
THE STORY
The Flag Never Touched the Ground is the story of William 
Harvey Carney, a former enslaved man who fought with the 
54th Massachusetts Infantry Regiment during the US Civil 
War. These soliders was the second Black regiment to fight 
for the northern states, although the commanding officers 
were white. This regiment played a pivotal role in the assault 
on Fort Wagner, a pivotal moment during the Civil War. The 
Flag Never Touched the Ground is William’s story, but it 
touches on the stories of many other Black soldiers who 
fought in the US Civil War, and their struggle for equality and 
independence. 
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She studied history at Northwestern University in the US, and 
loves to uncover the stories of the brave and creative people 
who have come before us. She writes about civil rights and 
social justice in America – she co-wrote X, a book about 
civil rights leader Malcolm X, with his daughter, and wrote a 
novel called The Rock and the River, about a young boy torn 
between his civil rights leader father and his Black Panther 
brother.



THE US CIVIL WAR
The US Civil War lasted from 1861 until 1865, and was fought between 
northern states known as the Union, and southern states who formed 
the Confederate States of America (often known as the 
Confederacy). The issue of slavery vs abolition had already 
divided the United States for decades before it escalated to 
an armed conflict that became the Civil War: the Southern 
states were determined to secede from the Union and 
preserve slavery, while President Abraham Lincoln, an 
abolitionist, sought to preserve the nation as a whole and 
free its enslaved people. This was a devastating conflict – 
although the exact number of soldiers and civilians who 
died is unknown, it is believed that at least 620,000 soldiers 
died. What do you know about the legacy of the Civil War 
in the US today?

SLAVERY AND ABOLITION 
Abolitionists were people who opposed 
slavery. In the US, they included free Black 
people and white people alike – some of the 
famous figures mentioned in this book include 
Frederick Douglass and John Brown. However people were not just 
enslaved in the US. What do you know about the history of abolition 
in the UK, and how is it different to the history of abolition in the 
US?

The history of slavery and abolition is much more than these few 
famous figures. Millions of enslaved people’s stories were eradicated 
or lost to history. How do you think that we could better remember 
these people, and preserve their memory?



THE HERO - WILLIAM HARVEY CARNEY
William Harvey Carney was one of many enslaved people smuggled to 
freedom by abolitionists on the Underground Railroad. He was one of 
the first Black people to receive the Medal of Honor, the United States 
government’s most prestigious military award – on 23rd May 1900, he 
was awarded this special honour along with fifteen other Black Civil War 
soldiers. 

However William was just one of many Black soldiers who fought bravely 
during the US Civil War. Many of stories have been overlooked until 
recently – and this also includes Black people who weren’t soldiers, such 
as the Black nurse Martha Bush Grey. We could 
compare Martha Bush Grey to Mary Seacole, 
a Black British-Jamaican nurse who cared for 
British soldiers during the Crimean War. Can you 
think of any similar figures in history 
whose bravery and 
actions were 
overlooked at 
the time? 



BLACK SOLIDERS IN THE US ARMY
In The Flag Never Touched the Ground, William, Chester and the other soldiers 
in the regiment protest against attempts to pay them less than white soldiers. 
However it wasn’t until a year after the Battle of Fort Wagner that the US 
Congress authorized equal pay between Black and white soldiers. William’s 
experiences in the 54th Massachusetts show that equal treatment wasn’t 
always put into practice, even in northern regiments that were fighting against 
slavery. After the Civil War, Black units were often relegated to service tasks or 
more menial jobs rather than being allowed to fight.

After the Civil War, segregation (the 
separation of white and non-white 
people) continued in the US army. It 
wasn’t until 1948, three years after 
the end of the Second World War, that 
segregation officially ended. President 
Harry Truman signed Executive Order 
9981, which abolished discrimination 
‘on the basis of race, colour, religion or 
national origin’. Can you think of any 
other moments where discrimination 
was banned, or where ending 
discrimination was long overdue? Are 
there areas of society where equality 
continues unofficially? 
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DRAW WILLIAM HARVEY CARNEY!


