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“Emancipation Quick Step,” printed by Henry Tolman and Company (Boston),
1863. Celebrations of the Emancipation Proclamation came in many forms,
including this composition for piano by L. W. Ballard of Lewiston, Maine. Civil
War Sheet Music Collection, Music Division, Library of Congress, Washington,
DC. hitps://www.loc.gov/resource/ihas.200006022.02st=gallery
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When the Civil War began in April 1861, the Union
entered the conflict committed o suppressing secession
7 and securing the republic. On the Maine home front,
B EYO N D B E | N G A Nelson Dingley Jr., editor of the Lewiston Daily Evening
Journal and Republican member of the state legislature,

confended that this would require the adoption of meas-

WAR FO R -|_ H E ures fo weaken slavery, from protecting and even arm-

ing runaway slaves to the emancipation of enslaved

peoples. This article examines how Dingley champi-

U N | O N/ TH | S | S oned emancipationist measures in the Journal during

the early stages of the Civil War, situafing his voice

A WA R FO R among fellow Mainers—clergy members, soldiers,

elected officials—who likewise espoused the necessity

of undermining slavery to preserve the Union. Eben

C |\/| |_| ZATl O N ", Miller is a professor of history at Southern Maine Com-

. munity College, where he has taught since 2004. He

is the author of Born along the Color Line: The 1933

NELSON DINGLEY JR'S g ainiasialsor
EMANCIPATIONIST
WAR O N S LA\/E RY’ the announcement of the Emancipation Procla-
ion th . W. Ball
1861—18673  nd msican in e ity who e he

Maine State Seminary, fashioned a dance piece
for piano—“Emancipation Quickstep”—that he
dedicated to “the Friends of Freedom.” This
sheet music soon found its way into the hands
. of Nelson Dingley Jr., the thirty-one-year-old ed-
By Eben Miller itor and owner of the Lewiston Daily Evening
Journal, a leading Republican newspaper in the
state. In Ballard’s bright composition, Dingley
could perceive a jubilant, commonly held hope:
the restoration of the Union as a truly independ-
ent nation free from the scourge of slavery, that
moral travesty and cause of the Civil War.!
Nelson Dingley Jr. was among those steadfast
friends of freedom. As a Republican member of
the Maine legislature, he backed measures an-
nouncing the state’s support for federal policies
to cripple slavery, including emancipation. To
this influence in the state house, Dingley added
his role as Journal editor. Like the Bangor Daily
Whig and Courier and Kennebec Journal, the
Lewiston Daily Evening Journal served as a Re-
publican tribune on the Maine Civil War home
front. Through 1862, Dingley advocated an
emancipationist war in the pages of the Journal.
In the parlance of the day, emancipationists em-
phasized the practicality of ending slavery above

In Lewiston, Maine, in 1863 one could dance
to the tune of slavery’s destruction. Following
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any moral imperative. Despite the divisiveness
of the issue, the emancipationist position en-
joyed backing across a spectrum from avowed
foes of slavery to even some Democrats, who ac-
knowledged emancipation would undermine the
secessionist rebellion. Dingley advanced this per-
spective in the pages of the Journal, hoping to
preserve the Union by eliminating slavery. “Be-
yond being a war for the Union,” as he argued
in a September 1862 editorial, “this war is a war
for Civilization”—a fight for nation that re-
quired ending slavery.?

This article examines how Nelson Dingley Jr.
framed the issue of emancipation in the Lewis-
ton Daily Evening Journal through the first
twenty months of the war, from the fall of Fort
Sumter in April 1861 to the presidential procla-
mation in January 1863. Granular focus on Din-
gley’s editorship of the Journal contributes to the
historiography of emancipation, the Union
home front, and the role of newspapers during
the Civil War. While scholarship on emancipa-
tion is seemingly exhaustive, explanation of the
development of popular support for emancipa-
tion in the Union during the early stages of the
Civil War is largely incidental. Appropriately
enough, volumes are devoted to the Lincoln ad-
ministration’s eventual turn toward emancipa-
tion, as well as to efforts of enslaved people to
forge their freedom.3

Scholars have also detailed the calculated
war that congressional Republicans waged on
slavery and identified an antislavery impulse
among Union troops. Still, scant analysis ac-
counts for the popular demands for emancipa-
tion that arose among Union states through
1862. A recent historiography of emancipation,
for instance, does not broach the topic, nor does
the issue feature significantly in work on the
Union home front. Neither of the two major
surveys of the North during the Civil War elab-
orate on the subject; studies of local communi-
ties include mainly cursory references to support
for emancipation. By contrast, historians tend
to highlight popular opposition to emancipa-
tion, particularly among northern Democrats.
Without discounting dissent, it is striking that
during a period Richard S. Newman argues fea-
tured unprecedented debate over emancipation,
its advocates remain relatively muted in ac-
counts of the North during the Civil War. They
were certainly not silent at the time. To choose
one example, the populace Iowa senator James

Grimes returned to during the summer of 1862
demanded, as he recorded, a “vigorous prosecu-
tion of the war” that treated the freeing of en-
slaved people as a vital war measure. Those
Iowans exemplified support for emancipation
through Union states during 1862 that even
found Maine’s staunchly moderate Republican
senator, William Pitt Fessenden, accepting
heretofore radical proposals.*

As editor of the Lewiston Daily Evening
Journal, Nelson Dingley Jr., himself a vociferous
Fessenden constituent, encouraged this ground-
swell among his fellow Mainers. A primary
medium of the period, scholars have relied on
extant newsprint to recount a range of wartime
experiences from battlefront to home front.
Roughly three out of every four newspapers
published during the Civil War era were parti-
san, small-scale affairs—much like the Journal.
Dependent on subscriptions, such newspapers
tended to give voice to the communities they
served; historian Andrew Coopersmith suggests
they thus offer a fair gauge of public opinion.
Yet how local editors generally responded to the
gradual adoption of emancipation as a Union
war aim—and, by extension, how their respec-
tive communities reacted to this shift—is mostly
a matter of surmise.’

What is clear is that Dingley belonged to a
legion of editors who argued over the entwined
fates of the nation and slavery during the Civil
War. A devout Republican, he shared an outlook
expressed in newsprint across the Union states
including, in Maine, the Bangor Daily Whig and
Courier. Just how widely such perspective was
shared is open to educated speculation. The col-
lection of northern editorials composed in re-
sponse to the secession crisis that Howard Cecil
Perkins published in 1942, along with scholar-
ship on the development of emancipatory poli-
cies, suggests Dingley’s editorial voice belonged
to a capacious camp of advocates of emancipa-
tion.*

Tracing Dingley’s response to the wartime
fate of slavery in the Lewiston Daily Evening
Journal, this article offers an indicative, if not
definitive, case study of a Republican editor on
the Maine home front advancing the emancipa-
tionist cause through the initial stages of the
Civil War. Framing the conflict as a struggle be-
tween liberty and slavery, Dingley supplemented
his own editorial commentary with the contri-
butions of local citizens and soldier and civilian
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correspondents. Aware that a portion of the
population bitterly opposed antislavery policies
of any stripe—especially so-called Peace Democ-
rats, one of two major Democratic factions in
Maine during the Civil War years—Dingley val-
idated emancipatory measures by printing ex-
amples of Democratic support. While he treated
the practicality of emancipation as paramount,
he also eventually emphasized the morality of
ending the enslavement of fellow humans. In his
editorship of the Journal, Dingley reveals that
many on the Maine home front came to wel-
come the opportunity to strike a blow at slav-
ery—if not in the spirit of abolitionism, then in
the name of safeguarding the nation. Though
the Union war was not explicitly abolitionist
from the outset, it became indisputably and in-
creasingly emancipationist, culminating with an
Emancipation Proclamation demanding an end
to slavery in Confederate-held territory. Dingley
personifies those who trumpeted these develop-
ments, cheered the prospect of dispelling from
the nation the unholy practice of enslavement,
and cherished the role his fellow citizens played
in securing the victory of liberty over slavery.”

