his advantage, making it abundantly clear thahad fu
hit Jackson again along the same route as the previous summer. Adams heard adout it, a
as before concentrated his forces from northern and central Mississippegisif Jackson.

On November 238, the Union cavalry column, 2,200 strong and complete with artillery and
pontoons for crossing the Big Black, rode out of Vicksburg. Upon reaching the river the
column halted, made camp, and laid the pontoons. Early the next morning the Second
Wisconsin and Third USCC crossed the pontoon bridge and made for the old battlefield of
Champion Hill where they built a disproportionate number of conspicuous campfiras withi

sight of Confederate scouts. After dark, however, the two regiments pulled backaithe

18 Vicksburg Daily HeraldOctober 25, 1864.
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body west of the Big Black, leaving their campfires burning. The next mornsunese,
only the artillery and pontoon bridge remained, the cavalry having disappeareavieethe
hours of the night. In the meantime, Wirt Adams sat with a force of 3,000 men astride the
Jackson Road, preparing for a Union force than never arrived. By the time heddad
ruse, the Union cavalry had long gone, making 73 miles in two days of hard riding to
Mechanicsburg and Benton, before arriving in the vicinity of Deasonville, just enflies
from their objective. On the morning of the"Xhey burned Vaughan's Station and cut the
telegraph wires!

Osband gave the Third the honor of taking the bridge, but they had to get to it first.
The railroad bed passed through about a mile of swamp before reaching the riveriddée
was too narrow for a normal attacking column to manage, and men seeking to get to the
bridge would have to advance only two or three abreast. The Confederates in thaestocka
guarding the bridge would find it too easy to pick them off. Cook used their confidence to
his advantage. Unbeknownst to the defenders, he divided his force, placing them in the
swampy undergrowth on each side of the tracks. Accompanied by a few bravesriem h
baited the Confederates at long range, first advancing along the tracksirdatmge Such
teasing had the desire effect of drawing the Confederates out of theirdg@eichforming
“along the bank of the river, seemingly enjoying the sport at shooting at Yankeesir'fun
did not last long, for in focusing on Cook, they never saw the rest of his men slogging
through the swamp setting up a crossfire. With the sound of a bugle the entire dlbnetiC
Cavalry let loose a volley, momentarily stunning the Confederates. In themayh
storming party crossed the bridge, “the men jumping from tie to tie and from stionge

stringer” on their way to the stockade where they “swarmed through tixgseH, driving
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the rebels from their position.” Retreating into the woods, the fugitives “kept gitarsw
fire” while Cook’s men set about firing the bridge with coal oil they had broughgah
canteens®
Their objective met, the expedition headed back to Yazoo City, camping there on the
29" and 3 of November, before embarking on the most difficult part of the raid, getting
back to their base in Vicksburg. The Confederates in the region, their pride damdged b
ruse at Champion Hill and enraged by the body blow inflicted on their cause atrtbedrail
bridge determined to make the Federals pay for their cheekiness. Concertigatifayde
along the road to Vicksburg, the Rebels blocked the column’s route home. Withouyatrtiller
and low on ammunition, the Federals decided to cross the Yazoo and march south to where
the Sunflower River joined it to await transports from Vicksburg. Upon boarding the
steamers the command faced a gauntlet unlike anything they had seen. For tetha mi
Confederates posted on the bluffs on the east side of the river raked the decks of the
transports with artillery and rifle fire, but caused few casualtiesaltieetFederals’ foresight
in barricading the decks with wood, boxes, and anything else that would conceal them.
Military telegraphs around the region ran hot with the news of the Third’s &xploi
Two times the Union army had sent expeditions to destroy the bridge, and on the third
attempt, a black regiment succeeded. Cook’s exploits on the trestle so imprasadddd

he recommended him for a promotion. “The charge over the railroad trestle-workdgel bri

18 |bid.

9 bid.; ORs Series I, Vol. 45, Pt. |, Serial 93, p. 780.
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by dismounted cavalry, led by Maj. Cook, was one of the most dashing and heroic acts of
the war.” Indeed, the expeditions conducted from the post of Vicksburg during 1864
materially effected the outcome of the \ar.

But the raids did not comprise the sum total of the black military experience in
Vicksburg during 1864, many troops spent much of their time protecting familyianddr
on plantations and in freedmen’s camps. In March General Hawkins ordered twertsgim
of black troops and a battalion of cavalry to Goodrich Landing, Louisiana, for “the poatecti
of the plantations interests of Milliken’s Bend, Goodrich’s Landing, Lake &eoce, and
Skipwith’s Landing” ominously warning his officer to see to it that their “troopaat
permitted to straggle or small parties placed in positions where they carcbessulty
attacked by...guerillas or any scouting force.” Indeed, in some casesdpe lbathed
leaving their loved ones when military duty called. That same week in March, mseofibe
the Sixty-fourth USCT, when ordered to leave their “women & children and get on heard t
steamer...disliked very much to leave their families and thought we had cheatéd Them
Union officer recording the scene also admitted, “They have been decewéadid but |
have not done it.” He did not say why, but the men likely feared for their familgtysédr
a month later, at Waterproof, Louisiana, Confederates killed two of their picketsmén
found them the next day, “with their ears cut off, and scalped and burned to a crisp.”
Needless to say, a healthy debate raged in the region over the interesicreathey

Department versus the lives of the men guarding outlying plantations.

2 ORs Series |, Vol. 45, Pt. |, Serial 93, p. 779-93.

ZLOR'’s Series |, Vol. 32, Pt. lll, Serial 59, p. &3ary, March 22, 1864, April 24, 1864, Samuel
Denham Barnes Papers, Library of Congress.
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In late June the Secretary of War tried to bring order to the situation alornggthe r
by specifying the army’s role in protecting treasury interests. pdeifeed that army
detachments assigned to protect leased plantations “will be concentratedgn st
positions...secure against assaults...able to hold out until re-inforced...that theoorofect
the leased plantations will be held subordinate to...offensive military operatiodshat
wood yards “will be established on islands not accessible to the enemy, or at peirdsive
men can have the protection of troops.” He further ordered that “As far asgioéeti
freedmen’s camps “will be established at or so near the permanent militesyapas be
under the protection of the garrisons of those posts” and for army officers and tisegetsy
to consult with Colonel John Eaton if they sought any changes to the systemhestill, t
reforms did not provide enough protection for the freedmen; in August guerillas struck
camps on both sides of the river. At Tibbett's plantation, a vicious group of nearly 200
guerillas “killed two scouts after they had surrendered, carried away oteavkerseer, and
a young man by the name of Webster, clerk for the same firm; both the overseer and M
Webster were murdered by them as soon as they reached Bayou TensastheSguerillas
operated in the area at the request of the local civilians, Colonel Watson WetieeFifty-
first USCT ordered a battalion of the Third USCC to retaliate. Coldly efficMajor
Charles H. Chapin, carried out his duties, burning all but one home in the village of Pinhook
and four fifths of Floyd, and killing every suspected Rebel he came across. Himsodm
did not bring any prisoners back with them. Likewise, just north of Vicksburg on the road to
Haine’s Bluff, a Rebel squad hit the freedman’s camp and hospital, shooting extradre
burning the quarters, and taking the assistant surgeon and steward prisoner. Several

regiments in Vicksburg found a unusual solution to the problem of protecting their amilie
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While many of the soldiers’ families lived in town, the squalid conditions, diseaseriared
made life just as precarious inside the town as out. Herman Lieb’s Fifth dldde@Heavy
Artillery decided to protect the soldiers’ families by constructimgi@-colony consisting
solely of soldiers’ dependents next to their barracks. Such an arrangemead daliew
soldiers to see their families regularly, allowed government offitsatsonitor the families
more carefully, and it helped relieve overcrowding within Vicksburg. Mibksburg Daily
Herald wrote that the arrangement had worked so well that the Fortieth and Figtytisev
USCT regiments had started similar colorffes.

