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The Buffalo Soldier Monument:

The heart of America and the heart of its military 
In the face of insufficient manpower, African Americans have fought and died in every war or conflict this country has been a part of. The Army Reorganization Act of 1866 authorized six regimens of colored troops that would forever change the rights and liberties of blacks in America. Until this time, blacks were not allowed to serve in the military during peace time. The Buffalo Soldier Monument at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas commemorates the soldiers that lead the way for extended African American rights and eventual citizenship. Contemporary views of the monument have found a greater meaning in representing the contribution of every African American in our nation’s military history.

In 1639, Virginia was the first colony to enact legislation that systematically excluded blacks from military service. Within five years every colony had enacted parallel legislation. The French and Indian War brought about the first amendments to these laws (McMiller). The northern colonies needed manpower and required freed black men to serve in local militias. During the Revolutionary War a Continental Army was formed. General George Washington allowed men of color already serving in local militias to complete their terms, however they were prohibited from enlisting in the Continental Army. Again, as the war drug on there was a shortage of manpower and blacks were tentatively allowed to serve. At first only free blacks were authorized to enlist. Soon slaves were authorized and were, in fact, sent as replacements for some slave owners. At the end of the war Congress barred blacks from serving in the national armed forces via the Congressional Militia Act of 1792. The War of 1812 brought the same story.  Shortage of manpower led to blacks being recruited to aid in war time. After the war, the Army General Regulations excluded blacks from service yet again.

The Civil War is the greatest stepping stone for African American freedoms. At the start of the war Simon Cameron, Secretary of War, stated, “the War Department [has] no intention… to call into service any colored soldiers (McMiller).” The war was expected to be short. In fact President Lincoln budgeted for 75,000 troops for ninety days. Fifteen months later, the War Department reversed their original position. The Militia Act of 1862 outlined the authorization to enlist black labourers in the presence of critical manpower shortages. The Militia Act only put the reality of the situation into writing. Instead of pretending blacks had no right to serve in the military, the Militia Act recognized the military need for them. When Edwin Stanton was appointed the new Secretary of War in August of 1862 he immediately authorized the recruitment of black soldiers. President Lincoln gave the Emancipation Proclamation a year later.   Freedom from slavery was the first step toward military and citizenry rights. 

The Army Reorganization Act of 1866 made alterations to allow colored troops during peace time. This went against the precedent of black service only in the absence of manpower. Section 3 of the Act authorized six regiments of colored troops which consisted of four infantry regiments and two cavalry regiments. Colonel Grierson headed the organization of the 10th regiment (the Tenth) at Fort Leavenworth in September of that year. General Grant was instrumental in recommending soldiers to appoint to the new formed regiment. He suggested well known men such as General Custer and C.C. Wolcutt. In the end every officer avoided service with the Tenth and Colonel Grierson himself took command. The Tenth took on duties as wagon escorts, crime fighters and peace keepers. The story goes that the Cheyenne Indians created the title of “Buffalo Soldier.” They were attributed this name because of their dark skin, unique hair and their use of buffalo hides for warmth in the winter. What’s more, they took on the tenacious spirit of the iconic plains animal and fought relentlessly without giving ground. Over time the title of Buffalo Solder came to represent original the six troops authorized by the Army Reorganization Act. Although according to Dubak and Phillips, the nickname was never used amongst the soldiers themselves except as an insult (Duback and Phillips).

The Buffalo Soldiers are remembered as the pioneers for African American rights in the US military. However, it is less well known that they also contributed one of the first females in military combat. Cathay Williams enlisted in the United States Regular Army in St. Louis Missouri on November 15, 1866. She went by the alias William Cathey. The army surgeon examined her upon enlistment and declared her fit for duty. It is highly unlikely that the army surgeon would knowingly lie about William’s gender. It is more likely that the examination was merely a once-over look for deformations and obvious hindrances. She was not the first woman to enlist in the army while disguised as a man. This was a common occurrence in the volunteer armies of the Revolutionary as well as the Civil War. However, she is the first documented female African American to serve in the army. She was assigned to the 38th U.S. Infantry at Jefferson Barracks in Missouri. She moved with her regiment to several forts over Missouri and Kansas. On June 13 of 1868 she was admitted into a hospital and diagnosed with the catch-all nerve disease called neuralgia. Due to frequent hospital visits and sick reports she was discharged at Fort Bayard on a surgeon’s certificate of disability. 

Even at the time of her discharge it was unknown that Cathay was a woman. The surgeon’s statement read, “He is continually on sick report without benefit.” After her nearly two year term with the military she returned to life as a cook and house maid. In fact, she returned to her identity as Cathay Williams. It was not until her hospitalization in 1898 brought her financial problems that she ever spoke about her male alias in the army. She filed for military pension in 1891. The Pension Bureau rejected her claim on medical grounds saying no disability existed. This is questionable, however it both brought light to the fact and documented that an African American female had indeed served in the U.S. army. Although this discovery did not bring about immediate actions of female rights to military service it is the first documented account of a double minority service; black and female. 

