Opening the West...

Buffalo Soldiers
Play Key Role

By James P. Finley

he story of black Amerieans fighting under
their nation’s flag is older than the fag itself.
First introduced as slaves by the British carlyin the
17th century, blacks surved alongside their white

‘masters in the first colonial militias organized to defend

against Indian attacks.

By the time of the American Revolution, some freed
slaves took a stand for independence along with the white
colonisis, A-freedman named Crispus Attucks was among
those LI Americans gunned down in the Boston massacre of
March 5, 1770 when they defied the British soldiery. When
the war broke oul, hlacks like Peter Salem and Salem Foore
were in- the thick of the fighting. Salem was credited with
shooting the British commander at Bunker Hill and Poore
was cited for gallantry, A number of other blacks were scrv-
ing in New England militia units in 1775, but when the Conti-
nental Army was officially formed in that year, Congress
bowed 1o the insistence of the Southern slave holders and ex-

cluded blacks, free or slave, from

service. Thege  regulations were

soan overridden by the necessities
of the desperate Tighting and the
nced for manpower. Black veterans
were retainedandnew recruits were
accepteds  In all, approximately
5,000 blacks served in the American
Revolutionary War,

In the Civil War, black troops
made up-12 percent of the Union
Army, adding to its number 175,892
men, of which 7000 were NCOs.
They manncd 120 infantry regi-
ments, 12 heavy artillery regiments,
10 ight artillery batteries, and seven
cavalry regiments. More than one-
third gave their lives. There were
NCOs like SGT William H, Carney
of the 54th Massachusetts, who,
though severely wounded, carried
the regimental colors to the breast-
works at the battle of Charleston,
SC. After the Civil War—where
theirmilitary abilities were ungques-
lionubly cstablished—blacks were
accepted into the regular Army:

- 1866, the Army formed

six black regular Army regi-

ments. ‘They were the 38th,

391k, 0th and 41st Infantry

and the 9th and 10th Cavalry, Three
wears later, as part of a rechiction in
the size of the Army, the 38thand the
41st combined 1o form the 24th In-
fantry, and the 3%th and the 40th
made upthe25th Infantry, The post-
Civil War Army combined 10 regi-
ments of calvary and 25 regiments of
infantry, a number that would be un-
changed until the turn of the centu-
ry. Four of these 35 combat arms
regiments consisted of African-
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these regiments went on to justify the belief by black lcad-
ers that menoftheir race could contribute mightily to the na-
tion’s defense.

The 24th Infantry Regiment participaled in the 1875 ex-
pedition apgainst hostile Kiowas and Comanches in the De-
partment of Texas, Oneof the engagements of this campaign
saw a Lieuienant John Bullis and three Seminole-Negro In-
dian scouts attack a 25-man war party on the-Pecos River.
SGT Jubm Wared, PVT Pompey Factor and Trumpeter lsaac
Payne received the Medal of Honor for their exceptional
bravery in this encounter,

The 25th Infantry Regiment spent its first 10 vears in Tex-
as building and repairing military posts, roads and telegraph
lines; performing escort and guard “duty; marching and
counter-marching from postto postand seouling for Indians.
In 1880, the regiment was at Fl. Missouls, MT. It partici-
pated in the Pine Ridge Campaign of 1850-21 -the Jast stand
of the Sioux, and quelled civildisorders in Missoula during
the Northerm Pacific Railroad strike in 1894,

1S

tudentsol American historyeasily recognizenames like

Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington and Mary
MeLeod Bethune. These nien and women spoke out for the
African-American cause at a time when they most necded
leaders.

