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So far as this writer has been able to ascertain, no study of the role of the Negro in the United States Navy during the Civil War exists. Occasionally, available literature will yield a line or two indicating some awareness of the, fact that Negroes served in the Union Navy, but that is all.1

This void is explicable not only on the basis of the general and notorious neglect of the Negro that has marked the great body of American historiography until the past generation, but also, on the basis of some quite practical considerations. Among these is to be noted the fact that the primary source for a study of any phase of the history of the Union fleet, namely the Official Records of the Union and Confederate Navies,2 must be read page by page by anyone interested in the Negro, for that subject is not indexed within the individual thirty volumes.

Again, the State which provided the greatest number of men for the Union fleet, Massachusetts, has published, in one and a half volumes, the names of each of her Civil War sailors, but has not distinguished Negro from white.3 Finally, it is to be noted that while Congress, on February 25, 1903, authorized the publication of the complete roster of members of the Union and Confederate Armies, it did not authorize such a roster for the Navies. 4

Still an awareness of the importance that maritime pursuits have always had in the life of the American Negro people might well lead one to expect that the story of his participation on the ships of the Republic in the suppression of the slaveholders' uprising would be of sufficient interest and importance to repay overcoming the cited obstacles.

It is pertinent, at this point, to present, very briefly, some of the evidence establishing the close relationship that has existed from earliest days, between the sea and the Negro.

In the seventeenth century Negroes, free and slave, were widely employed on privateers, trading vessels, and fishing boats,5 while some of the most distinguished figures in Negro history during the following two centuries earned their livelihoods, at some point in their careers, by a maritime occupation.6 Negroes were not uncommon in the Continental and State Navies during the Revolution,7 and they played a conspicuous part in the naval fighting of the War of 1812.8 During that war and for several years thereafter, according to the testimony of a distinguished contempo​rary,  Negroes formed from ten to twenty percent of the crews and Jim Crowism appears to have been notable by its absence. Thus, we learn that, "The white and colored seamen messed together . . . . There seemed to be an entire absence of prejudice against the blacks as messmates among the crew.9

Available evidence makes it clear that in such cities as New York, Philadelphia and New Orleans, and in such states as Connecticut, Virginia, and North Carolina, marine pursuits formed one of the most important types of employment for the Negro throughout the pre‑Civil War period.10 Indicative, too, is the fierce opposition displayed by Northern states, and many Southern merchants as well, to the enactment, following periods of acute slave unrest, of special police and tax regulations for ships carrying Negroes as crew members.11

Two opinions of Attorneys General of the United States are relevant in presenting the seafaring background of the American Negro. In 1821 the collector of customs at Norfolk, Virginia, was faced with the problem of deciding whether or not a free Negro was qualified to command an American merchant vessel in view of the fact that the citizenship of a Negro was questionable. He requested a decision from his chief, the Secretary of the Treasury, who, in turn, asked for an opinion from William Wirt, the Attorney General. The latter decided that, “Upon the whole, I am of the opinion that free persons of color in Virginia are not citizens of the United States, within the intent and meaning of the acts regulating foreign and coasting trade, so as to be qualified to command vessels.” 12

An almost identical case reached the same office over forty years later, but changed times evoked a different opinion. Salmon P. Chase informed Lincoln's Attorney General, Edward Bates, that “the schooner Elizabeth and Margaret, of New Brunswick, is detained by the revenue cutter Tiger, at South Amboy, New Jersey, because commanded by a ‘colored man,’ and so by a person not a citizen of the United States. As colored masters are numerous in our coasting trade [my emphasis‑H. A.] I submit, for your opinion, . . . are colored men citizens of the United States, and therefore competent, according to the acts of Congress to command American vessels?” In this instance the Attorney General was of the opinion13 that free Negroes born in the United States are citizens thereof and “are competent, according to the Acts of Congress, to be mas​ters of vessels engaged in the coasting trade.”

Additional data are available providing information on the Negro in the American Navy during the years from the termination of the war of 1812 to the commencement of the Civil War. Let it be observed, first, that the United States specifically provided for the enlistment of free Negroes in the Navy by an Act of March 3, 1813. The relevant paragraph of this act reads as follows:14

That from and after the termination of the war in which the United States are now engaged with Great Britain, it shall not be lawful to employ on board any of the public or private vessels of the United States any person or persons except citizens of the United States, or persons of colour, natives of the United States.

That Negroes took advantage of this enactment is apparent from the following letter written in 1839 by Acting Secretary of the Navy, Isaac Chauncey, to the Commander of the Boston Naval Office, John Downs:15

Frequent complaint having been made of the number of Blacks and other colored persons entered at some of the recruiting stations, and the consequent undue proportion of such persons transferred to seagoing vessels it is deemed proper to call your attention to the subject and to request that you will direct the recruiting officer at the station under your command, in future, not to enter a greater proportion of free colored persons than five per cent of the whole number of white persons entered by him weekly or monthly, and in no instance and under no circumstances to enter a slave.

