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 Abstract  

 

The histories of African Americans, Native Americans, and colonial populations during 

the United States’ national consolidation and imperial expansion after the Civil War have 

frequently been treated as distinct and separate experiences, a historiographic practice that 

minimizes the importance of their shared experiences of fighting against, alongside, and within 

the United States Army. Following the American Civil War, the Army Reorganization Act 

established permanent Colored Regiments within the United States Army and authorized the 

formal enlistment of Native Americans as Indian Scouts, eventually organizing several all-Indian 

companies by the early 1890’s. These units were inspired and sustained by arguments about their 

unique military capabilities, but more importantly they served as vessels for programs of 

progressive reform, assimilation, and projections of an emerging American imperial identity. 

Simultaneously, the soldiers in these segregated formations leveraged their service to obtain 

practical economic and legal opportunities, as well as to support their arguments for more 

meaningful social and civic participation. As the United States expanded its power overseas in 

the wake of the Spanish American War, the methods and ideologies of frontier colonialism 

informed its administration abroad and shaped the decision to create colonial ethnic forces in the 

new American colonies, creating opportunities to recast emerging racial-imperial hierarchies that 

hinged on the military participation of non-white soldiers in the United States military. 
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CHAPTER 1: 

Introduced to the Army: The Origins and Trajectories of Multiracial Service after the 
American Civil War 

 

When the Order of the Indian Wars of the United States was formed in 1896 its mission 

was to honor the service of Regular Army soldiers who fought on the frontier after the Civil War, 

giving those veterans an organization of prestige and influence comparable to other military 

associations like the Society of the Cincinnati, the Aztec Club of 1847, and the Military Order of 

the Loyal Legion of the United States.1 Composed primarily of officers, as class-conscious 

military societies usually tended to be, the Order sought to emphasize the importance of the 

Indian Wars in the United States’ history and as a component of Army heritage, blending the 

functions of a veterans’ fraternal lodge and a political lobby. Like other military societies, the 

Order structured itself with a rank-ordered hierarchy, formalized rules and proceedings, and 

patriotic regalia, but also incorporated various artifacts and rituals distinct to their experiences of 

fighting against and alongside Native Americans.2 In their original 1896 by-laws, for example, 

the Order stipulated that the commander carry a coup stick as a badge of office, decorated with 

eagle feathers “symbolical of the Indian Wars” and capped by a metal ferule engraved with the 

names of Indian tribes involved in the various conflicts. In ceremonies his four “Companions of 

the Ceremony Council” each wore necklaces of bear claws, elk teeth, rattlesnake rattles, bird 

                                                           
1 Representing veterans and their descendants from the American Revolution, Mexican-American War, and the 
American Civil War, respectively. The Order of the Indian Wars of the United States, “A Brief Historical Sketch of 
the order of Indian Wars of the United States,” http://oiwus.org/order.htm [accessed 24 July 2018]. 

2 This work will follow the “Native American Journalists Association Style Guide” and use distinct tribal affiliations 
when appropriate, but when applied across multiple tribes or where affiliations are not clear will use the terms 
Native American and American Indian interchangeably. Considerations of style, brevity, and context have occluded 
the qualifier “American” throughout. NAJA Style guide accessed 11 December 2018  
[http://www.naja.com/resources/naja-ap-style-guide/]  
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wings, and beads, while the Chaplain wore a stole of wampum and ceremonial tables were 

decorated with “Indian blankets and Indian trophies.”3  

 The incongruity of the image was striking then and now, as stiff-spined Victorian era 

officers adorned their immaculate formal uniforms with furs, supplemented racks of medals with 

Indian fetishes, and replaced their service caps with feathered head-dresses. Certainly many 

relished it as a display of war trophies or treasured mementos of their service, with items 

retrieved from the battlefield or gifted by honored allies.4 But for others the items were of newer 

provenance or artificial manufacture, gaining their meaning only from their nostalgic 

connections to the Indian Wars, a clash between a frontier Army and its Indian foes who were 

both seemingly being left behind by history. 

 One item each attendee would have worn uniformly was the badge of the Order, 

featuring a central emblem displaying an unnamed “Indian, standing, facing left, wigwam and 

setting sun in the background” resting the butt of his musket on the ground, ringed with laurel 

leaves.  This image of the pacified chief was complemented by the reverse of the badge, where 

each of seven star points was etched with the names of different “conquered” tribes in gold: 

Cherokees, Seminoles, Comanches [sic], Sioux, Apaches, Nez Perces, and Miamis.5 These 

                                                           
3 “By-Laws of the Order of Indian wars of the United States,” June 19th, 1896, in The Papers of the Order of Indian 
Wars, ed. John M. Carroll (Fort Collins, CO: The Old Army Press, 1975), XIX. 

4 The manufacture of “authentic” Indian paraphernalia for souvenirs, costumes, and play often over-emphasized the 
representativeness of Plains Indian culture. Both commercial manufacturers and non-Plains tribes understood the 
public demand for these items and crafted their output to suit consumer taste. Philip J. Deloria, Playing Indian (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1998) and Benjamin Hoy, “Cardboard Indians: Playing History in the American 
West,” The Western Historical Quarterly, Vol. 49, No. 3 (Autumn 2018), 310. 

5 Bauman Lowe Belden, “Insignia of the American Military Societies Since the War of 1812,” Papers Read Before 
the Society, 06 December 1900, in American Numismatic Society, Proceedings of the American Numismatic 
Society, Issues 36-43, 57.  
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symbols of conquest suggest a victor’s toast to the vanquished, but many officers would have 

recognized that the story of the Indian Wars involved much more than combat. 

 The inscription centered on the reverse of the order’s badge bore the motto Patriam 

Tuens Civilitatem Ducens, translating roughly to “The country leads and protects civilization.”6 

This motto pays homage to the centrality of the Army in the process of national reconstruction, 

as not only the armed enforcer of federal policies but also as the self-proclaimed vanguard of 

progress and civilization. This mission had transcended and connected battles against individual 

tribes, uniting the small and isolated frontier garrisons just as it provided coherence to the 

concept of the pan-tribal “Indian” as an enemy, object, and identity.7 These disparate campaigns 

against and alongside various native nations thus transformed the Army’s experience from 

frontier constabulary duty protecting property and enforcing federal Indian policies into a unified 

campaign of championing the triumph of civilization against barbarism and savagery. In this 

conception of their service, Army officers could not only justify and valorize their duties, but 

measure their contribution against the achievements of Independence or National reunification 

that their predecessors could claim, while retaining conceptual relevance in a nation and Army 

increasingly concerned with their position in the realm of international and imperial 

competition.8  

                                                           
6 Translation courtesy of Professors Eugenia Kiesling and Clifford Rogers of the United States Military Academy at 
West Point, April 2019.  

7 Hazel W. Hertzberg, The Search for an American Indian Identity: Modern Pan-Indian Movements (Syracuse, NY: 
Syracuse University Press, 1971). If the Indian Wars shaped general American consciousness of “Indians” as a 
coherent undifferentiated indigenous identity, Native Americans found Indian Policy in general and the boarding 
school experience in particular critical to early concepts of pan-tribalism. 

8 The Loyal Legion of the United States was drawn primarily from Union Veterans, but by the 1890’s had adapted to 
the national tone of North-South reconciliation and would commence to “Bury the Bloody Shirt” by emphasizing 
the Army’s role in restoring the Union rather than the emancipation of slaves.  
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While the Order would declare the Indian Wars complete by 1898, classifying the 

“Chippewa Indian Disturbances” of that year as the last qualifying campaign for membership as 

an “Original Companion,” the presence of these veterans and their experiences in the Indian 

Wars would shape the Army and the United States colonial policies for decades.9 Even as late as 

the eve of the United States’ entry into the First World War, the contrast between the Army as an 

agent of peace and civilization and the Indian as the embodiment of savagery and violence 

served as a descriptive reference for global geopolitics, with one officer nothing that “It will be 

observed that the ethics of the North American Indians did not differ materially from the ethics 

of the barbarians now fighting in Europe, in that they wanted no peace without victory.”10 

Alongside these crusading idioms and ideologies, the Army would carry into the 20th century a 

variety of lessons learned in unconventional warfare against Native Americans, the 

administration of diverse colonial territories, and the practical experience of incorporating non-

white peoples into the Army as a social, and socializing, institution.11  

 

                                                           
9 The habit of forming fraternal societies for even the most short-lived campaigns would live on as well, such as the 
order of the Dragon formed by participants in the brief U.S. intervention in the Boxer Rebellion or the Order of the 
Carabao created by Philippine War veterans to mock their pomposity. “History,” Military Order of the Carabao 
webpage. Available online at http://carabao.org/about/history [Accessed 08 August 2018]. 

10 “Address by General Anson Mills, U.S. Army Ret., on ‘The Battle of the Rosebud,;” 1917, in The Papers of the 
Order of Indian Wars, ed. John M. Carroll (Fort Collins, CO: The Old Army Press, 1975), 3.  

11 The heavy representation of immigrants in the Regular Army gave many officers the impression that the Army 
was composed of “the hide, hoof, and horn of European offerings,” who like African American and Native 
American soldiers had to be instructed in American habits and virtues. Roy W. Winton, "The Patriotic Ideal," 
Infantry Journal, 8 (1912), 637-647. 
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Figure 1: Badge of the order of the Indian Wars, 1896.12 

This work studies this process, examining how and why the Army began to enlist and 

employ African American, Native American, Puerto Rican, and Filipino soldiers in the Regular 

Army from 1866-1913. These soldiers were at the center of the projects of national 

reconstruction, continental consolidation, and imperial expansion, serving simultaneously as 

agents of, and objects for, transformation.13  They were an essential component of the armed 

                                                           
12 From The Order of the Indian Wars of the United States “Insignia” Webpage at 
http://www.oiwus.org/insignia.htm#1 [Accessed 24 July 2018] 

13 The period from 1846-1877 has been theorized usefully by Elliot West as a “Greater Reconstruction” that 
encompasses the Mexican-American War, Civil War, and Indian Wars. This places these conflicts within the effort 
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forces used to expand the United States’ territorial control, infrastructural development, and 

political subjugation of the American West and overseas colonies in the late 19th and early 20th 

Century, a process that was imperial in both scope and vision.14 At the same time, the terms of 

their service reflected both tensions and harmonies between imperial and national logics. Would 

they serve separately as soldiers who were distinctly Black, Indian, Puerto Rican, or Filipino, 

organized into separate units that preserved their racially or culturally based martial skills? Or 

should the army of a modern nation consist only of citizens, requiring Americanization or 

exclusion to create an Army composed solely of “Americans?”  

In the half century after the Civil War, both of these logics succeeded simultaneously and 

reinforced one another, as military officers and reformers advocated for the Army itself to act as 

an engine of assimilation by incorporating these soldiers into the Regular Army, but restricting 

them to newly formed ethnically homogeneous units primarily intended for frontier or overseas 

service.15  These newly formed units were inspired and sustained by martial race theories which 

emphasized their unique military capabilities, but more importantly they served as vessels for 

programs of progressive reform, assimilation, and projections of an emerging American imperial 

identity. This military restructuring was the product of the gradual harmonizing of imperial and 

national logics, where reformers, politicians, and Army officers found that the policy of 

governing different people differently could satisfy contemporary imperatives for inventing or 

                                                           
to establish a common national economy and culture that integrated diverse people and territories with varying 
degrees of incentive, coercion, and conquest. Elliot West, “Reconstructing Race,” Western Historical Quarterly, 
34:1 (Spring 2003), 6-26, 24. 

14 Perspectives of reconstruction as a component of national consolidation and imperial expansion are themes in 
several recent surveys, including Steven Hahn’s A Nation Without Borders and Richard White’s The Republic for 
Which It Stands. 

