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Serving With Distinction: Buffalo Soldiers at Fort Larned

Although African Americans had served in the U.S. Army from the Revolutionary

War through the Civil War, it was always in volunteer units that weren't part of
the regular army. Beginning in 1866, Congress authorized separate, regular army
units for African Americans. These troops eventually became known as "Buffalo
Soldiers."

What's in a name? In 1911, the lOth Cavalry

adopted the bufTalo

■HHPH as a central element in
their unit crest. This

^  now famous nickname
for these new African

American regular army
units wasn't used in
the early years of their
service. Leaving out
racial slurs regularly
used at the time, the
most common terms

used when these new units were sent out to

the field were "colored" or "brunettes."

Cavalry

The origin and intent of the name isn't
clear, although we do know that either the
Comanche or the Cheyenne first used the term
around 1870. Although some accounts credit
their reason as the bison-like tenacity these
men showed in combat, there is no evidence
to support that claim. Their most likely reason
was the similarity between the curly hair of the
soldiers and that of the bulfalo.

Starting in 1873, the term begins to show up in
the writing of officers and their wives, as well
as in newspaper articles; however, there is very
little written evidence that the men used it to
refer to themselves.

Professional
Soldiers

Fort Larned as it looked in 1867. The 10th
Cavalry barracks are clearly seen here.
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All the units that

would eventually
earn the name of

Buffalo Soldiers,
were authorized by
Congress in 1866 as
part of a downsizing
and restructuring
of the Army after
the Civil War. The

bill authorized the creation of four new
Cavalry regiments, two of which were to be,
in the words of the authorizing legislation,
"composed of colored men." Along with
the two cavalry units, the 9th and loth U.S.
Cavalry, "colored" infantry regiments were
created as well, the 24th and 25th U.S. Infantry.

These new units, initially commanded by white
officers, represented the first professional
African American soldiers in the country's
peacetime army. Recruitment of the officers
and men, as well as organizing and training the

new soldiers took up to a year, so they weren't
sent west for frontier duty until 1867. These
men quickly proved themselves to be a capable
and courageous addition to the country's
frontier military force, despite the common
belief of many people of the day that they
wouldn't make good soldiers.

Though they couldn't have known it at
the time, Congress' authorization of those
"colored" units led to the creation of a
legendary American fighting unit: the Buffalo
Soldiers.
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