The five percent ratio ordered in the above communication appears to have been adhered to generally thereafter. Thus, when, in 1842, Congress, troubled by strained relations with Great Britain, asked the Secretary of the Navy for a report on the number of Negroes ‑ free and Slave - enlisted in the service, he replied that no slaves were enlisted in the Navy, and that since Negroes were not entered separately in the records, precise figures could not be given as to how many of them were in that arm. He went on to say, however, that a naval regulation forbade over one-twentieth part of the crew of any ship to be Negro, and that, “It is believed that the number is generally very far within this proportion.”16

In addition to the fact that Negroes traditionally had followed the sea, and that they had been, for generations, members of the Navy, there were other forces that led many to join those already in this service during the Civil War.

In the first place, of course, Negroes were not allowed to enlist in the Union Army until the latter part of 1862,17 so that the only way free Negroes could get into the fight against the slaveholder was to join the Navy. Secondly, fugitive slaves were enlisted by the Navy many months before the Army allowed any Negroes to join.

This latter action was forced by the fugitives themselves who, from the very start of hostilities, flocked in large numbers to the Federal vessels. Thus, Commander Glisson, of the Mount Vernon, patrolling Virginia waters, informed his superior, in July 1861, that contraband were arriving daily, were refusing to leave, bore valuable information and were capable of performing useful work. He had provided them with rations on his own responsibility but his supplies would soon be exhausted. What was he to do?

Flag‑Officer Stringham, commanding the Atlantic Blockade Squadron, sent these reports to Gideon Welles, Secretary of the Navy, adding his opinion that, “if negroes are to be used in this contest, I have no hesitation in saying they should be used to preserve the Government, and not to destroy it.” He closed by putting the specific question: “These men are destitute; shall I ration them?” and by suggesting, “They may be serviceable on board our storeships.”18
The Naval Secretary replied that while it was not the 19

policy of the Government to invite or encourage this class of desertions ... yet under the circumstances, no other cause than that pursued by Commander Glisson could be adopted without violating every principle of humanity. To return them would be impolitic as well as cruel, and as you remark, “they may be made serviceable on board our storeships,” you will do well to employ them.

The flood‑tide continued and grew, however, and the expedient mentioned by Welles was not enough. In August came report after report of this:20
. . . a small open boat [with five Negroes in it] came alongside mine demanding food and protection . . . discovered an open boat, containing four negroes, with a white flag flying on the staff, and pulling for the ship. I took them on board; found them intelligent; they gave me useful information; and one of them informed me he had been as pilot to the steam tug.... We now have sixteen negroes on board this vessel; who are consuming our provisions and water faster than I think is desirable . . . four fine‑looking negroes, contraband of war have just arrived . . . .

So it came about that on September 20, 1861, the Secretary of the Navy declared:21

The Department finds it necessary to adopt a regulation with respect to the large and increasing number of persons of color, commonly known as contraband, now subsisted at the navy yard and on board ships of war.

These can neither be expelled from the service to which they have resorted, nor can they be maintained unemployed, and it is not proper that they should be compelled to render necessary and regular services without a stated compensation. You are therefore authorized, when their services can be made useful, to enlist them for the naval service, under the same forms and regulations as apply to other enlistments. They will be allowed, however, no higher rating than “boys,” at a compensation of $10 per month and one ration a day.

That these conditions would seem attractive to the Negro as compared to the offers of the Army will appear when note is taken of the actions in this regard, and at about this period, by the headquarters of the Department of Virginia. That Department, in October, 1861, ordered that all contrabands employed as servants by officers or others were to receive their subsistence plus $8 per month ($4 for women), and that all other Negroes “under the protection of the troops,” not employed as servants, were to “be immediately put to work, in either the engineer's or quartermaster's departments.” No wage scale was established for the latter for two weeks, after which it was announced that boys (from 12‑18 years) and infirm men were to receive $5 per month, and able‑bodied men $10 plus rations. The former, however, were to receive for themselves, in actual cash, one dollar a month, the latter two dollars, while the remainder was to revert -‑ if the laborers maintained “good behavior” -‑ to the quartermaster's department to pay for clothing and to help support women, children and the disabled.22
It is no wonder, then, as an official army investigating commission reported in March, 1862, that: 23

A considerable number [of Negroes] have taken service in the navy.... Service in the navy is decidedly popular with them. The navy rates them as boys; they get $10 a month, and are entitled to all the privileges of ships' crews, and besides, have absolute control of the earnings of their own labor, which must operate as a powerful incentive to prefer the sea to the land service, when in the latter only $2 per month is the amount they realize.

The Navy suffered, too, throughout the war from a chronic and serious shortage of manpower. This was due to several factors in addition to the enormous expansion of that arm from a total of seventy‑six vessels in March, 1861, to six hundred and seventy‑one vessels in December, 1860. 24

Among the factors were these: enlistment in the Navy, unlike that in the Army, carried no bounty payment; the draft made men subject to Army, but not to Navy, service; and men serving in the Navy were not‑ credited to their community or state draft quotas, thus creating a serious inhibition against enlistment therein.25 Since Negroes did not receive bounties for Army enlistment (with rare, minor and local exceptions), and were not subject to the draft until the latter part of the war, these regulations adversely affected the readiness of whites to join but not that of Negroes.

