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The account of the war as told through the letters of Robert Gould Shaw, was poignant.  Quoting Ralph Waldo Emerson, he wrote:  A deep man believes that the evil eye can wither, that the heart’s blessing can heal and that love can overcome all odds.

In the bloody battle of Antietam, Shaw survived to take account of the casualties and damage and revisit the battle in his head.  He learns the Emancipation Proclamation may become a reality while having his wounds dressed in a military hospital.

Later, at his parents’ gala, he meets Frederick Douglass who tells him of the proposition of using Negro slaves.  Douglass promises Shaw a promotion to Colonel of the 54th Massachusettes Infantry.  Shaw’s friend, Forbes laughs at the prospect of a black regiment and Shaw asks him to accompany him.

The two officers nervously ride through a massive gathering of black men, and announce the formation of a black company.  The men are excited and, once assigned, walk through the streets past jeering crowds of white Union soldiers.

As time passes the black regiment is never sent uniforms or the shoes they requested.  With diseased feet, Schripp, a black soldier defects for a short while to find shoes so that he can fight successfully.  He is caught and whipped.

The troop is transported to Georgia where General Mulcahey orders them to torch the buildings belonging to private citizens of the South.  Shaw’s opinion of the black man has begun to change, as he feels empathy for the way they are treated.  Still, they are not allowed to participate in combat, which they desire so greatly.  Shaw threatens to expose the illegal practices of his superior officer, should they not be immediately assigned to war.

In combat on James Island, South Carolina, Thomas, a former servant of the Shaw family, is badly wounded.  Word spreads that General Grant has taken Vicksburg and there is a great hope that the war will be over by Christmas.

Shaw, formerly despised by Schripp, commends him on his courage in the battle.  He asks Schripp to be the color guard, an honorary position.  Schripp declines, but renews his vow to “ante up and kick in”.

The Union commander plans a direct frontal assault on Fort Wagner, and warns of extreme casualties in the first regiment to act.  Shaw requests the honor of being the first troop in.  Before the battle, the black soldiers rally, pray and sing.  Schripp shows a soft side, telling his regiment he loves them.

On the morning of war, the Negro troops are marching in, only to be told they are relieved and to report to the rear of the troops.  Shaw thought, released his horse, went to his troops on foot and rallied them, then raced to war.

It is difficult to decipher the accuracy of accounts that the movie depicts.  Most of the facts I was able to pick out, were true.  What isn’t completely understood is the emotion the real soldiers felt.  I wonder how they got along with themselves, with their superiors and their white counterparts.  But the human interest side of the movie isn’t as important to some as the factual data.

The movie seemed quite a bit less dramatic than what I believe the real events were.  I imagine the suffering was much more severe, the aspirations dashed in deeply painful ways.  But what really happened can’t be encapsulated into a two hour video tape.