15 See Patrick Wolfe for a description of this simultaneous flattening and sharpening of difference through the use of 
miscegenation laws, blood quanta, and racialized legal identities. Patrick Wolfe "Land, Labor, and Difference: 
Elementary Structures of Race," The American Historical Review, Vol. 16, No. 3 (June 2011), 866-905 
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preserving racialized social hierarchies while at the same time pursuing an aspirant vision of the 

United States that was politically unified, culturally homogeneous, and globally respected.16 

Simultaneously, the soldiers in these segregated formations leveraged their service to 

obtain practical economic and legal opportunities, as well as to support their arguments for more 

meaningful social and civic participation. Military service provided a way to demonstrate loyalty 

to the nation and bolster arguments for the rights and protections of citizenship, or to 

demonstrate non-hostility to the federal government and preserve a degree of personal or 

communal autonomy. As the United States expanded its power overseas in the wake of the 

Spanish American War, the methods and ideologies of frontier colonialism informed its 

administration abroad and shaped the decision to create colonial ethnic forces in the new 

American colonies, creating opportunities to recast emerging racial-imperial hierarchies that 

hinged on the military participation of non-white soldiers in the United States military.17  

This first chapter will explore the origins of this non-white service during and after the 

American Civil War and provide background and context to better understand the historical 

experiences of the soldiers, officers, and reformers who argued for, and against, the formation of 

colonial ethnic forces. The service of freedmen and Black volunteers in the United States 

Colored Troops (USCT) laid the groundwork for their formal inclusion in the post-bellum 

Regular Army through the 1866 “Act to Increase and Fix the Military Peace Establishment of the 

                                                           
16 Military posts, segregated units, and Indian reservations fit what Paul Kramer describes as imperial zones of 
“spatial exceptions: extraordinary power exercised at and through the interstices of sovereignty, often underwritten 
by the essentialisms of race, gender, and civilization.” Paul Kramer, “Power and Connections: Imperial Histories of 
the United States of the United States in the World,” American Historical Review, 116:5 (December 2011), 1348-
1391, 1356.   

17 On settler colonialism in the expansion of the United States, see Jeffery Ostler, The Plains Sioux and U.S. 
Colonialism from Lewis and Clark to Wounded Knee (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004).  
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United States.”18 This act provided for the formation of two regiments of cavalry, the 9th and 

10th, and four regiments of infantry, the 38th, 39th, 40th, and 41st, all to be “composed of colored 

men.” These regiments found initial success in recruiting from amongst the veterans of the 

USCT and freedmen in the south but had difficulty retaining white officers and non-

commissioned officers, who were frequently detached for recruiting duties and distracted from 

training newly enlisted soldiers. This was especially problematic in the cavalry regiments, where 

officers found that the majority of their USCT veterans had previously served only in the 

infantry, though their discipline and familiarity with military drill made them quick studies.19 

 While opinions of Regular Army officers were divided on the utility or propriety of 

employing the new Colored Regiments to occupy the territories of the former Confederacy, the 

victorious Republican Congress saw this as an opportunity to meet the demands of national 

reconstruction by filling the dwindling ranks of the Army with willing Black volunteers and 

economizing on the frontier with short term enlistments of Indian Scouts, who enhanced combat 

power but could be discharged after individual campaigns. Despite having 1,052,038 total 

soldiers in uniform at the end of the war, only 21,669 were enrolled in the Regular Army, leaving 

the Army scrambling for recruits to reach its 1866 authorization of 54,302 men at the same time 

it discharged over a million volunteers.20  

The difficulty of the Army in filling its ranks with qualified recruits and the appeal of 

Black enlistments is visible in contemporary debates, as at least one writer observed that because 

                                                           
18 United States Congress, “An Act to Increase and fix the Military Peace Establishment of the United States,” 
Session I, Ch. 299, 1866, U.S. Statutes at Large, Ch. 159, July 28 1865, 1866. 

19 William A. Doback and Thomas D. Phillips, The Black Regulars: 1866-1898 (Norman: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 2001), 12. 

20 Clayton R. Newall and Charles R. Shrader, “The U.S. Army’s Transition to Peace, 1865-66” The Journal of 
Military History, 77:3 (July 2013), 867-894, 872 
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white citizens wouldn’t enlist, it would be better to “elevate the Negro” through service than to 

recruit “foreign offscourings…”21 This was buttressed by positive assessments of their 

contributions during the Civil War, as Union officers who witnessed the performance would 

attest to “the good fighting qualities of negroes” and advocate for their continued service.22 

Though parsimonious legislators would demand the reduction of the Army again in 1869 with an 

appropriations bill that consolidated the forty-five infantry regiments into just twenty five, 

eliminating the 38th-41st colored regiments, Black service was preserved in the 9th and 10th 

Cavalry and the re-designation of the 24th and 25th Infantry as Colored Regiments, a structure 

that would remain unchanged until the Spanish-American War in 1898.23  

For many officers and politicians, the success of these all-Black units in both field and 

garrison validated the model of separate Black regiments. They had remarkably low rates of 

desertion, a reputation for sobriety, and an ethos of professionalism that earned them the respect 

of both military and civilian observers nearly everywhere they were stationed.24 Their reputation 

for bravery and skill in combat also helped to earn them the esteem, and occasionally gratitude, 

of white enlisted soldiers and junior officers. The ability of Black soldiers to challenge racial 

assumptions through military service is especially visible in instances when Black units saved 

white companies or regiments from destruction, as Captain Joseph Lawson claimed after 

                                                           
21 Army and Navy Journal, 3, 14 April 1866, 538. When officers were told that they may be required to lead Black 
units, however, at least one fulminated at the “diabolical” plan, penning an anonymous letter demanding “Are these 
lawmakers determined that, after having freed the negro, and saved the country, while they were comfortably at 
home in bed, we shall now eat, drink and sleep with him?” Army and Navy Journal, 2, 24 June 1865, 695 

22 William H. Leckie with Shirley A. Leckie, The Buffalo Soldiers: A Narrative of the Black Cavalry in the West, 
Revised Edition (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2003), 8. 

23 William A. Doback and Thomas D. Phillips, The Black Regulars: 1866-1898 (Norman: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 2001), 15.  

24 Edward M. Coffman, The Old Army: A Portrait of the American Army in Peacetime, 1784-1898 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1986), 332. 
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surviving a Ute ambush: “The boys of the Fifth Cavalry have forgotten about the smell of 

n*****s…The men of the Ninth Cavalry are the whitest Black men I ever saw.”25 The soldiers 

themselves saw their participation as reflecting on the entirety of Black America, with one 

chaplain for the 25th Infantry remarking that they “…are possessed of the notion that the colored 

people of the whole country are more or less affected by their conduct in the Army.”26 Others 

have noted that this claim for equality and its recognition by white soldiers was based in 

concepts of manhood, as soldiering allowed them to “forge masculine identities that 

were…beyond their reach in quotidian life,” a goal often shared by their immigrant or laboring 

class enlisted peers. 27  

In many ways, it was the successful service of these all-Black units that paved the way 

for the formation of all-Indian companies and the colonial ethnic forces of the island colonies 

that followed. Optimists for racial inclusion like the former head of the Freedmen’s Bureau, 

General Oliver O. Howard, believed that “If the results of [Indian] enlistment shall prove as good 

as they have with the colored element, they will be a success.”28 The tactic of using one Native 

American group to fight another, or even exploiting internal political or social divisions to turn 

portions of a tribe against itself, have been staples of North American frontier warfare since the 

17th century.29 As one scholar of Native American soldiers wryly observed, Indians allies and 

                                                           
25 Charles L. Kenner, Buffalo Soldiers and Officers of the Ninth Cavalry, 1867-1898: Black and White Together 
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1999), 69 

26 J. D. Foner, “The Negro in the Post-Civil War Army,” in The United States Soldier Between Two Wars, Army Life 
and Reforms, 1865-1898, 127-47, 195-201 (New York: Humanities Press, 1970), 128.  

27 Michele Mitchell, Righteous Propagation: African Americans and the Politics of Racial Destiny after 
Reconstruction (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 74.  

28 J.D. Foner, The United States Soldier Between Two Wars, 129 and Elliot West, The Last Indian War: The Nez 
Perce Story (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 112.  

29 Observations on Native American warfare in colonial , Revolutionary, Early Republican, and Antebellum 
America are found in Armstrong Starkey’s European and Native American Warfare, John Grenier’s The First Way 
of War, Guy Chet’s Conquering the American Wilderness, Patrick Malone’s The Skulking Way of War, Peter 
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auxiliaries were employed wherever “contact between white and Indian populations was great 

enough to incite serious trouble.”30 Though certainly a deliberate simplification, it points to the 

fact that the “Indian Frontier” was frequently a geography of violence that Native Americans 

could navigate primarily through various modes and combinations of flight, resistance, or 

cooperation, including alliances or auxiliary service, with some tribes like the Oneida able to call 

on a legacy of continuous alliance with the federal government from the American Revolution 

through today.31  

By the mid-19th century, the Army had come to employ Native American allies regularly 

in their frontier campaigns, usually relying on them as scouts to capitalize on their knowledge of 

terrain and skill as trackers to locate the enemy and screen forces in the field. For western tribes, 

the resumption of treaty-making after the Civil War was paralleled by the increased emigration 

of settlers, the penetration of the technologies and demands of industrial capitalism, and the 

reinvigorated enforcement of reservation policies. These created conflicts that would lead the 

Army to classify nearly 100,000 of the nation’s estimated 270,000 Indians as hostile, a dispersed 

but not insignificant sum for a post-war Army that would rarely exceed 23,000 troops in the 

West.32  

                                                           
Silver’s Our Savage Neighbor, Wayne Lee’s Barbarians and Brothers,  Ian Steele’s Warpaths, Samuel Watson’s 
Jackson’s Sword and Peacekeepers and Conquerors, Durwood Ball’s Army Regulars on the Western Frontier, and 
numerous works by Francis Prucha and Robert Utley, among others.   

30 Thomas W. Dunlay, Wolves for the Blue Soldiers: Indian Scouts and Auxiliaries with the United States Army, 
1860-90 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1982), 23. 

31 Laurence M. Hauptman, An Oneida Indian in Foreign Waters: The Life of Chief Chapman Scanandoah, 1870-
1953 (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2016), 02. The long-term memory of Indian service in the United States 
Army is not always one that fits within the binary of assimilation and resistance. For some like the Arikara, their 
early and continuous service in the United States military over more than a century and a half is a point of both 
patriotism and Indigenous empowerment, using Native terms and traditional martial practices to “syncretize” 
military service with Indian identity. Mark van de Logt, “’Whoever Makes War upon the Rees Will Be Considered 
Making War upon the ‘Great Father’’: Sahnish Military Service on the Northern Great Plains, 1865-1881” Wicazo 
Sa Review, 32 (1) Spring 2017, 9-28, 21. 
32 Edward M. Coffman, The Old Army, 254.  
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Much of the Army’s mission in this era was shaped by Ulysses S. Grant’s “Peace Policy” 

which placed the reservation system under the control of pacifistic religious groups like the 

Quakers in an effort to Christianize and assimilate Indians while eliminating graft in the Indian 

Bureau. Though Grant’s appointed chief of the Bureau, the Seneca engineer turned Union 

General Ely Parker, made great efforts to improve conditions on reservations, “Indian Agent” 

remained a byword for corruption throughout the era.33 While the “Peace” in “Peace Policy” 

dictated that the Army could not enter agencies without the Indian Agent’s invitation, it also 

considered any tribe who refused confinement on reservations as inherently hostile, a definition 

that invited frequent and violent confrontations. 