These conditions, by accentuating the manpower shortage, forced the Navy to encourage the enlistment of Negroes, and probably accounted for, in part, the relatively favorable conditions facing the Negro in that service. This in turn exerted influence in causing Negroes to seek enlistment in that branch.

Indeed, the Army at the urgent request of the Navy turned over to the latter a considerable number of Negroes. As early as the Summer of 1862 the Secretary of War ordered Major‑General Dix at Fortress Monroe to “turn over to Flag Officer Goldsborough such contrabands as he may select for the naval service,” Twice during the month of January, 1863, Welles appealed to Stanton to let him have up to four thousand physically fit fugitive slaves in the “interests of the public service,” and it is certain that considerable numbers were transferred thereafter from the Army to the Navy. 26
In addition, the Navy made what may be called enlistment landings. Thus, for example, Lt. G. B. Balch, commanding the U.S.S. Pocahontas, reported to Rear‑Admiral Du Pont from Georgetown, South Carolina, on July 24, 1862, that he had gone ashore with the ship Is surgeon where “we had a gathering of the contrabands and Dr. Rhoades proceeded to select such as were fit for the general service, in obedience to your order of the 21st instant. He has selected some ninety....”

Certain it is that many Negroes did enlist in the Union Navy, and while precise figures are not available it is clear that they formed a much larger proportion of the Navy's personnel than they did that of the Army's. The task of approximating the number of Negroes serving in the United States Navy during the Civil War is lightened considerably since it once was tackled by the Superintendent of Naval Records. This event, so fortunate for the historian, occurred because a Congressman from Maine, Charles Edgar Littlefield, was moved -‑ for what precise reason is not known -‑ to write, on March 24, 1902, the following note to John D. Long, Secretary of the Navy: “I respectfully request that you furnish me with the number of colored men who enlisted in the Navy in the war of Rebellion, 1861‑1865, and oblige.”

On the 2nd of April, 1902, the Secretary replied. He informed Mr. Littlefield that his request had been referred to the Bureau of Navigation which reported no information on the subject, but the Superintendent of the Naval War Records Office penned the following interesting and informative response: 28

There are no specific figures found in this office relating to the number of colored men enlisted in the United States Navy 1861‑1865. The total number of enlistments in the Navy from March 4, 1861 to May 1, was 118,044. During the War of 1812 and up to 1860 the proportion of colored men in the ships’ crews varied from one‑fourth to one‑sixth and one‑eighth of the total crew. During the Civil War the Negro was enlisted in the squadrons for one year. In the absence of specific data it is suggested that as several vessels report during the Civil War having a crew of one‑fourth negroes that the actual number of enlistments must have been about one‑fourth of the total number given above, or 29,511.

As a rough check on the estimate just quoted, the muster rolls of three arbitrarily selected Civil War vessels were examined. These were the Ship New Hampshire for June 7, 1864, the Steamer Argosy for December 31, 1863, and the Ram Avenger for October 1, 1864. 29 The results are tabulated below:

                            
Total      
Number of

Ship                  
Crew       
Negroes

New Hampshire
969
242

Argosy
 66
  35
Avenger
 115
  19

Grand totals
1,150
296

Percentage Negroes

26%

It will be observed that this offers a rather remarkable confirmation of the Superintendent's estimate.

Further evidence of a miscellaneous nature shows how ubiquitous and numerous Negro sailors were. Thus, for example, the present writer checked the muster rolls of several vessels in addition to the three already cited and he has yet to find the first vessel having no Negroes among her crew.30
Battle casualty statements, as given in the Reports of the Secretary of the Navy for the Civil War period as well as in the Official Records of the Union and Confederate Navies, when supplemented by checking ‑original muster rolls, reveal that Negroes were killed, captured and wounded in action aboard at least forty‑nine different naval vessels. The first recorded Negro naval casualties were the deaths, in action, of Robert McKinsey and Robert Willinger on January 31, 1862, aboard the Keystone State off Charleston, South Carolina, while the last were the deaths in action of G. D. Andrews and James Glen, aboard the Althea in Mobile Bay on April 12, 1865. 31

On April 30, 1862, the Naval Secretary referred to “the large numbers of persons known as ‘contrabands’ flocking to the protection of the United States flag.” He felt that this afforded “an opportunity to provide in every department of a ship, especially for boat's crews, acclimated labor.” Flag officers were, therefore, “required to obtain the services of these persons for the country by enlisting them freely in the Navy, with their consent,” rating them as “boys,” and paying them from eight to ten dollars per month.32

Specific references to the frequent enlistment and use of contrabands, in addition to those already cited, recur. Thus, Welles ordered Commodore Charles Wilkes, commanding the James River Flotilla, in August, 1:862, to retain his mortar vessels and to “fill up the crews with contrabands.”33  Negroes seem to have been particularly numerous aboard gunboats. Porter told a Lt. Bragg, for example, to fill ‑up the complements of these vessels with contrabands, and occasionally one comes across reports of a gunboat such as the Glide, accidentally lost at Cairo in February, 1863, whose crew of thirty‑eight contained thirty contrabands.34

