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                                                        Black American Soldiers in the Civil War –Lesson # 8:  Congressional Medal of Honor Recipient William H. Carney

(Grade 8/Social Studies, Grade 11/United States History)
Written by Kris McIntosh

Summary of Lesson: In this lesson, students will review and analyze documents pertinent to 
the Congressional Medal of Honor awarded to William Harvey Carney, Sergeant of Company C, 
54th Massachusetts Volunteers (Colored).  This lesson supplements a Social Studies unit on the 
Civil War, including President Lincoln’s decision to authorize Black men to join the military and the 
study of the Battle of Ft. Wagner.

Objective: By studying the life of William Carney, students will 
o	 Examine the process of awarding a Congressional Medal of Honor,
o	 Consider the contribution and sacrifices made by Black American soldiers during the Civil 

War.

TEKS:  
(8.8A) History. The student understands individuals, issues, and events of the 
	 Civil War.
(8.24D) Culture. The students is expected to analyze the contributions of people 
	 of various racial, ethnic and religious groups to our national identity.
(U.S. 21C) Culture. The student understands how people from various groups, 
	 Including racial, ethnic, and religious groups, adapt to life in the United 
	 States and contribute to our national identity.
(U.S. 24C) Culture. The student is expected to explain and apply different 
	 methods that historians use to interpret the past, including the use of 
	 primary and secondary sources, points of view, frame of reference and 
	 historical context.

Time Required: One to two class periods

Materials Needed: 
Projector to show the Sid Richardson Museum painting, The Riderless Horse by 
	 Frederic Remington
Copies or link to list of Black Soldiers awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor
Primary source documents “Letter to Honorable E. U. Stanton from the 
	 Commonwealth of Massachusetts Executive Department, Boston, 
	 November 9, 1863”, “Letter from Christian A. Fleetwood to the Secretary 
	 of War, January 15, 1900, Washington, D.C.”, “Letter from John W. 
	 Appleton, Adjutant General’s Office, State of West Virginia, December 26, 
	 1899, Boston, Massachusetts”, “Statement of Charles H. Harrison, 

January 8, 1900, New Bedford, Massachusetts,” “Document indicating 
furlough recommended to Wm. H. Carney, November 9, 1863, Boston, 
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Massachusetts”, and “Statement of Lewis H. Douglass, January 15, 1900, 
Washington, D.C.”.

Primary source documents “Document from the Record and Pension Office, War 
	 Department, January 24, 1900, Washington, D.C. to the Honorable 
	 Secretary of War,” “Document from the Assistant Secretary of War, War 
	 Department, Washington, D.C., May 9, 1900, to Mr. William H. Carney,”
	 and “Acknowledgement Letter from Wm. H. Carney, New Bedford, May
	 25, 1900, to the Chief Record & Pension Office”, and “Acknowledgement 
	 Letter from Wm. H. Carney, New Bedford, May 26, 1900, to the Assistant 
	 Secretary of War.”
Magnifying glasses 
NARA Document Analysis
NARA Photo Analysis Sheets

Procedure: 
o	 Show students The Riderless Horse, a painting by Frederic Remington.

Students may use the Photo Analysis Sheet to interpret the painting, or participate in an 
open discussion of, “What people, objects and activities do you see? What time period 
could this painting be depicting?  Based on those facts and suppositions, what can be 
inferred? What questions does this painting raise in your mind?”

The Riderless Horse, by Frederic Remington, 1886, 
Pencil, Pen and Ink, and Watercolor on Paper
Sid Richardson Museum, Fort Worth, Texas
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o	 Show the list of Black Soldiers awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor, African 
American Medal of Honor Recipients (Civil War), Civil War: Sailors and Soldiers System, 
National Park Service, available online on November 2, 2006, at::
http://www.itd.nps.gov/cwss/history/aa_medals.htm

After reading the list, what questions come to mind? “What is a Congressional Medal of Honor? 
Who were these soldiers? How did soldiers earn the Congressional Medal of Honor?  Did any 
Black sailors receive a medal?”

o	 Teacher Information to share with students:
The Medal of Honor, established by joint resolution of Congress, 12 July 1862 (amended by Act of 
9 July 1918 and Act of 25 July 1963) is awarded in the name of Congress to a person who, while a 
member of the Armed Services, distinguishes himself conspicuously by gallantry and intrepidity at 
the risk of his life above and beyond the call of duty while engaged in an action against any enemy 
of The United States; while engaged in military operations involving conflict with an opposing 
foreign force; or while serving with friendly foreign forces engaged in an armed conflict against an 
opposing armed force in which The United States is not a belligerent party. The deed performed 
must have been one of personal bravery or self-sacrifice so conspicuous as to clearly distinguish 
the individual above his comrades and must have involved risk of life. 
Incontestable proof of the performance of service is exacted and each recommendation for award 
of this decoration is considered on the standard of extraordinary merit.

The Medal of Honor was first issued during the Civil War. More than 1,500 medals were awarded, 
some posthumously.

Signed into law July 12, 1862, the measure provided for awarding a medal of honor "to such 
noncommissioned officers and privates as shall most distinguish themselves by their gallantry in 
action, and other soldier-like qualities, during the present insurrection."