“To save our home from slavery”

When Fort Sumter fell in April 1861, twenty-
nine-year-old Nelson Dingley Jr. possessed a de-
gree from Dartmouth College and a newspaper,
the Lewiston Falls Journal, which was a source
of prosperity for the future governor of Maine
and member of the House of Representatives.
The paper, a weekly founded in 1847, mainly
featured prosaic offerings before Dingley
claimed proprietorship during the 1850s. He
soon infused it with an unabashed partisan voice
that reflected his own stalwart Republicanism.
With the outbreak of war, Dingley established a
four-page edition to capitalize on the demand
for war news. Like many small newspapers,
which constituted the dominant form of media
during the Civil War era, the Journal was the
product of few hands. During the early 1860s,
Dingley employed assistants but remained re-
sponsible for filling its columns. Associated
Press dispatches, purchased at no little expense
and delivered by the latest telegraph, supplied
much of the daily content in addition to the sub-
missions he encouraged from soldiers and citi-
zen correspondents. To this Dingley added his

Portrait of Nelson Dingley Jr., by C. M. Bell, taken between 1873 and 1890. C.M. Bell
Studio Collection, Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, Washington,
DC. hitps://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2016688239/

own editorial commentary, news from around
the state, and local items.?

The communities along the Androscoggin
River that the Journal served heartily supported
the Union war, raising every manner of patriotic
bunting after Fort Sumter fell to South Carolin-
ian cannon fire. Though the textile-producing
factories in Lewiston relied on southern cotton,
the rapidly growing mill town—its population
doubled to roughly fourteen thousand during
the 1860s—was not predisposed to cater to
Confederate interests. Home to the Maine State
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Seminary, Lewiston was a hub of antislavery
sentiment, if not of organized abolitionism.
Local members of the Protestant clergy, as well
as seminary president Oren Cheney, were
among those who joined Dingley in despising
the so-called “peculiar institution.” The flags
that festooned Lewiston and Auburn flew above
a citizenry who, from the outset of the war, con-
sidered the crux of the crisis as between liberty
and slavery. Lewiston physician Alonzo
Garcelon expressed the sentiment succinctly in
a letter to the governor of Maine that April:
“May our Rulers not falter for the people are
with them in this great struggle of Liberty
against Slavery.”’

In the first several weeks of the war, Dingley
published numerous contributions from local
citizens who voiced this argument. He gave
prominent space, for instance, to sermons from
local clergy that collectively described the con-
flict as a contest, in the words of Congregation-
alist minister Uriah Balkam, between “freedom
and slavery,” which necessitated the eradication
of enslavement. Dingley underscored the

Z’J}'z S e
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breadth of this conviction by publishing local
citizens’ sentimental writings. The poem “Sol-
dier’s Farewell to Home,” published that April,
featured a soldier determined “to meet dear free-
dom’s foe.” Imbuing “home” with both domes-
tic and national meaning, the anonymous
Auburn author identified slavery as the threat
that local men were volunteering to combat. As
the departing soldier proclaimed:

Adieu to thee, my own true wife—
To thee my children—"tis for thee
Thus cheerfully I give my life

To save our home from slavery.

In this same vein, Dingley also printed letters
from female operatives in the local mills com-
mending the enlistment of local men in the effort
to put down the Confederate rebellion as con-
tributing to “the final triumph of Justice and
Liberty” over slavery.'”

Such expressions reflected an abiding oppo-
sition to slavery, especially among northern Re-
publicans, which increased in prominence now
that the nation was riven with war. A growing
number of northerners, Dingley contended in an
editorial that May, detested the “avowed object
of secession”: the establishment of slavery as the
cornerstone of the country. He observed a
“burning determination to root out once and
forever, and that by the most speedy methods,
the disease which is sapping the foundations of
freedom and liberty and law.” Many, Dingley
agreed, were adopting heretofore radical senti-
ments. “Two short weeks ago,” he wrote,
“hardly a man could be found who would ac-
knowledge himself an abolitionist. Now all has
changed.” He predicted slavery would “ulti-
mately be crushed in the death grapple.”'!

In this editorial Dingley echoed a broader
northern commentary. From the 1850s, Repub-
licans had predicted the collapse of slavery
should sectional tensions erupt in warfare. Some
perceived its end as nigh, even during the first
weeks of the war. James Blaine, a fellow editor
and friend of Dingley, was a Republican state
legislator in 1861. “Many wise and far-seeing
men,” he wrote, recalling the early moments of
the war, “were convinced from the first that the
Rebellion would result in the destruction of slav-

Uriah Balkam, a Congregationalist minister in Lewiston, is pictured here as a chaplain with
the 16th Maine. From the outset of the Civil War, Balkam contended in his sermons that it
was necessary to eliminate slavery, because it was the cause of the conflict. Courtesy of
the Maine State Archives. http://digitalmaine.com/arc_civilwarportraits/437/

ery.” For months, northern commentators had
predicted that secession would encourage en-
slaved people to escape amid the turmoil. Such
cracks in the cornerstone of the Confederacy,
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they believed, would result in its demise. Dingley
was swift to identify such fault lines.!?

“I will make tracks for freedom”

That spring, as members of his community in-
terpreted the Union cause as a clash between lib-
erty and slavery, Dingley published indications
that the war was indeed already weakening slav-
ery—that enslaved people had begun to escape
amid the tumult and confusion of the conflict.
From the outset, the effect of the war on slavery
was apparent. The presence of northern troops
in Virginia precipitated numerous escapes,
pressing Union officials to consider the creation
of a comprehensive policy regarding runaways.
When enslaved people escaped and made their
way to Fortress Monroe at the southern tip of
the Virginia peninsula, Union general Benjamin
Butler initiated a new precedent. Deciding the
Union army had no obligation to return fugitive
slaves to owners in rebellion, he declared the

“Contraband Foreground,” by E. and H. T. Anthony and Company, American and Foreign
Steroscopic Emporium (New York), between 1861 and 1865. Pictured are two African

American men and one boy in Union uniforms with Rhode Island Volunteer Infantry officers
at Camp Brightwood, Washington, DC. No. 2062, War Views. Army of the Potomac, Civil

runaways “contraband of war” and provided
them security behind Union lines. In a matter of
weeks, many more “contrabands”—a term that
northerners quickly adopted to refer to fleeing
slaves—sought such refuge. “It seems that fugi-
tive slaves in Virginia, when on their way to
Fortress Monroe,” commented Dingley with
palpable satisfaction, now “make inquiry for the
‘Fort of Freedom.””!3