Life in the garrison towns along the Mississippi offered many of the soldveosi@
they had not seen before, as well as temptations. On the plantations theis owagteiled
which pleasures they could experience, as well as vices. The army did likewtisath less
regimentation. Typically, so long as he obeyed the laws, a soldier’s time offelatyged
to him alone. He could go where he pleased, consort with whomever he pleased, and drink
or eat what he pleased, at least until it got out of hand, as in August when the provodt marsha
forbade late night meetings. He argued that “Nightly meetings at ladatgeither for
religious or other purposes, too often makes a pretense for bad men and women to abase
themselves from their proper duties and engage in revelrous and immoral practice
Hereafter no meetings will be permitted to be held later than tattoo.” Witldiars
income, despite the infrequency of paydays, black men could achieve a certain level of
independence, as well as mastery. He could use the money to pay to attend one of the many
schools in Vicksburg, (beyond what his regiment required) he could buy books, or buy land.

If civically inclined, soldiers could join the Union League, an organization sigimany

22 ORs Series I. Vol. 48. pt. |, Serial No. 101, p. 4¥icksburg Daily Herald August 25, 1864;
September 22, 1864.
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members in Vicksburg, as well as join the Convention of Colored Citizens, which met in the
Presbyterian Church in downtown Vicksburg, and elected delegates to attend nationa
gatherings?

The black soldiers’ daytime hours, however, belonged to Uncle Sam, but unlike
Natchez where they toiled non-stop on Fort McPherson, soldiers in Vicksburg resdea gr
variety of tasks. Orders frequently came down for details to serve in the sgpitaid
warehouses, work in the government sawmill, unload boats, serve as headquarstsaguar
well as sundry other tasks. Naturally, the soldiers did not always enjoyateis.

Benjamin Mills wrote his father about the drudgery of supervising black traapdaading

a lumber barge. “They are very hard to manage in that respect, unless you keep watching
them they will slip off and lay down in the shade and that is the last of them unlegs you

and arouse them, until we start home, and then they are on the ground promptly. We punish
them in such cases by not giving them any whiskey.” John Matthews of the Ecetitis

USCT reveled in garrison life. “Colored troops are a fixed institution in Vicksaodgstand

on an equal footing with any of the ‘boys in blue.” They can walk a beat in front of a
Generals quarters as well as carry a box of hard tack or wheel dirt.” His men prtidabl

not enjoy it as much as he did. With a war on, not many in Vicksburg managed to escape
laboring for their keep. Some young men, white and black, came into town for the sole
purpose of avoiding labor or army service. With conscription going on in the northes) state
a number of young white men of means found the occupied South quite compatible with their
liberty. General Edward R. S. Canby put a stop to shirkers invading his milieipdiin

August, ordering all able bodied men between the ages of 18 and 45 into the militia. Dana

2 Vicksburg Daily Heralg August 26, 1864; December 1, 1864; Septembet8e4; November 30,
1864.
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enforced the matter vigorously, much to the annoyance of secessionists in town, who ended
up drilling under the command of Union officers. Ultimately, the authorities found enough
men in Vicksburg to form both black and white militia regiméfits.

Notwithstanding all of the demands on their time, enlisted men in Vicksburg found
opportunities to get into trouble, ranging from reluctance to work, as in the dslsiésisf
men on the lumber barge, or to brutal murder. In September Benjamin Mills wrote to his
father regarding the impending execution of a member of the Fifty-third USG&se cases
will serve as examples and do a great deal of good towards bringing the Blagk Tp to a
high stage of military discipline. They had got an idea in their head thatyawere free
that they could do as they wished without fear of punishment but this idea is beimgadrive
of their heads fast now.” Sadly, executions took place on a regular basis, for,faurder
mutiny, and for desertiof?.

The case Mills’s referred to involved Private John Mitchell who deserted in
November 1863 at Milliken’s Bend. Recaptured in April aboard a steamer wherd he ha
found employment as a cabin boy, the army court martialed him in June 1864. During his
trial, which must have taken all of thirty minutes, two officers testifiedhbatid not appear
at roll calls after November 32and that they found him working aboard a steamer in April.
Mitchell testified, “I told the Captain previous to going away that | should leave his
Company and go to some other if he continued to kick and cuff me about as he had been

doing. Itold him that | was willing to go into any other company in the Regiméatith

2RG 393 U. S. Army Continental Commands, Successié Commands, No. 110, E2023 Pt. 2,
Letters and Orders Relating to Details of Troopal. 210, p 217, “To Colonel Scofield comdg 2ndybri
May 30, 1864; Benjamin Mills to Father, June 7,486aleb Mills Papers/icksburg Daily Heralgd August 4,
1864, Benjamin Mills to Sister, August 24, 1884cksburg Daily HeraldDecember 24, 1864, December 9,
1864; October 7, 1864.

% Benjamin Mills to Father, September 3, 1864, Caltils Papers.
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that, the judge cleared the court for the board of officers to deliberate.rétheyed a
verdict of guilty and the court sentenced him to forfeiture of pay and hard laboa tvielve
pound ball and four foot chain under regimental guard for four months. Though the board of
officers thought the punishment reasonable enough, Hawkins did not. Returning the sentence
for reconsideration, Hawkins argued,

“The Prisoner was absent about five months and until arrested, and by his

own statement he shows his desertion was premeditated. There is nothing in

the evidence to palliate the guilt, and by comparity there should be no letting
up on the extreme punishment prescribed by the Articles of War. Desertions
have been too common in this command and they will become more frequent
unless Soldiers are made to understand the severe punishment they must
suffer for not being faithful to their oath of service to the Government. They
know very well they should not desert. It is time they learned as well the just
punishment due a deserter.”
Two days later the court met again, reopened deliberations, and sentenced tditche
death. Thé/icksburg Daily Heralddescribed him at the execution: “He was a fine
looking youth, apparently not more than 17 or 18 years of age, and endured the
parting with his friends and relatives, on leaving the jail to be carried to thegflace
execution with a remarkable degree of firmné$s.”

In another, equally tragic case, the army tried twenty-one members of the
Forty-ninth USCT for mutiny. Around mid-June, a regimental surgeon noticed a foul
odor coming from some of the men’s quarters, and mentioned it to their captain, who
promptly investigated the matter. He found wooden boxes filled with “mutilated
candles, spoiled meat, rotten bread, green apples, and some white gloves and

stockings.” Since regulations prohibited the men from keeping any personal items

that would not fit in their knapsacks, the officer removed the boxes, piled them up