    
                                                         

Medal of war information available online on November 2, 2006, at:
 http://www.medalofhonor.com/.
Note to user: Site contains pop-ups that link to video games, commercial sites and an offer to set 
user’s home page to netstar.com. 

http://www.itd.nps.gov/cwss/history/aa_medals.htm
http://www.medalofhonor.com/
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Other sources with information about Medals of Honor include:
Wikipedia – The Free Encyclopedia, Medal of Honor, available online on November 2, 2006 at:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Civil_War_Medal_of_Honor#Recipients

United States Department of Defense, A Brief History – The Medal of Honor, available online on 
November 2, 2006, at:
http://defenselink.mil/faq/pis/med_of_honor.html 

Congressional Medal of Honor Society, available online on November 2, 2006 at:
http://www.cmohs.org/medal.htm

There was controversy in the Union. Many Northerners believed that Black men would not make 
worthy soldiers. What about Southerners’ views? 

One example of courage that ended in the awarding of a Congressional Medal of Honor is William 
Harvey Carney. 

o	 Give each student one of the four primary source documents, “Letter to Honorable E. 
U. Stanton from the Commonwealth of Massachusetts Executive Department, Boston, 
November 9, 1863”, “Letter from Christian A. Fleetwood to the Secretary of War, January 
15, 1900, Washington, D.C.”, “Letter from John W. Appleton, Adjutant General’s Office, 
State of West Virginia, December 26, 1899, Boston, Massachusetts”, and “Statement of 
Charles H. Harrison, January 8, 1900, New Bedford, Massachusetts,” and a Document 
Analysis Sheet. Use of magnifying glasses may be helpful.

o	 After students have finished the analysis sheets, have each document explained so that 
the students learn about Mr. Carney - his background, military service and courageous 
action. 

For additional background information, you may wish to refer to these 
documents: “Document indicating furlough recommended to Wm. H. 
Carney, November 9, 1863, Boston, Massachusetts”, and “Statement of 
Lewis H. Douglass, January 15, 1900, Washington, D.C.”.

o	 Wrap up the discussion with a vote on the question, "Was this Medal of Honor justified?"

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Civil_War_Medal_of_Honor#Recipients
http://defenselink.mil/faq/pis/med_of_honor.html
http://www.cmohs.org/medal.htm
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On May 23, 1900, Sergeant William H. Carney was issued the Congressional Medal of Honor, 
making him the first Black to win the coveted award. Note that other Black soldiers and sailors 
eventually received the Congressional Medal of Honor for their heroics during the Civil War.

o	 Share with the class the last four documents, “Document from the Record and Pension 
Office, War Department, January 24, 1900, Washington, D.C. to the Honorable Secretary of 
War,” “Document from the Assistant Secretary of War, War Department, Washington, D.C., 
May 9, 1900, to Mr. William H. Carney,” “Acknowledgement Letter from Wm. H. Carney, 
New Bedford, May 25, 1900, to the Chief Record & Pension Office,” and “Letter from Wm. 
H. Carney, New Bedford, May 26, 1900, to the Assistant Secretary of War.”
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Letter to Honorable E. U. Stanton from the Commonwealth of Massachusetts Executive 
Department, Boston, November 9, 1863, Page 1; Documents Relating to the Military and Naval 
Service of Blacks Awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor from the Civil War to the Spanish 
American War, National Archives Microfilm Publication M929, Roll 1, Records of the Bureau of 
Naval Personnel, Record Group 24, National Archives, Washington, D.C.
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Letter to Honorable E. U. Stanton from the Commonwealth of Massachusetts Executive 
Department, Boston, November 9, 1863, Page 2; Documents Relating to the Military and Naval 
Service of Blacks Awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor from the Civil War to the Spanish 
American War, National Archives Microfilm Publication M929, Roll 1, Records of the Bureau of 
Naval Personnel, Record Group 24, National Archives, Washington, D.C.