Attempting to enforce reservation policies amongst the Cheyenne and Sioux immediately 

after the Civil War ignited Red Cloud’s War, opening with the infamous 1866 Fetterman Fight 

near Fort Phil Kearny where the Cheyenne lured a detachment of eighty-one soldiers into a lethal 

ambush.34  Learning from these early losses, commanders quickly began to take advantage of a 

provision in the 1866 Army Reorganization Act that allowed for the formal enlistment of Indian 

scouts. This legislation permitted the Army to recruit Indians “not to exceed one thousand…to 

act as scouts” who would help locate enemy forces, prevent ambushes, and serve as interpreters 

and intermediaries to maximize a commander's effective presence in his area of responsibility.35 

In practice these allowances for scout enlistment were allotted in groups of several hundred to 

each of the commanders of geographic departments who parceled them out to local units as 

                                                           
33 C. Josepha Genetin-Pilawa, Crooked Paths to Allotment: The Fight over Federal Indian Policy after the Civil War 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2012), 69. 

34 Peter Cozzens, The Earth if Weeping: The Epic Story of the Indian Wars for the American West (New York: 
Knopf, 2016), 40. 

35 United States Congress, “An Act to Increase and fix the Military Peace Establishment of the United States,” 
Session I, Ch. 299, 1866, U.S. Statutes at Large, Ch. 159, July 28 1865, 1866. 
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needs dictated, though even during the 1876-7 campaign to avenge the 7th Cavalry’s defeat at 

Little Bighorn only 214 scouts were employed across the Army.36  

Junior commanders most commonly recruited scouts in small groups for seasonal 

campaigns, enlisting them for periods as short as six months and relying on the scouts to provide 

for much of their own training, equipment, mounts, and rations. From the 1860’s-70’s, though 

commanders often mobilized the rhetoric of civilization to fit Indian recruitment into the schema 

of Grant’s Peace Policy, they rarely pursued assimilation efforts with any vigor. Some 

commanders, like Major Frank North who raised a unit of Pawnee Scouts, encouraged warriors 

to live and fight in according to their customs, believing it would enhance their morale and 

capitalize on their tactical proficiencies.37  The result was a patchwork of temporary, tribally 

aligned irregular scout units that borrowed freely from both Indian and Army practices, including 

adaptations like cutting the inseams out of Army Trousers for bareback riding and sewing 

American Flags onto traditional war shirts to identify friend from foe.38 This contrasts markedly 

with the five-year enlistments, formal organization, and strict discipline of other Regular Army 

Units, including the newly formed Black Regiments, whose Regular status was likewise 

considered an experiment that required the supervision of white officers.39  

For both Black regulars and Native American scouts, the terms and meaning of their 

service began to transform radically during the 1870’s and 80’s. The second chapter will 

                                                           
36 William T. Sherman, “Report of the Commanding General of the Army,” Annual Report of the Secretary of War 
(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1876). 

37 Mark van de Logt, “’Are Not My Men the Same?’: Race, Ethnic Identity, and Pawnee Indian Military Service 
during the Indian Wars” in The Routledge Handbook of the History of Race and the American Military, Geoffrey W. 
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examine how the twin challenges of the end of Military Reconstruction and the passage of 

allotment acts put the connections between service, citizenship, and civilization under heated 

debate. Service in the reassertion of federal control over the southwestern United States against 

the challenges of Southwestern Tribes like the Kiowa, Cheyenne, Comanche, and Apaches in the 

1860’s and 1870’s earned Black soldiers the loyalty of prominent Army officers who advocated 

for the preservation of segregated units as a way to safeguard Black military service against calls 

for integration.  

Recognizing that recruiters could rely on attrition and racially selective criteria to bleed 

the Army white if pathways for exclusively Black service were eliminated, the officers and 

politicians most supportive of African-American military service became staunch advocates of 

independent Black regiments.40 This movement to preserve pathways for Black service was 

connected with efforts to integrate the United States Military Academy at West Point, if only on 

an extremely limited basis. James W. Smith was the first Black cadet admitted to the Academy in 

1870 and five others would follow before Henry O. Flipper became the first to successfully 

graduate in 1878, after enduring four years of “silencing” during which no white classmates 

would acknowledge his existence or speak to him in any capacity not required by duty.41 Though 

few in number, these first Black officers became exemplars and champions for arguments touting 

the uplift and inclusion of African Americans through military service and participation in the 

nation’s wars.  
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Within a decade of the end of military reconstruction, however, Indian sovereignty also 

came under assault from policies of allotment that threatened to disintegrate Native American 

reservations, territory, and cultures in pursuit of pacifying and “civilizing” their tribes. In 

conjunction with challenges to Black service, the second chapter explores how political and 

economic expansion buttressed the confident assumptions of military and political leaders that 

civilization and American culture were the root of their success. The result was that the 

experience of Indian soldiers came to reflect the logic of the Dawes Act and other late 19th-

century Indian reform efforts, dictating that they could exist as Americans or not at all. The 

determination that Indians faced a choice between civilization or extinction was not a 

premonition of physical genocide but a confident assertion of social Darwinism. Naturalists like 

Spencer F. Baird combed the continent to gather clothing, skulls, cooking implements, and other 

artifacts to preserve the memory of Native Americans who within 100 years would “have 

entirely ceased to present any distinctive characters”… and would “be merged in the general 

population”42  

Viewing the sacrifices of the Civil War as the nation’s penance for the sins of slavery, 

reformers had married religious, civilizing, and legal-humanistic arguments and methods to 

champion the equality of opportunity and treatment for freedmen as a cornerstone of national 

reconstruction. Mobilizing much of the same rhetoric and logic, Indian reformers argued that just 

as Black equality was now a constitutional imperative, justice and progress demanded that 

Native Americans be fully incorporated into the public society of the United States. In support of 
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these efforts at uplift and Americanization, various campaigns of civic and social tutelage were 

launched which tied both groups to one another and to the United States Army in critical ways.  

Among many reformers the belief prevailed that slavery and tribal government had 

denied Freedmen and Native Americans the chance to “understand the essentials of a good 

home, the duties and responsibilities of citizenship, the cost and meaning of education, the place 

of labor, and the importance of thrift.”43 The effort to instill these habits and appreciations took 

prominent form in the creation of the Hampton Institute, a school for freemen founded in 1868 

on the grounds of a former Virginia plantation. This model was expanded to Native Americans 

with the opening of at least twenty-four off reservation Indian Institutes after 1878, the Carlisle 

Indian Industrial School as the most prominent example.44 These schools maintained close ties to 

the United States Army, as the Carlisle Indian School and its sister academies adapted military 

uniforms, drill, and discipline for the instruction and transformation of its charges, and the 

United States began to demand graduates of these institutes to lead and instruct as models of 

civilization on reservations and within the ranks of the Army.  

The third chapter examines the culmination of these logics, as the links between military 

service, citizenship, and civilization supported the formation of all-Indian companies in the 

Regular Army of the United States. Lasting only from 1891-1897, this brief experiment displays 

the attraction that military officers and politicians felt towards the idea of creating units 

composed entirely of soldiers recruited from particular tribes or reservations and consolidating 
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them into ethnically homogeneous units. Their reasoning was undeniably rooted in recent 

experience, with immediate concerns of recruiting the most actively hostile young men from the 

Sioux nation they had disastrously confronted at Pine Ridge and Rosebud in 1890. Concerns of 

providing a temporary safety valve for the tribes of South Dakota, however, were broadened to 

Native Americans at large, as senior officers began to envision units of disciplined and loyal 

Native American regulars.45 

These units would siphon off excess combat power from recalcitrant reservations and 

serve as an example to young men envious of the status of “warrior” that service to the United 

States was a palatable path for social advancement. The transition of Indian service from “scout,” 

which sought to marshal what contemporary officers believed were distinctly Indian fighting 

qualities, contrasts markedly with their service as formally enlisted and regularly organized 

infantry or cavalry, with white officers who tried to train them in the skills and habits of soldiers 

of the United States Army and eliminate vestiges of Indian fighting styles and social customs.   

Among the supporters of the all-Indian Companies, many equated Indian soldiers with 

the colonial forces of European powers, describing Native American cavalry as the finest in the 

world and comparing them to other racially or ethnically aligned units around the world.46 The 

simultaneous appeals of weakening Indian American nations while strengthening an Army 

poised for Imperial competition proved irresistible when combined with contemporary 

progressive calls for Americanization. Thus these units formed by the Army fulfilled demands 
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from advocates of three separate, but frequently overlapping, logics: pacification, 

Americanization, and imperialism.  

The third chapter also explores the experiences of the Native American soldiers 

themselves and why the experiment was abandoned. The superficial explanation for the 

dissolution of the companies is that the Indian Soldiers and the United States Army wanted 

different things out of the experiment, that Indian culture was incompatible with Army 

discipline. That is certainly what officers seemed to look for, with their expectations of 

drunkenness, laziness, ineptitude, and violence often dashed against observed realities.47 

Evaluations of Indians’ progress towards civilization rested not solely, or even primarily, on their 

ability on the parade ground or battlefield, but on how completely they had assimilated into the 

Army’s culture and American society. These Judgements reflected prejudiced evaluations that 

conflated progress and civilization with the cultural equipage of manifest destiny and Anglo-

Saxon superiority. Inspector General Theo Schwan meant a high compliment when he observed 

an Indian company in formation and remarked that “at a distance of forty or fifty yards they are 

barely distinguishable from the soldiers of other companies.” Still, however, he managed to find 

a distinction in the incompleteness of their acculturation, lamenting that “the absence of a 

knowledge of the English Language is the great draw back to advancement…I feel satisfied they 

will never be able to make sufficient progress to become efficient soldiers,” a prognosis that 

reveals more about the officers and politicians who debated the units’ existence than their 

training or capabilities.48  
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After victory in the Spanish American war, these visions of incorporating non-white 

people began to be extended to the United States new colonial possessions. The fourth chapter 

examines the inter-imperial context in which Army officers and reformers began to theorize 

about if, how, and why colonial subjects might be turned into soldiers. These officers studied the 

examples of foreign colonial forces like the British Indian Army and French forces in Africa and 

began to articulate American interpretation of evolving martial race theories. In practice this led 

to the formation of the Porto Rico Provisional Regiment and the Philippine Scouts, which were 

formed not only to provide manpower to local commanders, but to promote the development of 

loyalty to the United States and the adoption of American habits, virtues, and customs.   

The creation of these units also allowed new, although distinctly limited, opportunities 

for non-white leadership in the Army, a topic explored in chapter five. Though initially only 

white officers would be appointed to command colonial ethnic forces abroad, gradually African 

Americans officers began to achieve some success in gaining commissions to lead Filipino 

troops by leveraging their knowledge of evolving imperial practices around the world  and 

petitioning Army leadership. As the United States positioned itself to sustain a global presence 

by “civilizing” its colonies, African Americans sought to represent themselves as the proper face 

of a more just and humane force of occupation and colonial administration.   

 The final chapter concludes this study by examining how African American intellectuals 

and officers sought to frame Black participation in the United States’ imperial projects as 

arguments for political and social equality. These men emphasized that Black military service 

provided a pointed counterclaim to presumptive monopolies on distinctively American virtues. 

Indeed, Black officers themselves championed these virtues as representatives of the US Army 

and federal government when they took charge of African American formations or claimed the 
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mantle of leadership over colonial ethnic forces abroad and filled important posts in colonial 

administrations. As the United States increasingly invested itself in organizing for inter-imperial 

competition, African American officers leveraged the history of enslavement, their military 

service, contemporary racial theories, and critiques of imperialism to argue for their place as 

ambassadors to the colored world, openly challenging their position in the emerging imperial 

hierarchy. 