In October, 1862, Porter informed Welles that four hundred sick crewmen had grievously accentuated his manpower shortage. He had “commenced substituting contrabands for firemen and coal‑heavers, reducing the expenses in that way. I have so far only obtained forty, but have sent down the river to get enough for all the vessels here, and have ordered all commanders to use them hereafter in place of white men.” 35
Porter's action was adopted as a pattern by the Navy Department so that its head ordered Rear‑Admiral Dahgren “to enlist for service in the [South Atlantic Blockade] squadron as many able‑bodied contrabands as you can, especially for firemen and coal‑heavers.”36 At the same time Porter, himself, in a General Order, directed that, “Owing to the increasing sickness in the [Mississippi] squadron, and the scarcity of men” contrabands were to be used “to a greater extent than heretofore.” 37
Somewhat earlier the Navy Department had rescinded the regulation of April 30, 1862, and provided that contrabands might be shipped in an original rank as high as landsman (just above that of first‑class boy), and that they might be promoted to coal‑heavers, firemen, ordinary seaman and seaman, that is, to all ranks short of petty officers.38

An idea of the results of such directives as those from Welles and Porter may be obtained from these words in a letter written by the latter to the Adjutant General of the Army late in 1863: “All our firemen and coal heaver's [sic] are Negroes, they soon learn the business, and are rated and receive pay accordingly, We have now about 814 contrabands performing the duty of coal heavers and firemen, and we have altogether (counting officer's [sic] servants, cooks &c) 1049. . . .” 39

Negroes held all ranks in the Navy, short of petty officer, while not a few occupied the technical position of pilot ‑normally equivalent, in many respects, to that of a commissioned officer.40 It is noteworthy, too, that, though some reservations must be made, there was a relative absence of segregation and discrimination of Negroes in the Civil War Federal fleet. 

The facts concerning positions held by Negro crew members of eight different vessels may be offered as indicative of conditions in this regard. Aboard these eight ships was a total of 364 Negroes of whom 44 were boys, 279 landsmen, 4 cooks, 5 stewards, 18 coal heavers, 1 a 1st class fireman, 1 a 2nd class fireman, 5 ordinary seamen, and 7 seamen ‑‑ a condition of affairs in fair accord with the general numerical proportion of these ratings in the Navy as a whole. 41

Further evidence is offered by the mixed ratings of Negroes killed in action. In the thirty‑seven cases where such ratings are definitely and clearly shown, there were 15 boys, 2 stewards, 1 cook, 10 landsmen, 3 coal‑heavers, 2 ordinary seamen, 2 seamen, and 2 pilots. 42

In September, 1861, as has already been observed, it was ordered that while fugitive slaves might be enlisted, they were not to rank above first class boys. This was amended in December, 1862, so that contrabands might be shipped in ranks up to and including landsman, and might then be promoted, aboard any particular vessel, to the rank of a seaman. Presumably these regulations governed the general practice, but that there were deviations and exceptions is demonstrable.

Thus, as early as January, 1862, a naval commander reported to (then) Flag Officer Du Pont, commanding the South Atlantic Blockade Squadron, that “I presume there will be no irregularity in shipping Isaac (as ordinary seaman), a colored refugee, or contraband, sent from U.S.S. Savannah on board on account of his knowledge of inlets along the coast; he is somewhat intelligent and a quiet man.”43 Again, the log of the U.S.S. Black Hawk for May 14, 1864, shows that two Negroes were then added to its crew, among whom was one “Taylor Cromwell (contraband) seaman,” demonstrating that not all were shipped -- i.e., originally mustered into the crew of a particular vessel ‑‑ as landsman or lower.44
The use of contraband as pilots was certainly not covered by Naval regulations, but it was, quite as certainly, commonly practiced. In 1863 a Rear‑Admiral wrote to the Secretary of the Navy: “I desire to add that I have also made use of the services of certain contraband pilots, and have authorized the payment to them sometimes of $30 and sometimes of $40 per month. May I hope that this course meets with the approval of the Department? They are skillful and competent.”45

Note has already been taken of the two Negro pilots recorded as having been killed in action. One of these, unnamed, piloted the Henry Andrew. He took part in a landing in March, 1862, at New Smyrna, Florida, which ended disastrously with the ambushing and killing of most of the Union force. The Negro, wounded in the foot, was captured and hanged by the Confederate troops. 46 The other Negro pilot who died in action was William Ayler, of the Coeur de Lion. This occurred on April 17, 1863, while the vessel was engaging a Confederate battery in the Nansemond River, Virginia. A shell hit the pilot house, tore away Ayler's left leg, and he expired a half hour later.47
There are several other references to Negro pilots in the Union fleet, though it is not clear that they were, in every case, contrabands. Some of these “employed in our gunboats on our Southern coast and off Nassau,” were said, in the course of “boasting” by a prisoner of the Federals, to have betrayed important information. 48 A Union naval officer in reporting the successful accomplishment of a particular mission credited it, in large part, to information given him by the pilot of the Paul Jones, “a colored man and familiar with the country.”49 When the Curlew was assigned to survey work on the Tennessee River she was provided with two pilots, one white, and one “an old colored pilot.” Of the latter Acting Rear Admiral S. P. Lee remarked “you will please have [him] paid for his services.” Finally, it may be observed that the Dai Ching, sunk by its own commander after being hopelessly disabled by artillery fire on the Combahee River, South Carolina, in January, 1865, was piloted by a Negro, Stephen Small.50
Some remarks and evidence concerning the treatment of Negro members of the Union Navy have already been offered. It is important, however, that this subject be examined in further detail. This writer has seen no evi​dence of any type of discrimination or segregation having been practiced upon the free Negro crewmen other than the fact that none appears to have risen above the rank of seaman, and that from about 1839 on a definite quota of five percent for the Negro seems to have been maintained in recruiting. It appears that Negroes were messed and quartered in common with other sailors, that Negroes were frequently of superior rank to fellow crewmen of white complexion, and that even the records of the Navy Department, until the wholesale enlistment of contrabands, did not distinguish white from black.

