

Post-viewing Handout for Glory

The Two Women in Colonel Shaw's Life 

Mother: Colonel Shaw was risking his life more than if he had been an ordinary officer in the Union Army when he agreed to lead the Massachusetts 54th. Confederates summarily executed captured white officers who led black troops and Shaw knew that he would have to lead his regiment into their first battles, making himself a prime target for deadly Southern sharpshooters. If you had taken a command of an army unit in such circumstances what would your father and mother say? 

Robert Gould Shaw came from a family of strong abolitionists. His father had founded the National Freedman's Relief Association. He was supportive of Shaw's actions. Shaw's mother was strongly in favor of his acceptance of the Colonelcy of a black regiment. She wrote to him: "God rewards a hundredfold every good aspiration of his children, and this is my reward for asking [for] my children not earthly honors, but souls to see the right and courage to follow it. Now I feel ready to die, for I see you willing to give your support to the cause of truth that is lying crushed and bleeding." 

Wife: Shaw was married to Annie Haggerty shortly before he assumed command of the regiment. He was able to spend only a few weeks with his new wife between their wedding and the assault on Fort Wagner. On the day of the assault, Shaw's second in command, Ned Hallowell, found Shaw alone, lying near the pilot house on the top deck of the ship that was taking the regiment to the scene of the battle. Hallowell said: "Rob, don't you feel well? Why are you so sad?" 

Shaw replied, "Oh Ned! If I could live a few weeks longer with my wife, and be home a little while I think I might die happy. But it cannot be. I do not believe I will live through our next fight." An hour later Shaw came down and Hallowell reported that: "All the sadness had passed from his face, and he was perfectly cheerful...." 

As Colonel, it was Shaw's choice of whether he would lead his men at the front of the assault, or whether he would bring up the rear. He chose to lead at the front. 


The Burial of the Dead Soldiers of the Massachusetts 54th and their Colonel:

After the assault, Iredell Jones, a confederate officer who had witnessed the battle said, "the Negroes fought gallantly, and were headed by as brave a colonel as ever lived." However, the Confederates tried to dishonor Colonel Shaw in death. After the battle the Union Army sought to collect its dead for burial, a common practice during the war. This request was granted for the white soldiers who died in the battle but refused as to Shaw and his men. As an insult, the Confederates stripped Colonel Shaw's body and tossed it into the bottom of a trench, along with the rest of his men. Union efforts to retrieve Colonel Shaw's body and those of his men were rebuffed. There was great indignation in the North about the Confederates' refusal to comply with the usual rules of war with regard to Colonel Shaw. 

Shaw's father ended the dispute issuing the following statement for the family:

We would not have his body removed from where it lies surrounded by his brave and devoted soldiers....We can imagine no holier place than that in which he lies, among his brave and devoted followers, nor wish for him better company. – what a body-guard he has!
The statement was widely publicized in the North. What the Confederates had meant as an insult, turned into an honor, increasing Shaw's stature as a hero. 
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