CHAPTER 2: 

The Charitable Institution: Inclusion, Exclusion, and Assimilation in the United States 
Army 1866-1890 

 

“…Since our Government was organized two questions…have transcended all others in 
importance and difficulty...the relations of the Government and the white people to the negroes 

and to the Indians… [The negro question] is settled forever in the only way in which its 
settlement was possible – by the full admission of the negro to all the rights and privileges of 
citizenship…it is time that some solution of this whole Indian problem, decisive, satisfactory, 

just, and final, should be found. In my judgement it can be reached only by a process similar to 
that pursued with the negroes.”1  

 -J.Q. Smith, Commissioner of Indian Affairs, Annual Report 1876 

  

“The experiment of converting them into soldiers has been honorably & in good faith tried…but 
the Army is not and should not be construed as a charitable institution.”2  

 -William Tecumseh Sherman, General of the Army, 1877 

 

For the first decade after their formal inclusion in the Army in 1866, the service of 

African-American regulars on the frontier both confirmed their capacities as soldiers and 

affirmed the optimism of their backers in the United States Army and federal government. 

Republicans, Army officers, and Black leaders drew a direct line between the United States 

Colored Troops of the Civil War, the Colored Regiments of the post-bellum Indian Wars, and the 

anticipated social and political equality of Black men in civil society. In this vision, Black 

military service was both a justification for full citizenship and a vehicle for transformation by 
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inculcating recruits with the norms and values of the United States Army, which increasingly 

saw itself as both the image and arbiter of a distinctive American cultural identity.  

Native American men, in contrast, continued to serve as scouts in smaller but critical 

numbers as allies and auxiliaries, with little consensus on the meaning of their service or whether 

Indian citizenship was possible or desirable in the United States. Unlike Black soldiers who 

enlisted as regulars after the Civil War, Indian Scouts were encouraged to retain the language, 

dress, and styles of combat believed essential to their morale and battlefield prowess, with 

concerns over their uplift and inclusion largely relegated to the dominion of religious reformers. 

The apparent differences between these styles of service, however, mask the foundational 

assumption that informed attitudes and policies towards both African Americans and Native 

Americans during Reconstruction. Namely, that the culture, politics, and society of the United 

States were converging on the model of the white republic, measuring progress and rights to 

inclusion on a constellation of chosen Anglo-Saxon virtues.3  

In this light, the limited platforms for cultural and political pluralism embodied in the 

reservation and scouting systems were not envisioned as placing Native Americans on an 

alternative path from African Americans, but as artifacts of expedient frontier policies and 

barriers to Indian integration, tolerated only on the assumption that the Indian race was destined 

for extinction.4 As the accelerating incorporation of the American west increased public 

exposure to the treatment and condition of western tribes, however, reformers gradually began to 

argue that the United States was complicit in their decline and had a responsibility to provide 
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them with a path for civilization and citizenship. Thus, as the methods and goals of national 

reconstruction changed in the decades after the war, attitudes and policies towards African 

Americans and Native Americans were challenged and transformed together, punctuated by the 

termination of the military occupation of the South in 1877 and the passage of the Dawes Act in 

1887. 

The experience of, and disputes over, Black citizenship, Indian Policy, and their 

relationship with military service provide both content and context for understanding the end of 

reconstruction and the resurgence of segregationists’ political and social power in the last quarter 

of the 19th century. The end of military reconstruction represented the exhaustion of the political 

capital of radical Republicanism and the dwindling of public sympathy for post-emancipation 

Black society by the end of Grant’s administration.5 This admission that the economic, social, 

and civil reconciliation of white Americans transcended the practical burdens of enforcing 

constitutionally guaranteed racial equality put the existence of the Black 9th, 10th, 24th, and 25th 

regiments under heated debate and made the enforcement of the reservation system 

unsustainable.6  

As southern and northern Democrats clawed their way back to political power in the early 

1870’s, seizing control of the House of Representatives in 1875, the Army came under fire for 

both its continued occupation of the formerly rebellious states and its incorporation of Black 

Regiments.7 An American public increasingly impatient to reap the dividends of peace and 
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reconstruction saw these as barriers to the complete reintegration of the south to the Union and 

the restoration of the antebellum racial hierarchies that both ex-Confederates and many 

northerners saw as necessary for social harmony. General E.O.C. Ord, commanding the 

Department of Texas expressed some of the Army’s lingering ambivalence over non-white 

service when he remarked in 1876 that the Black regiments use in frontier duties was “impolitic, 

not because they have any want of bravery, but because their employment is much more 

offensive to the Mexican inhabitants than that of white soldiers,” even insisting that Mexicans be 

considered “Negroes” to replace Black soldiers for border duties.8  

Having spent his youth on a Maryland plantation and never commanding Black soldiers 

himself, the General testified to a congressional committee that Black units consisted of “the 

lowest class of colored men…’drifters’ and fugitives from the law…driven to enlist by the police 

authorities in order to get rid of them.”9 Though Ord mostly focused on their supposed class and 

personal conduct, other officers, who significantly had almost no experience commanding Black 

soldiers, attacked their military efficiency. They claimed that they abused their mounts, stole or 

wasted supplies, required extra officers and clerks to compensate for their lack of education, and 

undermined the discipline and confidence of the force at large. Major Thomas Anderson of the 

10th Infantry sneered that Black men lacked “habits of thrift, economy, or…responsibility, and 

they are, with few exceptions, thieves and liars.”10   
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Officers who had served in or alongside the Black Regiments, however, defended them 

fiercely, noting their loyalty, discipline, and endurance. These advocates cited the bravery of the 

three Black Medal of Honor winners’ actions on patrol in 1875 or the contemporary media 

frenzy over the tragedy on the Staked Plains of Texas where a young Lieutenant nearly marched 

an entire company of the 10th Cavalry to death in pursuit of Comanche holdouts with little 

complaint and few desertions from his Black soldiers.11 One anonymous author adopting the title 

“White Soldier” who had served with Black units wrote to the Army Navy Journal that Black 

soldiers “put up with ill-treatment and injustice without complaint” and were “sober, obedient, 

and trustworthy, and will fight as long as their officers will stand.”12 The journal published the 

responses of opponents, who intertwined these remarks about the discipline, loyalty, and stoic 

tolerance of Black soldiers with old myths of slave docility, leading even the secretary of War 

J.D. Cameron to submit that African Americans were “a quiet, kindly, peaceful race of men. 

Naturally not addicted to war; better suited to the arts of peace” and concluded time had come 

for the Army to end the “partially successful” experiment.13 

Comments such as these were seized on by Democratic legislators like Ohio’s Henry B. 

Banning, who proposed repealing the Army’s 1866 Reorganization Act in order to reduce the 

size of the Army, and not incidentally, eliminate the provisions reserving four regiments for 

Black service. Though he insisted that he found segregated service “an insult to the race it was 

meant to compliment,” he made it plain that recruits who were “of such a class that they can not 

be trusted or made of any benefit to themselves or the country” did not merit the opportunity for 
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integrated service either.14 General Sherman gave half-hearted support to the idea of retaining 

some Black soldiers for special tropical units, because they “can better stand that extreme 

southern climate than our white troops,” counseling that “orders to Dakota will prove to be the 

death knell of any colored regiment…their constitutions will not so well resist the influence of 

cold.” More frequently, however, Sherman sided with integrationist schemes that by “contact 

and usage would obliterate prejudices of race and all Regiments would be alike.”15  

A particularly interesting logic emerged in these debates which placed advocates of Black 

service and citizenship on the side of segregation, as they recognized that the integration of 

Black and white units would mean the gradual elimination of Black soldiers through selective 

recruiting and retention policies.16  Black veteran E.K. Davies argued that recruiters already used 

a variety of false credentialing requirements to turn away applicants and then “raise the cry that 

the colored regiments can’t get recruits.” Davis predicted that if the segregated regiments were 

eliminated, recruiters would use this tactic to ensure no more Black men enlisted except as 

“cooks, officers’ servants, and teamsters.”17 In December 1876, General Benjamin F. Butler, 

who had championed Black service in the Civil War and presided as a Radical Republican in its 

aftermath, forwarded the Secretary of War Davis’ letter and clarified that opponents of Black 

service favored integration because “as soon as [all Black regiments] are done away with, they 

will refused to enlist any more colored men and so there is no way for a colored man to compel a 

recruiting officer to take him, the colored soldier would be a thing of the past.”18 This debate 
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came to a head when former Union General Ambrose E. Burnside, now a Rhode Island Senator, 

presented a bill that proposed a color-blind military, literally removing the word “colored” from 

the Army’s organizational structure. His argument centered not on the inherent inequalities of 

segregation, but on the limitations of the rights of white men to join any unit in the army, arguing 

that all-Black units “deprive him of that privilege.”19  

While it might be construed as an early effort at legislating racial equality in the ranks, 

the support it drew was transparently in favor of the elimination of Black service. When an 

objector argued that the result of the bill would be to ensure that no Black soldiers remained in 

the Army after five years, the rebuttal wasn’t denial, but the boast that with its passage Black 

service would end “within two years.”20 Senator James G. Blaine of Maine declared during the 

debate in session that if they voted an end to the segregated regiments, Black men “shall not 

hereafter serve in the Army of the United States nor wear the uniform of the United States 

Soldier.” When variants of the Burnside Bill reemerged a decade later, one Black soldier 

responded that “the equity of wiping out distinction in the service cannot be questioned…but 

when the facts are considered that the Negro as a soldier for over a quarter of a century has 

utterly failed (on account of prejudiced officers placed over him to administer justice) to rise 

above the grade of an enlisted man…what can be accomplished by amalgamation? Nothing but 

absolute serfdom…”21  

The defeat of these efforts to eliminate pathways to service through enlistment were 

paralleled by small but important gains in admission to the officer class through the United 
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States Military Academy and limited field commissioning through competitive examination. In 

their first seventy years of post-bellum service, only three Black officers were commissioned 

from West Point, a phenomena noted by Black officer, educator, and Chaplain to the 25th 

Infantry, Theophilus Gould Steward, in his observation that “Of all the avenues open to 

American citizenship the commissioned ranks of the Army and Navy have been the stubbornness 

to yield to the newly enfranchised.”22 The exceptionality of their successful tenures at West Point 

however, with all three officers commissioning in the narrow interval of 1877-1889, marks the 

cresting of the wave of support for Black equality within the Army of the 19th century. As one 

scholar observed after surveying the era’s string of court cases that undermined the 14th 

Amendment in the Army and society at large, “by the 1880’s…as the U.S. Army’s officer corps 

was sealing its doors against Black candidates, the Supreme Court was laying the foundation for 

Jim Crow.”23 The end of Military Reconstruction thus curtailed the reconstruction of the 

military, preserving a segregated structure that would stand for another three-quarters of a 

century.24  

When Radical Republicans like Benjamin Butler searched for candidates to nominate for 

appointment to the United States Military Academy, they found that few young Black men in the 
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North or South possessed the minimum qualifications to enter the institution, much less the 

educational preparation to succeed. That the social and educational systems of the United States 

had largely neglected both its free and enslaved Black population for generations was partly to 

blame, but a pervasive culture of hazing and institutionalized racism at West Point also certainly 

contributed to the expulsion or failure of twenty of the first twenty three candidates admitted to 

the academy in the 1870’s and 1880’s. The first two cadets offered admission in 1870, Michael 

Howard and James Webster Smith, were awoken with dousings from slop-buckets and 

frequently backed into physical confrontations with white peers, pressuring them to leave the 

academy. When Johnson Chestnut Whittaker joined the Corps of Cadets in 1876 he vowed to 

bear mistreatment stoically and prove an example for future Black cadets, but after being bound 

to his bed-post and beaten unconscious in a midnight attack in his barracks room he was accused 

of manufacturing evidence of the assault to frame white class-mates and separated from the 

Academy.25 

The first African American Cadet to successfully graduate from West Point, Henry O. 

