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At the onset of the Civil War, both the Union and the Confederate Armies were reluctant to arm African 
Americans. Both governing military hierarchies were operating under the Militia Law of 1792 that specifically 
banned black enlistment. But both governing military powers changed their policies during the four years of the 
war. In August 1862, Congress pushed ahead with a Second Confiscation Act in concert with an amended Militia 
Act that emancipated slaves who were able to labor for the Union forces, and allowed for people of African 
descent to be mobilized into any branch of the military where they were deemed competent. Regiments of black 
soldiers also began to organize, with white officers in command. Colonel Thomas Wentworth Higginson (white 
officer) served as the commanding officer of the all-black 1st South Carolina Volunteers regiment. In this segment 
of his diary, he details the characteristics of black soldiers. 
 
December 2, 1862.  
 
I believe I have not yet enumerated the probable drawbacks to the success of this regiment, if any. We are exposed 
to no direct annoyance from the white regiments, being out of their way; and we have as yet no discomforts or 
privations which we do not share with them. I do not as yet see the slightest obstacle, in the nature of the blacks, to 
making them good soldiers, but rather the contrary. They take readily to drill, and do not object to discipline; they 
are not especially dull or inattentive; they seem fully to understand the importance of the contest, and of their 
share in it. They show no jealousy or suspicion towards their officers.  
 
They do show these feelings, however, towards the Government itself; and no one can wonder. Here lies the 
drawback to rapid recruiting. Were this a wholly new regiment, it would have been full to overflowing, I am 
satisfied, ere now. The trouble is in the legacy of bitter distrust bequeathed by the abortive regiment of General 
Hunter, into which they were driven like cattle, kept for several months in camp, and then turned off without a 
shilling, by order of the War Department. The formation of that regiment was, on the whole, a great injury to this 
one; and the men who came from it, though the best soldiers we have in other respects, are the least sanguine and 
cheerful; while those who now refuse to enlist have a great influence in deterring others. Our soldiers are 
constantly twitted by their families and friends with their prospect of risking their lives in the service, and being 
paid nothing; and it is in vain that we read them the instructions of the Secretary of War to General Saxton, 
promising them the full pay of soldiers. They only half believe it.* 
 
Another drawback is that some of the white soldiers delight in frightening the women on the plantations with 
doleful tales of plans for putting us in the front rank in all battles, and such silly talk,—the object being, perhaps, to 
prevent our being employed on active service at all. All these considerations they feel precisely as white men would, 
—no less, no more; and it is the comparative freedom from such unfavorable influences Florida men seem more 
bold and manly, as they undoubted do. Today General Saxton has returned from Fernandina with seventy-six 
recruits, and the eagerness of the captains to secure them was a sigh to see. Yet they cannot deny that some of the 
very best men in the regiment are South Carolinians.  
 
* [post script] With what utter humiliation were we, their officers, obliged to confess to them, eighteen months 
afterwards, that it was their distrust which was wise, and our faith in the pledges of the United States Government 
which was foolishness!  
 
Source: Thomas Wentworth Higginson, Army Life in a Black Regiment (Boston: Fields, Osgood & Co., 1869), 15–16. 
 


