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The principal problem in the employment of Negro Americans as soldiers in World War II was that the civilian
backgrounds of Negroes made them generally less well prepared than white Americans to become soldiers or leaders of
men.

Edmund Kirby Smith to send troops to break up that supply line. Unknown to either Smith or Davis, Grant
had recently shifted his supply lines to the east bank of the Mississippi above Vicksburg. Richard Taylor to
mount this attack. Taylor objected, citing the marshy nature of the terrain and the uncertainty that the supply
line still existed. About three miles from Richmond, Lieb encountered enemy troops at the Tallulah railroad
depot and drove them back but then retired, fearing that many more Confederates might be near. While
retiring, a squad of Union cavalry appeared, fleeing from a force of Rebels. Lieb got his men into battle line
and helped disperse the pursuing enemy. The 23rd Iowa Infantry and two gunboats came to his assistance.
Walker proceeded east from Richmond at 7 p. Here, he split his command. Leaving one brigade in reserve at
Oaklawn, he sent one brigade under the command of Brig. They continued their movement towards the Union
left flank. The Federal forces fired some volleys that caused the Rebel line to pause momentarily, but the
Texans soon pushed on to the levee where they received orders to charge. In spite of receiving more volleys,
the Rebels came on, and hand-to-hand combat ensued. In this intense fighting, the Confederates succeeded in
flanking the Union force and caused tremendous casualties with enfilade fire. About that time Union gunboats
Choctaw and Lexington appeared and fired on the Rebels. The Confederates continued firing and began
extending to their right to envelop the Federals but failed in their objective. Fighting continued until noon
when the Confederates withdrew. The Union pursued, firing many volleys, and the gunboats pounded the
Confederates as they retreated to Walnut Bayou. Aftermath[ edit ] The Confederate attempt to help lift the
Siege of Vicksburg had failed. Grant praised the performance of black U. Even Confederate commander
Henry McCulloch said the former slaves fought with "considerably obstinacy. Secretary of War Edwin M.
Stanton also praised the performance of black U. He stated that their competent performance in the battle
proved wrong those who had opposed their service: Many persons believed, or pretended to believe, and
confidently asserted, that freed slaves would not make good soldiers; they would lack courage, and could not
be subjected to military discipline. Facts have shown how groundless were these apprehensions.
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Background[ edit ] By the summer of , African American involvement in the Civil War was the center of a
nationwide debate. War Department had refused to accept black army volunteers since the start of the war,
Union members were beginning to consider the benefits of having their support. The 37th Congress neither
leaned heavily towards the enrollment of black volunteers, nor towards their continued blockage. Therefore,
those of the 37th Congress in support of black combatants were proposing one of the most important
developments of the war. Observing the racial discrimination and strong opposition among ranks of military
officers, Congress began to fear that black involvement would only prolong the war. But, in great
contradiction, the overwhelming argument from those in support of black involvement was that at this point in
the war, the contribution of more soldiers was extremely advantageous to the Army of the Potomac ,
regardless of their skin color. Justifying the use of black soldiers as a war necessity, the issued Militia Act of
established the legality of black soldiers. Precedent and Constitutional authority[ edit ] Under the Constitution
, Congress was given the power to determine the makeup of militias. Carlile from Virginia, who said in a July,
Congressional debate: Furthermore, if Congress chose to, it could confiscate Confederate slaves for war
efforts [10] When assigned to the position of War Department Solicitor in November , Attorney William
Whiting confirmed in his detailed examination War Powers Under the Constitution of the United States, that
"Congress may interfere with slavery by calling upon the slaves, as subjects, to enter the military service.
Legislative history[ edit ] Attitude of Congress[ edit ] The 37th Congress neither leaned heavily towards the
enrollment of black volunteers, nor towards their continued blockage. Throughout their time as slaves, blacks
had proven themselves capable of household chores. If they were to convince their counterparts of the benefits
to using black soldiers during the Second Session of , blacks would be involved in combat and labor positions
for the first time since Furthermore, they would be bestowing an opportunity for slaves everywhere to prove
themselves worthy of respect and equality on the battlefield. Given the opportunity to alter the status of many
African Americans, a few members of Congress feared that the next militia act would change the purpose of
the war. Hale of New Hampshire voiced on July 9 at a Congressional session, "This war ought to be carried on
without any regard at all to the subject of slavery or slaves. It out to preserve a free government for free
people. Guelzo finds that because slavery encourages "submission, it encourages docility, and it encourages
stupidity"- all characteristics that soldiers must not possess, several officers believed that former slaves would
be poor soldiers, particularly in battle. Democratic Senator of Missouri John B. Henderson asserted that
because white soldiers do not "want to fight by side with the nigger", "[t]he rebellion will never end if they are
used. I do not believe they will help you any. Seconding his fellow Senator, Republican James W. Grimes of
Iowa, who wished to see blacks fighting, regretfully informed those at the Congressional debate, "I believe for
that every good soldier you would get among them, you will lose a white man, who will be driven off by his
prejudices. Meanwhile, the overwhelming argument from those in support of black involvement, contradictory
to those who believed in black inadequacy, was that at this point in the war, the contribution of more soldiers
was extremely advantageous to the Army of the Potomac, regardless of their skin color. In the spring of , the
Potomac Army "had suffered a series of military defeats, which struck a sharp blow at Northern morale. The
majority was not employed even though the Union commanders knew from working with refugees on supply
lines and personal service since how the potential burden of refugees and former slaves could be turned into an
asset. In the South rebels fight side by side with them. In the South the Negroes do the labors of the camp.