%6 Court Martial of John Mitchell, Company B, 8®nited States Colored Infantry, LL2350, RG 113,
Records of the Office of the Judge Advocate Ger{@mathy) Court-martial Case Files, 1808-1938, NARA,
Washington, D.C. (Hereinafter cited as RG 158¢ksburg Daily Heralgd September 16, 1864.
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and burned them. The next day, during noon roll call, the captain announced that he
had broken open the boxes and destroyed them, and that in the future he would punish
the owners of any boxes he found. After lunch, a squad of fifteen or sixteen men
marched to the captain’s tent, stacked arms and removed their accoutermemts. The
spokesman, private Washington Fountain stepped forward, saluted the captain and
announced, “Captain we have stacked our arms and are not going to do any more duty
until we can have the promise of better treatment from you.” The captain wesit to hi
colonel and reported them for mutiny. He then marched them off to the guard house
before picking up a few more men later in the day who did not participate in the
demonstration but had prior knowledge. After a short trial, the court found seventeen
men guilty of mutiny and sentenced them to hard labor for life. One received a term
of hard labor for the duration of his enlistment, and one received an acquittal.
Washington Fountain, along with Giles Simms, who had agitated behind the scenes,
received a sentence of death. Benjamin Mills thought the sentences “wik lgaoel
effect on the rest of the men it will show them that the Articles of Wat amasshall

be obeyed.” On Sunday, September tH& Psuntain and Simms paid the supreme
price. All of the black troops of the post had to attend, so as to ensure they
experienced the “good effect” of seeing their comrades die. “The condensned m
were seated upon their coffins in front of the firing squad, when the proceedings of
the Court Martial were read to them and to the troops...A brief prayer was made by
the chaplain, at the conclusion of which the bandages were placed upon the eyes of
the condemned men, and the order to fire was given...One of the men was instantly

killed, the other, however, had to be dispatched by a pistol, immediate death not
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resulting from the wounds by the muskets.” The sad sight repeated itself throughout
1864 and 1865 as more black soldiers ran afoul of military justice. On June 25, 1864,
Cornelius Thompson died by firing squad for murdering a freedwoman. His last
words were, “It is right that | should die, | believe | am willing to die, bum Isarry

to see you (meaning the firing squad) standing before me. Never do as | hgve done
but always look to God for grace. | have nothing more to say.” Emanuel Davis,
standing at the gallows for stabbing a comrade in the heart, did not go as beaceful
Instead he was “very nearly overcome with the fear of his pending fate, and kept
continually praying the Lord to have mercy upon his soul. He wished to be turned
loose under the promise of never committing any wrong deed. With weeping and in a
tremulous tone he entreated his comrades not to do as he had done.” Another witness
said “that he appeared greatly alarmed when the time came and comnadlicgd c

upon God to come take him away.” The worst came last, when on May 5, 1865, nine
men stood before empty nooses for murdering Mrs. Minerva Cook on her plantation
outside of town. Benjamin Mills wrote, “After the caps had been pulled down over
their faces they sung a hymn, everyone of them joining in and after that | did not hear
[them] say anything more.” Even though Mills testified for the prosecution in the

case of the mutineers, he told his father, “This was the first and | hope it Wk be

last execution we witnessed.” His ardor for a “good effect on the men” had

diminished. ?’

2" RG 153, Giles Simms, Company F"49nited States Colored Troops, LL2492; Benjaminl$/ib
Father, September 3, 1864, Caleb Mills Papéicksburg Daily Herald September 27, 1864; June 25, 1864;
September 1, 1864; Benjamin Mills to Father, May 2865.
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The evidence suggests that the Vicksburg authorities dispensed justice
unevenly. In September 1864 a white soldier in the Seventy-second lllinois Infantry
called his lieutenant a "s-- of a b----" telling him that “he would be evdnvim
some of these days. | will shoot you the first chance | get. You will neeetoliget
to Chicago.” In keeping with his s.o0.b. theme, he also called his lieutenant colonel “a
dirty s-- of a b---* telling him to “Kiss my --- he would fix him.” He fadr told his
lieutenant “that he would not serve under Liet. Schank and that he would kill him in
the first engagement.” A board of officers sentenced him to prison at Altowjdlli
for the remainder of his term, a much different sentence than that of Washington
Fountain, who expressed his grievance, not in a vulgarity laced murderous rage, but
with a salute and stacking of arms. George Boy, a black private, struckdaarge
with a shovel several times, and got twenty days hard labor and three months
forfeiture of pay. Joseph Steele of the Forty-seventh USCT, when ordered to police
the camp, told his commander, that “He would not do it, as it was not his turn.”
When placed in the guard house he told his captain, “Its your time but mine will come
soon. I'll never go back to your Company.” He got one month confinement and
three months forfeiture of pay.” John McMullen of the Fifty-first fell asledpsa
post (the most common offense in Vicksburg) and got three months in a ball and
chain while forfeiting his pay for six months. But not all cases ended badly for
members of the USCT. Green Thompson of the Sixty-sixth stood charged of
desertion but a court found him not guilty. Likewise, William Anderson of the Forty-
sixth, on a charge of murder, and Eli Lewis of the Fifth Heavies, also received not

guilty judgments®

B RG 393, U. S. Army Continental Commands, Successid Commands, No. 110, E2023 Pt. 2,
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For lesser offenses, the officers in Vicksburg had a variety of punishments
available to them, some of them detrimental to the good of the service. Private
Benjamin Glass found himself in a lot of trouble, charged with using mutinous
language after he objected to how his captain punished a man in his company. He
told the officer, “If an officer was to use me the way that man is being ué&e, G-

- D--- if  wouldn’t shoot him.” He got three months confinement with a ball and
chain for saying it. In some cases, though, the men had reason to complain, for some
of the officers went well beyond established boundaries in punishing the black
enlisted men. Benjamin Mills believed “It is useless being lenient with therh f

you give them an inch they will take a mile. | discovered this when Ictrsie here

and also found out that they were trying to come it over me.” Lt. Walter Chapman of
the Fifty-first USCT, at Goodrich Landing, wrote in July 1864 that “If a man does not
obey me | am at liberty to punish him as severe as | may think fit & as they have use
to very severe treatment why any light punishment is that of no account wieatsoe
Bragging about his power, he continued, “If a man refuses to obey my orders | buck
him if he is still noisy or gives lip | gag him. And with the buck gag & thumb
stretching | manage to hold them in hand.” Eventually such a cavalier attitudd towar
punishment reached Hawkins. On August 28, 1864, he issued general orders
prohibiting everything in Chapman’s quiver. Within a week a young officer in the

Forty-eighth USCT tested him, and found himself on trial for bucking and gagging,

Letters and Orders Relating to Details of Troopsl. 210, p. 5, General Order No. 39, SeptembéBe4;
Vol. 210, p. 42, General Order No. 32, Vicksboogrtmartials, August 13, 1864; Vol. 210.p 24, Zseneral
Order No. 31; Vol. 210, p. 29, General Order Blb, Vicksburg.
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and hitting an enlisted man with his sword. The court found him guilty and caused
him to forfeit two month’s pa§’

The crimes in Vicksburg reveal a people coming to terms with their new.s#sgus
Marshall Mills stated, some perceived freedom as meaning that no one colldntetbtdo
anything they did not want to do, and those types often came to a dire end when they ran
afoul of the articles of war. But others developed a fairly mature concephts, rayen if
they did not always apply it in the proper situation, such as Washington Fountain and Giles
Simms. They clearly believed they had the right to private property, bateegl their
objections in a manner the army found worthy of death. In some of the cases ths &sltdie
they had a right to better treatment, that as free men no one could physicalligailyv
abuse them. Ultimately, Hawkins proved them right by issuing orders prohibitingebus
and unnecessarily harsh punishments. Enlistment in the army, however, provided them with
legal personhood that they did not have before, in that under the Articles of War they had
rights. In the army courts martial, unfair and harsh as some of them may éaneiséhe
men had the right to testify in a court of law, even against white officers, asdashef
Samuel Lafoy. Moreover, and just as importantly, under martial law in the tdamg the
Mississippi River, black men and women had equal rights in the courtroom whentfemg