So did Vance Hunter Marchbanks, s trooperinthe Buffa-
lo Soldier regiment. He wrote a manuscriptcntitled “Forty
Years in the Army,” which, thanks 1o his son, has survived to
rélate_his mililary experiences, most of which were as an
WNCC in the 10th Cavalry at Ft. Huachuca.,

Marchbanks’ actual Army service was 43 years, nine
manths and 13 days by his own reckoning, He enlisted forthe
firsl Hme in 1A95-and spent most of his Army career at Fort
Huachuca, ITn World Wir IT he was commissioned a-captain
and after the war he rejoined the Regular Armyat his old rank
of first sergeant. TTis reminisctnces are inmanscript form in
the Ft. Huachues Museun files,

Hisservice spans the perivdfram the Span-
ish-American War fo the beginning of World
War T He was in g posilion towitness nearly
half -a century -of the history of one of the
Armn’s most renowned regiments and passon
an NCO's perspective.

In talking about the lessons of Army life, he
savs, "It thev-only taught oneto shoot a-gun 1
would say the Armyis not worthwhile. But one
is taught citizenship, discipline; the power of
organization, personal hyeiene, and many oth-
er useful trades in the Army and Navy which
prepares one for useful citizenshipin anycom-
munity.” In 1927, while he served at Fi. Hus

Vance

Tn 1890, the Battle of Wounded Knee Creek, the last ma-
jor fight of the Indian Wars, pitted the U.5, 7th Cavalry
against Big Foot's Sioux. The 9th Cavalry Regiment also took
part in this campaign and played a dramaticpart in the Battle
of Clay Creek Mission. Gver 1,800 Sioux under Little Wound
and Bvo Strike had encircled the battle-weary 7th. The situa-
tion looked grave until the 9th Cavalry arrived on the field
and drove off the Indian foree with an attack on their rear.
For conspicuons gallantry displayed on this occasion, CPL
William= 0. Wilson, Troop L 9th Cavalry, was granted the
Medal of Honor:

e 10th Cavaley Regiment is probably the most

renowned of the black regiments, Atits incep-

tion, the commander, COL Benjamin H, Gricrson,

sought to fill the ranks only with men of the highest

quality, Orders went out to recruil none bul “superior
men..who would do credit to the regiment.” The Hith’s re-
cord in several Indian War cimpaipns atiests to the fact that

Y BUﬁ. alo SOldier NCO

Marchbanksspoke about patriotism, the contributions of the
“eolored soldier™ 10 the nationand about racial injustice, He
fielt he hiad daties beyond the battletisld.

“While the primary object of the soldier is to prepare for
wat, he realizes very seriously that the new patriotism has
other duties than those of armed conflict; dutics less splen-
did, but no less brave, requiring a bravery of a greater order
than..shown upeon a hundred battlefields of our World War.

* .The coloredsoldier foughtbravely inthe Revolutionary
War, the Civil War, the Spanish-American War and the World
War. But the Negrowill notbe given justice through the valor
andbravery he displaysin the war. Itwill be throughthe coop-
erativeeffortsof cverymemberofthe Negro Raceintelligent-
Iy pleading his case before the public...if vou want cqual rights
in this country_..write on your banncr so thal every political
trimmer canreadit so that..no matter how short-sighted he
miay be he cam read it "We Never Forget, We
Never Forpet. We Never Forged™

First Sergeant Vance Marchhanks was abe-
hizver in the instructive power of history and
quotcd Patrick Heny, "We have no way of
judping the future except by the past.” Hewas
extremely knowledgeable about the history of
black Americans serving their country-and felt
the compulsion to transcribe his own military
experience 5o that his life might become a parl
of the flow of history.

Marchbanks’ writings about his Army cxpe-
rienices have done much to illuminate the sol-
dier’s life at a time when America was largely
estranged fromits tiny standing Army, He be-

chuca, he wasasked to speakto aconvention of

Sunday School teachers at McNary, AZ. The subject of his
speech was to be “Reminiscences of a Trooper at Fort
Apache in 1900, After briclly lalking on those experiences,

comes a-part of the Buffalo Soldier tradition
about which he felt so strongly and his sincere written record
enables succecding penerations of American NCOs to join
him in his invocation: ““We Never Forget.” l
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Grricrson achicved his goal, Tn 1886, the so-called Baffalo
Soldiers tracked Geronime's renegades in the Pinita Moun-
taing of Mexico aml sevieral months lalér ran down the last
Apache holdout—Chiel Mangas and his band.