They do all the hard work. Why shall we not avail ourselves of their serviced to perform the same class of
duties for us? John David Smith contends, "as the war dragged on, Lincoln and most white Northerners slowly
came to the same conclusion" that "Americans of African descent would become an invaluable resource. Civil
War historian James M. McPherson confirms in one of his books, Battle Cry of Freedom , "Helping blacks to
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earn citizenship was not the main motive for the push of their enrollment in the upcoming bill. By the 9th,
Republican Grimes proposed the militia act to read: Responding with great support from Sherman and
Saulsbury, King offered the following corrections: The president can receive into service, "for the purpose of
constructing entrenchments, or performing camp service, or any other labor, or any war service for which they
may be found competent, persons of African descent. Yet, at the same time, it did not limit blacks to menial
labors or restrict them to stay off the battlefield. Unequal pay[ edit ] Pay for African American recruits was an
insignificant issue in Congress. It appeared as an issue of discussion only three times during the course of July
9 to July Although by July 14, the bill stated: Indeed, the 37th Congress had only focused on African
American employment as laborers during the start of their Second Session. Then, "there were some people
who wanted black soldiers only to serve in a supporting role" who, like Democratic Senator Davis, were able
to voice their opinion. Yet the framers of the act did not assume that blacks would only help out as laborers.
Research into the Congressional Globe proves this argument true in its entirety. After combing through the
political document, Solicitor Whiting confirmed: Fulfilling its purpose to override the Militia Act of , it was
"[a]n Act to amend the Act calling forth the militia to execute the laws of the Union, suppress insurrection,
and rebel invasions, approved February 28, ", and a "Proposed Reorganization of State Troops. Section 13
outlined this when "any man or boy of African descent" who "shall render such service as is provided for in
this act, he, his mother and his wife and children, shall forever thereafter be free. Confiscation Act of
Alongside the Militia Act, the Confiscation Act of issued on July 17 declared all slaves belonging to a rebel
were free. Given the power to confiscate slaves, Congress proclaimed: Indeed, "the participation of the black
soldier was perhaps the most revolutionary feature of the Civil War. Congress had finally settled the question
"whether the United States shall employ the labor of a race of men whose interests, whose sympathies, whose
whole hearts are with the loyal people of the United States in suppressing this rebellion. Blight , too, believes
that "throughout the summer of , events rapidly made northern public opinion more favorable to the use of
black troops. With the establishment of unequal pay in the Militia Act, a contradiction formed between the
opportunity for African-Americans to earn equal rights and the degrading offer of lessened pay. Yet whether
Congress was right to assume that the North could not have won the war as soon as it did- or at all- without
black assistance is still up for discussion. Open Chaplaincy[ edit ] Section 8 eliminated the requirement that
chaplains be Christian by changing "of some Christian denomination" to "of some religious denomination.
Provisions[ edit ] CHAP. And be it further enacted, That the President be, and he is hereby, authorized to
receive into the service of the United States, for the purpose of constructing intrenchments, or performing
camp service or any other labor, or any military or naval service for which they may be found competent,
persons of African descent, and such persons shall be enrolled and organized under such regulations, not
inconsistent with the Constitution and laws, as the President may prescribe. And be it further enacted, That
when any man or boy of African descent, who by the laws of any State shall owe service or labor to any
person who, during the present rebellion, has levied war or has borne arms against the United States, or
adhered to their enemies by giving them aid and comfort, shall render any such service as is provided for in
this act, he, his mother and his wife and children, shall forever thereafter be free, any law, usage, or custom
whatsoever to the contrary notwithstanding: Provided, That the mother, wife and children of such man or boy
of African descent shall not be made free by the operation of this act except where such mother, wife or
children owe service or labor to some person who, during the present rebellion, has borne arms against the
United States or adhered to their enemies by giving them aid and comfort. And be it further enacted, That the
expenses incurred to carry this act into effect shall be paid out of the general appropriation for the army and
volunteers. And be it further enacted, That all persons who have been or shall be hereafter enrolled in the
service of the United States under this act shall receive the pay and rations now allowed by law to soldiers,
according to their respective grades: Provided, That persons of African descent, who under this law shall be
employed, shall receive ten dollars per month and one ration, three dollars of which monthly pay may be in
clothing.
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