African Americans have done great things in history thanks to the road paved by the Buffalo Soldiers. Although they unquestionably faced individual prejudice, as a group they had a chance to better themselves through army service. They found equality in institutionalized equipment, horses, uniforms, and firearms (Duback and Phillips). Once they gained entrance to the military they were given an even battlefield to prove themselves. In order to have success on the battlefield one needs efficiency in leadership.  Once given an equal venue to display their talents, blacks were often times the best marksman, the fastest rider, etc. It became evident that segregation was hostile to the core value of efficiency and success and the army could no longer tolerate it. Future members of the armed forces such as the Tuskegee Airmen of World War II, Dorie Miller of the battleship West Virginia at Pearl Harbor and former Secretary of State Colin Powell twice wounded in combat during Vietnam have put faces to this standard.  In fact it was then Deputy Command General Colin Powell that conceived the idea of a monument to remember the Buffalo Soldiers. He was jogging around Fort Leavenworth when he realized there were only two streets to memorialize them, the 9th and 10th Calvary Roads. General Powell approached Commander Carlton G. Philpot about initiating the process to build a monument.

Commander Philpot headed the Buffalo Soldier Committee. He contracted the designer Lee W. Brubaker of Kirkwood, MO and the sculptor Eddie Dixon of Lubbock, TX. Unfortunately, Brubaker never lived to see the completion of the project. Dixon specializes in African American art. He is a self-taught artist from a military family who credits his start to a block of modeling clay given to him as a Christmas gift from his mother. Dixon said he wanted young people to know that all black heroes are not athletes and musicians. He worked for free until the construction costs were budgeted and paid. Local business donated much of the labour, gravel and concrete. The end cost totaled $1.2 million and took two years in construction alone.

The monument was the first major construction to recognize the history of African American military service. In February of 1989 Elmer Robinson, a surviving Buffalo Soldier, stood looking over the spot where the monument was to be erected. “After all these years I didn’t think anyone cared; now I feel like a hero.”  The Buffalo Soldier Monument stands 12’9”. A massive soldier mounted on his horse facing the rising sun of the East. Much like the uniform of those that guard the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier at Arlington Cemetery, the Buffalo Soldier is perfectly accurate down to the placement of the buttons and the branding of the horse. The military is a highly structured organization that is synonymous with pride and honor. It is backed by a powerful history and surrounded by an aura of grand pomp and ritual. Scrutinous perfection of detail is a ritual incorporated in military memorial. It is a sign of pride and respect.

The statue of the mounted soldier is caste from bronze. Bronze is a functional material that requires minimal cleaning compared to iron and most textiles. It was chosen to endure time, just like the Buffalo Soldier. Tombs and monuments are massive constructions built to provide a sense of permanence to remedy the breech that death brings to a society (Pearson). Although originally surrounded by prairie grass, the soldier now stands in the middle of a small pond with a wrap around sidewalk. The east end of the pond ends in a miniature waterfall that empties into a smaller pond below which is rotated back to the top. The monument is cyclical and complete.  It unites the soldiers of today to the pioneers of the past and strengthens the military institution through remembrance. 
General Colin Powell spoke at the ground-breaking ceremony on July 28, 1990. “…since 1641 there has never been a time in this country when Blacks were unwilling to serve and sacrifice for America.” The Buffalo Soldier Monument stands as testament to the memory of the Buffalo Soldiers and the history of African American contribution to our armed forces. Since the dedication of the monument on July 25, 1992 the Buffalo Soldiers have been increasingly recognized with memorials in places such as Junction City, Kansas and El Paso, Texas. Although originally conceived to represent the Tenth, the Buffalo Soldier Monument has expanded to include all the colored troops of the late 19th century and has come to embody the struggle of the African Americans and their contribution to our nation through their military performance.  James G. Madison is one of the few remaining Buffalo Soldiers. He says of his regiment, “They were set up to survive, and that’s what the monument portrays and represents.” From the very first written document excluding blacks from armed service the pendulum has swung according to the war or conflict of the time. The end of the Civil War brought with it initial freedoms from slavery and the honor of military service during peace time. For nearly 200 years African Americans offered their lives in our military without recognition. The monument now stands tall in the heart of Fort Leavenworth as a symbol of recognition and remembrance.  
The eventual location for the monument was decided upon for functional reasons.  The first choice for location was in a field at the end of the main road through post.  Coincidentally the road is named Grant Avenue after Ulysses S. Grant who was instrumental in appointing officers to the Tenth.   However, the parade ground was contracted for post ceremonial purposes. It must have been fate that guided the monument to its current location.  Further up Grant Avenue a space was available adjacent to the Command General Staff College (CGSC).  The area was the same spot where the Tenth’s initial cantonments were located.  Today every senior officer in the army must attend CGSC to climb the ladder beyond Lieutenant Colonel.  Every Brigade and Battalion commander must first attend pre-command courses here.  Every day of every class officers must walk, bike, or drive past the monument. 
The Buffalo Soldier Monument was originally built to commemorate the 10th Cavalry.  It makes sense to build it on the base where the troop was formed.  But there were three dozen other posts where the Tenth as well as the other Buffalo Soldier troops served.  In fact many of those posts are still in operation (Schubert).  Today the monument stands at the heart of our army’s senior education.  It repeatedly stresses the significance and the memory of African American soldiers.  It is located on Fort Leavenworth to be part of our military culture.
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