Plains Tndians gave the nickname “Buffalo-Soldiers™ o
the men of the 10th Cavalry. Indians likened their hairto that
of the buffalo, Over the years this name hasbeen extended by
veterans to include soldiers of all the original black regi-
ments,

Raw recruits made up a large portion of enlisted strength
of the four new repiments. 1o stiffen-the mix, the Army
sought NCOswho had seen service during the warwith black
volunteer units. The experience of these Civil War veterans
would be indispensable in the hard work of training that lay
ahead, butthey did not alwaysreeeive the eredits Eiculenant
Grote Hutehesomn, adjutant of the 9th Cavaley, wrote 20 years
after his regiment’s arganization thatthe officers undertook
must aif the arduous drill of the unit's 885 new troopers, He
said, “The rmen knew nothing, and the Noncommissiomed of-
ficers but little more, From the very cireumstances of their
preceding life itcoald not be otherwise, They hadna inde-
pendence, no self-reliance; not a thoupht except for the pres-
ent, and were filled with superstition. To make soldiers of
such material was, at thattime, considersd more of anexpsri-
ment than a fixed principle. Thepovernment depended upon
the officers of those early daysto solve the problem of the
colored soldier. JFor some years[the NECs], from lack of
eduocatiom, were such only inname, and theprocess of molkd-
ing them into a responaible and sel-reliant class was a slow
one.” Troop officers were in fact squad commanders, and it
took both time and patience to teach the menhow to eare for
themselves.

any while: officersdid nid wish to servein
black regiments, fearing itwould hurt their
carecrsor simply becadse they earried abias
sgainst black troops. One such officer was
CPT EW Benteen who wrote that, “In 1866 T could have
gone into the 10th U5 Cavalry asa major, but I preferreda

-captaincy inthe Seventh. Fate, however, after being a captain

17years—"threw' me into an organization of cavalry anvhow,
and being well offin thisworld’s goods, and feeling itwas not
proper to remain with a race of troops that I could take no
interest in—and this on account of their ‘low down,’ rascally
character, . there seemed nothing left forme to dobut... fre-
tire].”* And retire he did.

The service of the-African-American NCO was not omly
measured by medals granted, a rare oceurrence i the 19th-
century Armny.Some men achieved lependary status without
ever heing awarded a medal. 158G Shelving Shropshire was
one of the original members of € Company: (rom its carly
days at Ft. Leavenworth. His bravery was noted in orders af-
ter the action at the Wichita Apency in August [R74. But he
was betler remembered for hisactions in camp at Galesteo,
MM, aftera second lieutenantkilled two menofthe froop for
little -apparent reason. A mutiny seemed imminent when
Shropshire stepped inand coolly disarmed thelieutenant, He
then furned the lieutenant overto the guard to await court-
martial

Despile the low opinion ofF some officers, the African-
American regiments played a key role inopening the Ameri-
can West and in all America's wars 1o follow. They quickly
proved themselves-on the plains of Texas, in the Apache
strongholds of New Mexico and Arizona, and-in the Sioux
country: of Montana and the Dakotas. Eighteen Buffalo sol-
soldiers received the Medal of
Honor during the Indian cam-
paigns—Il6-cavalrymen and two
infantrymen. Liourfeen of these
men were NCOs at the time of
the action for which they were
cited. They began a tradition for
MNCOs in these black regiments.
=

Finley is command historian, Fr.
Huachuca Museum.: U5 Ay
Intelligence Center- and Ft. Hua-
chieca, 1T H:mdzum,_ AZ

THE NCO JOURKAL/SUMMER 85



