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Stephen A. Swails
Black Freedom Fighter in the Civil War and Reconstruction

GORDON C. RHEA

“Stephen Swails’s remarkable career receives its due treat-

ment in this equally remarkable book by a leading Civil 

War historian.”—James M. McPherson, Pulitzer Prize–
winning author of Battle Cry of Freedom: The Civil War Era

“Gordon Rhea’s welcome biography illuminates the dra-

matic arc of Swails’s life amid the military and political 

upheavals of his time, and in doing so it pulls readers into 

an era marked by striking gains and heartbreaking disap-

pointments for Black Americans.”—Gary W. Gallagher, 
author of The Enduring Civil War: Reflections on the Great 
American Crisis

“Rhea expertly combines Swails’s story with that of the 

war and its turbulent aftermath, bringing to life for the 

reader an important and compelling personal, state, and 

national story.”—Stephen R. Wise, author of Gate of Hell: 
Campaign for Charleston Harbor, 1863

“With vivid prose and critical understanding, Rhea has pro-

duced a book that reveals the revolutionary scope of the 

Civil War and why Americans continue to struggle with its 

legacy.”—Kevin M. Levin, author of Searching for Black 
Confederates: The Civil War’s Most Persistent Myth

“An absorbing new biography that restores this soldier and 

statesman to much-deserved prominence. Exhaustively 

researched and elegantly written.”—Douglas R. Egerton, 
author of Thunder at the Gates: The Black Civil War Regi-
ments That Redeemed America

Stephen Atkins Swails is a forgotten American 
hero. A free Black in the North before the Civil War 
began, Swails exhibited such exemplary service in 
the 54th Massachusetts Infantry that he became the 
first African American commissioned as a com-
bat officer in the United States military. After the 
war, Swails remained in South Carolina, where he 
held important positions in the Freedmen’s Bureau, 
helped draft a progressive state constitution, served 
in the state senate, and secured legislation benefiting 
newly liberated Black citizens. Swails remained ac-
tive in South Carolina politics after Reconstruction 
until violent Redeemers drove him from the state.

After Swails died in 1900, state and local lead-
ers erased him from the historical narrative. Gor-
don C. Rhea’s biography, one of only a handful for 
any of the nearly 200,000 African Americans who 
fought in the Civil War or figured prominently in 
Reconstruction, restores Swails’s remarkable legacy. 
Swails’s life story is a saga of an indomitable human 
being who confronted deep-seated racial prejudice 
in various institutions but nevertheless reached sig-
nificant milestones in the fight for racial equality, 
especially within the military. His is an inspiring 
story that is especially timely today.

GORDON C. RHEA is the author of numerous books 
on the Civil War, including his award-winning 
Overland Campaign series.
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