Delaware and the Colored Troops, USCT

      Over the course of the civil war, Delaware was the only state on the Delmarva

      Peninsula to remain loyal to the Union.  Maryland and Virginia were both confederate

      states.  In 1860 Delaware’s governor, William Cannon, wrote to remind the state’s

      delegation in Washington D.C. that, “Delaware was the first state to enter into this

      union and would surely be the last to leave it.”  It was not until after all the political

      overtures for peace proved ineffectual, and the Civil War started, that Delaware

      became divided between the needs of the slaveholders, and its loyalty to the Union

      cause.  This divisiveness, however, was only superficial and Delaware never left the

      Union.    

      Delaware began to raise Union regiments as early as 1861.  At that time, many free

      blacks in New Castle, Kent and Sussex Counties wanted to fight; but Federal policy

      prohibited black enlistment. 

      In 1862, federal policy changed and this allowed blacks to join the Union Army.  

      Shortly afterwards, the Federal Government established recruitment posts in

      Wilmington, Smyrna and Georgetown.  Despite this, Delaware’s Secretary of State

      W. Smithers prevented USCT regiments from forming within the state.  Instead,

      black soldiers from Delaware were assigned to regiments in Pennsylvania.   

      All free black men in Delaware were encouraged to enlist in the Union army. 

      Delaware Historian William Williams notes that after blacks were allowed to enlist in

      Delaware, “blacks represented 8% of all of the state’s soldiers who fought for the

      North.  More than 300 [of these] blacks enlisted in the Navy.  While some of these

      soldiers and sailors were fugitives from slavery, most were free.  In the first few

      days of 1864, eight black army recruits from Lewes arrived in Georgetown.  They

      were so happy to be fighting for the Union, that their inner feelings gave way to

      shouts and hallelujahs, which were sung at the top of their voices as they rode

      through town in their wagons.”   

      Being a fugitive or free, however, were not the only routes to enlistment.  In

      Delaware, a slaveholder could sell his slaves to the Army to avoid the draft for

      himself or his children.   For example, Coard Warrington, a slave holder from

      Milton, in Broad Creek hundred, sold one of his slaves, Jacob A. Lingo to the United

      States army in remittance of $300.00.   You can view his sale contact and enlistment

      forms here.     

      It is interesting to note than when Jacob Lingo left the army in 1867, after paying for

      his uniform and other equipment, he still owed the United States Government

      $300.00.     

      Even though mortality rates were almost double that of white soldiers in some areas,

      over two thousand black Delawareans enlisted.  The inequalities in pay, and duty

      may have contributed to the low enlistment rates at the beginning of the war, but by

      1865 USCT enlistment swelled to over 123,156.  By the war’s end, over 187,000

      USCT’s had enlisted.  This even though one-third of them were killed in combat, or

      in prison camps; it is estimated that 68,200 USCT’s were casualties in battle, and at

      least another 2,800 were casualties in prison camps and or died of wounds.   

      Most of the black troops from Delaware joined the 22nd USCT regular infantry, the

      25th, the 45th, the 8th, and the 24th.   They were all infantry soldiers, and were all

      stationed together, at least initially, at Fort William Penn in Philadelphia.  Along the

      East Coast, USCT units were frequently brought together to fight, or guard

      strategically important locations.   Most, USCT troops were eventually brought

      together at Petersburg.   

      The 22nd regiment infantry USCT was organized between January 10, and January

      29, 1864 at Fort William Penn in Pennsylvania.  They were transported and worked

      on fortifications at Yorktown, Virginia on January 30th.   One month later they were

      officially attached to the US forces stationed at Yorktown and to the war department

      of Virginia and North Carolina.  Between February 9th and 12th they took part in an

      expedition into King and Queens County.   In April, they were reassigned to the 18th

      Corps Army of the James South, along the James River.   There they guarded

      transport routes at and around Wilson’s Wharf.  While there, they were assigned to

      help build earthworks and construct the battle preparations at Fort Powhatan.   On

      May 21st, they saw their first real battle, when they took part in the attack on

      Powhatan.   Following their valiant efforts, they were assigned to Petersburg on

      June 15th.   From June 15, 1864 until April 2, 1865 the 22nd took part in the siege

      operations in Petersburg.     

      Their story is similar to the 45th Regiment.   The 45th USCT was formed at Fort

      William Penn from June 13th to August 19th, 1864.   Within a week after being

      formed, they were assigned to Washington D.C. There they were attached to

      Casey’s 22nd Division, and served alongside white soldiers.   In September they

      were sent to City Point, to guard the transportation lines that Ulysses S. Grant had

      established there.   On September 28th through the 30th, 1864 they fought their first

      battle at Chaffin’s Farm.   That May, they were assigned to Petersburg through April

      2, 1865.     

      In December 1864, both of these regiments were assigned to the XXV Corps under

      General Geoffrey Weitzel, and became part of the first all black division in US

      history.   At Petersburg, the USCT siege operations, and earthworks were

      instrumental to the overall Union victory.  While the union lost many of the battles

      that took place at Petersburg, they were able to outlast confederate troops whose

      resources were limited. With the secure transportation routes that at City Point, the

      Union held a key strategic point that allowed continuous supply of food, munitions

      and troops.     