An interview Dingley conducted that June
with an Auburn man recently returned from
Georgia indicated that even slaves distant from
Union camps were intent on securing their free-
dom. After interacting with enslaved Georgians,
the Auburn resident had “not the slightest doubt
that 9 negroes out of 10 will fight against their
masters,” he explained to Dingley, “when the
opportunity of rebellion offers itself.” Having
inquired directly of a person he referred to as a
“good honest nigger” in the debasing vernacular
of the period, he related the following response:
“I would not fight FOR HIM |[the slavemaster];
and T will make tracks for freedom as soon as I
get the chance.” For Dingley, this insight con-
troverted the belief that enslaved people, con-
tented with their condition, would remain loyal
to their masters. It conveyed to the readers of
the Journal, rather, the role slaves who perceived
the possibility of freedom could play in disrupt-
ing the rebellion.™

War Photograph Collection, Library of Congress, Washington, DC.
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Contraband_foreground.jpg
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“A Group of Contrabands,” by War Photograph & Exhibition Company (Hartford, CT),
taken between 1861 and 1865 and printed at a later date. This image depicts African
American men in old Union uniforms after escaping slavery. No. 2594, The War for the
Union, Photographic War History, 1861-1865, Civil War Photograph Collection,
Library of Congress, Washington, DC.
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:A_Group_of_Contrabands_1865.jpg
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“The Rebellion’s Heel of Achilles”

Despite initial optimism, the mobilization of
Union troops did not immediately end the Con-
federate rebellion. Northerners contemplating
the possibility of a long war began to consider
the efficacy of purposely disturbing slavery as a
wartime measure. Through the summer and fall
of 1861, a period when, as historian Louis
Masur writes, “discussions of emancipation sat-
urated newspaper columns, lecture halls, and
Congress,” Dingley revealed himself as a fierce
advocate for emancipation. He considered slav-
ery a critical Confederate weakness for the
Union to exploit. It was “The Rebellion’s Heel
of Achilles,” as he titled one editorial, and he
used the Journal to champion emancipationist
arguments, even as he entered the electoral fray.
As a Republican member of the Maine state leg-
islature, Dingley intended to serve as a bulwark
for the Union—a cause he considered lost with-
out directly attacking slavery.'

When Congress convened in special session
in July, it passed the Confiscation Act of 1861,
an emancipatory measure intended to undercut
the slaveholders’ rebellion. This legislation au-
thorized the seizure of slaves employed in action
against the United States. Following the rout of
Union troops that month at Manassas, Vir-
ginia—the first Bull Run—many northerners
considered the confiscation bill a necessary mil-
itary measure, including William Pitt Fessenden,
who voted for the legislation in the Senate. His
fierier father, Samuel Fessenden, was among
those who inferred from the Union loss a divine
message to not equivocate about emancipation.
From the Journal office in Lewiston, Dingley
pronounced the decision “in every respect satis-
factory.”1®

When Union general John Frémont ex-
panded the terms of confiscation at the end of
August, Dingley was even more fulsome. Serving
as military commander in Missouri, Frémont de-
clared all rebel-owned slaves in that border state
to be free, regardless of whether they had ever
aided the Confederate military—a marked step
beyond the terms of the Confiscation Act.
Though the Frémont Proclamation earned swift
rebuke from Lincoln, who rescinded the law, the
measure proved popular with many in the
North. Among them was an Auburn resident
whose poem, “Fremont and Liberty,” which
Dingley printed in the Journal, hailed the procla-
mation:

All honor to Fremont! His banner unfurled,
Is proudly displayed to the gaze of the world!
Let his brave declaration by nations be heard!
Let the heart of the people re-echo the word!

Dingley ensured the sentiment echoed from the
pages of the Journal, publishing a letter from a
soldier in Frémont’s division expressing frustra-
tion that some northerners did not appreciate
the practical wisdom of emancipation.!”

Joining citizens and soldiers, Dingley lauded
the Frémont Proclamation, which prompted his
first extended editorial on emancipation, claim-
ing it was not “at all in advance of popular opin-
ion.” The nation wished for a speedy conclusion
to the war and would not long “stand splitting
hairs” with the fate of the republic in the bal-
ance. “Whether slavery is or is not abolished in
any particular instance,” he argued, “is in the
minds of the majority of the people entirely sub-
ordinate to another question, whether the gov-
ernment shall be abolished.” If preserving the
nation necessitated the weakening of slavery, so
be it. There was no practical way to avoid it.
“Owners run away from their slaves and slaves
run away from their owners in the presence of
an invading army,” Dingley wrote. It was “im-
possible” to expect “that the march of armies,
whether friendly or inimical, over the Southern
States” could ever be “reconciled with the safety
of the ‘peculiar institution.”” For this the Con-
federacy was itself responsible. “The South, in
taking up arms to extend the area of slavery,”
he posited, “has resorted to the process most of
all calculated to ultimately destroy it, and the
longer the rebellion continues the less will be its
power to resist its ultimate effects.”!®

Prior to this point, there had been a passive
quality to Dingley’s description of the impact of
the war on slavery. No matter the Union’s in-
tent, the argument went, war would inevitably
undermine slavery. Following the rejection of
the Frémont Proclamation, however, he en-
dorsed plans to challenge slavery directly. In this
shift, Dingley joined a broader movement agi-
tating for emancipation during the fall of 1861.
Likely emboldened by the growing acceptance
of emancipationist arguments, he may also have
been prompted by an abolitionist campaign con-
ducted by the newly formed Emancipation
League of Boston to distribute propaganda to
northern newspapers to sway public opinion."

Whatever the influence, the sentiments Din-
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gley expressed that fall were those of a newly
elected member of the Maine state legislature.
The September elections saw Israel Washburn
reelected as governor along with a bevy of fel-
low Republicans, among them Nelson Dingley
Jr., chosen to serve in the state house of repre-
sentatives. Surveying the results of the statewide
vote, Dingley emphasized the state’s commit-
ment to upholding the Union cause. “Maine,”
he observed, “come weal or come woe, she is for
the Union as it was bequeathed by our fa-
thers”—free, that is, from the permanent pro-
tections of slavery that secessionists had de-
manded.?

Dingley’s devotion to state and nation led
him to advocate for more aggressive policies
after the September elections, even asserting that
enslaved people could play a vital role in the
Union war. One of Dingley’s strategies to this
end was to complement his own editorial com-
mentary with correspondence from such figures
as George Magoun, a resident of Iowa but a na-
tive of Bath, Maine, and a Bowdoin College
graduate, who considered emancipation only so
much common sense. “The policy,” Magoun
contended in a typical letter, of “removing at
one stroke the chief wealth and the personal
force of the leading traitors from that side to
ours, needs not a word.” Freed slaves could
have an immediate impact “in trenching, cook-
ing, serving and fighting” for the Union. The
practice would swiftly shift the terms of the war
as former slaves helped “to paralyze the rebels.”
The southerner “who has been boasting that he
could fight us ‘at advantage’ because his ‘servile
class’ at home earn his bread for him and carry
on his affairs,” Magoun predicted, “will have
small stomach for the fight” once he understood
that his slaves had left for Union lines.?!

