A First Look At The Non-commissioned Officers of the First United States Colored Troops
Regimental Overview
Summary of Service:  

An infantry regiment raised in the spring and summer of 1863 and credited to the District of Columbia, the First United States Colored Troops (1st USCT) served in the Army of the James in the eastern theater during the civil war.  It performed provost and guard duties around Portsmouth and Norfolk,  participated in the campaigns around Petersburg, and then deployed to the Southern Department.  Its most significant engagement was perhaps its first, at Wilson's Wharf, where it defeated  a select brigade of rebel cavalry under Fitzhugh Lee.  It later participated in the assault on Fort Fischer and in operations around Wilmington, North Carolina, finally mustering out in August, 1865. 

http://www.civilwararchive.com/Unreghst/uncolinf1.htm#5
Origins of the Men:  

While credited to D.C., the regimental history  (Black, Copper, and Bright, by C.R. Gibbs) shows the majority of men in the ranks were born elsewhere.  Of some 1200 enlistees, more than 300 were born in Maryland and more than 440 in Virginia.  About three dozen of the latter gave “Alexandria” as their birthplace, which city and county were part of the District until retroceded to the state in 1846.  Another 110 came from North Carolina (mostly recruited after the regiment left D.C.), and a like number from all over, ranging from California to Haiti and Canada to Chile.

With more than three-quarters of its men born outside the District, the 1st USCT illustrates more regional, national, and even international mobility than one might ordinarily ascribe to people of color before and during the civil war.  This may reflect a number of factors, including the cosmopolitan nature of service workers in the nation's capital, the wartime influx of African American refugees, or the willingness of African American men to travel for the opportunity to bear arms against slavery.  

Occupations of the Men:   

The skill sets of the 1st USCT's soldiers were nearly as varied as their origins.  To begin with the great majority – as in nearly all civil war regiments, white or black – consisted of “farmers” (406, or fully a third of the 1200) and “laborers” (327, or just over a quarter).

I put “farmers” and “laborers” in quotes because neither occupation reflects one simple set of skills.  Farmers can be farm workers or individual owners.  They can tend orchards, grow forage crops, raise grains, produce market vegetables, or any combination of such, as well as perform all associated tasks, from handling draft animals, butchering, equipment repair, and sales.  Most soldiers are young men who might not have mastered the full range of tasks, but farmers start young, and every man who listed that as his occupation would already have spent a decade or more on the job, more or less full time.

“Laborer” in turn can imply work in any field not a recognized craft, or work as an assistant in a craft.  A glance at the Labor Department's first Dictionary of Occupational Titles (1939) finds 30 pages of fine-print definitions of laborers, most industrial, but any craft occupation had a subset of work assigned to “laborers.”  In Georgetown and Washington City, laborers could be found working on the Navy Yard, on the waterfronts of Southeast and Georgetown, on the building sites of Treasury and the Capitol, in the gas works of the West End and the “Island,” in tanneries, lime kilns, mills, warehouses, government offices (custodians), hotels (housekeeping), and in fact wherever any work could be found.  

In addition to farmers and laborers, civil war regiments might also have concentrations in a third or fourth occupation peculiar to the nature of local industry, for example mines or manufacturing plants.  In the case of the 1st USCT, 121 men, representing 10% of the whole, were waiters.  

Washington City, as the home of the national government, possessed a wealth of dining places for its large population of legislators, lobbyists, job seekers, petitioners, ambassadors, administrators, and associated hangers-on.  In John Ellis's 1868 Guide to Washington City we find Willard's Hotel with its famous bar room, the National Hotel with its “gay saloons and parlors,” Brown's (or the Metropolitan), the Kirkwood House, Ebbitt's, Harvey's, and “Sayre & Co's New York Bakery, Confectionery, & Ice Cream Saloon,” not to mention countless lesser cook shops and drinking saloons.   

Despite racially restrictive laws, all these establishments employed or were even run by African Americans, producing a kind of precarious middle class of waiters, busboys, maitre d's, and caterers within a city that at the beginning of the war still enslaved many African Americans, despite a much larger free black population.  More than 11,000 of the 14,000 black people in the District were free, according to the 1937 WPA Guide to Washington).  The same Guide describes waiters as “numerous and, in the gay hospitality of a southern town, comparatively well paid.”  

