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THE AMERICAN SOUTHWEST

Buffalo Soldiers in the
American Southwest

Buffalo Soldier Background

In 1866 Congress authorized, for the first time, African
Americans to serve in the peacetime army of the United
States. Two cavalry and four infantry regiments were creat-
ed and designated the 9th and 10th U.S. Cavalry regiments
and the 38th, 39th, 40th, and 41st U.S. Infantry regiments.
The four infantry regiments later became the 24th and 25th
Infantry regiments. The all-African American regiments,
commanded mostly by white officers, were composed of
Civil War veterans, former slaves, and freemen. By 1867,
the first “Buffalo Soldiers” were sent to the West to protect
settlers, cattle herds, and railroad crews, and to campaign
against Native Americans. One prominent explanation for
the nickname “Buffalo Soldier” is that Cheyenne warriors
called the 10th Cavalry soldiers this out of respect and the
notable fighting ability of the 10th Cavalry. The nickname
eventually referred to all African American troops that
served in the frontier Indian Wars Army.

National Park Service Units where Buffalo
Soldiers Played a Role

Buffalo Soldiers were known to have played a significant
historical role in at least six parks in the American South-
west: Fort Davis National Historic Site (FODA) and Gua-
dalupe Mountains National Park (GUMO) in Texas; Fort
Larned N.H.S. (FOLS) in Kansas; and Fort Bowie N.H.S.
(FOBO) and Chiricahua National Monument (CHIR) in

;
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Arizona. Buffalo Soldiers were also stationed at Fort Hua-
chuca (still an active military installation) near Coronado
National Memorial (CORO) in Arizona. Throughout these
sites, the soldiers protected traffic on the San Antonio-El
Paso Road, helped build Fort Davis into one of the largest
posts in Texas, participated in campaigns against Native
Americans, protected settlers and guarded stage stations,
constructed roads and telegraph lines, and explored and
mapped previously unmapped regions.

The Buffalo Soldier Legacy

Throughout the period of the Indian Wars, about 20% of
the U.S. Cavalry troopers and 8% of the infantry soldiers
were African American. The Buffalo Soldiers rose above
the challenges of harsh living conditions, difficult duty,
and racial prejudice to gain a reputation of dedication and
bravery. Thirteen Medals of Honor were awarded to Buf-
falo Soldiers during the Indian Wars, and five were awarded
during the Spanish-American War. Stationed on the U.S.
frontier from the 1860s to the 1890s, Buffalo Soldiers
played a major role in the settlement and development of
the American West.

Following the first Buffalo Soldiers, African American regi-
ments later served in the Spanish-American War, Philippine
Insurrection, Mexican Punitive Expedition, World War I,
World War 11, and the Korean War. In the 1950s, African
American regiments were disbanded when all military ser-
vices were integrated. At that time, for the first time, black
and white soldiers served together in the same regiments.
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