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If movies are larger than life, then the story of the 54th Massachusetts
Volunteer Infantry was made for the big screen, Organized in the
spring of 1863, following Lincoln’s promulgation of the Emancipation
Proclamation, the 54th Massachusetts embodied the transformation of
the war for Union into a war for freedom. Its organizers—led by Mas-
sachusetts governor John Andrew, Senator William Sumner, and fohn
Brown-supporter Charles Stcarns—were among the most active white
opponents of slavery. Its recruiters—ed by Frederick Douglass, Mar-
tin Delany, and John Mercer Langston—were among the most militant
black abolitionists. Its ranks were filled by black men eager to enact the
principles of equality and to bloody the Southern chivalry in the pro-
cess. After enrollment and training, the regiment shipped out for the
Sca Islands of South Carolina, where it was placed in the front ranks of
the Union assault on Charleston, the seat of the Scuthern secessionist
movement. Soon thereafter, the men of the 54th took to the field
against the Confederate stronghold of Fort Wagner. When the smoke
cleared, they had won everything but the battle, demonstrating their
mettle to all except the most obdurate racists. But the rebels were not
the 54th’s only encmy. Like black soldiers throughout the war, the men
of the 54th fought on two fronts, battling not ouly the slave-holding
regime, but also the discriminatory policies of their own governmert.
The story of the 54th is the narrow neck in the hourglass of Afro-
American history between the American Revolution and the age of
segregation. Drawing on more than a contury of slavery in the South
and freedom in the North, the black men whao filled the ranks of the
54th carried the aspirations and ideals of their people into the confron-
tation with the slave-holding encmy. The experience transformed
them. Traveling widely, seeing the world from the perspective of the
victor, and sharpening their racial consciousness, they returned home
with a new sense of their power to remake their lives, Veterans of the
54th moved into positions of leadership within the black community
and played an important role in representing black people in the larger
white-dominated society. Their wartime service shaped black life into

the twenticth century.
Other black men—some 179,000—shared this experience with the

RADICAL HISTORY REVIEW 53:141-1448 1992



142 /RADHCAL HISTORY REVIEW

men of the bdth. But the 54th stood at the forefront. More than any
other black regiment, it came to represent the aspirations of black
people in the epic struggle against slavery. Through the 54th, former
froe blacks and former slaves confronted, battled, and ultimately de-
foated their greatest enemy, carrying away the chalice of universal
emancipation and citizenship. If the prize of full equality eluded the
54th—as it eluded all black people—the experience in struggling with
their former masters informed all of Afro-American history.

In addition to encapsulating a near century of Afro-American life,
the story of the 54th provides a ready antidote to the romantic myths,
outright misconceptions, and dense ignorance that survive—indeed
flourish—despite the best efforts of revisionist scholars. The most per-
sistent of these is that black people were passive observers of their own
liberation. No story does more to undermine the idea that emancpa-
tion was the gift of an all-wise and farsecing white emancipator, or
that the federal government was an unalloyed friend of the freed pec-
ple. Understanding the history of the 54th——its social origins, its battle
against the Confederacy, its fight against discrimination within Union
ranks, its engagement with former slaves as liberators and with former
masters as occupicrs, and its return to the North as victors and he-
roes—offers a window into the Afro-American past.

For these reasons alone, Glory is a welcome addition to the ever-
growing library of Civil War cinema. In addition, Glory is written with
great force, acted with skill, and photographed in a manner that cap-
tures both the eerie beauty of the South Carolina lew country and the
nightmarish specter of battlefield slaughter. It may well be, as his-
torian James McPherson maintains, the “most powerful” metion pic-
ture ever made about the Civil War.!

Glory captures much of the 54th’s larger-than-life history, but not
by a pedantic hewing to literal truth. Indeed—outside of the main
outline of the story—there is little historical authenticity in Glory. Al-
most all of the characters, particularly black ones, are cut from whole
cloth, and the few attempts to introduce real historical figures Jead to
laughable howlers, as with the presentation of a young, vigorous
Frederick Douglass in the full gray beard of his dotage. Instead, Glory
aims for plausibility—a general understanding of the black military
experience placed in the context of the Civil War era—and speaks to
the spirit of the 54th’s story. While producer Freddie Fields, director
Edward Zwick, and screenwriter Kevin Jarre present the details of
uniforms, arms, and evolutions in exquisite detail, they feel free to
bend the history of the 54th to their own purposes. The reliance on
plausibility (increasingly evident in historically based cinema) raises
important questions about the relationship of historical films to the
historian’s craft.