Flipper, was commissioned as a Lieutenant in 1877 and assigned to Company “A”, 10th 

(Colored) Cavalry at Fort Sill, Oklahoma. Determined to demonstrate the capacity of Black men 

as officers, he continued the habit of feigned indifference to discrimination he had cultivated at 

West Point and distinguished himself in the field in Victorio’s War against the Apache. As a 

reward he was entrusted with the roles of quartermaster and commissary officer for Fort Davis, 

Texas. These were duties that communicated great trust in him, as officers in these positions 

were frequently suspected of withholding or selling choice supplies, profiteering from 
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preferential contracts, or embezzling government funds.26 This also, however, made Flipper 

vulnerable to officers who resented his presence, so when some of his commissary returns 

showed discrepancies an investigation was launched and he was arraigned on charges of 

embezzling nearly $4,000. 

 Though his accounting practices were certainly inadequate and at times obfuscatory, the 

defense rebutted that as the only Black Officer in the Army, Flipper was denied the margin of 

error offered to his white peers, arguing that “the very publicity of his career led him into those 

concealments and evasions which his embarrassments rendered necessary.”27 As his attorney, 

Captain Merritt Barber, had pointed out, the trial was not simply about a single officer’s conduct 

but “whether it is possible for a colored man to secure and hold a position as an officer of the 

army.” The proceedings of the court martial found little evidence of embezzlement but 

condemned his “conduct unbecoming an officer and gentlemen,” a blanket charge used to punish 

behavior not specifically prohibited by regulation but deemed detrimental to service, such as 

“carelessness and ignorance of correct business methods.”28 Though Flipper would campaign for 

sixteen years to have these charges reversed, including an offer to rejoin the service during the 

Spanish-American War in 1898, he was denied the honor until posthumously granted an 

honorable discharge by a non-unanimous vote of an Army board in 1976.  
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The second African-American to commission from West Point, John Hanks Alexander, 

would not graduate until a decade after Flipper in 1887, and served “with efficiency and credit” 

until his death from a coronary in 1894.29 Like Flipper, he assumed a posture of imperturbability 

in the face of discrimination, accepting social isolation and earning the posthumous praise that he 

appreciated “the delicate distinctions of social intercourse which the peculiar and oft-times trying 

positions of his office thrust upon him.” Of course, as Frank N. Schubert points out, these 

“distinctions” were in no way delicate: “Alexander knew that his racist colleagues wanted 

nothing to do with him, so he stayed away and kept his off-duty hours alone.”30  

The final graduate of the century, Charles Young, in some ways would belong to a 

different generation of African American officers, signaling a transition from a Buffalo Soldier 

of the frontier to a committed member of the professional Army of the imperial age. 

Commissioned in 1889, he served for nearly thirty years, leading troops in Indian campaigns in 

Nebraska and Utah, teaching military science & tactics at Wilberforce University, serving as the 

first African-American Superintendent of a National Park at Sequoia, acting as the first military 

attaché to Haiti and the Dominican Republic, commanding forces in the Philippines, helping 

establish and train the Liberian Frontier Force, and participating in the Punitive Expedition 

against Pancho Villa before receiving the rank of Colonel upon his medical retirement in 1917.31 
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After Young’s commission in 1889, no Black Cadet would graduate from West Point until 

Benjamin O. Davis, Jr. in the class of 1936.32  

For enlistees, the Army and sympathetic commanders of Black regiments generally did 

their best to provide equal equipment, pay, facilities, and opportunities for African-American 

soldiers while in the service and on the confines of post. That these posts were almost invariably 

west of the Mississippi and often in the remote and arid outposts of the southwest unfortunately 

made this equality inherently unachievable. As Theophilus G. Steward recognized, “when it has 

become known that a colored regiment was likely to be sent to some good post near an important 

city, the people of the place have usually made some sort of objection,” typically selling dire 

predictions of racial conflict with local residents.33 Though directives like General Orders 

Number 24 (1878) suggested that commanders should establish separate barracks, mess halls, 

churches, and schools for Black and white soldiers, the small size and meager resources of these 

posts often made this an impossibility, marking integration as an expedient default more often 

than any deliberate progressivism.34  

Though Black enlisted soldiers could look forward to long careers and regular 

promotions if they possessed or gained the literacy and numeracy required for administrative 

tasks, selection to positions above the company level were rare and reflective of lingering 

suspicions that Black men were not yet prepared for higher leadership. A letter sent to the editors 
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of the Army and Navy Journal pointed out that the Army seldom selected Black soldiers to serve 

as ordnance sergeant, commissary sergeant, or hospital steward, positions that granted prestige 

and rank commensurate with their importance. The author, writing under the alias “Knife,” 

determined that “there is either too much prejudice against the colored man in the Army, or else 

his officers are not sufficiently interested in him to see that the men are justly rewarded.”35 While 

the Army indeed provided tangible and important benefits to African-Americans who chose to 

enlist, donning the uniform did not mean shedding racial burdens that would continue to limit the 

variety of duties and opportunities for promotion that qualified their service until the last decades 

of the 20th century.   

The eagerness of some officers to eliminate Black regiments or to restrict the entrance of 

African Americans to higher non-commissioned and commissioned ranks should not be seen as 

purely racial preference, however, but also an effort to have its duties “…removed as far as 

possible from all risk of collision with civil affairs” after spending a decade being “ground 

between the upper and nether millstones of Democratic and Republican Struggles for Power” 

during Reconstruction.36 For many, the use of the Army as an occupying force had been 

distasteful and the prospect of victory in the counterinsurgency campaign against southern 

militants either unattainable or undesirable. Decades later, General Nelson A. Miles wrote 

nostalgically of the transition from Reconstruction to frontier service that “it was a pleasure to be 
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relieved of the anxieties and responsibilities of civil affairs, to hear nothing consequent to 

incidents of race prejudice, and to be once more engaged in strictly military duties.”37  

Despite these sentiments, it was impossible to neatly separate military duties from civil 

affairs or to deny that the social anxieties of the American public thoroughly influenced the 

Army’s culture and missions. The officer corps of the late 19th century was increasingly 

becoming the realm of “Armed Progressives” who believed their “expertise in human leadership 

and management made it an ideal instrument for human engineering.” When Colonel Elwin Otis, 

who had authored the treatise The Indian Question, summarized this philosophy to the 

graduating West Point Class of 1882, he advised them that an officer should work “in unison 

with the citizen and the philanthropist, to impress and extend our civilization” and be prepared to 

“…administer affairs wherein considerable knowledge of civil matters may be necessary.” 38 

Indeed, the language used to describe the transformation of both freedmen and native peoples 

contained many similar themes regarding the responsibility of white Americans for their 

civilization and uplift, debates over immutable shortcomings versus long-term hopes for 

progress, and bitter disagreements over the most feasible and desirable paths for achieving it.  

For many officers who spent the 1860’s and 1870’s on the frontier, reservation policy 

seemed to provide neither peace nor progress, merely substituting gradual extinction with social, 

economic, and political purgatory. Reservations, they charged, made Indians dependent through 

rations, spread moral corruption and drunkenness through contact with unscrupulous whites, and 

failed to civilize or pacify tribes whose culture, and occasionally armed raiders, sheltered under 
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the protection of the civilian-led Indian Bureau.39 As President Ulysses S. Grant’s second term of 

office came to an end, his practice of using pacifistic religious groups to govern reservations, 

informally titled the “Peace Policy,” was successfully challenged by its opponents.40 One of the 

most vocal critics of the system was the Society of Friends of the Indians, a sympathetic reform 

group meeting regularly at Lake Mohonk, NY. One member, summarizing their grievances with 

the policy, declared that "The reservation line is a wall which fences out law, civil institutions, 

and social order, and admits only despotism, greed, and lawlessness.  It says to all the 

institutions, methods, and appliances of civilized life, 'Thus far shalt thou come and no 

farther.’”41   

Widespread accusations of corruption, frustration at the seeming lack of progress, and the 

intermittent resurgence of Indian warfare all gave ammunition to social and political reformers 

who sought to dismantle the civil-ecclesiastical fiefdoms that competing denominations had 

carved out of various reservations. Seeking to rationalize Indian policy and mobilize the United 

States’ complete repertoire of power in service of civilizing the savage, these reformers drew 

upon and advanced the logics of progressive imperialism that would make the leap from 

domestic to foreign policy at the end of the century.42 In the process, these reformers helped 
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usher in an unprecedented expansion of federal power over the land and people of the West, 

raising important questions about the extent and limits of government authority, the rights and 

obligations of citizenship, and the process and desirability of incorporating marginalized racial 

and ethnic groups into American society.43   

The rationalization of policy by no means meant secularization, however. Religion 

remained essential to the processes of civilization they championed, becoming either the core or 

a necessary accompaniment to a new assemblage of cardinal virtues to be cultivated as a public 

good, generally encapsulated in the idea of “Americanization.” Indeed, the distinction between 

Protestantism and secular progress was most often observed in the breach, as when Lyman 

Abbott declared to an audience of Friends of the Indian that “Christianity is not merely a thing of 

churches and school-houses…the post-office is a Christianizing institution; the rail-road, with all 

its corruptions, is a Christianizing power, and will do more to teach the people punctuality than 

schoolmaster or preacher can.”44 In this curriculum of Americanization the list of virtues, habits, 

and competencies to be mastered would ‘reaffirm the power of the nation’s institutions to mold 

all people to a common standard,” namely: Christianity; the English language; American laws 

and legal traditions; individualism and private property ownership; agriculture, waged labor, and 

moneyed economies; public education; and the abandonment of native social practices and the 

adoption of American ones.45   
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The idea that proximity to technology and American society alone had transformative 

effects was widespread, as when the commander of the Department of the Texas claimed that 

“the sight of a locomotive, whirling along its train, is such a ‘big medicine’ for the savages, that 

they wilt under its influence; and, instead of continuing to steal horses and other stock, they 

camp along the road, too proud to get an occasional ride on the platform.”46 Taking a delegation 

of Apache Chiefs to Washington D.C., O.O. Howard related their “manifest surprise” during 

their railroad travel as “with great curiosity they felt of the cross-ties and fingered the spikes 

which fastened the iron rails…[and] like children surprised with new gifts, they clapped their 

hands with glee.” This changed when they boarded the train and began moving, as “they 

crouched in abject terror upon the floor between the high backs of the seats and covered their 

dark faces with their hands.” For these visitors, the “climax of surprise” in New York City was 

not “the magnitude of the metropolis nor in the throngs on the streetes, nor in the magnificent 

buildings…no, it was in beholding Meguil clothed and in his right mind, having two eyes, the 

lost one having been so restored as to look precisely like the other.”47 For O.O. Howard, 

backwards people were incomplete; the miraculous restoration of Meguil to bodily wholeness 

through medical science was evidence of the divinity of the modern. 

Though deploring their apparent backwardness, most reformers did not advocate that 

“native Indians, as a pure race or a distinct people” disappear from the continent. In his 1874 

tract The Indian Question, Boston polymath Francis Amasa Walker expressed his fear that 

extinction would be the inevitable result if Indians were granted citizenship and their 
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reservations dissolved “without seclusion and without restraint, letting such as will, go to the 

dogs, letting such as can, find a place for themselves in the social and industrial order.”48 

Distributing land and citizenship without instruction in the habits of civilization seemed 

transparently dangerous to Walker and like-minded progressives, such as the Flathead agent who 

warned that “some intelligent men advise the Government to throw all the Indian Territory open 

and give him 160 acres to live or die. Throw a new born babe into the sea and look if he swims. 

