
 1 

Written in Stone, but Petitioned on Paper 
 
African American soldiers, fighting for the Union, joined together to demand where their 
fallen should lie. 
 
By Paula Tarnapol Whitacre 
 
On a cold day in December 1864, Pvt. Shadrick Murphy died at L’Ouverture Hospital, 
the hospital for African American troops that had been built in Union-occupied 
Alexandria, VA, earlier that year. Like many of his comrades, it was illness—in his case, 
respiratory infection—and not a battle wound that caused his death.  Customary for the 
day, burial of his corpse quickly followed.  
 
As his hearse traveled from L’Ouverture to Soldiers’ Cemetery a few blocks away, the 
driver was diverted and sent to Freedmen’s Cemetery, created to bury blacks who had 
come into Alexandria from the South. 
 
Although more than one hundred of their brethren had already been buried at 
Freedmen’s, African American soldiers convalescing at the hospital saw treatment of 
Murphy’s coffin as the last straw. Their protest changed how African American troops 
were treated in their final sacrifice for the Union—their deaths.  
 
How could African American men, many recently enslaved, all recuperating in a hospital, 
direct their fate in the 1860s, in the midst of war?  

 

Alexandria, Union-Occupied  
 
Alexandria, Virginia, across the river 
from Washington, DC, was the closest 
town of any size from the nation’s 
capital in the Confederacy. A bridge 
across the Potomac, or a boat ride of 
less than an hour, linked Washington to 
the Virginia shoreline. Recognizing the 
strategic role of the town as a supply 
and staging ground, the Union occupied 
it in 1861 and remained there through 
the entire war. 
 
When the army moved in, they did 
things in a big way, constructing forts 
(part of the ring that eventually 
surrounded Washington), building on 
the rail and port facilities, and 
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transporting supplies and troops. Residents with Confederate sympathies—i.e., most of 
the white population—moved away, hunkered down, or otherwise tried to cope with this 
unwelcome turn of events. Noted a column in one newspaper, “Not six months ago, a 
thrifty growing city—with an energetic, prosperous, and happy population—unusually 
free from the crime and misery of cities generally, Alexandria occupied an enviable 
position and, in a social point of view, stood pre-eminently high. But a change—aye!—a 
sad change has come over the good old town.” 
 
In addition to thousands of Union 
troops, formerly enslaved African 
Americans from Confederate 
states came in large numbers. 
While not returned to their former 
owners (as much out of the 
recognition that depriving the 
South of slave labor would 
weaken the Confederacy as out of 
any sense of justice), they barely 
eked out a living, and poverty and 
illness prevailed. They were 
known as contrabands, a 
reflection of the perception that 
they were confiscated property. 
 
 
In 1862, Julia Wilbur, a Quaker from upstate New York, came to Alexandria as a 
Freedmen’s agent under the auspices of the Rochester Anti-Slavery Ladies Society. 
Shortly after she arrived, she encountered Rev. Albert Gladwin, an African American 
minister.  At first, she—and others—were impressed; she wrote back to Rochester that 
“Mr. Gladwin is a Baptist minister, he has been here some time.  I don’t know who 
supports him.  He receives supplies from various places for soldiers & for contrabands 
[the term used for the newly free black population]….He is very active & I think does a 
great deal of good.” He was also ambitious:  “Mr. Gladwin would like to be 
Superintendent.” And just a few months after working with him, Wilbur said, “I will say 
to thee confidentially that Mr. Gladwin is a great trial to us, & it will be an unfortunate 
day for those poor people when he is made superintendent.” 
 
He got his wish within the year. Col. John Slough, Alexandria’s military governor, 
appointed Rev. Albert Gladwin as Supervisor of Contrabands in October of 1863.  Soon 
he was renting out barracks that were intended as free housing for the poor and otherwise 
ruffling feathers of those who worked with and under him. Harriet Jacobs, an African 
American already well known for writing about her own enslavement and escape, had 
also come to Alexandria and butted heads with Gladwin. She characterized him as “Harsh 
and tyrannical to the people under his charge, but fawning and obsequious to those in 
authority….” 
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Gladwin, it should be said, did have his hands full. Poverty and an unwelcoming 
reception in Alexandria led to dreadful living conditions, illness, and death. The existing 
paupers’ cemetery could not handle the increased numbers of interments. Gladwin 
established Freedmen’s Cemetery south of Alexandria, about half-mile from Wilkes 
Street, where the burial grounds of the city’s many white churches were located and 
where a new Soldier’s Cemetery for Union fallen had been recently opened.  
 