old masters, and in some cases more rights if the old master exhibitedltisloy

RG 393, U. S. Army Continental Commands, SuccessibiCommands, No. 110, E2023 Pt. 2,
Letters and Orders Relating to Details of Troopal. 210, p. 41, General Order No. 32, Vick courtiiads,
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From Hawkins on down, the officers in Vicksburg stressed discipline as a means to
success for the black troops and by extension success after the war endshkindgPuni
miscreants and abiding by the Articles of War, even when seemingly hatshiriminds
portended good performance on the battlefield, thus connecting the military advances of
1864 with the stability of the command while in their quarters in Vicksburg. When the cal
came for the USCT to march out of Vicksburg toward Jackson, Grand Gulf, Vaughan’s
Station, and Woodville, they succeeded, making the countryside in the region subject to the
Vicksburg garrison rather than Wirt Adams, Sul Ross, and Forrest. In termstefshigs
every victory over their former masters, every town they brought under Union ¢ceneof
slave they set free, brought them closer to mastership over the region. ingtfesiarger
war, Sherman’s campaign in Georgia, and Hood'’s invasion of Tennessee, the USCT broke
the mold set for them in 1863 as stevedores, ditch diggers, and place holders for the white
armies. During 1864 Sherman fretted a great deal over the fate of Vicksbuiggwioat
his and Grant’s hard-fought gains may slip back under Confederate control dueipdiaorr
and incompetence. By holding Vicksburg, and affecting the major campaigns inigeposit
way throughout 1864, black soldiers showed capabilities their top commanders had not
previously suspected. When 1865 rolled in and the end of the rebellion came in sight those
commanders had to consider, to whom should they entrust their victory. Who would make
sure the South abided by the terms of the peace after the white enlistees of 1861 emid 62 w
home? If the men of the USCT continued their good work, then they could become the sole

remaining master of the region after the Confederacy fe



Chapter 8

The final year of the war opened amid celebrations in the garrisons alamngethe
Two years earlier the Emancipation Proclamation went into effect amhthef the
rebellion now seemed near. The freedmen of Vicksburg marched through thesiaeets i
long procession to the outskirts of town where “they had a glorious old time” acctrding
one onlooker. That afternoon the black troops marched downtown to the courthouse for an
address by General Cadwallader C. Washburn, the district commander. Aftetiney
returned to their barracks for a commemoration service led by their chlplain.

In Natchez, Brayman and Farrar settled into a frosty detente, wigimBraholding
Natchez and Farrar in official exile at Vidalia. The previous Novembeyntra's wife
hosted a ball and persuaded himto issue a pass to Farrar so he could attend. The general did
so, and acted cordially enough at the party for her to believe she had achievedsbafie ki
breakthrough between the two officers. Farrar thought so too, and a week ladert wit
apologizing for preferring charges against Brayman, wrote him a éstkténg to let bygones
be bygones and “hoping...that hereafter a more harmonious and cordial feeling may be
extended to one another.” True to his nature, Brayman lashed out, “If such embamtassm

has existed on your part, your own quick sensibility may suggest how naturalghit gnow

! Benjamin Mills to Father, January 3, 1865, CalebsMPapers; “A Chaplain’s Diary,” January 1,
1865, George North Carruthers Papers, Library ofgtess.
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out of a consciousness of being in the wrong.” Clearly, too much had passed between the
two men for them to conduct effective operatidns.

Accordingly, the army replaced Brayman in early January with Brig. Gehn W.
Davidson, a native of Virginia, who in turn brought Farrar in from the cold, placingthim i
command of Fort McPherson. This move also signaled the army’s renewed interest i
building the fort. Davidson wrote, “I find much to amend here, particularly with the troops.
| shall spare no effort to make them effective, requiring all offi@ersdke their homes and
sphere of duties with their regiments.” Unfortunately, the new commandetisase
angered both officers and enlisted men; in the words of one, he was, “abusive and tyrannical
to his subordinates.” Indicative of his reign, shortly after taking command hedréof
the troops out of the fort except for the Sixth Heavies, on a rainy day, which made “it
particularly severe on the colored troops who have never lived in anything bukbanaw
they have nothing but dog tents.” Further depressing their morale, having judged the oute
line of the fort as too large for the garrison to defend, Davidson had the men to tear it down
and strengthen the inner line. It must have seemed like an exercise wffutilitem to
have worked so long on the line then have to expend as much labor tearing it down.
Oftentimes the officers had a difficult time keeping the men interestée mdrk. In one
instance, Lt. Samuel G. Swain, the engineer in charge of the fort spied a wdrkalete) a
massive dirt clod battle instead of working. In another instance he had diffietiiitng an

officer to supply details, and even then the officer had to threaten to withhold magseés t

2 Mary Brayman to Ada, November 30, 1865, BailhaBnayman Family Papers, Abraham Lincoln
Presidential Library, Springfield, lllinois; B. Garrar to Mason Brayman, December 3, 1864, Brayiman
Farrar, December 9, 1864, Folder 116, Mason BrayRagers; Michael E. Banasik, eReluctant Cannoneer:
The Diary of Roert T. McMahan of the Twenty-Fiftdépendent Ohio Light Artillerffowa City: Press of the
Camp Pope Bookshop, 2000), 282; Brayman'’s supetiof. Christenson, Asst. Adjt. Genl., Military\iigion
of West Mississippi, tried to mollify Brayman, tiel that Davidson’s taking of command had nothmgad
with his performance in Natchez. Folder 117, CCliristenson to Brayman, Mason Brayman Papers; Diary
January 7, 1865, Samuel Glyde Swain Papers.
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the men to work faster. Through January and February, the typical work detailembnsist

500 men, but Davidson ordered the entire effective force of the post out to the works in late
February, and seeing that the work still did not proceed fast enough, ordered Swain to wor

at nights with the mechanics to get the guns mounted. On March 11, he resumed the old
schedule, with the Sixth Heavies supplying all of the fatigue details,fehwhey suffered

in morale and military proficiency. Throughout the remainder of the spring and swhme

1865, even after Joseph Johnston and Robert E. Lee surrendered their armies, work continued
on the fort until finally, in August 1865, the men completed Fort McPherson, a monument to
inefficiency, bureaucracy, and army politics.

In Vicksburg, the New Year’'s and emancipation celebrations past, the busimess of
resumed when Colonel Benjamin Grierson’s cavalry expedition, which included tide Thi
USCC, having rampaged through northern Mississippi destroying dozens of miles of the
Mobile & Ohio Railroad, arrived in town with about “600 prisoners, 800 horses and
mules...many of the prisoners were barefooted and nearly all were schuoitibd, and
covered with mud from head to foot.” Such wide ranging raids, which the Confederates
appeared no longer capable of stopping, helped solidify the reputation of black troops in the
Union army, as well as spreading dismay in the towns they passed through,Hereing tof
the war, very few sizeable towns in Mississippi had not seen black troops, either as
occupiers, or raiders. The resulting psychological shock of seeing their &lenes as

conquerors caused more than a little consternation among the civilian populafesiatates

®0ORs Series I, Vol. 48, Pt. |, serial 101, p. 587nfBal Swain to Brother Chester, January 4, 1866,
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could rationalize losses to white Union forces, but the social trauma of having bidiekssol
loot their homes seemed all the more humiliafing.

Grierson’s men remained but a few days before moving on, leaving Vicksburg to
return to as near a state of normalcy as anyone had a right to expect during theooccupa
Overcrowding of freedmen continued to plague authorities, as it typically did dhéeng
winter when the river’'s annual rise forced them from their low lying camps ¢raitks and
islands. The poorly ventilated, unsanitary cabins they crowded into proved ideal as
incubators for disease, especially smallpox, which burned through the town that winter
forcing all of the soldiers to get vaccinations. But the officers and enlistagarsevered,
seeking pleasant and sometimes unsavory diversions. Many of the USCT officers
participated in a Lyceum in the Presbyterian church basement, where agdor8ivain,
since “there are nothing but Colored Regiments in this garrison so there werg hoitiN-

--- Officers’ present.” Some of the enlisted men took the downtime of winter to gétana
often officially remarrying a wife whom they had betrothed on a plantatiars yearlier.