Leave him an hour stark naked out on the plain when the glass is frozen up at 40 degrees below 

zero! Will he live?”49 The only humane solution, Walker proposed, was for the government to 

revamp reservations and Indian schooling into “a system of moral and industrial education and 

correction” that would “save the white population from an intolerable burden of pauperism, 

profligacy, and petty crime” by preparing the Indian for citizenship while preserving his race 

from extinction.50  

Army officers also recognized the government’s responsibility in creating contemporary 

reservation conditions, admitting that “We have taken from them the possibility of living in their 

way, and are bound in return to give them the possibility of living in our way – an obligation we 

do not begin to discharge when we merely attempt to supply their wants for food and clothing.” 

Though many reservation inhabitants might have agreed with the diagnosis of government 

culpability, the prescription was patently unappetizing: “They need to be taught to take care of 
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themselves…He must be driven to toil by cold and the pangs of hunger.”51 To these reformers, it 

was not just technologies of modernity that marked progress, but the adoption of a constellation 

of private habits and public practices associated with civilized conduct, much of which seemed 

to be undermined by contemporary Indian policy.  

To change these habits and practices, reformers and the United States Government began 

a gradual assault on the internal sovereignty of reservations in the 1880’s, ranging from a greater 

incursion of federal legal authority into Indian laws and society to the imposition of a variety of 

schemes for education and uplift. Following the case of Ex parte Crow Dog (1883), congress 

was shocked to discover that there was no legal basis to convict an Indians for killing one-

another on a reservation. In response they passed the Major Crimes Act (1885), which aimed to 

align tribal norms of criminality with the American legal system, empowering Indian agents and 

a system of Indian police and judges to try and punish arson, burglary, larceny, rape, murder, 

manslaughter, and assault with intent to kill.52 This brought federal law into individual 

communities and homes, affirmed in the cases of United States v. Kagama (1886) and expanded 

under Lone Wolf v. Hitchcock (1903). Beth Piatote describes these intrusions as “Disciplinary 

paternalism [which] functioned as an ideology that could transcend ‘party and creed’ differences 

among whites and helped define the institution of white, male citizenship.” In this formulation, 

“manhood was a critical first step towards citizenship, and manhood was defined through 

relationships to private property, labor, and nuclear family structures.”53  
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Along with the adoption of American legal practices, Reformers encouraged the adoption 

of the basic elements of market capitalism, depicting wages and greater access to consumer 

goods as both the symbol and reward of their progression from bartering savages to productive 

laborers, noting how “the prosecution of this industry compels the men to wear citizens’ 

clothing, and in in that particular rapid advance in civilization has been made…” Once wages 

and goods had concrete meaning and steady availability, the thrift and accumulation valued as 

the cornerstones of the late 19th-century consumer’s household economy would presumably 

become a feature of Indian life. This transformation was already observed on one reservation in 

the Department of the Platte, where the commander of the 5th Cavalry reported that “Each house 

has been furnished with a cooking stove, a civilizer in itself…leading to greater economy in the 

use of the ration as issued by the government.”54   

 If waged labor served as an introduction linking markets and household economics, 

privatized agriculture was increasingly seen as the ultimate foundation of a productive and 

civilized Indian future. Indian Commissioner Adkins ascribed agriculture with profound powers 

of transformation, pronouncing in 1883 that:  

“It requires no seer to foretell or foresee the civilization of the Indian race 
as a result naturally deducible from a knowledge and practice upon their part of 
the art of agriculture; for the history of agriculture among all people and in all 
countries intimately connects it with the highest intellectual and moral development 
of man. Historians, philosophers, and statesmen freely admit that civilization as 
naturally follows the improved arts of agriculture as vegetation follows the genial 
sunshine and the shower, and that those races who are in ignorance of agriculture 
are also ignorant of almost everything else…” 
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Adkins counseled that the mission of “a great Christian people like ours” was to “relieve 

him from this state of dependence and barbarism, and to direct him in paths that will 

eventually lead him to the light and liberty of American Citizenship.”55  

General Richard Irving Dodge also articulated an argument about stages of progress in 

arguing that commercial monoculture was the entry point for greater gains, one that must be 

understood as a means and not an end. In his 1882 Our Wild Indians: Thirty-Three Years’ 

Personal Experience among the Red Men of the Great West, he explained that “To advance, the 

Indian like other men must have an object in life, - an incentive to effort. Many of the so-called 

wild tribes are willing to labor, and do labor right manfully for the one crop, which is all they can 

rely on under the present management. Give each a farm of his own, and many of them will soon 

be independent of government support.”56 This freedom from economic dependence was seen as 

a vital precursor to political participation, as individuals who were dependent had not 

demonstrated a meaningful stake in the future of society and were thought to be easily swayed by 

those they depended on, logics that had long been mobilized to deny the rights to form contracts 

or vote to women, African-American, the young, and the poor.57  

Eliminate this dependence, however, and logic demanded that Indians then be granted the 

right to vote and improve their own lot through democratic representation, or necessarily be 

subjugated and subject to reversion by “a system of government which pays little attention to the 

rights of those who have no vote, no representation, and no redress in the courts,” a system that 
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had thus far accomplished only “debasing, pauperizing, and exterminating them.”58 Just as 

telling the Germans and Irish that “you may live among us, but you shall never be citizens” 

would have retarded national greatness by denying Indians the citizenship that was the “reward 

of labor” and by “refusing to give [the Indian] land and a home in severalty, we carefully prevent 

the development of any ambitious longings for individual wealth and independence.”59 For 

Dodge, “there is but one hope…‘Treaty systems’ and tribal relations must be broken up and the 

Indians individually absorbed in the great family of American citizens.” 60   

From the example of the education and incorporation of freedmen into the Union came 

the model for Indian uplift and a call for action: “Force your representatives to release the 

Indian from an official bondage more remorseless, more hideous than slavery itself. Deliver 

him from his pretended friends, and lift him into fellowship with the citizen of our loved and 

glorious country.”61 If slavery had denied freedmen the opportunity to be free, understood as 

the right to own property and reap the rewards of your own labor, to make contracts freely, 

and to have access to social mobility through education and market participation, so the 

freedman’s bureau sought to remedy those evils as its reconstruction mandate.62 These lack 

of these same freedoms were identified by reformers as the source of Indian backwardness, 

with tribalism and tribal ownership of land as the foundational evils to be uprooted through 

policies of land allotment.  
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The most famous and influential of the allotment programs was the 1887 “Act to Provide 

for the Allotment of Lands in Severalty to Indians on the Various Reservations,” generally 

referred to as the “Dawes Severalty Act” after the bill’s patron, Massachusetts Senator Henry 

Dawes. This act fit within broader schemes for civilization and assimilation, intending to 

generate a basket of social, legal, economic, and political transformations that seemed naturally 

to stem from the individual ownership and cultivation of land. As a mechanism for land 

distribution, it had some familiar tenets, granting “one quarter of a section” (160 acres) to heads 

of families with additional grants for dependents and special stipulations that in un-farmable 

territory the grants could be doubled for the grazing of livestock.63 Its supporters argued that 

individual ownership would spur Indians to want to maximize the value of their land by 

developing it for agriculture, a lifeway that would eliminate the poverty and savagery of 

nomadism and replace it with static, stable, and prosperous societies based on American social 

and political ideals.64 

The advantage of allotment, Commissioner Hiram Price averred in 1881, was that it 

“tends to break up tribal relations…It has the effect of creating individuality, responsibility, 

and a desire to accumulate property. It teaches the Indians habits of industry and frugality, 

and stimulates them to look forward to a better and more useful life.” Rather than an 

imposition on Indian lifestyles, Price claimed that “the desire to take lands in severalty is 
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almost universal among the Indians…He is not only willing but anxious to learn the ways of 

civilization [and] he is desirous of being taught to work and to accumulate property.” The 

mere acts of owning and working land imbued the Indian mind with “laudable and 

praiseworthy desires” that the government must reinforce with policy that would support 

their “efforts towards civilization, self-support, and a better and more useful life.”65  

Allotment also tied an Indian’s ownership of land directly to his status as a citizen. Just as 

the improvement of the soil was expected to take a generation and land was held in government 

trust for twenty-five years, so citizenship was to be withheld for a quarter century after an 

individual accepted their allotment. This was done on the premise that a period of tutelage in the 

habits of civilized subsistence and democratic stewardship would “…drag [them] into a middle-

class vision of American life” and give them the knowledge, skills, and stakes necessary for 

responsible participation in public society.”66 Once individuals had claimed their allotment, or 

failed to claim one within four years after reaching adulthood and had one involuntarily 

assigned, they also had the right to sell it after a probationary period, an option that appealed to 

many whose plots were unsuitable for agriculture or lacked the capital or interest to begin 

farming.  

The opportunity for even marginal compensation, along with the government’s decision 

to confiscate and sell any un-allotted land, led to the sale of vast amounts of Indian land to white 

settlers and speculators in a checkerboard pattern that broke up the integrity of Indian territories 
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and substituted for it promises for future civic and social inclusion.67 Though the long-term result 

of the policy would be the patchwork sale of vast tracts of Native American land by white 

settlers and speculators, its initial motivation was heartfelt, if misguided, altruism. As Francis 

Paul Prucha characterizes it, “It was an act pushed through Congress, not by western interests 

greedy for Indian lands, but by eastern humanitarians who deeply believed that communal 

landholding was an obstacle to the civilization they wanted the Indians to acquire and who were 

convinced that they had the history of human experience on their side.”68 

To complete the transformation of freedman and Native Americans, reformers next 

looked to rebuild both Black and Indian subjects in the American image through academic, 

social, and industrial education, the final step in preparing them for complete and competitive 

participation as citizens of the United States. In the wake of the Civil War, schools like the 

Hampton Institute were established on the understanding that slavery had deprived Black men of 

not just land, but the essential skills, habits, and appreciations that underpinned white success in 

a democratic, capitalist society. T.J. Jones defended the necessity of this type of education for 

freedmen, arguing that slavery had denied Black men the chance to “understand the essentials of 

a good home, the duties and responsibilities of citizenship, the cost and meaning of education, 

the place of labor, and the importance of thrift,” shortcomings the curriculum was designed to 

remedy.69  
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Believing that tribal government had denied Native Americans the same appreciations, 

the Commissioner of Indian Affairs argued in 1888 that Indians must “be taught how to work, 

and all the schools that are opened for his children should be schools in which they will be 

instructed in the use of agricultural implements, the carpenter’s saw and plane, the stonemason’s 

trowel, the tailors needle, and the shoemakers awl.” This education would not end with the 

transfer of skills, but required a refiguring of habits and values, as he was “taught not only how 

to work, but also that it is his duty to work.” This was necessary, he believed, because “the 

degrading communism of the tribal reservation system gives to the individual no incentive to 

labor, but puts a premium upon idleness and makes it fashionable. Under this system, the laziest 

man owns as much as the most industrious man, and neighbor can say of all the acres occupied 

by the tribe, ‘This is Mine.’” Therefore, Indian schools had to imbue students with “the exalting 

egotism of American civilization, so that he will say “I” instead of “We” and “This is mine” 

instead of ‘This is Ours.’” Training these habits in industrial schools would allow “the 

consummation of that patriotic enjoyment which is always to be found in the exercise of the high 

privilege of contributing to the general welfare.”70 

The overlap between Black and Indian institutions was not just philosophical or 

curricular, but physically placed African-Americans and Native-Americans under the same roof 

and revealed similarities in their experiences. 71 This marks a certain convergence of ideologies 

of control and uplift between Black and Indian educations, as William Watkins notes in The 
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White Architects of Black Education: “Hampton displayed the same colonial mentality towards 

Indians as toward Blacks” as they encountered one another in shared classrooms.72 Indeed, it was 

at Hampton that Carlisle’s practice of taking before and after photos of students to demonstrate 

progress was developed, as the founder of Hampton Institute, Samuel C. Armstrong demanded 

that the first few Indian students he was sent should "bring their wild barbarous things…this will 

show whence we started.”73 Hayes Peter Mauro argues that this practice of pictoralism, carefully 

arranged photographic scenes, was pioneered at Carlisle to illustrate the progress and principles 

of cultural and political assimilation.74 The seeming success of this conversion is all the more 

striking when the producers of these images or various other artistic representations of 

assimilation were Native Americans themselves, particularly those who had been branded as 

hostile, arrested and transported to prisons to separate and reform them. 