Dingley concurred, as he explained across
several editorials through October. Without en-
acting emancipation measures, he contended,
the rebellion could be expected to continue in-
definitely. Although enslaved people had not
“taken up arms for rebellion,” he wrote, adopt-
ing the degrading terminology of the period,
“Sambu just as effectually fights for the rebels
in the corn-field, raising bread for his master
and his master’s sons in the army, as though he
shouldered a musket.” Dubious that peace was
attainable “without changing our tactics and
striking the rebels at their weakest point,” he in-
sisted on aiming at slavery. “Let every negro un-

derstand” that the moment his master takes up
arms against the nation is the moment that “his
chains fall from his limbs and he will be pro-
tected and treated as a freeman by the Union
Army.” Enslaved people would not fail to then
seek Union lines. Slavery, Dingley believed, was
the rebellion’s “heel of Achilles.”??

That weak point was evident as thousands of
slaves reached Union lines during the fall of
1861. “It was a fact of no small significance,”
Dingley opined, that “when our fleet arrived at
Port Royal” along the South Carolina coast “the
negroes received our troops in some sort as lib-
erators, and gladly flocked within our lines.”
The mere presence of northern troops was “a
cutting blow” to the Confederacy. For instance,
he published reports indicating the vital intelli-
gence African Americans were already providing
to Union forces, including “the position and na-
ture of the surrounding country, creeks, bay-
ous,” a boon to troops encamped in a distant
and hostile topography. Dingley likewise printed
a letter from a member of the §th Maine relating
what was becoming an ordinary encounter—an
escaped slave offering northern troops intelli-
gence of military significance. “A slave came
into camp last night,” explained C. FE. Monroe,
“and told how a ‘right smart’ of rifles were con-
cealed in his master’s hay loft.” With this in-
sight, a thirteen-year-old slave spoiled a surrep-
titious secessionist. Information had also led to
the seizure of barns full of cotton. That cotton—
a resource the South needed to fund the war and
that northern communities like Lewiston relied
upon for textile manufacturing—had become
federal property. Slaves had economic value,
too, and runaways denied the Confederacy that
value each time they fled for Union lines. Ding-
ley thus saluted the intrepidity of forty-five
slaves who escaped their bondage by boating
across Chesapeake Bay, absconding with
$75,000 of property: themselves.??

While the Union’s initial efforts to employ
the refugees as laborers for the Union army were
underway in Virginia and South Carolina, Din-
gley thought it further prudent to arm the run-
aways. Enlistment of former slaves would spare
northern white men from the hardships of dis-
ease and exposure to which so many had suc-
cumbed. And if the promise of military service
enticed slaves to escape to the Union, then it
would put even greater strain on southern re-
sources. Dingley also gave credence to rumors

Emancipionationist War
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that the rebels were arming slaves, contending
that if the Confederacy used black troops it was
outrageous for the Union to refuse them. As fur-
ther precedent for a black soldiery, he reprinted
an 1814 order from Andrew Jackson authoriz-
ing the use of African Americans in his cele-
brated defense of New Orleans.*

That Jackson had been an original Democrat
underscored Dingley’s contention that emanci-
patory measures enjoyed wide support, such as
from Shepard Cary, a former Democratic con-
gressman from Houlton, who pronounced him-
self in “favor of striking the enemy where the
strongest blow could be dealt him, hesitating not
to confiscate and emancipate the slaves of the
rebels.” Ephraim Smart, a Democratic state leg-
islator from Camden, Dingley reported, explic-
itly welcomed the prospect of black troops.
“Slaves belonging to rebels should not only be
confiscated,” Smart contended, “but armed.”
Having failed to suppress the rebellion, Smart
considered it “the duty of Congress” to look to
the enslaved population. Taking stock of these
perspectives, Dingley asserted that a new point
in the war had arrived by the end of 1861. Con-
sensus was strengthening, he wrote, that “the
war power of the Government should be fully
exerted by snapping the chains which bind the
slaves to the rebels, and thus putting an end to
this war.”

“The feeling among the people is universal”

As the war extended into the winter, once radi-
cal notions, including the seizure of Confeder-
ates’ human property and the arming of African
Americans, gained wider acceptance. As Charles
Hamlin of Bangor observed in December 1861,
“I find everybody is an abolitionist in the war
sense of the term.” Dingley noticed this when,
that same month, the abolitionist Hutchinson
Family Singers performed in Lewiston. “The
Hutchinson element of love of Freedom and
hate of slavery is now more generally popular
than ever before,” he remarked, “and there is a
happy gratification in memorizing the songs

and gladly flocked within our lines,” Dingley
optimistically perceived the dimming of “the
Hopes of Secession.” Such signs, he hoped, au-
gured an advance toward emancipation and
Union victory.?

While volunteers left for the war front
through early 1862, Dingley prepared to serve
his first term in the Maine legislature. Entering
the state house that January, he was named to
the committee on federal relations, an appoint-
ment he would use to endorse resolves to declare
the state’s support of policies to liberate slaves
and employ them to put down the rebellion. He
maintained the practicality of such a plan, espe-
cially as Maine troops suffered through their
first winter at war.?’

Republicans and Union Democrats conven-
ing for the legislative session that winter arrived
in Augusta committed to supporting emancipa-
tory policies as necessary wartime measures.
Governor Israel Washburn enunciated their
emancipationist commitment in his address to
the state, which Dingley published in full. One

they have sent down the past twenty years, as
they swell year by year from prophecy to real-
ization.” With soldiers leaving the local train
depot singing “John Brown’s knapsack is
strapped upon his back” for a South where en-
slaved people “received our troops as liberators,

In January 1862, Governor Israel Washburn took an emancipationist
stance in his annual address to the state. He argued that any successful
Union war strategy would of necessity incorporate the confiscation of
rebel property—including enslaved people. Washburn described those
who disagreed with confiscation as traitors to the Union. Courtesy of the
Maine State Archives, Augusta, Maine.
http://digitalmaine.com/arc_govportraits/28/
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of the founders of the Republican Party in
Maine, Washburn framed the debate in a man-
ner that damned opponents as treasonous. From
his perspective, the citizen who objected to
confiscation placed the sanctity of slavery above
the preservation of the Union. If preserving the
Union required eradicating slavery, such steps
should be swiftly enacted. For, Washburn ex-
plained, “if by striking the chains from the
slaves of rebels, and destroying property claims
of traitors in black men, the war may be ended
sooner than it can be if such claims are treated
as sacred and inviolable,” then practical and pa-
triotic citizens would demand exactly that.?

Observing the address, Dingley reported in
the Journal that those filling Representatives’
Hall especially cheered this part of Washburn’s
speech, Democrats among them. It was notable
that those belonging to a party, in Dingley’s
words, “long accustomed to bow at the Baal of
slavery” did not “now fear to strike in the di-
rection which duty and country call.” Such sen-
timent portended the passage of a resolution on
“the relation of the negroes to the rebellion.” In
the senate, Ephraim Smart proposed that the
Maine government endorse confiscation as a
wartime measure. “It was a duty loyal men
owed to themselves and to the country which
they defended,” Smart declared, “to weaken the
rebels by confiscating their property, and by re-
ceiving and using the negroes in crushing the re-
bellion, in whatever direction they may be found
useful.”?’

