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The All-American Soldier

by Sgt. Luis Asencio Camacho

Although a rigid pattern of racial segregation prevailed in the United States Army of yesteryear, a great number of individuals took and championed the challenge of serving with pride, displaying their skills and determination while suppressing internal rage from humiliation and indignation.  These men and women usually fought two wars – one against a military enemy abroad and another of discrimination on both the home front and abroad.  This series aims to honor those individuals and groups of all-Americans.

The Buffalo Soldiers

“We Can, We Will.”

Motto of the BUFFALO SOLDIERS

So brave and courageous were these men that the Plains Indians called them “Buffalo Soldiers,” a name related directly to the Indians’ much-revered animal: a brave and powerful adversary.

Black soldiers had fought in Washington’s army during the War of Independence (1775-83) and had served with Andrew Jackson at New Orléans (1815) before the First Regiment of South Carolina Volunteers (the first Black regiment in U.S. history) came into being in 1861.

Yet, long before the Civil War broke out, the U.S. Government already had its hands full fighting the Indians in the West.  Inasmuch as most Americans of the time viewed Indians as “incorrigible, non-reformable savages,” those closest to the warring factions, or who were threatened by it, naturally wanted government protection at any cost.  But the war was diverting whatever men and resources available from all over the country to the eastern arena, concentrating on ending the rebellion.  One way of solving the problem in part seemed to be arming blacks and employing them against the Indians.  Of course, slaves or freemen had no idea whatsoever of the deprivations and the frequent genocidal intent of the government toward Native Americans.  And those who had, had access only to biased information.

The end of the Civil War had seen the participation of almost 200,000 black soldiers, 38,000 of whom had been killed in action.  Nevertheless, despite this unprecedented contribution, Southerners and Easterners did not want to see “armed Negroes” near or in their communities.  They were also afraid of the labor market being flooded with a new source of labor.  Since general employment opportunities in these communities was not available to blacks, many blacks took a long hard look at military service which offered shelter, education, steady pay, medical attention and a retirement pension.  In the end, it appealed as good a way as any of getting rid of two problems at the same time.

On June 28, 1866, an Act of Congress took the above situation into account when it reorganized the peacetime Regular Army.  At the time it recognized the military merits of black soldiers, it authorized the creation of two segregated regiments of cavalry, designating them as the 9th U.S. and the 10th U.S. Cavalry, and six ancillary infantry regiments: the 24th, 25th, 38th, 39th, 40th and 41st.*  White officers commanded these units as customary of the time.

Orders were given to transfer the troops to the western arena, where they would join the Army’s fight with the Indians.  The 9th and 10th Cavalry regiments would go on to play a major role in the history of the Western Frontier,† building forts and roads, stringing telegraph lines, protecting railroad crews, escorting stages and trains, protecting settlers and cattle drives, mapping areas of uncharted terrain, and fighting Apache, Arapahoe, Cheyenne, Comanche, and Kiowa warriors, among others, for more than 20 years (1866-98).  The Cheyennes began to call the black cavalrymen “Buffalo Soldiers” and the troops accepted the title and wore it proudly, for to be associated with the fighting spirit of the Indians’ sacred animal was a measure of respect.  (Whether the name, as other sources say, comes from the similarity of the soldiers’ hair to that surrounding the buffalo’s head or not, one aspect remains true: Presence of the Buffalo Soldiers on the Frontier discouraged lawlessness among hostile forces and conflicts between unruly white settlers.)

Enthusiasm for serving as a Buffalo Soldier ran high throughout the country, drawing thousands of volunteers.  One of the most remarkable cases is “William Cathay’s,” a woman who enlisted under the guise of a man.‡  Yet despite the romanticism of service as a Buffalo Soldier, there was a downside to it.  Besides the dangers they often faced (such as cholera and rabid wolves, which took more lives than Indian warfare), the Buffalo Soldiers faced many hardships and deprivations as well.  The Army supported segregation in all its meaning.  It maintained separate facilities where possible; the Buffalo Soldiers may have built many forts and facilities, but they could not use them.  Eventually, the necessities of military life forced white and black troops together, breaking down long-standing prejudices.

During the Spanish-American the regiments served in Cuba, fighting alongside Theodore Roosevelt’s “Rough Riders” during the charge up San Juan Hill.  Soon after the war, elements of the 9th were assigned to the Philippines, while the 10th Cavalry served under John J. “Black Jack” Pershing during the Mexican Expedition against Pancho Villa (1916).  In 1941, the two regiments were formed into the 4th Cavalry Brigade, under the command of General Benjamin O. Davis, Sr.,§ at Camp Funston, Kansas.  Progress, to say nothing of the new type of enemy and warfare, saw the disbandment of horse cavalry regiments in 1944.  With them, the long and proud history of the Buffalo Soldiers.

___________________

*These infantry regiments eventually were consolidated into two units: the Twenty-fourth U.S. Infantry and the Twenty-fifth U.S. Infantry (1869).

†The Western Frontier, from Montana to Texas, covered the Rio Grande in New Mexico, Arizona, Colorado, and the Dakotas.
‡Cathay Williams, 22 years old at the time she enlisted in 1866, was the daughter of a freeman and a slave.  Her height (5’9”) somewhat “helped” her passed incognito (her identity only known to a cousin and a close friend of the family).  Physical examinations were not necessary back then, so Williams’ identity was only discovered because she so decided.  While hers is the only documented case, in all likelihood it is not the only of women serving in the Army.

§Benjamin O. Davis, Sr. was Tuskegee Airman Benjamin, Jr.’s father.  See Tuskegee Airmen article for more on Benjamin, Jr.
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