With the enlistment of thousands of fugitive slaves a certain amount of discriminatory practice prevailed, but this was very much less sharp than that which generally prevailed in the Army or in Northern ‑- not to speak of Southern -‑ civil society during the mid‑nineteenth century. It is true, as has been shown, that, by regulation, positions open to them were rather severely limited, though, even here, later provisions modified this, and, in any event, the regulations were not strictly enforced. It is also true, and this likewise has been demonstrated, that contrabands were employed, at times, in tasks normally required of men having a higher rating -‑ and receiving higher pay -‑ than that accorded them, and they were used, in disproportionate numbers, in particularly laborious, unhealthy and dangerous work.

Moreover, it is true that certain officers, apparently more prejudiced than others, accentuated what discrimination did exist. David Dixon Porter is a good example of this type. His use of the expression “niggers” and the distinction he drew between “men” and “darkies” in written communications to a superior officer have already been cited.51 Similarly, his instructions that contrabands were to receive no more than $9 per month, issued after the Navy Department had announced the policy of enlisting them with ratings up to landsmen (who were paid $12 per month), and in face of the fact that even first class boys received $10, would seem to have no other explanation than bigotry. 52

Indeed, Porter, in his capacity as commander of the Mississippi. Squadron, issued a General Order instituting Jim Crowism. In July, 1863, he announced that “Owing to the increasing sickness in the squadron, and the scarcity of men, it becomes necessary for the efficiency of the vessels to use the contrabands to a greater extent than heretofore.” He went on to remark that white men, when performing strenuous labor under a Southern sun seemed most prone to disease, and that, therefore, Negroes only were to be used under such conditions, with “every precaution being taken to keep them from being taken sick.” They might be used “to defend the vessels” where a deficiency in the crew required. This policy, it was carefully explained, was “dictated by necessity,” yet it was “believed that in cases of emergency the blacks will make efficient men.” Porter announced that contrabands might be promoted to all ranks except that of petty officers and first class firemen and seamen, the last two exceptions being contrary to Navy Department policy as enunciated by the Secretary eight months earlier.

Moreover, said this remarkable order:

Only clothes enough will be issued to them to make them comfortable until they are out of debt, and in all cases they must be kept distinct from the rest of the crew. They can be stationed at guns when vacancies exist, to pass shots and powder, handle handspikes, at train‑tackles and side‑tackles, pumps, and fire buckets; and can be exercised separately at great guns and small arms.

Porter ended this pronouncement by asserting that Negroes “are not naturally clean” and that, therefore, “great attention will be necessary” on the part of the officers to make and keep them so, and by remarking‑rather late in the game‑that, “The policy of the Government is to use the blacks, and every officer should do his utmost to carry this policy out.” 53

It was this same officer, as a Rear Admiral in command of the North Atlantic Blockade Squadron, who instructed one of his Division commanders, late in November, 1864, to “issue an order to all the vessels of your command not to employ negroes as lookout, as they are not fit to [be] intrusted with such important duty . . . .”54

There is evidence, as might be expected, that other naval officers suffered from similar prejudices and in some cases there seems to have been greater eagerness among them to prevent what were referred to as “Negro excesses” than to defeat the rebels. 55

One Commodore informed a Captain that conditions were in a bad state at Ship Island [Mississippi] for “the niggers have the upper hand” and the “poor whites” were suffering.56  Revealing, too, was the report of one J. S. Watson to Porter to the effect that planters frequently complained to him of the “depredations” of Negroes, “such as killing their beeves and hogs.” He asked what he was “authorized to do in such cases,” though adding that he had “heretofore, when complaints have been made ... taken on board the offenders and punished them by confinement in irons according to offense committed, and when released returned them to the place taken from.” Porter's endorsement approved this procedure, declaring that “when the negroes commit these atrocities you must punish them.” 57 
A year later four Union sailors were actually captured by Confederate forces at Lewisville, South Carolina, while trying to assist a planter “to restore order among the negroes.” 58 Some evidence of an inferential nature bearing upon this same point appears in a “private and confidential” letter from Du Pont to the Assistant Secretary of the Navy in December, 1862, wherein occur these sentences: “I am working in all the contrabands I can. I am fortunate in having [Commander William] Reynolds on the Vermont, who is kind to them.” 59

How did the Negroes conduct themselves, or, better, how were they reported to have conducted themselves, in the Union naval service? The available evidence points clearly to a favorable reply. Indeed, this writer considers it a rather remarkable fact that he has been able to discover but two disparaging reports concerning the conduct of individual Negro sailors.