Dingley sought to convince those who ques-
tioned this duty by emphasizing how such poli-
cies would relieve white soldiers. In January
1862, he published accounts from several men
who had been stationed near Port Royal, South
Carolina, which communicated this need for re-
lief. Members of their regiments were overbur-
dened with manual labor and vulnerable to ill-
ness, despite the presence of former slaves
within Union lines who could be usefully em-
ployed. To make soldiers’ distress manifest, Din-
gley published a stark list in the Journal enumer-
ating deaths among the 8th and 9th Maine
regiments. Stationed along the South Carolina
and Georgia coast, they had not suffered recent
battle casualties; variola (small pox), pneumo-
nia, typhoid, cholera, and bronchitis, among
other ailments, were their bane. Rather than
sending “our unacclimated men” to “miasmatic
forts,” Dingley argued that they ought to be

“garrisoned by colored men well adapted to the
climate.”30

As the state legislature convened for the win-
ter session, Dingley believed the body had to ex-
press an emphatic mandate for just such federal
action, that an upswelling of support would free
President Lincoln to address the rebellion with-
out constraint. “We doubt not,” he wrote, “that
the President is ready to adopt such a policy
when the country shall unmistakably call for it.”
To this end, in January 1862 he introduced a re-
solve to the legislature declaring that “the peo-
ple of Maine are in favor of confiscating, liber-
ating and employing the negroes of rebels in
crushing the rebellion.” When the resolution
passed with bipartisan backing that winter, Din-
gley considered it representative of the wishes of
Maine citizens. “The feeling among the people
is universal,” he contended, “that nothing
should stand between them and the crushing out
of rebellion. They demand that the slaves of
rebels shall be set free and employed in the most
effective manner against the men who are in
arms against the Government.” Support for the
legislation was not actually unanimous, but it
was telling that Democrats, such as George F.
Shepley, a colonel with the 12th Maine, backed
emancipationist measures. “I want everybody to
understand,” Shepley explained during the leg-
islature’s debate on the national resolves, “that
I go forth to aid in crushing this unholy rebel-
lion, and whatever may be in the way of this
work, whether it be men or institutions, must
get out of the way.”3!

“The kid-glove is a thing of the past”

As the national resolves garnered support across
the partisan divide in Maine, Dingley marveled
at milestone measures passed in Washington
during the spring of 1862, including a law abol-
ishing slavery in the nation’s capital. The
Union’s patience with slavery seemed to be wan-
ing and its insistence on emancipation strength-
ening. There was widespread impatience with
abolition limited to Washington and a Confisca-
tion Act of 1861, which did not actually guar-
antee the liberty of former slaves. Northerners,
especially Republicans, expressed further con-
sternation when Lincoln countermanded Gen-
eral David Hunter’s May 1862 order emancipat-
ing slaves in South Carolina, Georgia, and
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“Civil War Contraband,” taken between 1862 and 1865. Photographic print.
Gladstone Collection of African American Photographs, Prints and Photographs

Division, Library of Congress Washington, DC.
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2010647919/

Florida and rejected petitions to issue a declara-
tion of comprehensive emancipation. Dingley
shared such frustrations. As the Union army
staggered through frustrating months of stale-
mate and setbacks that spring, he joined an
aroused northern citizenry demanding policies
to disrupt slavery.??

Through early 1862, Dingley printed pieces
reminding readers of how deeply those held in
bondage longed for freedom. He published an
account from J. B. Walker, of Turner, for in-
stance, relating the experience of Tom, an es-
caped slave he had met while stationed at Hilton
Head. As Union troops arrived along the South
Carolina coast, many slaveholders fled inland,
Tom’s own master among them, leaving valued
possessions behind in their hasty evacuation. In
the confusion, Tom offered to return for the
goods, but instead made for Union lines along
with the owner’s property. “On arriving on the

island” northern forces now held, Tom, recalled
Walker, “cast his resplendent black face toward
Dixie and his master, with a knowing grin, and
bid delighted adieu to slavery and Mas’r, we
hope, forever.” Dingley published an additional
white northern witness account of an unnamed
enslaved man and described his jubilation dur-
ing the Union fleet’s assault on the Carolina Sea
Islands. What had filled his owners with terror
was for him salvation. “When I heard the guns,”
he recounted, “and saw the windows in the
house shaking and the dishes on masser’s table
jumping, and missis and the children running
about the streets, and crowds of de women and
children wringing their hands and crying, I went
out in dat live oak grove, and fell on my knees
and pray for five hours, and tank de Lord for
that day.” These anecdotes affirmed that en-
slaved people yearned for freedom. As a group
of contrabands marching along a road near
Manassas in March 1862 told soldiers inquiring
of their destination, “Gwin to be free, mass;
gwine North, bin waiting long while.”3
Linking these accounts to the Union war,
Dingley emphasized that Maine soldiers wel-
comed slaves’ pursuit of freedom. He published
the comments of one soldier who explained that
the escaped slaves at Port Royal were “delighted
with the prospect and reality of freedom, and
are fast friends with our men.” He printed the
observations of others who wrote that their
“love and respect” for both free and enslaved
black people had grown since their encounters
in the South. A member of the 2nd Maine who
had been held as a Confederate prisoner for
nearly a year, described this sentiment. Enslaved
people had provided him succor during his own
period of bondage. “The negroes were the best
friends of our men,” he attested, with language
that reflected the racism inherent among even
otherwise empathetic white northerners.
“Whenever they could get opportunity, they told
the news and all the ‘contraband’ intelligence
they had themselves. The niggers thus let in a lit-
tle light from the outside world.” While this sol-
dier described the slaves he encountered as “un-
easy in their bond-state” and ready to “strike
for themselves,” the justice of returning the
favor—of soldiers aiding the enslaved people
who had supported them—was implied.3*
Regardless of the righteousness of a compre-
hensive confiscation policy, Dingley proposed
that practical considerations mandated it. The
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many refugees finding Union lines during the
early months of 1862 required a decision re-
garding their status. As a Maine soldier sta-
tioned on Ship Island off the Mississippi coast
commented in April, “there are now quite a
number of contrabands on the Island, and more
coming in almost every day.” What “shall be
done with them,” Dingley argued, depended on
whether one preferred their potential labor to
contribute to the Union or Confederate cause.
The Confederacy knew the value of black labor.
Dispatches described the “heavy intrenchments”
enslaved people had been compelled to help
construct along the Rappahannock and on the
Mississippi, “under the cover of which,” Ding-
ley exclaimed, “the pro-slavery army shall fight
the army that is defending the Union!” Slaves,
he contended, were doing more to “increase the
strength of the rebel lines, and defend the rebel-
lion itself, than the whole rebel army of the Po-
tomac.” This warranted new terms of warfare.
“The war is to be waged for the Union, and
whatsoever stands in the way of it,” Dingley
avowed, “must fall, and fall forever. Since it is
slaves that render the rebels so well able to cope
with us, let us have no slavery!”3*