That a picture which portrays the courage and heroism of black
soldiers, expands popular knowledge of Afro-American histery, and
strikes a blow against the romantic view of the Civil War would make
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a host of enemies is not surprising. However, that these enemies derive
not from the Daughters of the Confederacy or the Grand Army of the
Republic but descendants—real and spiritual—of the abolitionists who
sponsored the 54th and the men who fought in its ranks, does come as
something of a shock. Writing in the Washington Post, David Nichol-
son applauds Glory's “long overdue treatment of black participation in
the Civil War” and the correction of “the omission of a significant
chapter in the American history from popular culture.” Nevertheiess,
he was deeply “troubled” by the film. Marilyn Richardson, curator of
Boston’s African American Museum, was similarly disturbed, assert-
ing that “Glory denies the men of the 54th Regiment their rightful place
in our collective history.” Rather than finally telling the 54th’s story,
Richardson charges, “the real story is being suppressed again, ever
deeper.”?

What agitates these and other commentators is the ceniral place
given to Colonel Robert Gould Shaw, the regiment’s white comman-
der. As with so many recent cinematic explorations of the black ex-
perience—Cry Freedom and Mississippi Burning, for example—some
strange racial alchemy elevates 2 white man to the lead role in the
black man’s story. The quintessential centribution of black scldiers fo
emancipation is seen through the eyes of a white officer.

The privileged son of Boston brahmins, Shaw gained his rank
through the good offices of his father, an early advocate of the sable
arm, and a close friend of Governor Andrew and Senator Sumner. Like
these senior members of Boston's abolitionist junto, the younger Shaw
belicved that the enlistment of a black regiment would do much to seal
the fate of slavery and advance the cause of racial equality. Disdaining
the stigma of “nigger soldier” and dismissing popular suspicion of the
abilities of black soldiers, Shaw accepted the leadership of the 34th
reluctantly and after considerable soul searching—far more than is
evident in the film’'s rendition of his decision. But once he took com-
mand, Shaw acted with decision and transformed the motley collec-
tion of committed but untrained men into a disciplined unit.

From the first, Shaw prepared his men for battle, although the
Emancipation Proclamation had implied that black soldiers would
play only a supporting role in the back of Union lines. Some of Shaw's
superiors seemed only too willing to send untested black troops on
impossible missions, turning them info cannon fodder and confirming
the prejudices of white Northerners. Most, however, harbored real
doubts about the ability of black men to fight and maintained that
fighting was the white man’s business. Only Shaw's insistence, backed
by Andrew and Sumner, that his men sheuld be treated as other sol-
diers allowed the 54th to trade their shovels for muskets.

At Fort Wagner, the b4th proved the abolitionist case—in blood.
Fort Wagner did not fall to the 54th, but the regiment’s bravery in the
face of withering fire, along with similar hervics by black soldiers at
Port Hudson and Milliken’s Bend, squelched any doubts that black
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men could successfully confront their former masters on the battle-
field. The courage of the 54th so affronted the Confedcrate defenders at
Fort Wagner that, when Shaw fell at the front of his troops, rebel
soldiers stripped his body of all evidence of high rank and dumped it
into a mass grave with the tangled bodies of other Union dead. When
the battle ended, federal officers, following customary practice, re-
quested the return of Shaw’'s remains. The Confederate commander
refused, contemptuously observing that Shaw had been buried with
“his niggers.” Later, when a Union naval bombardment allowed
Northern forces to occupy the fort, officials ordered a scarch for
Shaw's body. Much to its credit, Shaw’s grieving family put an end to
that grisly enterprise, noting that it was appropriate for an officer to be
buried with his men.

The powerful message of Shaw’s death and his family’'s affirma-
tion of universal equality captured the imagination of the abolitionist
North. Shaw, celebrated as the flower of Northern idealism, inspired
hundreds of patriotic sermons and political speeches, Ralph Waldo
Emerson and Robert Lowell wrote culogics and odes to the fallen hero,
and Augustus Saint-Gaudens carved a magnificent bas-relief of Shaw
reviewing the bdth Massachusetts, It was placed on Boston Common,
where it now stands.

To the critics of Glory, the renewed celebration of Shaw’s martyr-
dom overshadows the real story of the 54th regiment—the men in the
ranks. They note that Shaw dominates the movie as he dominated
Emerson’s sermon, Lowell’s poermn, and Saint-Gaudens's frieze.