In one case, Acting Ensign M. E. Flanigan, reporting the capture of his ship, the gunboat Petrel, near Yazoo City, Mississippi, declared that “during the engagement the officers and men acted most gallantly with the exception of a few contrabands who were lately shipped.” This, however, did not agree with the account given by the commander of the Petrel, in which all but two of his officers are condemned for cowardice, and mention is made of the fact that but ten of the crew were white, while “the rest were contrabands, and part of those were sick.” No adverse comment as to their behavior is made.60 The other instance, where a Negro pilot was found to have left his post under fire and so contributed to the loss of his vessel, the Dai Ching, has already been noticed.61

Favorable comments on the behavior of individuals or groups of Negroes are more numerous. One officer, reporting a successful raid upon a Confederate steamer, praised the conduct of his officers and men and added: “I was compelled to include five colored men in the party, and they behaved admirably under fire.”62

A daring adventure culminating in the kidnapping of a postman together with much official and personal mail destined for Charleston, South Carolina, was accomplished by a white petty officer and two enlisted contrabands, with the aid of a third Negro who withdrew with the raiders and joined the Union fleet. The petty officer was promoted to the rank of Acting Ensign, while Flag Officer Du Pont remarked, “The two contrabands [never named] who went with him are also, I think, deserving of an advanced rating.” 63

There was but one Union sailor to survive and to escape from the fierce hand‑to‑hand encounter that marked the surprise boarding and subsequent capture of the U.S.S. Water Witch in Ossabaw Sound, South Carolina, in June, 1864. This was a contraband named Peter McIntosh. According to the report of Admiral J. A. Dahlgren to the Secretary of the Navy it was his escape and the warnings he then gave that saved several other Federal vessels. The Surgeon of the Water Witch, captured and later released, reported that a Negro landsman, Jeremiah Sills, who was killed in the battle, “fought most desperately, and this while men who despised him were cowering near, with idle cutlasses in the racks jogging their elbows.” 64

Pertinent, too, is the remark of the Army's Adjutant-General to the Secretary of War, early in 1863 when the Army was considering the formation of Negro artillery units, that “The experience of the Navy is that the Blacks handle heavy guns well.”65

Five Negro members of the Union Navy behaved with such outstanding gallantry that they were recommended for the nation's most coveted award, the Congressional Medal of Honor, and it is certain that at least four received this medal.

Commander William G. Temple, of the U.S.S.Pontoosuc, in a report to Rear‑Admiral Porter, recommended that Clement Dees, a Negro of the rank of seaman, be awarded the Medal of Honor “for gallantry, skill, and coolness in action during the operations in and about Cape Fear River, which extended from December 24, 1864, to February 22, 1865, and which resulted in the capture of Fort Fisher and Wilmington.”66 The official record 67  of recipients of the Congressional Medal of Honor, however, does not list Clement Dees, and so it must be assumed that either the record is in error, or that the recommendation was not approved.

Aaron Anderson, Negro landsman of the Wyandank, was recommended for and awarded a Medal of Honor for bravery while serving with an expedition on Mattax Creek, Virginia, March 16‑18, 1865. A launch under Acting Ensign Summers, whose “crew ... were all black but two” was dispatched “with orders to clear that creek which [was done] most thoroughly; destroyed three schooners under a fire of musketry from 300 or 400 rebels, which fire in a few moments cut away half of his oars, piercing the launch in many places. . . .” 68

A second Negro sailor to win the Medal was Robert Blake, listed only as “contraband” who was a member of the crew of the Marblehead. In the bitter engagement with Confederate batteries on Stono River, South Carolina, Christmas Day, 1863, Blake, “serving as a powder boy, displayed extraordinary courage, alacrity and intelligence in the discharge of his duty under trying circumstances and merited the admiration of all.” 69

John Lawson, Negro landsman aboard the flagship Hartford, in the battle of Mobile Bay, August 5, 1864, earned a Medal of Honor. Lawson, to quote from the recommendation and citation: 70
was one of the six men stationed at the shell‑whip on the berth deck. A shell killed or wounded the entire number. Lawson was wounded in the leg and thrown with great violence against the side of the ship; but as soon as he recovered himself, although begged to go below, he refused and went back to the shell‑whip, where he remained during the action.