Rumors and speculation of a major movement down the river circulated among the
men in early January. Hawkins'’s strengthening of his regiments by addingorents
probably did nothing to diminish such speculation, as well as a review of the black &ad whi
militias of the town on January 9. After all, why would the authorities want aamilthey
expected the garrison to remain in town? Further bolstering the rumor mill, htaarkiered

all of the men to cut their hair to less than an inch, possibly in preparation for fieidiope

“Snedeker Diary, January 5, 1865; Dimond E. Gkeyters from Forest Place: A Plantation Family's
Correspondence, 1846-1881lackson, University Press of Mississippi, 19328.

® RG 393, U.S. Army Continental Commands, SuccessidiCommands, No. 111, 2026, “HQ 2nd
Brigade, 1st Div. USCT", Vicksburg, January 21, 88Hiram Scofield to A. L. Fisk, AAG; Benjamin N&lto
Father, January 20, 1865, Caleb Mills Papers.
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or maybe for reasons of sanitation, but certainly not out of a desire for adveriticte hig
officers found in implementing the order:
“Now of all things a Darkey prides himself on, it is to see how long his haigreilv
and they will tie it up with strings and sometimes will not cut it for yearsyteen we
commenced operations there was fire in the pan but we persevered and in the course
of two hours had every mans hair the proper length.”
The rumors, however, proved prophetic, when near the end of the month some of the white
regiments in the region received orders to move to New Orleans. The long atfaited e
take Mobile, Alabama, had begbin.
To people living along the river in February 1864 it must have looked like the
Mississippi Valley had decided to disgorge itself of Federal so|diatis all of the
steamboat traffic. Vicksburg, on the verge of becoming a backwater of the war suddenly
came alive again with the sights and sounds of an army preparing for waForffyre
seventh, Forty-eighth, Fiftieth, and Fifty-first USCT had received orders td baasports
for New Orleans. Men loaded transports, shoed horses, dismantled camps, hauled equipage
up and down the streets, and took care of personal business before boarding the boats.
Women and children said goodbye to their husbands and fathers, wondering if they would
ever see them again. Vicksburg had not seen such a sight since the spring of 1861 when its

white sons mustered and shipped off to war in Virginia. Who in Vicksburg could have

guessed that the town would have experienced a similar sight in 1865, but with their former

® Benjamin Mills to Father, January 3, 1865, CalebisMPapers; Snedeker Diary, January 9, 1865;
Mills to Father, January 20, 1865; Marsh&lighty-Third Ohio
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slaves, black men and their families, and at the call of the Union Army; the worlddestli
turned upside down in three yedrs.

Two black and one white regiment remained in town after the departure of Hawkins,
but they did not lack for company, for within days, General A. J. Smitf'<Ctps, or
“Gorillas” as they called themselves, arrived in town. So numerous that thetohd not
hold or support them, tens of thousands of men camped in the countryside along the railroad,
taking a break from the long journey south to New Orleans. By the time Smitd&s hor
deluged Vicksburg, Hawkins’s command had already settled in to camps at Algiers,
Louisiana, across the river from New Orleans which belonged to the white froops.

Upon disembarking, Hawkins, never one to pass up a moment to train his men, began
preparing them for their ultimate destination. Company officers conductaettrans,
taking from the men anything not required for marching long distances, leavinghavwgry
behind that they could not carry in a knapsack. While the high command decided on how to
apportion the black regiments from other commands into brigades in Hawkins’s division, he
continued working to perfect his troops. Leaving nothing to chance, he provided detailed
instructions for just about every conceivable action, including, but not confined to imgfruct
the musicians when to begin playing again after a halt. Up to this point, Millikents Be
Yazoo City, the raids on the railroad, had all served as preliminariesdaatmipaign; now
his men would perform as part of a newly assembled army under Major General Edward

Canby assigned to take Mobfle.

" Benjamin Mills to Mother, February 18, 1865, Fathrd Mother, February 7, 1865 Caleb Mills
Papers.
8 Ibid.; Mills to Father, February 18, 1865.

°George F. Bailey to Dear Eliza, February 12, 1&&orge E. Bailey Papers; Walter Chapman to
Parents, February 14, 1865, Walter A. Chapman BaR& 393, U. S. Army Continental Commands,
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After the short respite in Algiers Hawkins’s command crossed theiddippi and
marched to Lake Pontchartrain where they boarded ships for the Gulf of Mexicofa first
many of the enlisted men, who subsequently found out that ocean travel did not Hgree wi
them. USCT officer, George Bailey, took a sadistic glee in his comradegsisgs$ie’'We
had a jolly trip across the Gulf nearly every man was so sea sick thatlttvesdab throw
their stomachs up...I was not so sick | had a bully time laughing at the restgleldsure
cruise ended when the steamers halted at Barancas, Florida, his home for tioeplexbf
weeks. Once disembarked, Hawkins put the men to work at drill and practicing siige-cra
digging trenches, building fascines, and weaving gabions in preparation to root out the
Confederates dug in around Mobile. On March 19, Hawkins’s men marched to Pensacola.
Fording Bayou Grande along the way, the sun, beach, and water, all combined to present a
scene that impressed Hawkins:

“I have always regretted not possessing a photograph of the event. The command

marched by company fronts, the tide was low and the water reached abowtdige mi

of the men, a little more in places. Bayonets were fixed, haversacks ardfjeart

boxes were attached to the rifles and carried aloft to avoid wetting. The whol
division was in full view as it moved, flags flying across the water. $tavgrand

sight, unequalled by anything of the kind | have ever seen or heard of.”

At Pensacola Hawkins’s command joined Major General Frederick Steelersrcand
moved north across the Florida panhandle into Alabama before turning west toward the

Tensaw River which feeds into Mobile Bay. Nearing the river, the column turned south, t

invest the northern approaches to Fort Blakeley, one of two remaining Cordederat

Successions of Commands, No. 110, E2023, Pt. &rkeand Orders Relating to Details of Troops, 2&D, p.
125, Circular No 2, February 16, 1865; HawkiMemoranda 112.
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strongholds east of Mobile. A few miles south of Blakely, Major General Edwe®d R
Canby'’s force, consisting of two corps, laid siege to Spanish¥ort.

After a grueling hungry march through some of the most miserable countnethe
had ever trod, the column arrived at Blakeley on the evening of April 1. The following
morning Rebel skirmishers pressed the Union cavalry pickets in front of Hawknes’'dn
response the black troops formed a line of battle and advanced toward the skirmishers,
driving them back into their fortifications. There, Hawkins’s division entrenched aahbe
siege operations, implementing all of the techniques they had practicachat8s, but this
time under fire from Confederate soldiers and a gunboat. The division had made good
progress by April 8 when they learned of the surrender of Spanish Fort; now only Blakeley
lay between them and the conquest of Molile.

On April 9, almost a thousand miles away in Wilmer McLean'’s parlor at
Appomattox, Virginia, Robert E. Lee and Ulysses S. Grant met to discuss #redeurof
the Army of Northern Virginia. But at Blakeley, a final act remainedatimorning General
Steele issued orders for Hawkins’s and Gen. Christopher C. Andrews’s divisiahvahza
at 5:30 to feel out the enemy, holding any ground they might gain. No one expected what
came next, at least among the white officers. The men formed up in preparatwartoea
skirmishers thrown out in front, but rather than wait for orders, the skirmishers began t
advance; their officers could not contain them. With a USCT version of the Rebel yell
letting loose an otherworldly howl, the men of Hawkins’s division charged on their own

accord “their eyes glittered like serpents and with yells & howlshikegry wolves, they

12 George Bailey to Eliza, February 24, 1865, GedgBailey Papers; HawkinMemoranda112;
John L. Matthews to father, April 15, 1865, JohrMatthews Letters.