Once African Americans were able to enter—and die in—the Union Army, Gladwin took 
it upon himself to arrange for their burials at Freedmen’s, too. At the first of these burials, 
on May 5, 1864, for Private John Cooley, who died upon entering the hospital that day, 
Gladwin officiated. Wilbur complained about the brevity and lack of ceremony: “he 
made no allusion to the peculiar circumstances of the country, not a word of 
encouragement to its brave defenders.” 
 

The U.S. Colored Troops 
 
African American men were not 
allowed to join the Union Army 
at the outset of the war. As the 
war dragged on past the once-
expected few months or so, 
however, this source of 
manpower began to look more 
appealing. In 1862, the Militia 
Act allowed them to join 
essentially as laborers, and on 
January 1, 1863, the 
Emancipation Proclamation 
included a provision that blacks 
“will be received into the armed 
service of the United States to garrison forts, positions, stations and other places and to 
man vessels of all sorts in said service.”  
 
With a few exceptions, African American regiments, like their white counterparts, were 
organized in various locations in the North but were then organized numerically rather 
than by state. Overall, the Bureau of Colored Troops recorded almost 179,000 African 
American enlistees. While some enlisted for financial reasons, others did so for moral 
and political reasons. As Sgt. Major Christian Fleetwood, a member of the 4th USCT 
wrote, “A double purpose induced me and most others to enlist, to assist in abolishing 
slavery and to gain equality and rights as citizens.” 
 
Overall, 91 officers and 1534 African American troops were killed in battle, and another 
1348 declared missing (deserted, prisoner of war and presumed dead). Many times that 
number--194 officers and 31,866--died of disease, accidents, or wounds after combat.  
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L’Ouverture Hospital 
 
Alexandria also served as a place for the Union Army to convalesce, with about 6,500 
beds established throughout the city. Initially, churches and other public buildings were 
appropriated to serve as hospitals. After several years, the huge numbers of wounded and 
ill, combined with growing awareness of the impact of hospital conditions on recovery, 
led to construction of specially built facilities and to a triage system that connected the 
battlefront to hospitals in the cities. 
 
By the time African Americans entered the Army, these systems were in place. Each 
regiment was authorized a surgeon, two assistants and a hospital steward. They set up 
stations at the front to process casualties; those needing more care were evacuated by the 
Sanitary Commission or the army to hospitals devoted to surgical specialties or to general 
hospitals, including those in Alexandria.  
 
In February 1864, the Army opened L’Ouverture Hospital for the African American 
troops and freedmen. Named for Toussaint L’Overture, the Haitian revolutionary, it was 
built near the Freedmen’s barracks and, a more sinister connection, to the Franklin and 
Armfield slave trading building, taken over during the war as a small penitentiary. 

 
L’Ouverture was designed 
along the lines set out by the 
U.S. Quartermaster 
Department. Spread out over 
a city block, it consisted of 
detached pavilions (rather 
than a single large building) 
for the patients: The ward 
tents had timber frames with 
canvas walls and roof, with 
600 beds in all.  According 
to a diagram drawn at the 
time, the hospital 

encompassed wards, sheds, and other facilities, including a dispensary, chapel, and 
school. The administration was set up in an existing dwelling (still standing as a private 
residence) on South Payne Street. This use of many small separate buildings recognized 
the benefits of good ventilation and the ability to quarantine parts of the hospital as 
needed.  
 
Typically, a hospital had an overall supervisor, with each ward under the care of a 
physician. Dr. Edwin Bentley was head of Alexandria’s hospitals, including L’Ouverture 
beginning in December 1864. We have mixed reports about his tenure. Chauncey 
Leonard, who served as chaplain, wrote, “The Surgeons attending have been untiring in 
their efforts and their labors have been generally successful. Many soldiers have died in 
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the past year, but the greater part of them were almost in a dying state when admitted. 
The Soldiers seem to appreciate the care … upon them, the means through the blessing of 
God, of their restoration to health.” 
 
Julia Wilbur took a more critical view, at least initially. When she tried to get Bentley to 
assign Sanitary Commission nurses to L’Ouverture, she found him unsympathetic about 
conditions there. He initially turned her down, but he “wants to run a black machine 
entirely.” Her take was that “he’s like so may others, things anything is good enough for 
niggers.” But she reported a somewhat more positive impression by June 1864. 
 
Many patients stayed in the hospital for weeks and months at a time. Chaplain Leonard 
tried to provide them educational and spiritual assistance. The monthly reports he sent to 
the Adjutant General Lorenzo Thomas showed industrious, if not always effective, 
activity in trying to bolster the men’s spiritual life through prayer meetings and salvation, 
and holding classes to teach literacy. He also provided some information on more general 
conditions: “I am gratified that such complete arrangements have been made for bathing 
and that our patients enjoy an occasional bath, which makes them clean and healthy. 
Major Bentley and his assistants aim to promote the physical and moral interests of all 
under their charge.” 
 