Joachim Pease, Negro seaman aboard the Kearsage, earned his Medal of Honor on June 19, 1864, in the historic encounter that resulted in the destruction of the Confederate raider, Alabama, off Cherbourg, France. Captain Winslow of the Kearsage, in submitting Pease’s name to the Secretary of the Navy for special attention, declared that he had “exhibited marked coolness and good conduct.” His immediate superior officer, Acting Master D. H Sumner, reported to the ship's Executive Officer, the day following the battle that “. . . no one could be distinguished from another in courage or fortitude . . . among those showing still higher qualifications [was] Joachim Pease (colored seaman), loader of same [No. 1] gun. The conduct of the latter in battle fully sustained his reputation as one of the best men in the ship.” 71

The unique and inestimable value of the Negro, however, to the Union Navy, as to its Army, was his acquaintance with the enemy and his terrain. It is impossible to study the thousands of first‑hand reports from Army and Navy officers‑many of them far from sympathetic towards the Negro‑without concluding that the greatest single source of military and naval intelligence, particularly on a tactical level for the Federal government during the Civil War was the Negro. And knowing the crucial importance of information concerning the enemy for any successful military effort, it may be asserted that these hundreds and thousands of willing and eager scouts, spies, guides, pilots, and informers, available only to the Union forces, constituted a major ‑‑ albeit overlooked ‑‑ source of superiority for the Union forces as opposed to their enemy.

Frequently Negroes, both enlisted and civilian, provided units of the Federal Fleet with information (and at times personally guided those units) making possible the destruction or capture of valuable stores of sugar, rice, cotton, corn and salt.72 Indeed, at times, the activities of Negroes were directly responsible for the destruction or capture of entire vessels.

Thus, in 1861, Commander Lockwood of the Daylight, in reporting to Flag Officer Stringham of the Atlantic Blockade Squadron, the capture of a Confederate vessel in Virginia, explained that this was due to the intelligence brought him by “four fine‑looking negroes ‑‑ contraband of war. . . .”73 In June, 1862, Lt. Braine, commanding the Monticello, off Wilmington, North Carolina, told his superior, Commander Glisson, that a skiff with eight Negro men ‑‑ fugitive slaves from South Carolina ‑‑ had reached him. These Negroes told of two Confederate schooners being fitted to run the blockade and gave their precise location. As a result, Lt. Braille was ordered to attack and, if possible, capture these ships. Shortly thereafter this officer led an assaulting party which destroyed the vessels plus sixty bales of cotton and considerable quantities of turpentine and rosin. 74

Interesting and relevant information is contained in the report of Acting Volunteer Lt. Couthoy, commanding the Osage, covering his activities from October 4 through 8, 1863. The task of his ship was to patrol the Red River from Fort Adams to Ellis Cliffs. Lt. Couthoy learned from contrabands, on October 4, of river crossings being made by Confederate units. The information was specific enough to result in the capture of three ferries. The next day another fugitive arrived and informed the officer of another crossing point. Men dispatched to the point returned with several prisoners, while early on the 6th, two Confederate soldiers were “brought in ... by a party of contrabands who gave chase on their own account.” Shortly thereafter Negroes told of the location of a steamer, and as a result twenty Federal sailors, with “Benjamin Williams, enlisted contraband, as guide” went to the designated spot. They found and destroyed not one but two steamers, as well as a skiff used for ferrying purposes, and captured eleven Confederate men and officers. Lt. Couthoy concluded: “Benjamin Williams, first‑class boy, rendered important service as a guide. But for his intimate knowledge of all the short cuts to the Red River. . .the expedition would have proved a failure.”75

On January 5, 1865, a fugitive slave came to the Winnebago, off Mobile Bay, and informed its commander of the location of several enemy sloops, plus valuable stores, all, according to the Negro, without armed guards. Lieutenant Commander Kirkland promptly dispatched an expedition which returned with four captured vessels and much materiel, and reported that it had met no opposition.76

In discussing services rendered by Negroes resulting in the capture of entire vessels by the Union fleet mention must be made of the unique instance when Negroes personally delivered a Confederate steamer, the Planter, to blockading Federal ships.

This episode, of the fugitive Planter and his slave‑capturers, which fired the imagination of the entire Union, occurred on the thirteenth of May, 1862. On sunrise of that day Acting Volunteer Lieutenant J. F. Nickels, commanding the Onward, off Charleston, was startled to see “a steamer coming from the direction of Fort Sumter and steering directly for” his ship. He “immediately beat to quarters,” sprang the ship around so as to bring her broadsides to bear, and was preparing to fire when he observed “that the steamer, now rapidly approaching, had a white flag set at the fore.”77
Aboard were sixteen Negroes including eight men, five women and three children, all slaves, and all acknowledging as their leader the man who had piloted the vessel to the Union fleet, Robert Smalls .78 The Planter, a three hundred ton, side‑wheel, wood‑burning, very low draft, armed steamer was a dispatch and transportation vessel attached to the engineer department at Charleston, under Brigadier‑General Ripley. It may well be believed that this officer was very much upset over the abduction of this ship especially since it followed by but a few days the disappearance of his barge which had also been brought to the blockading fleet by fugitive slaves. Adding to the General's chagrin was the fact that in delivering the Planter to his foe the slaves also presented the latter with her own armament ‑‑ a 32 pounder and a 24 pounder howitzer, a X inch Columbiad carriage -‑ as well as four pieces of artillery which she was to have delivered that day to one of the forts of the city. The abduction had been long and carefully planned, the commencement coming at about 3 A. M., while the white officers were ashore. The vessel gave the proper signals while within earshot of land, and her approach at Fort Sumter was timed to coincide with that of the guard boat and so she was unchallenged.

