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By James Lardner 

The Civil War, as every former 

high school student knows, ended 

slavery—but perhaps not quite the 

way the story was always told in 

high school. 
Before Abraham Lincoln and the 

federal government had come to a 
final judgment on the slavery ques- 

tion, tens of thousands of blacks had 

enlisted in the Union Army and 

sade the Civil War a “self-liberating 
Mpctionce” says historian Ira Ber- 

lin. Black soldiers who started out 

calling every white man “boss” or 

“captain” gradually learned, accord- 

ing to Berlin, “that not every white 

ran is a captain—some are corpo- 

rals and some are sergeants.” They 

also learned all the laws, rules and 

customs that insulate a soldier from 

the whims of his superiors, and they 

carried that sophistication back with 

them into the fight to gain freedom 

and full citizenhood for the still- 
enslaved. 

This is the view of emancipation 

that emerges from an extraordinary 

book of di nts unearthed over 

the last se g by a team of 

scholars University of 

Maryland i 
change the 

written at 
who headed the pr 
P. Reidy and Leslie's 

“They have done son 
no individual historian 

of 
Unprecedented Studies Document 

Union Army’s Role in Helping 

Blacks Break 

Clockwise, from 
right: A Confederate 
notice; a poster from 
the Freedmen’s\ 
Bureau; a Union 
Army recruitment 
handbill 
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or could ever do,” says Columbia 

University historian Eric Foner. “It’s 

absolutely indispensable for anyone 

interested in the history of this pe- 

riod ... Probably three-quarters or 

more of the material they published 

has never been seen by anybody 

since it was written.” 
Besides offering an unprecedented 

look at what ordinary people, white 

and black, thought and did as they 

saw slavery grinding to an end, “The 

Black Military _ Experience’—the 

first published volume of a planned 

geries with the overall title, “Free- 

dom: A Documentary History of 

Emancipation’—shows how slaves 

and free blacks, in Foner’s words, 

“seized the opportunity presented by 

the war to unravel the institution of 

slavery... 
In the fall of 1863, black soldiers 

from the North began agitating for 

the same $13-a-month pay as whites, 

Bj 

» 

- often flatly refusing the $7 the War 
Department had decided to offer 
them ($10 minus a $3 clothing de- 

duction). Later. the protest spread to 

ex-slave soldiers from the South, and 

“for most slaves,” says Berlin, “prob- 

ably the first political act that they 
engage in is this struggle over equal 
pay.” 

. Tt was a hard struggle. Many 
black soldiers went months without 
pay to press their claims, even 
though they had families at home 

- See EALANCIPAT Ce 8 Ca’ 
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