7~ hen I was a boy growing up in Hartford, I made
believe that if [ were lost, my old compass would
Y help me find my way home. I played with that
compass often. I was fascinated with how it worked and
how that magical dial atways pointed to the north. I've had
the compass now for more than 50 years, Itis a sturdy, vet
ancient, device compared to today’s technology.
Idiscovered 10 vears ago that the compass belonged to
my great-great-grandfather, Lloyd Garrison Seymour of
Hartford, a sergeant in the 29th (Colored) Regiment, Con-
necticut Volunteer [nfantry. In 1863, when Seymour went
off to serve in the Union Army, he was a hushand and fa-
ther who was emploved as a coachman. As a child, Tused
the compass for play and fantasy. As a black soldier fight
ing for freedom in the Civil War, Seymour used that same
compass to help him stay alive.

uring the early years of the Civil War there
Jwas a cautious approach to the use of black

. {roops by both federal and state govern-
ments. Connecticut Gov. Williarn Buckingham
came under attack by abolitionists for not autho-
rizing the use of black regiments.

“It seems to me that the time has yet to come -
when a regiment of colored men may be prof-
itably employed,” Buckingham said. “But, now,
if a company should be introduced into a regi-
ment, a regiment into a brigade, it would create
so much unpleasant feeling and irritation that
more evil than good would result.”

After a year of complications in recruiting
white soldiers — because most able-bodied
white men had already joined up ~— Bucking-
ham authorized the formation of the 29th in
1863. This paved the way for free blacks, former
slaves and descendants of hlack Revolutionary
War veterans to become the new volunteers.

I believe that people have forgotten the com-
mitment and struggle of black men to the right
of freedom. Black men have participated and
fought in all of this country’s wars. More than
180,000 Black men fought in the Civil War
alone. Then, as now, black men viewed the mil
itary as a way to improve their position in life
and in their communities.

Peter Maguire of Colchester returned from
the Revolution and resorted to begging to sup-
port his farnily. Thirty-five years after his death,
his grandson Charles was assigned to Compa-
ny E of the 29th. Cuff Smith, another black Rev-
olutionary War veteran, found himself in a similar eco-
normic position in Colchester in 1822. His grandson, Nel-
son A Smith, and Nelson’s two sons, George and David,
went on to join the 29th and also were assigned to Com-
pany E.

Over the past 10 vears, as [ researched my own fami-
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MEMORIAL DAY REMINDS US OF MEN OF
AFRICAN ANCESTRY — INCLUDING MY
GREAT-GREAT-GRANDFATHER —WHO
FOUGHT NOT ONLY TO PRESERVE FREE-

DOM, BUT TO GAIN [T FOR AN ENTIRE RACE

Iy's genealogy, ['ve gained appreciation for Seymour’s
participation in the cruel and gory Civil War, as well as
the role our soldiers of African heritage, serving in seg-
regated regiments, played in maintaining this country’s
freedom.

T've been invited to speak to Civil War societies and
other historical organizations in Connecticut about the
role of these Civil War soldiers. People are typically un-
familiar with black Civil War regiments, but are interest-
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ed in what I have learned through the State Library, the
Connecticut Historical Society, Hartford land records
and family stories.

November 25, 1865. More than 100 black men, sol-
diers of the 25th Regiment, marched into Hartford, re-
turning from war.

The 29th had played several impertant roles dwring
the last two years of the war. At the battle of New Market
Heights in Virginia, one of the bloodiest battles, hun-
dreds of black soldiers, after being pinned down for
about 30 minutes, charged up a steep hill and overcame
Confederate troops. Of the 16 African American soldiers
awarded the Medal of Honor during the Civil War, 14 re-
ceived the honor as a result of their actions at New Mar-
ket Heights. The 29th engaged in several other battles in
Virginia, including the siege of Petersburg, the battle of

Fair Oaks and the occupation of Richmond. The regi-
ment also guarded prisoners and later sailed to ports
as far away as Texas.
In the fall of 1865 the 29th, while in New Orleans
guarding prisoners, received its orders to retumn
home and boarded a vessel for New York. The
voyage home was rough with terrific storms, the
Rev. Alexander Heritage Newton wrote in his
memeoirs of serving in the 29th. The soldiers’
clothes were constantly wet and it was impossi-
ble to find a place to sleep. Imagine the faith
hope and courage of these black men traveling
home to “freedom.”

“T have named the book ‘Out of the Briers’
because the figure is befitting one in my own
life,” Newton wrote in his memoirs. “Although
free borm, I was under the curse of slavery, sur-
rounded by the thorns and briers of prejudice,
hatred, persecution and the suffering incident
to this fearful regime. 1, indeed, came out of
the briers torn and bleeding.”

Along the way, the 29th stopped in New
York City. The regiment marched and were
greeted with cheers and salutes. Newton re-
called, “We had not forgotten our former ex-
periences here however. And we were inward-
Iy revolving the thought that as Black men we
had done our part in bringing about a change
of sentiment that would make a new city out of
New York and every other city in the Union.”

Later the regiment boarded the steamship
Granite State and proceeded 150 miles

in every town and village they passed.

Buckingham and other local dignitaries greeted the
26th when they arrived in Hartford. They marched to
Central Row, a street that still exists next to the Old State
House in downtown Hartford, where they stacked their
arms-and removed their knapsacks from their backs to
the accompaniment of Colt’s Brass Band. They were giv-
en a feast at City Hall, after which they returned to Cen-

Continued on next page

through Long Island Sound and up the Con-~
necticut River to Hartford, They were cheered .
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tral Row where they were joined
by Connecticut members of the
31st U. S. Colored Troops, another
newly arrived regiment.

What a feeling there must have
peen inside these black men, that
they would soon walk the streets
as free men! Yet many, also, must
have felt that the struggle was not
aver and that even more battles for
freedom were to be fought. Con-
necticut still maintained laws that
supported  segregation of the
races, Black men did not have the
right to vote, segregated public fa-
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cilities were enforced and return-
ing black soldiers were not al-
lowed to join peacetime nilitias be-
cause they were prohibited from
carrying arms.

7 hat happened to the men
ofthe 29th when they re-

¥ turned to Hartford?
There is much about these men's
lives my research is only just be-
ginning to uncover.

Newton was mistakenly
charged with stealing clothes from
a local shop owner and spent his
first night as a civilian in jail. He lat-
er hecame a minister of the
African  Methodist Episcopal
Church, receiving his Doctor of
Divinity degree in 1909. Charles
Maguire remained in Hartford
where he got a job taking care of
horses. He later moved to New
York, and finally settled in Provi-
dence. Charles James Quash was
sentenced in 1869 to a two-year
term in the Wethersfied State
Prison for a burglary comimitted in
Colchester. George S. Peters re-
tumned home to Hebron to find
that he had been reported dead
and his wife had left fown. He
searched unsuccessfully for her,
and later remarried.

And Lloyd Garrison Seymour,
my great-great-grandfather?

He found work as a sexton in a
military hall and a church. By the
standard of the day, when most
hlack men did manual labor, he
did fairly well,

I still have that old compass. It
sits on my desk serving as a re-
minder of the commitment of my
great-great-grandfather and other
black men. It also helps me think
about our future and that we, as a
society, are still fighting and work-
ing for equality for all. One day 1
will pass this relic on to my daugh-
ters. T hope they, too, will use this
old compass as a reminder that
black men fought for their free-
dom. B
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