As elsewhere, illness took more of a toll than battle wounds. Men entered the hospital 
with conditions that both pre-dated and were complicated by military life—diarrhea and 
dysentery, anemia, respiratory conditions, infections and other conditions. 
 
Caleb Mason, for example, one of the few African Americans who slipped by Rev. 
Gladwin and was buried in the Soldier’s Cemetery, joined the 39th regiment out of 
Baltimore and served for about five months before he entered the hospital “in a state of 
great debility” on November 18. The cause of death five weeks later was chronic 
diarrhea.  
 
Shadrick Murphy, the soldier whose death incited the protest, entered the hospital with 
acute bronchitis in June 1864, was examined for a disability discharge in August or 
September, but never improved enough to be released. His cause of death was 
consumption. 
 

The Soldiers Protest 
 
The Union Army’s Quartermasters were responsible for all the supplies and equipment 
the army needed, and Quartermaster James Lee had his hands full in busy Alexandria. 
His duties extended through Army deaths and in 1862, he acquired land for a Soldiers 
Cemetery (now Alexandria National Cemetery) for Union troops.  
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Thus, parallel hierarchies claimed 
responsibility for the African 
American troops who came to 
Alexandria to recover, and, in some 
cases, to die. Reverend Gladwin 
considered the troops among the 
contrabands he was supposed to 
supervise. Quartermaster Lee 
assumed African American troops 
would go to Soldiers’, as he 
designated a section of the cemetery 
for their graves. Although a few 
black soldiers had been buried at 
Alexandria National Cemetery, 
beginning with Private Caleb 
Mason, most others had gone the route of Gladwin rather than Lee—Private Murphy was 
to join about 120 already buried at Freedmen’s.   
 
But the soldiers at L’Ouverture wanted to be buried as members of the Union Army. 
When Julia Wilbur visited the hospital on December 26, she found soldiers arguing with 
Gladwin about an interment at Freedmen’s: “the soldiers at hos are furious [and] refused 
to go as escort,” which would have been customary. The next day, when Private Murphy 
died, it was the Quartermaster’s Department that was notified to send a hearse for a burial 
at Soldier’s. 
 
Yet, as the hearse bearing Private Murphy made its way the short distance between the 
hospital and the cemetery, Gladwin stopped and diverted it to Freedmen’s Cemetery, 
about a mile further south. When the hearse driver objected, Gladwin had him arrested, 
and Murphy was buried at Freedmen’s.   
 
Word filtered back to L’Ouverture, where the news did not sit well. Some perhaps 
envisioned their own deaths and what would become of them. We do not know who 
wrote the petition that circulated around the hospital asking that “our bodies may find a 
resting place in the ground designated for the brave defenders of our countries flag.” Was 
it the first person who signed it—Jessie Adderson, a sergeant with the 23rd USCT? Or 
perhaps one of the other 23 men in the “First Ward” at the hospital, since these are the 
only ones that also list rank and regiment? It is well, even poetically, written (see box) 
with the demand that fallen members of the U.S. Colored Troops belonged with their 
military comrades. The more ambulatory went from ward to ward to gather supporters 
and collected the names of 443 fellow soldiers. It had to have been written and circulated 
quickly, as the soldiers presented it to Bentley on December 27, and Bentley immediately 
passed it on to Lee.  
 
Parallel structures of the Union were in bureaucratic conflict. Since Gladwin reported to 
General Slough, Lee called on him, and the two agreed that Meigs, Quartermaster 
General of the Army, should decide how to handle African American burials. IT does not 
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sound as if Slough much cared; as Lee said to Meigs, “he seemed to think that the only 
matter that stood in the way was that there are quite a number already in the contraband 
burying-ground but these could be removed very easily and without additional expense 
by the men who take care of the military cemetery.” Apparently, it was Gladwin, not 
Slough, possibly because he would receive a fee for each burial he carried out. 
 
Lee wrote to Major Montgomery Meigs for guidance the next day, writing him a letter 
and sending along the petition. Lee explained he had arranged for African American 
troops to be buried at the U.S. Military Ceremony, where “headboards are placed at each 
grave and a careful record of the men [made] in every particular,” but that “Mr. Gladwin, 
Superintendent of the Freedmen at this place has caused the interment of colored soldiers 
to be made at the contraband burying ground. This ground is not owned by the U.S., is 
not fenced, as I learn, nor is it taken care of, as the regular cemetery is.”  
 