But waiters were far from alone in representing a respectable class of self-sufficient African American entrepreneurs.  Also mentioned in the Guide are “carpenters, bricklayers shoemakers,” and blacksmiths, as well as “a monopoly of barbering.”

Men from all these occupations would serve in the 1st USCT alongside the core of farmers, laborers, and waiters.  They included 28 teamsters, 22 sailors, 21 blacksmiths, 20 carpenters, 20 hostlers (caring for horses in or running livery stables), 19 barbers, 15 butchers, 14 cooks, and nine shoemakers, as well as smaller numbers in several other fields.

From this diverse population the regiment's officers (all white with the exception of the Chaplain) selected the non-commissioned officers (NCOs).  These men were the sergeants and corporals who would supervise and manage the day to day tasks of the men and serve as a cadre of leaders in the ranks during the crises of battle.  And the question of which professions contributed a greater or lesser proportion of their ranks to these duties is our focus here.

The Duties of Noncommissioned Officers
First, though, let's look at what non-commissioned officers were supposed to do.  

As a general rule, in a two-rank line of battle corporals would bracket each of a company's two platoons – a file of two men on each flank and four in the middle of each of the ten companies.  A squad of eight corporals would serve under a sergeant as the color guard, grouped around the regimental standard.  The sergeants for the most part would stand at intervals two paces behind the line of battle to oversee the men as they maneuvered and fought.  Thus, in any tactical formation, the NCOs would provide a matrix of reliable men enclosing the mass of private soldiers.

Off the battlefield, and for the vast majority of time spent in the army, NCOs provided hands-on leadership for tasks great and small.  

Corporals would serve as work leaders for small details policing the camp and performing other fatigues.  Their most responsible duties consisted of serving as corporal of the guard, conducting sentinels to their posts and responding to any alarms or calls for assistance.

Sergeants performed a range of more responsible duties.  The first sergeant of a company served as the captain's right hand man.  As August Kautz describes it in his 1865 Customs of Service for Non-commissioned Officers and Soldiers, if the captain is the owner of the concern the first sergeant is “in fact, the foreman; the men are the artisans.  He lays out and superintends the details of the work which the captain has directed to be executed.”  Sergeants kept the rosters, called the rolls, inventoried and tracked the company property, including arms, and, ideally, prepared the voluminous paperwork required by regulations and general orders.

Other sergeants, according to Kautz, “generally have larger details under their charge, and have corporals under their direction to assist them.”  The four sergeants ranking below the orderly might each have responsibility for a squad, meaning half a platoon, in other words a quarter of the company's men (about 20 at full strength, substantially fewer in the field after a few months in service).  “They are responsible for the camp and garrison equipage... the preliminary instruction of the men in their various duties, and must preserve order...”  “In time of battle, it is his duty to keep the men in ranks, not to allow them to fall out on any pretext, and to prevent them from misbehaving before the enemy.  He is even required to shoot men down when they attempt to run away in times of danger.”

Fortunately that last service was never required in the 1st USCT.

From the duties Kautz describes we can infer one of the more desirable skills of the sergeant – literacy.  If the orderly sergeant had to make out duty rosters, reports, and inventories for the equipment of all the company's men, he would need help, and the squad leaders would be an obvious choice.  Because of racist legislation throughout the slave states – including the District, Maryland, and Virginia – as well as poverty and repression among the free black populations of the north, illiteracy rates were very high in the African American community generally.  

Gibbs' regimental history mentions that about a hundred of the men of the 1st USCT could read and write on enlistment.  That number would triple over the course of their service, due to the efforts of Chaplain Turner, various aid societies, and the officers and men themselves.  

Several interests came into play here:  ministers might want the men to study the Bible, the men might want to improve their opportunities for advancement (or at least receive all the pay and benefits to which they were entitled), but the army itself ran on paperwork to an extent we might find hard to believe.  A whole array of daily, monthly, tri-monthly, quarterly, and special reports were required, as well as inventories, invoices, receipts, and a payroll form about a yard square, all requiring multiple copies completed with army-issued dip pens and oak gall ink.  

A white regiment would almost always have enough literate men to at least make the necessary copies of these forms, and might have trained clerks and bookkeepers in the ranks to fill out the originals as well.  But in a typical USCT regiment the officers would more likely be stuck with much of this administrivia – thus, quite apart from any considerations of sentiment, sympathy, or concern for the men's spiritual or financial welfare, the sooner officers could train soldiers to take on some of the burden of paperwork the happier they'd be.