      Petersburg is considered by military historians to be one of the most grueling and

      bloody battles of the Civil War. Lasting over ten months, the Petersburg Siege, part

      of what is known as the Overland Campaign, was the longest continuous military

      operation in American history. The USCT’s were allowed to take part in battle with

      white troops.  At Petersburg, trench warfare was used for the first time.  Following

      the Napoleonic maxim that “defense was the best tactical weapon,” trenches and

      earthen walls some twenty feet high were built to protect the Confederates and

      Union Army.  Despite this, at the end of six weeks of fighting over 90,000 men had

      been killed, wounded or disabled.     

      One of the most vicious battles at Petersburg is known as the battle of the Crater.  It

      took place on June 30th, 1864. General Ambrose Burnside, the union commander,

      ordered General Ferrero to have his 4th division place a huge mine underneath a

      portion of an earthen picket line.  Once the mine was in place, the 4th Division could

      detonate it from a secure location.  This would explode a portion of the enemy wall,

      and allow Union troops to rush around the crater, and overwhelm the enemy.       

      The 4th division, however, was pushed off the embankment, and could not reach

      the mine to detonate it.  The situation deteriorated, to reach the mine, troops would

      now have to face heavy enemy fire, detonate it and jump off the embankment before

      it exploded.      

      The mine was detonated July 30th at 4:45AM. Despite the shock it caused, the

      Confederates were able to maintain a strong defensive position around the crater.  

      Instead of rushing around the crater, the Federal troops advanced on the crater and

      were trapped.  The area became a killing field, and most of the soldiers who entered

      were killed.  

      The USCT’s were the last regiments sent into the battle.  They advanced farther

      than any of the other units, but shortly afterwards, a counterattack by the

      Confederate army drove the USCT’s back to their original position.  The troops that

      remained in the crater were captured.  By 1:00 the fighting had ended, and while the

      Union had not advanced on the battlefield, and were tactically defeated by the

      confederates, the battle was proof that the USCT’s could fight just as well as white

      troops.   

      To give you an example of how ferocious the battle was, one writer described

      coming up the walls of the trench as entering the mouth of hell.  The USCT’s

      displayed uncommon valor throughout the battle.  Out of the sixteen medals of

      honor that were award to African-Americans during the Civil War, fifteen were for

      bravery at Petersburg.   

      After this battle, both regiments moved on to Richmond.  In April the 22nd USCT

      infantry was in the trenches surrounding the Richmond, and when the city fell they

      occupied it.  As the confederates escaped, the 45th pursued them to Appamattox. 

      On April 9th, 1865 the 45th met Confederate General Robert E. Lee at the

      Appomattox Court House with Grant’s Army.  There the confederates conceded

      defeat to the Union.     

      One week later, President Abraham Lincoln was assassinated.   

      The war over, the US Army became fearful that USCT’s would start a general slave

      uprising, or incite revolt if they were allowed to return home.  To remedy this, the

      Army sent all of its colored troops to guard the Mexican frontier.   The 22nd was

      assigned to the Rio Grande, and the 45th to Edinburgh.  By November 1865

      conditions were again stable enough to allow the USCT’s to come home.    

      While very little information remains about each Delaware USCT, we have the

      service record of and discharge papers of Private Joseph Maull, from the 45th

      infantry.   We know that he enrolled in the service in May 1864, he was born a slave

      in Georgetown, Delaware.  He was nineteen years old when he enlisted, he stood 5’

      10” tall with a dark complexion; his record indicates that he had, “dark hair, and

      dark eyes.”     

      These men, who fought so hard, and died in droves of tens and thousands at

      Chaffin’s farm and Petersburg, who fought in the bloodiest conflicts of the war to

      preserve our Union and make it whole again, where memorialized in a poem simply

      signed WBH that captures the mixture of esteem and awe that America’s first black

      fighting force inspired. 

                           The Black Regiment

         How the dusky legions, newly clothed with God's eternal right, 

         From out an hundred years of bondage, with it's dark and cheerless

         night;

         How upon the fields of cotton & upon the fields of cane,

         Through the swamps, upon the woodland, on the green & grassy

         plain.

         On the field of Bitter Serfdom, when the master's iron heel

         Crushed their lives in shapeless masses with bonds of woven steel,

         Here they met their old time masters, not as serf or bonded slave,

         But full clothed in freedom's garments, all the storms of war to brave,

         Here they met the midst cannons thunder & contending armies crash,

         And repaid with dripping saber every stroke of cruel lash.

         Here they rode midst smoke of battle, where the carnage greatest

         grew,

         And their war cry grew the louder, though their ranks were growing

         few,

         And they crushed the southern legions as a whirlwind crushes grain,

         For they rode on winds of vengeance - vengeance for their pain.

         And they broke  the ranks asunder, as a sickle cuts the corn,

         For beyond the smoke of battle, where swift lightnings cut the gloom,

         Broke the sun of freedom, shining brightly o'er black slavery's doom,

         For the wheels of God's just vengeance, rolling o'er the earth beneath,

         Ground to dust the haughty Southern - crowned his slave with laurel

         wreath!

         By W.B.H.

This information is from: http://www.sussexcounty.net/historical/index.html