Page 81  

Letter to Honorable E. U. Stanton from the Commonwealth of Massachusetts Executive 
Department, Boston, November 9, 1863, Page 3; Documents Relating to the Military and Naval 
Service of Blacks Awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor from the Civil War to the Spanish 
American War, National Archives Microfilm Publication M929, Roll 1, Records of the Bureau of 
Naval Personnel, Record Group 24, National Archives, Washington, D.C.
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Document indicating furlough recommended to Wm. H. Carney, November 9, 1863, Boston, 
Massachusetts; Documents Relating to the Military and Naval Service of Blacks Awarded the 
Congressional Medal of Honor from the Civil War to the Spanish American War, National Archives 
Microfilm Publication M929, Roll 1, Records of the Bureau of Naval Personnel, Record Group 24, 
National Archives, Washington, D.C.
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Letter from John W. Appleton, Adjutant General’s Office, State of West Virginia, December 26, 
1899, Boston, Massachusetts, Page 1; Documents Relating to the Military and Naval Service of 
Blacks Awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor from the Civil War to the Spanish American 
War, National Archives Microfilm Publication M929, Roll 1, Records of the Bureau of Naval 
Personnel, Record Group 24, National Archives, Washington, D.C.
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Letter from John W. Appleton, Adjutant General’s Office, State of West Virginia, December 26, 
1899, Boston, Massachusetts, Page 2; Documents Relating to the Military and Naval Service of 
Blacks Awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor from the Civil War to the Spanish American 
War, National Archives Microfilm Publication M929, Roll 1, Records of the Bureau of Naval 
Personnel, Record Group 24, National Archives, Washington, D.C.
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Statement of Charles H. Harrison, January 8, 1900, New Bedford, Massachusetts, Page 1; 
Documents Relating to the Military and Naval Service of Blacks Awarded the Congressional Medal 
of Honor from the Civil War to the Spanish American War, National Archives Microfilm Publication 
M929, Roll 1, Records of the Bureau of Naval Personnel, Record Group 24, National Archives, 
Washington, D.C.
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Letter from Christian A. Fleetwood to the Secretary of War, January 15, 1900, Washington, 
D.C. Page 1; Documents Relating to the Military and Naval Service of Blacks Awarded the 
Congressional Medal of Honor from the Civil War to the Spanish American War, National Archives 
Microfilm Publication M929, Roll 1, Records of the Bureau of Naval Personnel, Record Group 24, 
National Archives, Washington, D. C.
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Letter from Christian A. Fleetwood to the Secretary of War, January 15, 1900, Washington, 
D.C. Page 2; Documents Relating to the Military and Naval Service of Blacks Awarded the 
Congressional Medal of Honor from the Civil War to the Spanish American War, National Archives 
Microfilm Publication M929, Roll 1, Records of the Bureau of Naval Personnel, Record Group 24, 
National Archives, Washington, D.C.
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Letter from Christian A. Fleetwood to the Secretary of War, January 15, 1900, Washington, 
D.C. page 3; Documents Relating to the Military and Naval Service of Blacks Awarded the 
Congressional Medal of Honor from the Civil War to the Spanish American War, National Archives 
Microfilm Publication M929, Roll 1, Records of the Bureau of Naval Personnel, Record Group 24, 
National Archives, Washington, D.C.
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Statement of Lewis H. Douglass, January 15, 1900, Washington, D.C.; Documents Relating to the 
Military and Naval Service of Blacks Awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor from the Civil 
War to the Spanish American War, National Archives Microfilm Publication M929, Roll 1, Records 
of the Bureau of Naval Personnel, Record Group 24, National Archives, Washington, D.C.
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Document from the Record and Pension Office, War Department, January 24, 1900, Washington, 
D.C. to the Honorable Secretary of War; Documents Relating to the Military and Naval Service of 
Blacks Awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor from the Civil War to the Spanish American 
War, National Archives Microfilm Publication M929, Roll 1, Records of the Bureau of Naval 
Personnel, Record Group 24, National Archives, Washington, D.C.
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Document from the Assistant Secretary of War, War Department, Washington, D.C., May 9, 1900, 
to Mr. William H. Carney; Documents Relating to the Military and Naval Service of Blacks Awarded 
the Congressional Medal of Honor from the Civil War to the Spanish American War, National 
Archives Microfilm Publication M929, Roll 1, Records of the Bureau of Naval Personnel, Record 
Group 24, National Archives, Washington, D.C.
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Acknowledgement letter from Wm. H. Carney, New Bedford, May 25, 1900, to the Chief Record 
& Pension Office; Documents Relating to the Military and Naval Service of Blacks Awarded the 
Congressional Medal of Honor from the Civil War to the Spanish American War, National Archives 
Microfilm Publication M929, Roll 1, Records of the Bureau of Naval Personnel, Record Group 24, 
National Archives, Washington, D.C.
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Acknowledgement letter from Wm. H. Carney, New Bedford, May 26, 1900, to the Assistant 
Secretary of War; Documents Relating to the Military and Naval Service of Blacks Awarded the 
Congressional Medal of Honor from the Civil War to the Spanish American War, National Archives 
Microfilm Publication M929, Roll 1, Records of the Bureau of Naval Personnel, Record Group 24, 
National Archives, Washington, D.C.
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Buffalo Soldiers & Indian Wars, online version on November 2, 2006, available at: 
http://www.buffalosoldier.net/

William Carney, Sergeant: Civil War, (commercial site), online version on November 2, 2006, 
available at: 
http://www.isomedia.com/homes/bhd2/william_carney.htm

During December of 1908, flags in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts were lowered to half-
mast in tribute to Sgt. William H. Carney, who had died on December 8, 1908. This honor had 
never been paid to an ordinary citizen and Black American.

http://www.buffalosoldier.net/
http://www.isomedia.com/homes/bhd2/william_carney.htm
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Photo Analysis Worksheet, Online version on November 2, 2006, at: 
http://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/worksheets/photo_analysis_worksheet.pdf

http://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/worksheets/photo_analysis_worksheet.pdf
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Written Document Worksheet, Online version on November 2, 2006, at: 
http://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/worksheets/written_document_analysis_worksheet.pdf

http://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/worksheets/written_document_analysis_worksheet.pdf
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