It is difficult to argue the point. The film gives Matthew Broderick,
who plays Shaw, top billing. Glory's story line centers on Shaw's ef-
forts to overcome self-doubts and transmit a battle-won confidence to
his men. Conceding this, however, does not denigrate Shaw's story or
deny that it is a tale well told. It is wrongheaded and condescending to
dismiss Glory as mercly an exploration of “White racism, with White
abolitionists who opposed its evils, and the Blacks who endured
them.” Shaw was an authentic hero, who did the right thing. His
letters (read by a voiceover) are a magnificent statement of ninctcenth-
century American idealism. They reveal a young man struggling with
the profound implications of slavery and race at a crucial moment in
the nation’s and his own life. It is appropriate to celebrate Shaw and
the abolitionists who propelled him to his moment in history, and
blatantly unfair to condemn Shaw as yet another white paternalist or,
more strangely yet, a surrogate master.”

Moreover, while Giory places Shaw at the front, it dees much to
teli the story of the 54th. Viewers learn that black soldiers, unlike their
white comrades, fought under the threat of cnslavement or death,
because Confederate president Jeffetson Davis ordered captured black
soldiers to be treated not as prisoners of war but as rcbels in arms.
(White officers of black regiments, like Shaw, faced a similar danger.)
Glory also demonstrates how Northern racism informed federal policy,
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condemning black soldiers to inferior rations, tattered unitorms, con-
tinuous fatigue duty, and—perhaps most significantly—pay nearly
half of that of white soldiers. But black soidiers were not mere victims.
Glory teatures the resistance of black soldiers to such demeaning treat-
ment, particularly the regiment’s principled refusat to accept any pay
until it was given equal pay.

Glory does not stop with this surface review of the 54th’s accom-
plishments amid adversity, and merely reprise an all-tco-cornmon
theme of Afro-American history. Instead, the film attempts the more
difficult task of exploring the internal workings of Afro-American so-
ciety. Playing off the diverse experiences of Tripp, an angry fugitive
slave played by Denzell Washington, Searles, an Emerson-reading free
biack intellectual (he wears glasses) played by Andre Braugher, Jupi-
ter, the stuttering plantation hand played by Jihmi Kennedy, and Raw-
lins, the sage master sergeant played with great effect by Morgan
Freeman, Glory makes much of the tensions among black enlistees as
they come to terms with their common mission. Glory’s presentation of
the 54th is more than black and white.

Yet, despite its considerable accomplishments, Glory fails to cap-
ture the black military experience. This is not because, as one critic
charges, "”Gimy r:hnc:ses instead to tell its story through the prism of
White consciousness,”? or because the diversity of the black commun-
ity is too often put in terms of personality types rather than social
EIPE].']E‘IIDE‘,

Glory fails because its history of the 54th relies mostly on plausi-
bility rather than the regiment’s authentic past. In contrast to the film’s
faithful account to Shaw, Glory's representation of the 54th is a curious
mixture of historical fact and fiction, ideological posturing and projec-
tion. It makes the history of the 54th into a Frank Capra-like view of
black Americar one Southern rebel and one Northern intellectual, one
naive fieldhand and one wise old head.”

Take, for example, the question of origins. The 54th was not a repre-
sentative sample of black America in 1663, as Glory implies, Although a
few former Southern slaves entered its ranks (many Northern free blacks
had escaped from the South), most of the members of the 54th had been
Northerners, free by birth. Some came from families that had enjoyed
freedom for generations. Mereover, since the 54th was recruited before
any other black regiment—in fact, the War Department had denied the
pctitions of several midwestern governors to enlist their own biack regi-
ment untit well into the summer of 1863—the 54th drew black men from
all over the North. Many of those who traveled half 2 continent to
Massachusetts had been pressing for the chance to enlist since the war
began, Some had been drilling independently in militia units organized
within their own communities. In short, the new recruits were highiy
peliticized, hardened by long years of participation in the struggle for
equality, and fully aware of the implications of their service for themsel-
ves, their people, and their nation.



146/RADICAL HISTORY REVIEW

From this perspective, Glory's characterization of Shaw as the mas-
ter disciplinarian who transferred his own self-discipline to his men
seems rather empty. Likewise, the struggle for equal pay and the pro-
tests that followed derived not from the enlistees’ sudden discovery of
a light pay envelope, but from their long and practiced opposition to
second-class citizenship. The possibility of discriminatory treatment
had been at issue in the black community for meonths before enlist-
ment. Some black leaders had demanded—and received—explicit
promises from fedcral authorities that black soldiers would be treated
as the equals of whites. The 54th‘s famous strike for equal pay had
deep roots in a protest tradition almost a century in the making.