“The feeling on the part of the colored soldiers,” concluded Lee, “is unanimous to be 
placed in the military cemetery and it seems but just and right that they should be.” Meigs 
agreed with Lee. Not only would African American soldiers henceforth be buried in 
Alexandria National Cemetery, but those that had already been buried at Freedmen’s—
about 120—would be removed and re-interred at Alexandria National Cemetery.  By the 
third week of January, that had happened.  
 
How could that have happened? Why did Lee take up the cause?   Perhaps some altruism, 
combined with recognition that Gladwin was not a particularly likable figure. Perhaps, 
then as now, bureaucratic struggles between him and Slough were cloaked by appealing 
to higher causes.  
 
Whatever the reason, Gladwin was removed from his position about two weeks later. 
 

The Petition 
 
December 27, 1864 
 
To Major Edwin Bentley 
Surgeon in Charge 
 
Sir, we the undersigned Convalescents of Louverture Hospital & its Branches and 
soldiers of the U.S. Army, learning that some dissatisfaction exists in relation to the 
burial of colored soldiers and feeling deeply interested in a matter of so great importance 
to us, who are a part and parcel with the white soldiers in this great struggle against 
rebellion, do hereby express our views, and ask for consideration of the same. 
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We learn that the government has purchased ground to be used exclusively for Burial of 
soldiers of the United States Army, and that the government has also purchased ground to 
be used for the burial of contrabands, or freedmen, so 
called, that the former is under the control of Capt. Lee, 
A.Q.M. U.S.A The latter under the control of Rev. A. 
Gladwin, Superintendent of Contrabands. We are not 
contrabands, but soldiers of the U.S. Army, we have 
cheerfully left the comforts of home and entered into the 
field of conflict, fighting side by side with the white 
soldiers, to crush out this God insulting, Hell deserving 
rebellion.  
 
As American citizens, we have a right to fight for the 
protection of her flag, that right is granted, and we are 
now sharing equally the dangers and hardships in this 
mighty contest, and should shair [sic] the same 
privileges and rights of burial in every way with our 
fellow soldiers who only differ from us in color. 
 
To crush this rebellion, and establish civil, religious & political freedom for our children, 
is the height of our ambition. To this end we suffer, for this we fight, yea and mingle our 
blood with yours, to wash away a stain so black, and destroy a Plot so destructive to the 
interest and property of this nation, as soldiers in the U.S. Army. We ask that our bodies 
may find a resting place in the ground designated for the burial of the brave defenders of 
our countries flag. 
 
It has been said that colored soldiers desire to be buried in the Contrabands Cemetary, we 
have never expressed such a desire, nor do we ask for any such distinction to be made, 
but in the more pertinent language of inspiration we would say (Ruth 1:16-17) “Entreat 
me not to leave thee, for whither thou goest I will go” “and where thou fightests I will 
fight” and where thou diest I will dire and there I will be buried,” and for this, our humble 
petitionars will ever pray, the unanimous voice of our Soldiers was given, and their 
names herin enrolled. 
 
[Followed by the names, rank, and regiment number of the first ward, and the names only 
of patients in wards 2 through 10] 

 

Quartermaster Lee Looks Back 
 
Captain Lee rose to Brigadier-General before he left the military. In 1906, he wrote about 
his time as Quartermaster in Alexandria in 1906, noting then that the “minor events of the 
Civil War are fast passing into forgetfulness.…The isolated and subordinate chapters, 
vast in scope and important when considered by themselves, are lost in the great chain of 
the gigantic struggle. And yet.” 
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Lee did not mention anything about this incident in this short article, but describes the 
daily demands and pressures: “Telegrams urging the shipment of all kinds of stores were 
literally pouring in. I recall one from General Ingalls, Chief Quartermaster of the Army of 
the Potomac, which read ‘For God’s sake, send us some forage; the animals of the army 
are starving.’” 
 
He did not describe L’Ouverture or the protest—whether he didn’t remember it four 
decades later, did not deem it important, or whatever reason, but he did recall the 
pressures of caring for the wounded and fallen. “By rail at first, and afterward by steam 
boat, they were poured in. The first telegram received by me from the commanding 
general read, “Send to the front three carloads of ice. Prepare to care for ten thousand 
wounded.”  
 
“The times were treacherous, indeed,” wrote Lee. “From the sick and wounded there 
were many deaths, and a large burial corps was organized. This demanded a place for 
burial, which was provided, and the first military cemetery ever inaugurated was created 
there under my direction. Numbers compelled order and economy of space, and there 
they are to this day, lying closely in serried rows, the first effort in the direction of the 
establishment of the great chain of military cemeteries that now house the honored dead 
of the nation.”  
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