™ George Bailey to Eliza, April 4, 1865, George B&ilBy Papers; Hawking/emoranda 1120Rs
Series |, Vol. 49, Pt. |, Serial 103, p. 288.
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rushed for the Rebel works.” Raising the cry of “Fort Pillow,” some five thousand black
troops surged over the works toward the panicked Confederates. In the melee the USCT
officers had difficultly controlling their men. One officer recallstrhe trouble with our
troops...but we had our men well in hand and soon obeyed our orders.” Another officer
stretched the truth a bit with “the n------ s did not take a prisoner. They kill@tegltook to
a man,” but he did gauge the sentiment of the black troops well enough. They finally had
found themselves in a position to get payback for the Fort Pillow, Yazoo City, ankielfili
Bend, to name a few, and they tried to take it. Fortunately for the ConfederatéSQfie
had better officers or more restraint than Forrest’s men at Fort Pillowkikkareported
capturing 229 men and 7 pieces of artillery. The following morning he ordered Isi®wlivi
to assemble at 9 a.m. “when Thanksgiving will be offered to God for his favor to us in the
capture of Blakely*

Given that Lee surrendered the Army of Northern Virginia on the same dag’'Ste
forces took Blakely, some have legitimately questioned the military impert#ribe battle.
In terms of social import it meant a great deal, for in the face of wilettdlack troops
white southern males had fled in abject panic, something considered unthinkable in 1861. It
also raised the level of Hawkins’s men to that of victorious conquerors ratheseitand-
class garrison soldiers. The performance of his men made a deep impression pAWalte
Chapman, who transferred from a white regiment to the USCT for purely financiaémot

Though never giving up the N-word in his correspondence, he gained a deep redpsct for

20Rs Series I, Vol. 49, Pt. Il, Serial 104, p. 306; M¢#aChapman to Parents, April 11, 1865, Walter
A. Chapman Paper8Rs Series 1, Pt |, Serial 103, p. 279; George EleBailemoir, p. 20, George E. Bailey,
to Dear Eliza, April [?], 1865, George E. BaileypRes; Ors, Series |, Vol. 49, Pt. I, Serial 104306;0Rs
Series |, Vol. 49, Pt. |, Seral 103, p. 289; RG,393S. Army Continental Commands, Successions of
Commands, No. 110. E2023, Pt. 2, Letters and OiRRelating to Details of Troops, Vol. 210, p. 14dircular
No. 17, April 9, 65.
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men, “In their struggle the n-----r has shown himself, on the battlefield, teebequal of the
best soldiers that ever stepped for soldiers...when we first took our companysifeleluag
pretty dubious about them, they went in rather skeary, but after a while they..fgotlper
reckless...l was delighted with ther?.”

They got little time to savor their victory before moving on; southern Alabayna la
before them, undefended and ripe for the taking. But before they left the environs &, Mobi
they filled each regiment to maximum strength with new recruits, nungparound 3,000
by some estimates. Chapman wryly quipped, “Our old soldiers are weltlgrdiéect in
discipline and know their duty thoroughly. If we only had some of them who could read and
write, everything would be lovely.” As the region had never seen black troops before, or
perhaps just as importantly, recruiters, the officers did a booming businesmeRtsgilled
to the maximum, Hawkins’s men boarded steamers for Montgomery, the original oépit
the Confederacy. The trip up the winding river system, made even slower due to
obstructions placed in the river by Rebels earlier in the war, came to an unplameatd st
Selma when the little flotilla found its way blocked by the debris resuitomg General
James Wilson’s Union cavalrymen who had defeated Nathan Bedford Forrest and
disemboweled the Confederacy. Finally, on April 30th, the USCT arrived in Montgamery t
similar scenes of destruction where Wilson’s men had spent more than a weeklaigma
Confederate war-making capabilities before moving on toward Columbus, Geoygihat B
time word had gotten to Hawkins that the war had ended, and his men entered Mobile as
occupiers and could not recruit the many freedmen who came to their camps, for witd the
of the war, the focus changed from enlisting recruits to trying to gettitie troops back to

their homes as quickly as possible. Correspondingly, Lorenzo Thomas halted allnggcruiti

13 Walter Chapman to Parents, April 16, 1865; Walte€hapman Papers.
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on April 29, 1865. After a week in the former capital, Hawkins’s superiors ordered him t
take his command back to Mobile where his men languished for a few weeks doing nothing
but “flipping around at one thing or another busy most all of the time & doing nothing of any
importance.” On June 11, the command took a final voyage through the Gulf of Mexico
back to New Orleans where Hawkins received orders to proceed to Pinevilleahauis
There, the army dissolved his division, sending his men to serve in garrisons around the
region. He must have found the orders bittersweet, for the division he had trained so
diligently came to an end, but with its mission accomplisfied.

While Hawkins’s men besieged Blakely, the troops in the river garrisqesierced
elation, celebration, and finally mourning as the joy accompanying thefregpitews of the
fall of Richmond and surrender of Lee died with Lincoln. In Natchez, news of the
assassination arrived, fatefully enough, aboard the do&ulkaha and work immediately
ceased as “universal gloom” spread over the town. Up and down the river fromz\atche
Vicksburg, and the home farms and freedmen’s colonies in between, black crepe arsd praye
went up while flags and spirits went to half mast; offices closed, orators spokepardng
processions shuffled up and down the dusty streets. A month later in Mobile, the men of
Hawkins’s division received a general order reminding them that “The U@eddroops,

above all classes of men, must carry love and veneration of Mr. Lincoln’s mentbeyri

4 Walter Chapman to Parents, April 16, 1865, Walte€hapman Papers; Snedeker Diary, May 1,
1865; RG 393, U. S. Army Continental Commands, 8ssions of Commands, No. 110, E2023, Pt. 2, Letters
and Orders Relating to Details of Troops, Vol. 240144, Circular No. 18, April 17, 1866Rs Series I, Vol.
49, Pt. 1, serial 103, p. 279; George E. Bailey Mienp.22; OR’s Series |, Vol. 49, Pt. Il, Seria.ri104, p.
513; ibid., Series I, vol. 48, Pt. Il, Serial 1@2,859; George Bailey to Dear Mazey, May 30, 186&orge E.
Bailey PapersORs,Series |. Vol. 48, Pt. Il, Serial 104, p. 983Rs Series |, Vol. 48, Pt. I, Serial 102, p. 899,
900, 1082.
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hearts. They owe freedom, justice, consideration fame and every othergtbssi and
their kindred enjoy to him above all other mén.”

Many white southerners mourned, but for a different reason, the death of their
rebellion. After the surrender of the principal Confederate armies, the tmemeceto their
homes, sometimes for the first time in four years, and most did not like what the s
who had no problem in stretching out their hands in friendship to General Grant’s and
Sherman’s victorious troops after the surrender, found it infinitely moreudiftic live under
Union rule upon returning home. Those in Natchez and Vicksburg chafed under black rule
from the very beginning. “Benjamin Mills found the returning Confederates arabfe:

“The city of Vicksburg is full of Rebels now who walk around the streets as if theythe
monarchs of all they surveyed in their old gray Confederate uniforms.” Fuothtéria
Natchez, Samuel Swain felt similar resentment:

“The country here is filling up with returning soldiers and the more | see f dhd

of their haughty defiant and unsubdued actions, the more | regret that Lee and

Johnson were ever allowed to negotiate a surrender, but instead were crowded with

the bayonet by Grant and Sherman until they begged for their lives to be spared. |

think it would make their whipping more complete.”
Another account, written from a Confederate point of view, and possibly fictional, @adptur
the essence of Confederate feeling toward black soldiers, *“In going to toventscee
miles from our abode, | walked...and on my route had to pass the encampment of the
"U.S.C.1." (United States Colored Infantry) otherwise-r soldiers. It made my blood boil
while passing these n-----s, to witness their airs of authority.” Benj&@nubb Humphreys,

a former Confederate general who became Mississippi’s first postwamngowetil

removed from office by Federal troops, could not contain his revulsion for black troops when

15 Samuel Swain to Dear Sister, April 30, 1865, Sdrfigde Swain Paper©Rs Series |, Vo. 48, Pt.
I, Serial 102, p.117QRs Series |, Vol. 49, Pt, II. Serial No. 104, p. 834
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he journeyed to Jackson during the summer of 1865 to sign the Oath of Allegiance. #As he sa
on a low wall next to the capital building a USCT band came blaring up the stra@etnggj
in his humiliation, or at least he felt that wiy.