Failures on the Union war front only made it
more vital to weaken slavery. Earlier in the year,
northerners had briefly been buoyed by the
Union capture of Fort Donelson in Tennessee,
but through the spring of 1862, the Army of the
Potomac remained frustratingly inert under
George McClellan’s command on the Virginia
Peninsula. With decisive advances elusive, Din-
gley advocated for utilizing black volunteers. Be-
yond fatigue duty, they were potential scouts
whose intelligence had already proved of
benefit. “There is not a general officer in the
Union service,” he argued, “who will not testify
that his best intelligence of the movements of the
enemy, and of the topography of the seceded
country, has come from the blacks.” When Gov-
ernor Washburn joined his Massachusetts coun-
terpart, John Andrews, that May in supporting
“the use of every legitimate means, negroes not
excepted, to crush out the rebellion,” Dingley
exuded satisfaction: “the loyal men of the North
respond ‘Amen!’”3

Washburn’s sentiment reflected the direction
of Union wartime policy during the summer of
1862. In July, Congress, which had already pro-
hibited the military from returning runaway
slaves, passed a second Confiscation Act as well

as the Militia Act of 1862. Together these laws
authorized the freeing of slaves of rebels in
Union-held areas and permitted their service in
Union forces. “The time will come,” Vice Pres-
ident Hamlin confirmed in a speech in Bangor,
expressing support for these measures, “when
Federal bayonets shall not protect rebel property
and the work of putting down the rebellion will
be done in earnest.” Such developments were a
relief to Benjamin Franklin Tefft, former chap-
lain of the 1st Maine Cavalry Regiment, who
told an audience in that city in September: “We
must declare all their property forfeited to the
Government they have abused.” The adoption
of emancipatory policies, though, left some De-
mocrats disgusted. Ahead of the midterm elec-
tions, which Maine would hold in September,
Peace Democrats were pledged, in their own
words, to “resist all measures and efforts to con-
vert this war for the Union into a crusade for
negro emancipation” and to ensure “the war be
conducted for its legitimate purpose—the
restoration of the Union; not to free niggers.”
Dingley scorned this statement, claiming that
most on the Maine home front took heart from
the enactment of the most recent federal poli-
cies. “The kid-glove is a thing of the past,” he
was pleased to write.?’

“This Union must destroy slavery or slavery will
destroy the Union”

With the passage of emancipatory legislation
during the summer of 1862, Dingley infused the
practical argument for saving American civiliza-
tion with a new emphasis on the moral dimen-
sion of emancipation. “The war assumes a new
energy,” Dingley wrote in July 1862. “It is
waged on right principles,” both morally and
tactically correct, the one strengthening the
other. In this, Dingley may have drawn inspira-
tion from the sentiment expressed among
Protestant denominations holding annual con-
ventions across the state that summer. While
Fast Day exercises in Lewiston portrayed the
war as divine retribution for “the sin of the na-
tion,” a Universalist committee declared “slav-
ery to be the cause of the rebellion, the removal
of which cause is essential to permanent peace.”
Free Baptists from across the state asserted that
“American Slavery has always been and always
will be, while it shall be at all, a ‘sin against God
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and crime against man.”” Believing that the
Union and slavery could not coexist, they
pledged to stand together as a “sincere, uncom-
promising, and earnest opposer of slavery.” For
their part, Maine’s Congregationalists pledged
to support federal antislavery measures, consid-
ering “it to be the duty of Christians to pray that
God may rule events to weaken the institution
of slavery, the principle cause of the rebellion.”3®

Dingley also considered it a providential duty
to American civilization. In a war being waged,
in his words, “for the preservation of demo-
cratic institutions and civilization,” he agreed
that saving the republic demanded the end of
slavery. “This Union must destroy slavery,” Din-
gley wrote, “or slavery will destroy the Union.
Barbarism and Civilization are as the two poles
and as mutually repulsive. Beyond being a war
for the Union, this war is a war for Civiliza-
tion.” “The Lesson” to be understood that sum-
mer, he argued, was that uniting around the ul-
timate stakes of the conflict would have more
than moral implications. Explicitly defining the
war in such terms—as a “war for Civiliza-
tion”—would reinforce Union confidence and
recruitment with the assurance that “if God ever
was with our country, he is with it now.”?’

In this argument, Dingley joined northern in-
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“Alonzo Garcelon, Lewiston, ca. 1890.” Photographic Print by Stanley
Brothers, Lewiston, Maine. During the summer of 1862, Nelson Dingley Jr.
argued more strenuously for emancipation as a necessary military measure.

tellectuals who considered the fate of civiliza-
tion at stake in the war. Dingley believed they
could take heart, despite ongoing military frus-

Support for this perspective came from Mainers serving on the war front,
trations, thanks to federal measures weakening

including Maine Surgeon General Alonzo Garcelon, pictured here in 1890.
Collections of Maine Historical Society, MaineMemory.Net #5584.

slavery. He printed a letter from a soldier writ-
ing from Warrenton, Virginia, some forty-five
miles to the southwest of Washington, DC, to
whom the consequence of confiscation was ap-
parent in the “thousands of acres of wheat, rye,
oats and grass” he saw “going to destruction
for want of men to harvest it.” Sitting in camp,
one could see “fully ripe” fields of wheat left
unharvested because “the husbands, fathers,
sons and brothers” had left for the Confederate
ranks, and “the slaves have got to the LAND
OF THE FREE.” Reports from the South that
Dingley published in the Journal suggested in-
creasing desperation. As he summarized: “Pro-
visions are scarce and high; supplies come in
slowly; the losses in battle have been immense;
and the leaders, in spite of their late successes,
are despondent.” The newly expansive confis-
cation policies would only add to the conster-
nation of the Confederacy. They also promised

to alleviate northern frustrations with the te-
dium and perils of military service. Writing
from Waterloo, Virginia, Lewiston’s Alonzo
Garcelon, then serving as surgeon general of the
Maine troops, was adamant on this point. “It
is time people of the North understood,”
Garcelon maintained, that “this rebellion is an
unholy, an uncompromising rebellion.” He de-
nounced the position that Union troops must
mollify the enemy. “The men of the North,” he
fumed, “were not sent into the field to guard
the property of the rebels in arms against the
Government—they were not enlisted to eat
hard bread and salt junk, and drink muddy
water from the gutters while guarding the
springs and wells, the pig pens and hen roosts
of men who were lying in wait to shoot them
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from the first opportunity.” Neither were they
sent to protect rebels’ slaves.*

To truly consider slavery as “a military ques-
tion,” Dingley argued, necessitated organizing
black troops. Neal Dow, famed temperance cru-
sader and officer in the 13th Maine, began agi-
tating in this direction in June 1862; with the
Militia Act, passed the following month, recruit-
ment started on a small scale. During the previ-
ous winter, William Pitt Fessenden had stated
that he would never wish his three sons serving
in the army to be obliged to return fugitive
slaves. Now, as Union commanders fitfully ini-
tiated recruitment of African Americans, the
senator’s son, James Fessenden, was acting
colonel of a regiment of black troops at Port
Royal. Cognizant of dissent among Peace De-
mocrats, Dingley couched his support for this in
terms even those ambivalent towards enslaved
people could appreciate, publishing Maine sol-
diers’ endorsements of the recruitment of
African Americans. As a soldier writing from
New Orleans explained in a letter Dingley
printed, “We have got our hands full and need
all the help we can have.” He estimated, “The
South can carry on the war for 20 years if we
continue to protect slavery, but not one year if
we free every slave who is willing to join us.
Slavery must die or the Union will perish.” A
Maine officer in Louisiana reported that his reg-
iment at Baton Rouge had already employed
“three hundred colored men, ARMED, to watch
the movements of the enemy.” Confident that
black men would “prove themselves among the
most brave and efficient soldiers,” as hundreds
joined Union lines, he vowed, “if they are with
me, they shall have a chance to fight.” As it
stood, he wrote, Union forces were “insuffi-
cient,” but he believed: “There are negroes
enough, and they will fight.” To refuse their con-
tributions would be to doom the Union war.
“We can never conquer the South,” he averred,
“without arming the negroes—never, NEVER,
NEVER! I fear it may be too late, even now.”*!