 Though some students would describe their experience in off-reservation boarding 

schools as like being in a prison, for Richard Henry Pratt’s first students, the description was 

literal. In 1875 he took charge of a group of thirty-four Arapaho, twenty-seven Kiowa, nine 

Comanche, and one Caddo who were arrested after the Red River War of 1874 and sent to prison 

at Fort Marion in St. Augustine, Florida. Short of guards and watching the health and hope of his 

seventy prisoners wilt in the heat and boredom of confinement, he organized the prisoners into a 

military company.75 A former commander of Indian Scouts and a long-time supporter of projects 

                                                           
72 William H. Watkins, The White Architects of Black Education: Ideology and Power in America, 1865-1954 (New 
York: Teachers College Press, 1954), 51. 

73 David Wallace Adams, Education for Extinction: American Indians and the Boarding School Experience, 1875-
1928 (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1995), 47.  

74 Hayes Peter Mauro, The Art of Americanization at the Carlisle Indian School (Albuquerque: University of New 
Mexico Press, 2011), 120. 

75 David Wallace Adams, Education for Extinction, 39. One prisoner, Gray Beard, was shot during an escape 
attempt en route and died. A second prisoner named Lean Bear stabbed himself multiple times in the neck with a 



 

48 
 

of Black and Indian improvement, he had implicit faith in the malleability and ultimate potential 

of his charges and eschewed shackles and corporal punishment for lectures and military 

discipline.  

He issued the prisoners discarded Army uniforms, cut their hair, drilled them in 

formation, and replaced the white Army guards with the prisoners who demonstrated the best 

appearance and behavior, leading Revered Bishop Henry Benjamin Whipple to remark on his 

visit that “there is not today a more orderly body of soldiers in the service.”76 When Harriet 

Beacher Stowe visited the Prison in 1877, she wrote that “We found no savages,” instead 

encountering an Indian orderly “dressed in the United States uniform [who] was pacing to and 

fro on guard.” When the bell for school rang, from every quarter came “more dark men in the 

United States uniform, neat, compact, trim, with well-brushed boots and nicely kept clothing, 

and books in their hands.”77 In the evenings the drill was supplemented with academic and 

religious instruction, particularly focused on English lessons so that “the words ‘cat’ and ‘dog’ 

gave way to ‘Bible’ and ‘God,’ and the stone walls of the prison school were soon resonating 

with the recitations of the Lord’s Prayer and the melodies of Christian hymns.”78 Pratt also began 

to experiment with what would become his “putting out” system of integrating his Native 

American charges into the local economy, allowing prisoners to sell crops and crafts at market 

and hiring them out to local farms and businesses as laborers.  
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To visitors the transformation was miraculous, solving the problems of Indians’ supposed 

sloth and criminality with humane military discipline and exorcising their ignorance and 

barbarism with education and Christian living. The success of organizing the prisoners as both 

students and soldiers informed the adoption of a similar model at Hampton and other Black 

industrial schools, while serving as the foundation of the disciplinary and organizational 

structure of Carlisle and its offspring. Visitors from the Indian bureau suggested its universal 

adoption as a model for the reform of “the worst class of refractory Indians...far enough away 

from Indian reservations to make any attempt at escape hopeless.” Learning trades and 

agriculture there, this “school of correction…would be of inestimable value to the Indian service, 

and it would exercise a reformatory influence that could not be obtained by simple confinement.” 

If administrators provided “useful occupation…with some encouragement to industry” the 

Indians would assuredly be “returned to their homes in an advanced condition of civilization.”79 

These changes of habits and values were to be accompanied by a steady transfer of 

loyalties from the family or tribe to the nation. One Commissioner emphasized that “It is of 

prime importance that a fervent patriotism should be awakened in their minds. The stars and 

stripes should be a familiar object in every Indian school, national hymns should be sung, and 

patriotic selections be read and recited. They should be taught to look upon America as their 

home and upon the United States Government as their friend and benefactor” The Dawes Act 

and the establishment of Indian schools had a begun “a new era that has come to the red men 

through the munificent scheme of education, devised for and offered to them, [which] should be 
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the means of awakening loyalty to the Government, gratitude to the nation, and hopefulness for 

themselves.”80 

The coeducation of African American and Native American students was initiated in 

1878 when seventeen of the former Florida prisoners matriculated at Hampton on the request of 

its Superintendent, Samuel Chapman Armstrong, believing them well prepared for disciplined 

academic, industrial, and moral instruction by their time under Pratt at Fort Marion.81 They were 

followed shortly thereafter by some of their older children who had accompanied them into exile, 

all of whom were “very carefully selected, having undergone the same sort of examination by a 

surgeon to which apprentices for the navy are subjected, and only healthy ones have been 

accepted…”82 The next fall Indian Affairs Commissioner E.A. Hayt could issue the glowing 

report that “The progress of the [Indian] children sent to Hampton last year has been very 

satisfactory. They have learned as readily as could have been expected, and the success attending 

the experiment has led to the establishment of a training school of the same kind at Carlisle 

Barracks.”83  This optimism fed the proliferation of this model across at least twenty-four off 

reservation Indian Institutes after 1878, with Army officer Richard Henry Pratt’s new Carlisle 
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Indian Industrial School, referenced by Hayt, as the most prominent example.84 Indian agents 

praised the work of the schools as groundbreaking “pioneer work” that taught Indian students “to 

work as well as how to read; how to use his hands as well as his head,” an education denied to 

“the white child, unless he is a criminal” attracting the attention of “friends of the lower classes, 

both white and Black.”85  

These schools often retained their close connection with the United States Army, 

adopting the use of military uniforms and discipline for the instruction and transformation of its 

charges for generations. The first Black commandant of Hampton, Robert R. Moton, extoled the 

benefits of martial drill as “a firm and elastic step, erect form, graceful carriage and vigorous 

body powers” which stimulated “the habit of attention and mental concentration, which the 

Negro and Indian sadly lack." Moton’s deprecations of his charges echoed the style of Booker T. 

Washington, who founded Tuskegee institute and advocated just such an up-from-the-bootstraps 

style of uplift, but also revealed accommodation to a lingering distrust of armed Blacks and 

Indians. Though many schools copied the routine, discipline, uniforms, and drill of soldiers, 

Black and Indian students were rarely given access to functional firearms, in some cases being 

issued rifles without firing pins.86  

Along with the bearing and habits of soldiers, some schools also sought to inculcate in 

their students a reverence for military service with rituals like celebrating Memorial Day by “the 
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decoration of the graves of Indians who enlisted in the United States Army.”87 Just as George 

Washington was to replace Geronimo in the pantheon of Indian idols, “gradually and 

unobtrusively the heroes of American homes and history may be substituted as models and 

ideals.”88 When these students returned home, they would ideally bring learned habits of 

discipline and patriotism with them, using the values of the military to reform tribal communities 

from within rather than the violence of the military to impose it from without. Even for Army 

officers who lauded the efforts of Richard Henry Pratt and the industrial schools, however, 

drilling boys with wooden sticks and teaching girls to sew flags seemed a half measure, 

harnessing only a fraction of the transformative power of military training.  

In 1876, Commissioner of Indian Affairs J.Q. Smith predicted that the solution to the 

“Indian Problem” could “be reached only by a process similar to that pursued with the 

negroes.”89 With the end of Military Reconstruction and the reversal of many of its gains over 

the following decade, however, the process “pursued with the negroes” increasingly seemed 

inadequate. The legal status and treatment of African Americans perceptibly worsened across the 

country after 1877, nearly bankrupting the freedmen’s bureau’s vision of mass uplift through 

land redistribution, basic education, and moral and economic instruction. Indian Agents applied 

this model earnestly in their efforts to reform Indian policy and bring civilization and prosperity 

to Native Americans throughout the 1870’s and 1880’s, but increasingly looked with frustration 
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towards the more extreme solutions of imposing federal jurisdiction, allotment, and compulsory 

education.  

In this search for alternatives, the example of the Army’s all-Black Regiments appeared 

to be one of the conspicuously successful outliers of reconstruction. It offered a model its 

supporters believed could transform the young men of a socially, politically, and economically 

marginalized people into loyal, hard-working, acculturated Americans. That this model 

perpetuated physical segregation from white society and sharply limited opportunities for 

promotion was seen as a necessary component of their crash course in modern civilization, 

isolating them from racial conflict and preparing them for responsible participation in a 

democratic republic. By the battle of Wounded Knee in the winter of 1890, officers began to 

seriously debate the idea of enlisting Indians as regular soldiers in the United States Army. In 

these debates they would draw upon the experiences of nearly thirty years of post-bellum Black 

and Indian military service, as well as the ideologies that had shaped the efforts to reconstruct 

African and Native Americans into American citizens.  

A quarter century after Appomattox, it had become apparent that the Army had assumed 

a critical role as an agent for assimilation and mediating the relationship between white 

American society and the African and Native American men and women who were held on its 

margins. Though Radical Republicans were in retreat after the Compromise of 1877, the very 

next year would simultaneously see the Burnside bill to eliminate Colored Regiments defeated in 

Congress, Henry Flipper beginning his first year of commissioned service after Graduating from 

West Point, and Richard Henry Pratt enrolling Indian prisoners into the Hampton Institute. 

Coupled with growing military support for policies of allotment and the proliferation of Black 

and Indian schools modeled after Hampton and Carlisle’s disciplinary regimes, it seemed that 
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although Military Reconstruction had ended in the south, the reconstruction of Black and Indian 

men continued apace in key federal institutions and policies. By 1893 Frederick Jackson Turner 

would claim to identify the closing of the frontier and anxiously ask what would replace it as the 

crucible of the American identity. Yet the Army’s role in defining and defending American 

citizenship continued undimmed through the turn of the century, as new peoples and frontiers 

were incorporated into the United States’ growing overseas empire and old questions about the 

American identity emerged anew. 

  



CHAPTER 3: 

 

 “The cheapest and best insurance”: Indians, Assimilation, and the Army on the Closing 
American Frontier 

 

“It is not only an important step toward their civilization, self-support and control, but is 
the cheapest and best insurance against further Indian troubles. While I believe they will prove 
trustworthy in any service, even against their own people, they will, at least, be sureties in some 
measure for their respective tribes.”1 

-Secretary of War, Redfield Proctor, 1891 

 

The last decade of the 19th century is often viewed as a period of transition for the United 

States Army, when its role pivoted from continental consolidation to projecting power overseas. 