The depiction of discipline infused from the top—the white top—
is another matter of importance, since that notion has been seized by
those obsessed with the question of discipline in contemporary Afro-
American saciety.® Glory contrasts Shaw and his disciplined Northern
troops to a regiment of unruly former slave soldiers led by Colonel
James Montgomery, an Ohio-born veteran of the Kansas border wars
who had taught school in Kentucky and Missouri before the war.
Whereas Shaw exhibited supreme respect for his men, Montgomery is
portrayed as a crude racist who is motivated by hatred for the slave-
holder, not sympathy for the slave, and who has nothing but contempt
for his men. In one of Glory’s most chilling scenes, Montgomery's
South Carolina Colored Volunteers—soldiers who had been recruited
among former slaves on the Sea Islands—loot and burn a plantation
and abuse its residents, white and black. Montgomery leers, and acts
only when a black soldier turns his lust from a black to a white
woman., Then Montgomery coolly dispatches the offending scldier
with a buliet. Shaw watches in horror.

James Montgomery, as far as is known, harbored no such con-
tempt for the men under his command or black people generally. His
admiration for John Brown and record in Kansas confirms his long
opposition to slavery and commitment to racial +xe«:;ll1.1z=nlit],,n‘F'r Like many
Western soldiers, however, he believed that the war must be carried to
the enemy—the civilian enemy. Like many veterans of Kansas, he
thought of himself as a “practical abolitionist.” Having witnessed the
slaughter that accompanied direct frontal assaults on established posi-
tions—much as the 54th would attack Fort Wagner—Montgomery pre-
ferred to punish the slave-hclding class directly. If some white
Southerners were so foolish to ally with the slave masters, or s0 un-
lucky to stand in the way of the Union army, that was most unfor-
tunate. The refributive raids he and other commanders of the South
Carolina Colored Volunteers launched up the rivers of Georgia during
the summer of 1863 marked, amoeng other things, the changing nature
of the struggle between North and South. Ultimately, Montgomery’s
understanding of the war, carried to its logical conclusion by William
Tecurnseh Sherman, would prove decisive. As Sherman noted, such
warfare universalized the soldier’s hell, but it did not make soldiers
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less disdplined or less committed to a principled cause. For the record,
the former slave soldicrs who composed the South Carolina Celored
Volunteers acquitted themselves well on the battlefield.

Glory's comparison of Shaw and the 54th, on one hand, and Mont-
gomery and the South Caroling Colored Volunteers, on the other, {l-
lustrates the problem of plausibility as the basis of cinematic narrative.
It may be useful—and, sadly, evon necessary—to remind the audience
of the persistence of racism by presenting a white officer who cared
nothing for his men to balance the celebration of Shaw's deep concern,
Just as it is useful to see the 54th as black seciety in microcosm. How-
ever, the utility of these lessons becomes moot when the viewer finds
they have no validity. History without a basis in fact loses its warrant.
The debate over Shaw’s role in the making cf the 54th becomes a
hollow exercise once it is discovered that the composition of the 54th is
misrepresented and the regiment’s true history ignored. Likewise, a
discussion of the derivation of social discipline—from the top or the
bottom—is rendered moot once it is admitted that the South Carclina
Colered Volunteers and its commander enter the film only as foils to
the 54th and Shaw, not as a true representation of former slave soldiers
and their officers.

The dangers of such a misappropriation of history become most
evident in the discussion of Afro-American manhood, another subject
of great contemporary importance, particularly when educators con-
cede the necessity of separate schools to tutor young black men in
manly responsibilities. Appropriating the language of the recruiting
broadsides, Glory argues that black soldiers proved their manhood by
bloodying the slave-holding enemy in battle, “Ain"t much matter what
happens tomorrow,” reflects the rebel Tripp on the eve of 54th’s sui-
cidal attack on Fort Wagner, *‘cause we men, ain't we?” Many people
thought so, and Glory reinforces this message. But there is little evi-
dence that black people—former slaves or former free men—thought
their manhood confingent upon military service or suicidal sacrifice.
While black leaders brandished the sable arm in pressing their claim to
equality, black people understood that manhood had many more fun-
damental scurces. If they needed a text, they could of course find one
in the nation’s founding charter. Glery’s disservice is not so much in
making the contrary case, but in fabricating the evidence upon which
its own argument rests. Without appropriate sources, the experience of
the 54th can have no weight in contemporary debates. History is re-
duced to whoever is holding the camera.

Clory then demonstrates the necessity of applying the same stan-
dards of historical validity to cinematic reconstructions of the past that
are applied to other historical genres. To be sure, providing an ac-
curate portrayal of the 54th on Hlm would be difficult, but in many
ways no more difficult than an accarate portrayal in text or on stage.
The dangers of failing to do so are great. If movies are going to carry a
portion of the burden of understanding our past, they must provide—
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at the very least—an accurate rendition of that past. The story of the
54th is too important to be mangled, and Glory is too good a film to be
redizced to irrelevance.
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