Distribution of NCO Warrants by Occupations
Given the above description of duties, and the previous outline of the men's professions, from among whom did the white officers select their NCOs?

The attached table provides a complete breakdown for each occupation having three or more members in the regiment.  From left to right it shows number of men in the occupation, number of them who were sergeants, number who were corporals, total who were NCOs, then each category as a percentage of the regimental whole.   Occupations with fewer than three men in the regiment are combined on the “ALL OTHERS” row.

Here's a summary of what the numbers tell us:

Sergeants
As we might expect, farmers, who made up a third of the regiment, provided the highest number of sergeants, at 24.  But this only covers between a fifth and a quarter of all sergeants (22% of 108 total), leaving them significantly under-represented – i.e., while sergeants make up about 9% of the regiment, only 6% of farmers held that rank.

The second largest category of sergeants begins to show what kinds of civilian occupations fill out the NCO ranks.  Waiters, with 10% of the regiment, provide 17 sergeants – 14% of their total and 16% (one out of six) of all sergeants.  Skilled at taking orders and counting tips, experienced in customer service, even catering, the talents they possessed seemed to give them a leg up in military service.

Perhaps surprisingly, the group providing the third largest number of sergeants were the barbers.  Eleven of these men held that warrant, so although they made up less than 2% of the regiment's complement they provided 10% of its sergeants.  Indeed, of all occupations having nine or more men in the 1st USCT, barbers had the highest percentage of sergeants at nearly 60%.

Or perhaps not so surprising.  Leon Litwack, in writing about the struggles of free blacks in northern states before the civil war (North of Slavery) mentions “restaurateurs, caterers, boot makers,  tailors, and barbers” as members of  a “Negro bourgeoisie.”  Sadly, the most successful of these often refused to serve other African Americans for fear of ruining a more lucrative trade with whites.   A article by Sean Trainor in The Atlantic (“The Racially Fraught History of the American Beard,” January 20, 2014 https://www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2014/01/the-racially-fraught-history-of-the-american-beard/283180/) gives some idea of their environment and efforts:

But barbers’ most difficult work was cultural in nature. Especially in the upscale venues for which African-American barbers were best known, [white] customers demanded a high level of gentility from their surroundings. Thus, barbers were also expected to excel as interior decorators. The best of these shops were what historian Douglas Walter Bristol, Jr., author of Knights of the Razor, a painstaking history of African-American barbers, called “first-class.” And they looked much as their modern imitators reimagine them.
Barbers cultivated personae to match these surroundings. Refined in dress and graceful in movement, the best offered practical instruction in the gentlemanly arts. They were also expert conversationalists, engaging and entertaining their customers while they worked....
This brings up an additional skill that might explain the status of waiters and barbers in the 1st USCT.  In addition to (probable) literacy, numeracy, and their other job skills, they knew quite well how to work with, or simply work, white men.   Able to gain the regard of white officers outside their community (most of whom would be strangers selected by examination and appointed without regard to geographic origin), and representing a highly regarded professional class within it, they would be well suited to fill their intermediary role in the military.  (On the other hand, familiarity with whites on its own seemed to mean little – the regiment had two house servants and two servants, none of whom were either sergeants or corporals.)

Altogether, those who held the urban positions of waiters and barbers made up fully a quarter of the regiment's sergeants – more than the rural farmers, and far more than those provided by any one or several of the regiment's other occupations.  It may seem odd, but in the 1st USCT we see the perhaps unique phenomenon of a regiment of infantry in which the plurality of the leadership team consisted of waiters and barbers.

Yet the other occupations also deserve notice.  After barbers, blacksmiths provided six sergeants, carpenters and butchers each provided four, and sailors, shoemakers, and gardeners three apiece (gardeners must have been a special lot as there only four in the regiment).  The three tobacconists in the regiment were all NCOs – two sergeants and a corporal.

In contrast to the above, the second largest occupation in the regiment, laborers, provided but three of the sergeants.

Corporals
Again, farmers provided the largest number of corporals, at 43 – this represented 11% of all farmers and nearly three of ten sergeants.  