The exodus of white troops from the south and the army shortly after hostilities
ceased left black troops as masters over the region as the enforcemehtretd.S.
government’s early reconstruction efforts. As the protectors of U.S. govetroffieials,
freedmen, northern businessmen, and dissident white southerners, the black troops moved
into the interior of Louisiana and Mississippi where they encountered white soush&haer
had not yet learned the meaning of surrender and refused to do so. Within four days of
surrendering his forces at Citronelle, Alabama, in early May 1865, Genehar&itaylor
complained to General Canby about black troops garrisoning towns in southernippgsiss
to which Canby replied, “he was instructed to make this selection from theigaptined of
his troops, and place them under charge of intelligent and discreet officers.” | Savaure
offered his opinion on southern hostility toward blacks, “They are so exasperated by the
success of the Yankees whom they though they were going to whip so beautifutheyhat
have not any way to vent their spleen but upon poor darkey.” Samuel Denham Barnes,
serving in a USCT unit stationed at Davis Bend, Mississippi, had a memorablesabiove
with a former Confederate captain who proclaimed that “he always had ownedasidves
always would.” Barnes wrote in his diary, “This seems to be quite a gepanadn among

the more ignorant or headstrong class.”

'%Benjamin Mills to Father, May 6, 1865, Caleb Mitapers; Samuel Swain to Dear Brother George,
June 11, 1865, Samuel Glyde Swain Pafgosithern Cultivato(Augusta), February 1867; Benjamin Grubb
Humphreys Memoir, Benjamin Grubb Humphreys Papédississippi Department of Archives and History,
Jackson.

" OR’s, Series I, Vol. 49, Pt. I, Serial No. 104 673; Swain to Dear Brother Georgia; July 26, 1865
Samuel Denham Barnes Papers, Diary, July 4, 1865.
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Perhaps just as disheartening, the newly restored Mississippi civil goxarbegan
attacking the black troops. In Brookhaven, a USCT officer had his men forerhbyve a
verbally abusive civilian from his office. The man, in turn, went to the local naigiand
swore out a warrant on the officer for assault and battery. The local stargfvath a
posse of militia (usually comprised of former Confederate soldiersjtad the officer and
put him jail. This infuriated the enlisted men of the Fifty-eighth USCT, who wdatgo
break him out of jail immediately, but their officers restrained them longgh for General
Peter Osterhaus to issue an order for them to lawfully release theindagtajail, which
they did, replacing him in the cell with the offending sheriff. State officiafglemned the
army, shedding crocodile tears and bewailing the shredding of the constilLaien.that
summer, Governor Humphreys called for the removal of the USCT, arguing that “Ne peopl
can relish being kept in order by armed forces made up of their former bondmenctife fa
they hate n-----r soldiers and freedmen’s bureaus...Everyone is afragregdgho soldiers--
they crowd everybody off the sidewalks, and shoot and kill us, and protect the freedmen in
their indolence and acts of crime.” A similar event occurred in Canton whenutivdréies
accused a black soldier of stealing cotton and arrested him. He could not post baiednd fa
the prospect of sitting in jail until his case went to trial. Upon hearing about his
incarceration, his brother soldiers marched on the jail, demanding his relétmssyavould
tear down the jail.” For people who had recently partaken in a bloody rebelliosaitye
United States, the citizens of Canton screamed loudly over the “high-handed outdage on t

majesty of the law?®

®New York TimesFebruary 24, 1866; Edwin L. HobaBiemi-history of a boy-veteran of the Twenty-
eighth Regiment lllinois Infantry Volunteer, in &Bk Regimenfn. p. 1909)28; Canton Semi-Weekly Citizen
November 5, 1865;
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Civilian resistance to black occupation troops did not stop with civil actions. The
reconstitution of the militia system shortly after the surrender had nomthmose than to
intimidate black civilians and continue the war by other means against black trodps. |
face of such armed hostility, black soldiers took their lives into their own hands by
journeying out alone, or in small squads. In downtown Summit, Mississippi, in broad
daylight, two white men halted a member of the Sixty-sixth USCT, “cut offdaslauttons
and the fastenings for shoulder-scales, and gave him an hour to leave townté Rrilge
Norman of the Fiftieth USCT met his end near Raymond, Mississippi, when a squad of
militiamen stopped him and demanded “his authority for being away from sy’

He allegedly pulled out a pistol and said “This is my pass.” A militia offloen tried to

arrest him, resulting in a gun battle in which they killed the black soldierankmady 1866,
Samuel Swain noted, “Anyone who thinks that the war really ended should go through the
country between the Yazoo and Mississippi Rivers. The southern people are detesmined t
drive northern people out of the countfy.”

Swain saw the USCT as the solution to the militias and outlaw gangs rodmaing
region. “If ten or fifteen thousand black troops could be distributed through the state and kept
upon them until they were so sick of military that they would be glad to keep order in the
country themselves. 1 think it would be a lasting blessing to these peoplednienre@
Mississippi certainly would have found it a blessing; the mere sight of black trboasia
transports brought raucous black crowds from their dwellings along the Gheexing so

loudly that Benjamin Mills thought “some of them would burst their throats.” The soldiers

George Bailey Memoir, p. 23, 24, George E. BailapétsReport of the Joint Committee on
Reconstruction of the First Session Thirty-Nintm@ess, Arkansas - Georgia - Mississippi — Alabama,
(Government Printing Office, Washington, 1866) 146~ The Weekly Standaféort Gibson), January 6,
1866; Samuel Swain to Brother Chester, Januar3@6,1Samuel Glyde Swain Papers.
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“returned it with interest.” But the shouting did not last long, for within a year,ttiree
year enlistments concluded, most of the USCT regiments mustered out, leaviadgetioé s
Mississippi in the hands of small regular army detachments. Brazen, dfesignificant
numbers of Federal troops in the region, resentful white southerners became een mor
contemptuous of the rule of law and freedmen'’s rights after the USCT mustered out,
ultimately ushering in the redeemers and the end of Reconstréttion.

Near the end of their service, several white officers explained thiastitis they
gained from serving in black regiments. Swain wrote, “there is a duty to benpedfdry
somebody for the benefit of the colored race.” Benjamin Mills told hisrdthleey will be
among the best of citizens who will be prepared to maintain their rights both wybrnlend
sword.” George Bailey, still clinging to the N-word in his correspondemotew’l shall
never be sorry for what | have done to make niger soldiers. | am proud to thinkahat | ¢
boast of being one among the few that has been engaged in the work.” Though written late
1863, when the USCT still remained a noble experiment, seeing into the future, General
Hawkins told a friend:

"My dear friend you are a reading man and among other books you read historyyauon’t
come down here where we are making history and see with your own eyes whstottenhi
of fifty years hence, had he a chance, would cross the ocean to see. | wilcshawew

wonder and a new people, and perhaps the best colored troops in the UnitedStates.”

% ibid.; Swain to Dear Brother George, Septemberl865, Samuel Glyde Swain Papers; Benjamin
Mills to Father and Mother, June 4, 1865, Caledsvilapers.
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Perhaps he was bragging, perhaps a bit grandiloquent in his predictions, and perhaps
a bit too glowing in his estimation of the troops. Hawkins may have gotten caughtep in t
emotion of the glorious task at hand: to show the rest of the nation that black troops could
perform as well as white. But then again, maybe he was not bragging, waqogr&l or
prematurely polishing bronze laurels, for in the span of their three yearvigeséhe men
who enlisted in the USCT went from mastered to masters.