While such letters upheld the pressing mili-
tary need for a black soldiery, Dingley added a
moral dimension to the discourse by offering an
account from a local soldier who considered
himself abolitionized by the war. A Danville
man experienced this conversion while interact-
ing with former slaves in Port Royal. How could
one, he wondered, “be here and converse with

the blacks as I have done for hours in their little
huts, listen to their tales of wrong, and see their
eyes sparkle, when you speak of ‘Freedom,’ to
them—see how intelligent and quick of appre-
hension they are in spite of the oppression they
have endured” and not be “altogether per-
suaded to be such as I am—an Abolitionist!”
Though a pejorative in his own family, he now
embraced the label and the duty it implied: “I
shall be content to stay in the army,” he wrote,
“so longer as emancipation is the result. So long
as the gigantic evil of slavery exists, there can be
no permanent peace!”*?

Heedful of both practical and moral de-
mands to strike at slavery, Dingley now urged
comprehensive emancipation. Recent legislation
represented important progress, yet slavery re-
mained in place everywhere unoccupied by
Union troops. Without slaves on the home front
to raise supplies rebel ranks would be de-
pleted—*“a result,” Dingley argued, “which can
be accomplished if our government only wills
it.” Rumor of a pending proclamation of eman-
cipation gave Dingley heart. The New York
Tribune even suggested an emancipation procla-
mation would follow the next Union victory.
With the president tilting at “the tremendous
pressure at the North and in the West upon him
in relation” to the question of emancipation, as
Dingley described it, this was no time to remain
passive. At a moment when it appeared “every
honest hater of slavery in the country has it in
his power to aid in making that decision an up-
right one,” Dingley execrated the many months
of conciliation that had prevented any interfer-
ence with slavery. “The one primary, radical,
efficient cause of the rebellion,” he wrote with
impassioned invective, “its main material sup-
port, its animating genius or demon, without
which the revolt would have no motive or im-
pulse, was not to be touched except with furred
gloves and nicest delicacy.” He continued,
“Slavery, the hideous monster, which is hurling
these masses of brothers and fellow-men in wild
and sanguinary fury upon each other, was to be
allowed to lie concealed in its horrible pit, grin-
ning all the while with a kind of fiendish exulta-
tion at the insane folly of its victims.” The time
for tolerating such myopic moderation had
passed. “What the country has wanted,” he
claimed, “and what it now demands, is war in
earnest; war on war principles; war against the
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causes of the mischief and war with an idea at
the heart of it, which is the only excuse for any
war.” That idea was emancipation.*

“Some bullets are made of proclamations”

On September 22, 1862, Abraham Lincoln an-
nounced his intention to issue a proclamation of
emancipation. Unless the Confederacy capitu-
lated, it would be put into effect on the first of
January 1863. “The Morning Dawns,” Dingley
hailed in the Journal, commending this prelimi-
nary Emancipation Proclamation. “The dark-
ness which has so long hung over our national
horizon, has been suddenly dispelled, and is suc-
ceeded to-day by a glorious sun-light.” In the
preliminary proclamation he perceived “the
death-knell of the hopes of rebellion for Foreign
Intervention.” With the fate of slavery explicitly
at stake, he felt assured that Great Britain would
not come to the aid of the Confederacy. Nor
would divine providence. “We fight now,” he as-
serted, “with God and humanity clearly on our
side.”#

While Dingley praised the President’s an-
nouncement, he understood the importance of
remaining vigilant over the next one hundred
days—through January 1, 1863. He did so by
affirming bipartisan support for emancipation,
as well as by identifying the positive conse-
quences of the preliminary proclamation was al-
ready having, from unnerving the Confederacy
to the role of newly-organized black regiments.
Even the threat of emancipation had fundamen-
tally altered the terms of the war: the Union was
now, he thought, on firmer footing, militarily
and morally.

Eschewing claims that emancipation divided
the Union, Dingley reported that the announce-
ment of the preliminary proclamation met with
approval from both entrenched enemies of slav-
ery as well as more conservative quarters. Pre-
dictably, some Maine Democrats carped. But
Dingley minimized such malcontents as merely
reflective of a mischievous “semi-secessionist”
minority, given most prominent voice regionally
in the Eastern Argus of Portland, a Democratic
publication he periodically disparaged. The na-
tion’s resolve, he insisted, was palpable and now
inured to anti-abolitionist ravings. “There is
nerve and union in our councils,” he wrote, “the
Union cause was never juster, or more God-bid-

den to glorious triumph!” It was instructive, as
Dingley noted, that during a recent furlough
from New Orleans, Franklin S. Nickerson, a
Democratic officer with the 14th Maine, had en-
dorsed the preliminary proclamation. With such
examples, Dingley depicted a Union home front
satisfied with the preliminary proclamation and
impatient for its full effects to be felt, an ac-
counting that purposefully downplayed Demo-
cratic discontent with emancipation.®

While even Democratic officers approved of
the President’s message, Dingley pointed out
that southern leaders denounced it—proof of
the potency of emancipation. Characterizing
Confederate reactions as “a great deal of bluster,
brag and froth,” Dingley interpreted their “fran-
tic and fearful” fulminations as evidence that the
announcement had “struck at the heart of the
rebellion.” It would have been more troubling
had southerners simply ignored the proclama-
tion. “Let the rebels rave on!” he jeered. “The
more they strike the empty air in retaliation,”
the more they confirmed the importance of
emancipation. Reactions to the preliminary
proclamation, he argued, indicated widespread
tensions within the Confederacy. “The rebels
quake with apprehension,” Dingley assured his
Journal readers, “and express fears that it will
be the means of producing a counter revolution
in the States, and the soldiers desire to return to
their homes to protect their families.” Fear of
slave insurrection pulsed from Virginia through
the Carolinas—“one of the multiplying signs,”
he quipped, that “some bullets are made out of
proclamations.”#¢