For corporals, laborers came into their own, providing 36 or 11% of their number, not far off the regiment-wide average for all occupations (12%).  So it would seem that while laborers did not possess all the qualities needed for sergeant, they were as ready and able as anyone to provide supervision over a small group on guard mount or fatigue, and take their place among the framework of NCOs that held the regiment together on the field of battle.

Given the leadership provided by laborers at the level of corporal, their paucity of sergeants might have more to do with illiteracy than any incapacity in the performance of their other military duties.

In addition to serving as sergeants, waiters punched above their weight with corporals, providing 22, or 15% of the regiment's total and 18% of the occupation – one and a half times the regimental average.

Other occupations with more than a couple of corporals included teamsters with six (of 28 men), hostlers with four (of 20 men), and blacksmiths, carpenters, butchers, and cooks with three each.

Of the eight barbers who didn't make sergeant, one could at least console himself with corporal's chevrons.

Overall, of 149 corporals in the regiment, farmers, laborers, and waiters provided 91, or 61% of the whole.

Conclusions
The roster of non-commissioned officers in the ranks of the First United States Colored Troops provides a window into the occupational mix of African American men in the mid-Atlantic region in the era of the civil war.  It gives us a picture of a community with a large number of farmers and laborers – like most communities, and regiments, of the time – liberally seasoned with dozens of other occupations.  We see  in it few white collar or clearly industrial employees (apart from laborers), but a vibrant mix of any other jobs you'd find in a city or town.  

Far from the amorphous mass of unskilled workers that one might expect from a population that included many recently enslaved, we see a body of men striving against legal and social restrictions in any field that allowed them to exercise their talents.  Overall, in addition to the body of waiters, fully a third of the enlisted personnel were crafts and tradesmen.  

Opportunities for Further Research

These data are available to us because they were routinely collected by the army when troops were enlisted.  Every regiment and company had a descriptive book giving the soldier's age, occupation, height, eye color, hair color, complexion, place of birth, and date and place of enlistment.  This short paper only touches on one regiment's collection of occupations.  Much remains to explore in the records held in the National Archives.

For example, we could profit from comparing similar data for regiments raised elsewhere, like the 2nd USCT in Arlington (DC's other black regiment), the urban regiments from Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New Orleans, as well as those raised in the Mississippi Delta or Tennessee among enslaved countrymen.  If the story of the 200,000 soldiers of the USCT is itself woefully under-told, how much more do we have to learn about the communities the men came from?
This look has restricted itself to occupations of NCOs.  More about them might be learned by correlations to previous condition of enslavement or even complexion.  In the latter case, the descriptive lists make a startling contrast to those of white regiments that generally confine themselves to “light,” “medium,” and “dark.”  A few glances at the same column for the 1st USCT turns up a variety that includes “copper,” “yellow,” and “light” and “dark” “Grief.”  

“Grief” is almost certainly a misspelling of “Griffe,” which in turn appears in New Orleans and Mobile among creole communities as a designation of the child of a “pure Negro” and “Mulatto.”  This, along with a penciled column for noting scars and other distinguishing marks, raises further questions, more or less racially fraught.  What role did skin color or evidence of a rough background play when white officers selected NCOs from among their African American troops?  

More interestingly, what happened to all these men after the war?  Two of my fellow volunteers at the African American Civil War Museum in Washington have done research on their own in this area, and brought to light intriguing fragments of African American life in the decades following the war.

From Marquett Milton we learn that Corporal Andrew Greene, a waiter, married a woman he met in North Carolina during the war, brought her home to Washington, and established himself as a caterer with his own business.  

Hugh Goffinet, who undertook a study of the four men from Rockville, Maryland who enlisted in the First, identified  among them Henson Carroll – another waiter, and another one who rose to the rank of sergeant.  Not long after mustering out he enlisted in the navy as a “cabin cook” -- a humble sounding position that was actually the navy's highest cook rating, equivalent to a petty officer and paying $30 a month, or more than a sergeant-major, and half again as much as a sergeant.  Not only did Carroll see a bit of the country in the army, but he would go on to serve on the USS Benicia in the navy's Asiatic Squadron during the time it participated in our brief, first “Korean War” in 1871.

From slaves to free men, businessmen, and world travelers, these soldiers and their comrades represent an entire dimension of American history that remains for us to explore and appreciate.
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