Most came to the army as products of Mississippi Valley plantation slavery, a
controlling institution. As opposed to a total institution, the plantation slavery of the
Mississippi Valley was conducted by white masters who had limits to themot@ume
legal and most practical. Most slaves in the region, on all but the harshest ofgiantsd
a certain amount of free time they could call their own after completiag ardveek’s
worth of work. In that spare time, they could socialize on the plantation, or journey into one
of the local towns to engage in some commerce on a Sunday if their masters provided them
with a pass. Their daily labors followed the growth cycle of cotton, with downtime in the
winter months for less demanding chores and a certain amount of leisure. Mosisiave
recognized that their livelihoods rested on the general welfare of theelchat rather than
use them up and toss them aside like so many living, breathing, disposable tools, tingy trea
them in such a manner as to maintain or increase the value of their investment. But no one
should mistake the institution as benign. It destroyed families, moral dibeiives,
crippling an entire race of people for generations, some claim even to the .p&iseet
committing serious crimes often faced draconian consequences, particuthdycase of the
Second Creek conspiracy in Natchez at the beginning of the Civil War, where the nabobs o

Natchez exacted the ultimate penalty for what they considered the ultrmag mutiny.
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Lesser crimes resulted in corporal punishment, from routine spankings for lslaverg to
the extreme case in which the Blount Steward, in a fit of blind rage, took a hamnaari¢éd D
Timms'’s head.

Abraham Lincoln promised emancipation; the Union army made it reality, tiifigpra
thousands of slaves as well as providing a haven for the multitudes more, who running the
swamps at night with children in their arms and friends in tow, eluded baying hounds to
make their way to the occupied towns along the river. There they found not the freedom they
envisioned, but chaos. The Union army had no experience in nation building, that is taking
predemocratic people and helping them to establish their own democratic orstitlet
alone providing the basic necessities of life: bread, water, and shelter. Aaldtamns had
to suffice for the thousands of black men, women, and children, who by escaping slavery
redefined themselves in the eyes of the law—no longer slaves, servants, or contrabands
became freedmen. Their first lesson in freedom was that it was not free taphareally
speaking in some grand definition for school children, but in a very practical sens¢éhwhe
United States government had no intention of giving away food, shelter, and water without
some kind of accounting. Thus, the government intended that the freedmen earn their keep
until the army could pacify the region enough for them to return to the fields, astirands
on a plantation or small yeoman farmers on their own land.

Many opted for the army, unwittingly exchanging one controlling institution for
another. As envisioned by many of the Union generals, uniformed black men would operate
in a support role, replacing white men in the mundane manual tasks that keep armigs movin
forward so that more white soldiers could shoulder a rifle in the field. Like theeathe

army demanded hard labor and obedience. Failure to provide either often resulted in
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corporal and sometimes capital punishment. Although Hawkins tried to impose linties on t
more humiliating forms of corporal punishment in his command, such as bucking and
gagging, men who ran afoul of the regulations often received judicial punishmentsral se
months of hard labor without pay, especially in Natchez where Fort McPherson consumed
black labor at a rate comparable to that to any plantation in the region. Givemyte ar
poor record at paying troops in the region in a timely manner, it must have seeged ve
much like slavery to the black men, except that when they were slaves, their @dsrhadt
not required them to lay down their lives on any given day. In regard to life, like the
planters, the army too could require the ultimate penalty, such as in the casmofitieers
in Vicksburg, and the several murder cases that transpired during the occupatigarspPI
however, likely would not have resorted to execution for the type of protest engaged in by
the men of the Forty-ninth USCT.

Here, the comparison breaks down, for though the army and slavery share many
similarities in regard to labor and punishment, they diverge in terms of impactos lrla
the region. Slavery was a negative controlling institution, intended to exdraaich profit
out of the labor of blacks as possible. The army was a positive controlling institution that
served to elevate the freedmen who enlisted. As in the case of the Shepard countyof inqui
the army recognized black men and women in the eyes of the law, allowing therfyto test
against whites in a court of law, a right denied to them in the South. In doing this the army
conferred legal personhood upon them, recognizing them as something more than mere
property or contraband. Black soldiers could also testify on their on behalisrayainst
white Union officers, with success. Legal avenues existed for the expressigvahges

and for redress, something that did not exist on the plantations. Some years befare the
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in Natchez, the white murderers of a free black barber in Natchez escapmesdjasause the
black witnesses could not testify in court.

In addition to conferring rights on black soldiers, the army also sought to uplift the
entire black community through chaplains. Initially tasked to take care ohthet
contrabands that seemed to trail every Union army that marched through the southern
countryside, the chaplains quickly became the liaisons between northern pbganthr
organizations and the army. These great unsung heroes of the Civil War coordinfted rel
shipments, personnel assignments, organized schools, and helped establish hospitals.
Ultimately, and as many chaplains and higher ranking USCT officers lablienigary
service fostered a democratic spirit in the soldiers, preparing thentizenship after the
war.

Through the controlling institution of the army, the black soldiers emergedsasrsa
over the region, though not in the actual master-servant sense, but in a genericanémmer
primary enforcement arm of federal policy in the region. The rapid mustering whitef
troops en masse left the USCT and a few white regiments as the solersrdbfederal
policy in the region. Since many black regiments organized in 1863 and 1864 with three
year enlistments, they would have inherited the responsibility anyway hyltdéfa with
caveats. For as much as the ex-Confederates hated black troops, nothing cothé erase
accomplishments of the black soldiers, particularly Hawkins’'s men. They ¢exdltfze
Confederates in three significant battles: Milliken’s Bend, Yazoo City, andBkakely, and
defeated them in every case. When the Union absolutely needed the destruction of the
railroad bridge at Vaughan's Station, the Third USCC delivered. In the essisirmishes

that took place in the countryside between Vicksburg and Natchez, the USEa gakd
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accounting of themselves. As a result, when the war ended the Rebels could not st fing
at the black troops and call them unworthy representatives of federal authoraty,tfer
field of battle the black men had proven themselves equal to, if not superior to, white

southerners in bravery and skill.
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Historians have long debated the degree to which the Civil War transformedethe |
of African-Americans. No African-Americans were more powerfullywdranto the vortex
of the Civil War’s rapidly changing circumstances that those formssistiippi slaves who
became members of the United States Colored Troops (USCT). This dissertaiesthat
the freedmen who joined USCT in the Middle Mississippi Valley cast asidepthatation
masters for a new master in the form of the U.S. Army, but subsequently beeateesm
themselves as they gained experience, only to lose their status after dreledr

When General Ulysses S. Grant began his final campaign for Vicksburgsdipgsi
thousands of slaves fled their masters and attached themselves to his i@sidenP
Lincoln saw the Freedmen as a resource that could help turn the tide of the war, and
dispatched Adjutant General Lorenzo Thomas to the Mississippi Valley totheeedmen
into the army.

For the former freedmen, military life was not much different fromesigvfor they
had exchanged one controlling institution for another, spending long hours drillingnéprag

and building fortifications. Furthermore, as on the plantations, they could suffer corporal



punishment, or even death, for misdeeds. Yet, as they gained experience and confidence,
they emerged from their garrisons to conduct raids and patrols, and most imyontsntl
victories, thus exercising mastership over the Middle Mississippi Valley

Their supremacy was short lived, for the conclusion of the war brought mamgrfor
Confederates home. Defeated, but unbroken, ex-Confederates immediately beggn wagi
war, political and real, against the USCT. In the end, the men of the USCT mustened out a

returned to work in the fields, returning mastery to their former owners.