Next was to enjoy the fruits of African Amer-
ican troops bearing rifles and firing bullets of
their own. Anticipating the advantage black
troops would provide, Dingley relished reports
from South Carolina and Louisiana where
brigades would soon be “ready to bear the brunt
of an action, or do the hard work of intrench-
ing.” The many pieces he published on black
soldiers that autumn portrayed positive reports
of troop recruitment and expressed optimism
about their potential to turn the war in favor of
the Union. In the words of a Journal correspon-
dent writing from Missouri, the three thousand
contrabands encamped nearby represented new
hope for the Union: “These men will fight, and
no man in the army of Missouri who has seen
their eyes lighted with the new idea of Freedom,
for a moment doubts them.” Accounts extolled
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the effectiveness of the newly organized 1st
South Carolina Volunteers, comprised mainly of
former slaves. During an early expedition into
Georgia, the troops reportedly fought in three
skirmishes, captured prisoners, destroyed “sev-
eral extensive salt works,” a commodity in great
demand in the South, and returned to Port
Royal with twenty former slaves. Another mis-
sion to Doboy Sound, between Savannah and
Jacksonville, witnessed three black soldiers
wounded and the confiscation of “200,000 feet
of sawed lumber.” Dispatched to Darien, on the
Georgia coast, the men faced fire, but “not a
negro flinched.” They returned fusillade “so ef-
fectively,” it was reported, “as to kill from thirty
or forty rebels.” The black troops’ successes im-
pressed Maine soldiers, including a member of
the 8th Maine stationed in South Carolina who
was especially pleased at the amount of Confed-
erate property seized.*’

Dingley suggested the contributions of black
soldiers reassured the northern home front dur-
ing the latter weeks of 1862. “We are again re-
turning to our old confidence that cause of the
Union will prevail, and wondering why we ever
doubted,” he remarked. “We have an Apoca-
lypse. It is the Proclamation of Emancipation.”
While soldiers appreciated the replenished
ranks, others on the Maine home front took
comfort in the righteousness of emancipation.
The Thanksgiving service held at Pine Street
Chapel in Lewiston that November reinforced
the belief that the Union would be “preserved
and perpetuated” because it was in the process
of purging its sin. “Now that we are boldly ar-
raying ourselves against the despotism of slav-
ery,” Lewiston minister Uriah Balkam intoned,
there was “no doubt of the final success of our
cause.” With January 1, 1863, approaching,
Dingley also described the moral imperative of
emancipation as an expression of God’s will.
That day, he predicted, “will be thereafter the
holy of holies.” Although 1862 began in gloom,
hope reigned for 1863. “To-morrow the Presi-
dent will declare Freedom to the Oppressed, and
put the government unmistakenly on the side of
Justice and right,” Dingley wrote on the final
day of 1862. “There are certain great landmarks
of Progress in history. One of these will be the
day on which the President returns to the black
race the rights that never ought to have been
taken away.” On this auspicious day, he be-
lieved, “we shall begin to see a true national
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In 1862, Franklin S. Nickerson served as an officer rising in the ranks of the
14th Maine. Nickerson, a Democrat, was outspoken that fall in support of
the Preliminary Emancipation Proclamation. Nelson Dingley Jr. considered

this an important perspective to highlight in the Lewiston Daily Evening

Journal, because it demonstrated both bipartisan and military support for

emancipation as a war measure. Courtesy of the Maine State Archives,
Augusta, Maine. htps://digitalmaine.com/arc_civilwarportraits/ 1557/

life—founded on the realization of the Declara-
tion of Independence.”*®

“The Day of Jubilee”

Awaiting word of the Emancipation Proclama-
tion, students at the Maine State Seminary rang
the bell for an hour on New Year’s Day in
“grateful testimony to the great expected procla-
mation of Freedom.” Dingley considered it ap-
propriate that “the day was given up to the Stu-
dents as a holiday,” an occasion he predicted
would be long remembered for delivering “the
Nation from the curse of slavery.” When word
of its announcement flashed across telegraph
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wires during the afternoon, loyal citizens, as the
reports Dingley published indicated, were pre-
pared. One hundred guns were fired in salute at
Pittsburgh and Haverhill, Massachusetts. The
chapel bell rang at Dartmouth College for three
hours. African Americans held jubilee celebra-
tions in Boston, San Francisco, and Portland,
Maine. In Lewiston, Charles Coffin, the famed
Boston Journal correspondent known to readers
as “Carleton,” esteemed the proclamation in a
special lecture on the progress of the war. Else-
where in the state, rousing commemorations
demonstrated, in Dingley’s words, “how the
heart of the North beats.”#

Declaring it “The Day of Jubilee,” Dingley
equated January 1, 1863, with July 4, 1776, as
epochal moments establishing both “Nation and
liberty.” The Emancipation Proclamation citi-
zens cheered that afternoon declared the mili-
tary need of freeing all slaves in Confederate-
held territory and enlisting African Americans
in the Union war. Dingley also heralded the
moral rectitude evident in the president’s de-
scription of the proclamation as a just measure.
“This nation,” Dingley wrote, “from this time
henceforth recognizes the hand of God of justice
in the affairs of nations.”>°

The Emancipation Proclamation merited all
manner of praise, because it finally recast the
Union war as the fight for freedom—for civiliza-
tion—for which Dingley and likeminded Main-
ers had longed. Newly elected Republican gov-
ernor Abner Coburn was among those who
shared the Journal editor’s faith in the procla-
mation, predicting progress now that emancipa-
tion was official Union policy. “If, as a people,
we stand by” the President’s proclamation,
Coburn assured Mainers in his inaugural mes-
sage in January 1863, “we shall conquer and the
nation will come through the fiery ordeal
through which we are passing, purified,
strengthened, invincible.” Publishing soldiers’
laudatory letters, Dingley highlighted celebra-

tions of emancipation among Maine’s enlisted
men. “January 1st—This is a day whose remem-
brance can never die,” wrote a soldier with the
23rd Maine encamped in Great Falls, Maryland.
“It is one which will ever stand out in bold relief
on the pages of history as the turning point of
this great rebellion and the birth-day of four mil-
lion souls to liberty.” Writing from Coosaw Is-
land, on the low and marshy South Carolina
coast, a soldier in the 8th Maine rejoiced that
““Yankee’ has become a word synonymous with
Freedom,” pledging that he would “not sheath
the sword till it has severed the shackles of every
slave and pierced the vitals of oppression.”
While one member of the 14th Maine consid-
ered slavery “the sum of all villanies,” General
0. O. Howard admitted having once been “able
to apologize for slavery.” But he was no longer
willing to sacrifice his country for the Confed-
eracy’s “darling little institution.” By this stage,
he explained in a letter Dingley reprinted, “we
have no alternative; we must destroy slavery
root and branch.”>!

The Maine general’s affirmation of the
proclamation accorded with the emancipationist
Union war Dingley endorsed from the outset.
Over the first twenty months of war, he ex-
pounded in the Journal on the practicality of
emancipation, emphasized its broad-based sup-
port, and ultimately espoused its moral impera-
tive. Orchestrating the publication of hundreds
of such items, Dingley employed the Journal to
legitimize emancipationist war aims from 1861
through the President’s proclamation. This rec-
ord reveals a less heralded dimension of the
Union war. It suggests the significance of eman-
cipationist sentiment on the Maine home front
and a determination to embrace measures weak-
ening slavery as practical means to preserve the
Union that found favor across party lines. To the
likes of Nelson Dingley Jr., the Union war was
of necessity an emancipationist war, and they
hailed the day Abraham Lincoln declared it so.
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