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Over the course of the Civil War, the 
four million people of African descent  
in the United States rallied around the 
Union flag in the cause of freedom.
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From the towns and cities of the North, 
to the cotton and tobacco fields of the 
South, approximately 200,000 enlisted 
in the Grand Army of the Republic to 
destroy the Confederacy. 
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African Americans served as soldiers, spies, 
nurses, and recruiters.  Enduring unequal 
treatment, massacres, and riots, they 
pursued the quest for freedom and equality.

Their record of service speaks for itself.
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In honor of the efforts of the African 
Americans who were denied 
freedom, we reflect on the value of 
their contributions to the nation.
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"Once let the black man get upon his person 
the brass letter, U.S.,  let him get an eagle on 
his button, and a musket on his shoulder and 
bullets in his pocket, there is no power on 
earth that can deny that he has earned the right 
to citizenship.“

Frederick Douglass
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Black soldiers faced discrimination from the 
beginning, serving under White officers and in 
segregated units. 

There was hostility, and even violence, perpetrated 
by Whites. 

Black soldiers were paid less and were often  not as 
well armed as their White counterparts.  Instead of 
guns some were armed with picks and axes.



The Bureau of Colored Troops was established 
by the War Department in 1863.

Enlistment  of Black men in the Union Army 
was crucial to both the perception of the Black 
man as a “soldier” and the outcome of the war.

Once Black men were 
accepted as soldiers, the 
Civil War was no longer 
the “White man’s war.”



Born into slavery, Robert Smalls was forced to 
serve in the Confederate Navy.  He took command 
of a ship and delivered it to Union forces, became a 
pilot in the U.S. Navy, and became the highest 
ranking Black officer in the Union Army.
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In 1862, former slaves were recruited and 
organized into volunteer combat units, beginning 
with General David Hunter and the 1st Carolina 
Volunteers. 

The organization of these volunteer units 
illustrated the eagerness Black men had to not 
only participate in the war efforts, but to fight for 
their freedom.



Susie King Taylor, raised a slave in Georgia, 
would become the first Black Civil War nurse.

In April of 1861, Major General Hunter assaulted 
Fort Pulaski and freed all the slaves in the area, 
including King. 

When Union officers raised the 1st South Carolina 
Volunteers (an all-Black unit), King signed on as 
laundress and nurse. Able to read and write, she 
also founded a school for Black children and 
soldiers. 



Susie King was never paid for her service.

She said, “I was very happy to know my efforts 
were successful in camp, and also felt grateful for 
the appreciation of my service. I gave my services 
willingly for four years and three months without 
receiving a dollar. I was glad, however, to be 
allowed to go with the regiment,
to care for the sick and afflicted 
comrades.”
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For his act of heroism at Fort Wagner, 
Carney was awarded the highest military 
honor: the Congressional Medal of Honor.
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He was the first African American to receive 
this award. Upon his death in 1908, the flag 
at the Massachusetts state house was flown 
half-staff in his remembrance, an honor 
reserved for deceased governor, senator, 
congressman or U.S. President. 
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By the Civil War’s end, 16 Black soldiers had 
been awarded the Medal of Honor for their valor.
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By the end of the Civil War, approximately 179,000 
Black men (10% of the Union Army) had served in 
the Army, and 19,000 in the Navy. 

Nearly 40,000 Black soldiers died over the course of 
the war—30,000 of infection or disease. 

There were nearly 80 Black commissioned officers. 

Black women, who could not formally join the 
Army, nonetheless served as nurses, spies, and 
scouts.



http://www.asalh.org/Annual_National_Black_History_Theme.html
http://www.blackpast.org/?q=aah/carney-william-h-1840-1908

http://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/blacks-civil-war/
http://www.womensmemorial.org/Education/BBH1998.html

http://www.usa-flag-site.org/faq/half-staff.shtml
http://americancivilwar.com/colored/colored_troops.html

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part4/4p2967.html
http://americancivilwar.com/colored/histofcoloredtroops.html
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