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Glory has always been an excellent example of the best of Civil War films.  Based on the actual 54th Massachusetts Infantry, the film follows the regiment’s Colonel, Robert Gould Shaw (Matthew Broderick) from the inception of the regiment to his death (and one of the regiment’s greatest losses) at Fort Wagner.  The film focuses on three issues: the courage, heart and determination of the black soldiers in the 54th, the extreme prejudice they faced while they were Union soldiers, and the reluctance of using African-Americans as soldiers.  Because of the film’s focus, and given primary sources of the men who decided to use African-American soldiers and the soldiers themselves, the film is an accurate depiction of the events during the Civil War.


The first experience in the movie with the issue of African-American soldiers comes at the beginning, with the nomination of Shaw as the Colonel of Massachusetts’ first ‘black’ regiment.  In this scene, the audience sees Shaw’s father, a well connected business man with ties to both industry and the highest levels of government, Frederick Douglas, the renowned abolitionist, and the Governor of Massachusetts.  When the Governor tells Shaw of his nomination and Shaw sees the hope in Douglas’s eyes, Shaw is quiet and noticeably reluctant.  It is not until the next scene where the audience sees Shaw’s excitement for this new opportunity.  These scenes are very historically valuable because they depict what most northerners thought of using African-American soldiers.


In both the north and the south, debates raged on the issue of using African-Americans as soldiers to fight the Civil War.  The most well documented case of this debate is President Lincoln’s own writings, where he shows a complete reluctance on the issue.  “I am not so sure we could do much with the blacks,” Lincoln writes.  He continues, “If we were to arm them, I fear that in a few weeks the arms would be in the hands of the rebels; and, indeed, thus far we have not arms enough to equip our white troops.”
  Lincoln further lists another reason why he is so reluctant, because the North/South border States who have sided with the north could become Confederate if laws are passed to emancipate the slaves and bring them into the Army.
  

Furthermore, in his diary, Salmon P. Chase, Lincoln’s Secretary of Treasury during the Civil War, documents three meetings with Lincoln in which Chase (and others present at the meeting) are in favor of using African-American troops while Lincoln either postpones the issue or strikes it down immediately.  Chase writes, “…and the President said he was pretty well cured of objections to any measure…but did not seem satisfied that the time had come for the adoption of such as plan as I proposed…”

In the South, the same reluctance is also seen in the writings of Confederate President Jefferson Davis.  On General Patrick Cleburne’s letter to General Joseph Johnston regarding the issue of “training a large reserve of the most courageous of our slaves…” Davis writes, “Deeming it to be injurious to the public service that such a subject be mooted, or ever known to be entertained by persons possessed of the confidence and respect of the people, I have concluded that the best policy under the circumstances will be to avoid all publicity.”
  In a letter from Warren Akin, a southerner, to Nathan Land on October 31, 1864, Akin describes the predicament the South faces and the debate of policy verses survival.  Akin writes of the how the Confederacy may lose the war because they do not have a enough man power, and therefore must use slaves; however, on the other hand, “Can we feed our soldiers and their families if the Negro men are taken from the plantations?”  Akin also describes the always-present fear in the South that if slaves were to be given weapons, they would immediately turn on their masters.

It is clear that the both the Union and Confederacy wanted to use African-American troops, but they were extremely reluctant, as is shown in Shaw’s reaction to his nomination in Glory.  The second element of the film that is historically significant is the prejudice the African-American Union soldiers faced.  It should be clear from the debates upon whether to use ‘black’ troops or not, equality between races was not regarded by either side, although most in the North by this point believed the institution of slavery was morally repugnant.  

Four scenes in Glory clearly illustrate the treatment the soldiers received.  The first scene is when Shaw attempts to acquire shoes and uniforms for his men, here the requisitions officer makes it clear that he will not give Shaw’s men any equipment because they are not white.  The second scene is when a passing white regiment and the 54th almost get into a fight over racial tension, here the white men refuse to obey the command of an African-American officer (Morgan Freeman).  The third scene is when Shaw brings his men on a mission with another officer which ends up being the pillaging of a southern town.  Here the officer, who is in charge of another band of African-American Union soldiers, called “contrabands,” instructs Shaw that the ‘black’ men are animals, monkeys, they need to be treated and disciplined like children; in addition, the Officer is from Tennessee and “owned a few” so this came naturally to him.  The fourth scene is when Shaw announces that the 54th will only receive $10 a month, instead of the Union standard, $13 a month.  Shaw and the rest of the 54th refuse to receive their paychecks because they believe it is unjust (which happened throughout the Union army).


From the sources of white and black Union soldiers available, it is clear to see the disgust the white soldiers felt and the subsequent mistreatment of the black soldiers.  “At first the faintest intimation that Negroes should be employed as soldiers in the Union army was met with derision,” writes a black Union soldier.  He continues, “…The privates in regiments from large cities and border States were bitter and demonstrative in their opposition.”  The soldier concludes, “The Negro volunteers themselves were subjected to indignities from rebel civilians within the Union lines, and obtained no protection from the white troops…”
  A white Union soldier wrote, “…I can assure you that whether they have the grit to go into battle or not if they are placed in front of any brigade of this army behind them they will have to go in or they will meet as hot a reception in their retreat as in their advance.”  This particular soldier continued, “The feeling against nigars is intensely strong in this army as is plainly to be seen whenever and wherever they meet them.”
  The sentiment and content of these letters show what the African-American soldiers faced in the Army, and it is easy to see what could have befallen them because of that.


The third, and last, element of Glory that is historically accurate and significant is the heart, courage, and determination of these soldiers.  The film consistently shows the soldiers as being above the prejudice applied to them, as well as the mistreatment and racism.  The men do not complain that they do not have good shoes, always looking forward to battle to prove themselves, and in battle fight with honor and courage.  The sources themselves point to the same fact.  An editorial in the New York Times (March 7, 1864) said, “Eight months ago the African race in this City were literally being hunted down like wild beasts…How astonishingly this has all changed…[they] now march in solid platoons…and are everywhere saluted with waving handkerchiefs, with descending flowers, and with the acclamations and plaudits of countless beholders.”  He continues, “They are halted at our most beautiful square…are addressed in an eloquent and most complementary speech…and are presented with a gorgeous stand of colors in the names of a large number of the first ladies of the City.”
  A white Union solider, Tighlman Jones, wrote of his experience with black soldiers, “I think more of a Negro Union soldier than I do of all the cowardly Copperhead trash of the North.”
  Some of this changing sentiment is seen in the film, when the 54th is marching in the morning to Fort Wagner, the white soldiers lined up to go to battle after them yell, “give ‘em hell 54!”  

At that battle, the 54th lost almost half of its troops.  However, although the battle was a great loss of life, the honor and courage of the men was not lost.  The Atlantic Monthly reported, “Through the cannon smoke of that dark night, the manhood of the colored race shines before my eyes.”

Although at first, the Union was reluctant to admit African-American soldiers, when they were finally admitted, they were the subject of harsh prejudice and racism, the black Union soldiers fought and carried on with courage and dignity.  The film Glory documents all of these elements very well, so that the audience experiences the racism, and the triumph of this immortal regiment.  Although the film is great, from the primary sources, it can be seen that the film is also historically accurate and significant because of the truth of the situation it portrays.  Maybe that is what makes the film so good, because it is real; it shows both the best and the worst of humanity, and the struggle for human rights by those who had been most dejected in a way that Americans can relate to because it occurred in our history.
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