Half the prize money of over nine thousand dollars was assigned, by Congressional act79 to the Negroes responsible for “rescuing [the vessel] from the enemies of the Government.” Robert Smalls was personally interrogated by Flag Officer Du Pont who found him to be “superior to any [fugitive Negro] who has yet come into the lines, intelligent as many of them have been. His information,” it was added, “has been most interesting, and portions of it of the utmost importance.”

By direction of Du Pont, Smalls was employed as the pilot of the Planter during the four months it remained under Navy supervision,80 and he took part with it in attacks upon confederate positions.81 Smalls is said to have served, thereafter, as a pilot aboard other vessels including the Crusader, Huron, Paul Jones and Keokuk.82

Quite fittingly and dramatically, Robert Smalls piloted the Planter into Charleston when that city fell in February, 1865, and he guided the ship into the city, with Henry Ward Beecher, William Lloyd Garrison and George Thompson aboard her, when the flag of the United States was hoisted above Fort Sumter on April 15, 1865, the day Lincoln was killed. 83

Information as to the location, strength, disposition, movements and activities of the enemy, both of his land and naval forces, were brought by Negroes in a constant stream to all echelons of the Union command.84 And specific references recur as to how valuable such information was. It helped, for example, Union officers to be prepared beforehand for the actions of enemy infantry, artillery, and naval power, in ascertaining the depth of water, the existence of obstructions, the abandonment of towns or their reinforcement, as well as in obtaining specific data on enemy naval habits, schedules, and construction.85 Indeed, at times, charts were changed, naval flotilla formations altered, areas entered, and assaults postponed on the basis, very largely, of data supplied by Negroes.86

The major expedition lasting from March 14 through 27, 1863, and seeking an approach into Vicksburg from the rear in which General Grant and Admiral Porter personally participated, supported by General Sherman, was undertaken as a consequence of “information obtained from a negro.” And Negroes were the eyes and ears of the Louisville, Cincinnati, Carondelet, Mound City and Pittsburg, plus four accompanying mortar vessels and four tugs while they pushed up Steel’s Bayou and pressed throughout uncharted waters within enemy territory. They kept the commanders constantly informed of the location, strength and activities of the enemy as well as of the terrain. Porter and Grant, upon reaching Rolling Fork, decided that enveloping Vicksburg from the rear was not practical and returned, but it is clear that neither the going nor the returning would have been possible without the intelligence provided by Negroes -‑ both those who formed parts of the crews and those who flocked to the Yankees from within Mississippi's heart. 87
It is to be noted that, as one might expect, attempts were made by the Navy to systematize the obtaining of information from Negroes within Confederate areas. That this was, at times, accomplished may be seen from the fact that the commanding officer of one vessel, the Stepping Stones, while patrolling the Nansemond River, Virginia, regularly contacted, at night, by prearranged signals, certain free Negroes. A boat from the Stepping Stones would pull onto shore at a designated time and place, take aboard fugitive slaves, and carry back the latest information as to con​ditions and affairs within the zone of the enemy.88

It is believed that the evidence clearly points to the conclusion that the absence in historical literature of any consideration of the role of the Negro in the Union Navy is a serious failing. They constituted some twenty‑five percent of the total personnel, they performed all duties required of sailors aboard mid‑nineteenth century men‑of‑war, they behaved well, and, at times, with conspicuous gallantry, under fire, and their contribution, particularly in terms of information concerning the enemy's potential, disposition, and terrain, was invaluable. The role of the Federal fleet in determining the outcome of the Civil War long has been recognized as decisive. The role of the Negro members of that fleet was of primary importance.
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81 See ORN, XIII, p. 126; and Official Records of Union and Confederate Armies in the War of the Rebellion, ser. 1, vol. XIV, p. 105.

82 Charles Cowley, The Romance of History in the ‘Black County' and the Romance of War in the Career of General Robert Smalls, (Lowell, Mass. , 1882) pp. 9‑10. Smalls was, of course, a South Carolina Congressman for ten years after the Civil War, and a General of the State's militia.

83 The Liberator, March 24, 1865, p. 48; Cowley, op. cit., p. 11.

84 See, as examples, ORN, XII, p. 353; XIII, pp. 257‑58; XV, pp. 396‑97.

85 Examples of each of these items are in ORN, VII, pp. 87‑89; IX, pp. 383, 420; XII, pp. 525, 584; XIII, pp. 199, 212; XIV, p. 121.

86 See ORN, IX, pp. 383, 730; XII, pp. 468, 572‑74.

87 See report from Acting Rear‑Admiral Porter to Secretary Welles, dated March 26, 1863 and other documents and reports plus a map in ORN, XXIV, pp. 474‑96.

88 Report of Colonel John M. Stone, dated May 22, 1863, in ORN, VIII, p. 763. In addition to the accounts cited above, giving some more or less precise information as to the type of information supplied by Negroes, there are very many reports from officers in which mention is made of this, but in purely general terms. Almost the entire ORN is filled with this. See, as examples VI, p. 695; VIII, p. 829; XII, pp. 50, 406; XIII, p. 342; XIV, pp. 227; XV, p. 158; XVII, p. 818; XXIII, p. 523; XXV, p. 662.
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