Army officers and soldiers stationed across the American West, however, spent most of the 

period continuing the tasks which had defined their mission for the previous half-century: 

serving as a frontier constabulary to extend the reach of federal power, protecting investments in 

public and private development, and enforcing federal Indian policy. These tasks were 

inextricably linked with one another and were seen as part of the greater goal of reconstructing 

the people and territory of the continental United States into an American nation. This was a 

project that required not only the spread of national institutions and infrastructure, but the 

retooling of social relationships and individual identities towards a more homogeneous 

“American” identity. In pursuing this vision, from 1891 to 1897 the Army attempted to 

consolidate recruits from tribal reservations into ethnically homogeneous “Indian Companies” 

under white officers, consciously endeavoring to mold them into “regular” soldiers and 

acceptable citizens through disciplined military acculturation. Though the experiment lasted for 
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only six years, the all-Indian units represented not a brief aberration, but the culmination of a 

developing imperial logic linking territorial expansion and incorporation with the concepts of 

civilization and citizenship through military service.2  

The Army officers, politicians, reformers, and Native Americans who supported this plan 

extolled the martial skills of particular tribes or compared them to colonial ethnic troops of 

European empires, emphasizing their specialized skills as horsemen or trackers and their 

supposed malleability under the disciplined regimen of military service. Some advocates went so 

far as to suggest that the foremost purpose of these units was to enlist, educate, and employ 

native soldiers as agents for the transformation and pacification of their own tribes. Pervasive in 

the official reports and personal messages of officers and Indian agents, these ideas are 

reinforced by the petitions and military records of the Native American soldiers themselves, 

highlighting the tensions between the assimilationist visions of Army reformers and the efforts of 

the soldiers to negotiate the terms and significance of their service. This experience reveals 

parallels with other struggles for meaningful civic participation, expands our understanding of 

the broader contest between nationalist homogenization and cultural pluralism, and serves as a 

vital prologue to studies of subsequent overseas expansion as Army officers first rehearsed the 

logic and practices of imperial administration in the American West. 

While Native American units of “Indian Scouts” had been authorized and employed 

under the Army Reorganization Act of 1866, plans to organize, equip, and train them as regulars 

gained little traction until the era of the Indian Wars was nearly over. As troops gradually 
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withdrew from the Sioux reservations after Wounded Knee in 1891, officers feared the 

possibility of further violence or the spread of resistance movements to other reservations and 

looked to the enlistment of Native American soldiers as a possible deterrent. The Commanding 

General of the United States Army, General John M. Schofield, suggested “that 2,000 young 

Indians be enlisted in the Army and organized into troops and companies, to be incorporated into 

the existing regiments.” This, he explained to the Secretary of War Redfield Proctor, would 

contribute to lasting peace by giving “satisfactory employment to a considerable number of 

young men among the warlike Indian tribes, thus diminishing the number of the disaffected who 

are liable to become enemies.” 3 Staffing the suggestion of the Commanding General, the 

Adjutant General calculated that if the eight selected cavalry troops and nineteen infantry 

companies each received their respective contingents of eighty troopers and fifty-five 

infantrymen, the Army would have 1,485 Indian soldiers on its muster rolls.4  

 

Figure 2: Casey’s Cheyenne Scouts Deploying to Wounded Knee (Courtesy of the 
Montana Historical Society). 
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Believing particular tribes to be “warlike,” Schofield asked whether their talent and instinct 

for warfare would be turned to the advantage of the United States or “employment in the ranks of 

barbarous, or semi-civilized enemies?” The clear answer was for recruiters to “select from the 

most promising young warriors the material from which can be made the best soldiers and 

incorporate them into the Army, thus adding largely to the military strength of the Government, 

and diminishing in a far greater ratio the military strength of its possible savage enemies.5 

Proctor concurred with the logic of this order, stating in his annual report that “It is not only an 

important step toward their civilization, self-support and control, but is the cheapest and best 

insurance against further Indian troubles. While I believe they will prove trustworthy in any 

service, even against their own people, they will, at least, be sureties in some measure for their 

respective tribes.”6 The Indian Bureau echoed this enthusiasm, speculating that “the feeling that 

they are United States soldiers, armed to battle by the side of the whites in a common 

cause…will awaken patriotic sentiments, and tend to inspire mutual confidence and friendship 

between the two races.”7 

Unlike previous detachments of Indian Scouts, these soldiers would be drilled and 

organized as regulars, with an effort to educate them “in the rules and customs of civilized, as 

contrasted with savage warfare.” This, Schofield assured Proctor, “would be a long stride 

towards their civilization…and to assist in the efforts to transform the Indian character from that 

of alien enemy to that of the citizen of the United States.”8 He boasted that the enlistment of 
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Indians would unquestionably be of “great assistance to the Interior Department in the work of 

control and civilization” because their military training would make them “industrious, self-

supporting citizens.”9 In his annual report for 1891, Schofield reiterated this argument, 

advancing that “one of the most affective [sic] and most rapid methods of civilizing the savage 

tribes of a country, and converting them from enemies into friends, is to receive a reasonable 

portion of them into the military service of the country.”10  

Within this plan also nested long-standing visions of employing Native Americans as a 

variety of ethnically organized colonial forces, employed as “…partisan troops fully equal to the 

Cossacks.”11 Officers categorized some tribes as “warlike” peoples and discussed their progress 

and proximity to civilization, evaluations based in part on martial race theories pioneered in the 

Indian subcontinent.12 Comparisons to the steppe cavalrymen of the Imperial Russian Army, the 

Sepoys of the British Raj, or France’s Senegalese Tirailleurs were irresistible to cosmopolitan 

officers of the era, who saw the military incorporation of diverse populations as part of the 

natural course of empire and the frontier as the natural stage for empire building.13 As in its 

previous employment of Indian Scouts, and in comparison to imperial rivals, incorporating 

Native American units into the army’s force structure would grant the United States “a valuable 
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contingent possessed of the special military qualifications which characterize the Indian warriors 

of the Country.”14  

These schemes were initially greeted with skepticism from Army leadership; only three 

of nine high-ranking officers surveyed in 1890 had endorsed early plans to regularize Indian 

service. Nelson A. Miles, one of the longest serving officers in the Army, indulged the belief that 

civilization itself was corrupting and that Indians were better off in their “primitive paradise,” 

arguing that they “had rules of civility…we could copy to our advantage.”15 This suspicion of 

“luxury” and the “worship of comfort, wealth, and general softness” as threats to masculine 

virtues and national virility were echoed by officers across the military service, including naval 

theoretician Alfred Thayer Mahan and the Assistant Secretary of the Navy, Theodore Roosevelt, 

prominent and influential imperialists.16  

Colonel Benjamin H. Grierson, who had for decades fought against similar prejudices 

directed at the troopers of his 10th (Colored) Cavalry Regiment, dismissed Indians as too “sullen, 

indifferent, superstitious, and untrustworthy” to take orders.”17 Richard Irving Dodge thought the 

impediment biological, arguing that “The tenacity of life of an Indian, the amount of lead he will 

carry off, indicates a nervous system so dull as to class him rather with brutes than with men. 

The shock or blow of a bullet will ordinarily paralyze so many nerves and muscles of a white 
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man as to knock him down…the Indian gives no heed to such wounds, and to ‘drop him in his 

tracks’ the bullet must reach the brain, the heart, or the spine…”18 

George Crook supported assimilationist goals, but feared that attempting to regularize 

troops would replicate the sins of tribalism: subordinating individual will to group interest; 

enforcing conformity of belief; and abetting idleness by treating land, labor, and resources as 

common goods.19 When he reflected on his success using Indian Scouts in over three decades of 

service, Crook credited their effectiveness to their independence and idiosyncratic styles of 

warfare, predicting that trying to impose discipline would be dampen their fighting spirit and 

precipitate a retreat from the individualization necessary to participate in a capitalist economy 

and civilized society.20 Rather than the military being a source of idle wages, he wished for the 

bulk of tribes to be instructed in the practices of private agriculture, relying on retiring scouts to 

serve as the “nucleus for the establishment of civil government.”21 

By April 1891, however, Crook had died, Grierson had retired, and the crisis of the Ghost 

Dance seemed to be abating, allowing the opinions of officers who opposed the Indian Scout 

model and backed the “civilizing” elements of the program to prevail. Like Scofield, these men 

believed that scouting encouraged the undisciplined pursuit of martial distinction, perpetuating a 

barbaric style of warfare which “constituted one of the greatest obstacles in the way of inducing 
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them to adopt the peaceful habits of civilized life.” 22  A fellow critic of the scouting system, 

Major William H. Powell, argued that it wasted the valuable skills of Indians by dismissing them 

seasonally to idle on farms, explaining that “They are not a producing people…they are warlike 

in nature, and are very fond of warlike paraphernalia,” further asking why the government would 

not “educate them to our ways by employing them in that which is the most acceptable to their 

instincts and tastes?- that is, make soldiers of them.”23 

Schofield admitted that “so novel a proposition as the enlistment for a term of years as 

regular soldiers, rather than as scouts for a short period, could not be expected to be at first 

acceptable to the Indian,” but insisted that an Army-wide order be issued so that the general 

enlistment of Indians receive “a full, fair, and persistent trial, so that the country may know 

whether or not a reliable Indian contingent can be secured for the regular military service.”24 

Relying on the assumption that Indian men “are naturally soldiers and it is difficult to content 

them with any other occupation,” he argued that the military was their natural place of 

employment, where “they can be led into the peaceful pursuits of civilized life through the 

medium of civilized, as distinguished from savage, instruction and discipline of a military 

character,” a process that would produce an “exceedingly valuable and reliable soldier.” 25   

To begin this trial, the Army issued General Order Number 28 in the spring of 1891. This 

order authorized the enlistment of Native American soldiers from reservations who would fill the 

“I” company of infantry regiments and the “L” Company of cavalry regiments, which had been 

                                                           
22 Memorandum for Record of John M. Schofield, 2 March 1891, RG 94.  

23 William H. Powell, “The Indian Problem,” United Service: A monthly Review of Military and Naval Affairs, 5 
(April, 1891), 329. 

24 Memorandum for Record of John M. Schofield, 2 March 1891, RG 94.  

25 Ibid.  



 

63 
 

skeletonized for this purpose. Notably the only regiments exempt from this order were the 

infantry regiments stationed east of the Mississippi and the Black 9th and 10th Cavalry and 24th 

and 25th Infantry.26 In his 22 January 1891 Letter, Schofield explained his logic for keeping these 

units both distanced from general white society and separated from one another: 

It would be advisable to except, for the present, at least, the 6th, 11th, and 19th regiments of 
infantry, as their stations are east of the Mississippi River. Whether it would be advisable to 
include the 9th and 10th Cavalry and the 24th and 25th Infantry, I am not quite certain…I have never 
yet heard of any difficulty arising between the colored troops and the Indian scouts with whom 
they have served…Yet, it may be possible that the colored troops would not exercise altogether the 
same beneficial influence over the Indians as would the white troops.27  

 

Just as Indian Scouts had begun to lose their independence in adopting regulation uniforms 

under Circular Number 10 in 1890, the regularization of Indian soldiers was meant as much to 

instruct them in the habits and expectations of American citizenship as it was to augment the 

strength of the Army.28 That Black and Indian soldiers were both seen as being instructed and 

graded on the scale of civilization is evident in this decision to form all-Indian companies within 

the white regiments, but to exclude them from the Black regiments. As historian Kevin Adams 

bluntly concludes, “…racism mattered in the frontier Army…there were no distinct Irish, 

German, or native-born regiments” only Black and Native American units required the insulation 

of institutionalized segregation.29  
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Early efforts to enlist soldiers among the Sioux yielded little success, as recruiters like 

Second Lieutenant Charles Byron reported that young men balked at committing for a term of 

five years and flatly rejected the proposition that they march to California to join the 1st Infantry 

Regiment.30 Reporting a difficulty that would be frequently encountered when recruiting for the 

infantry among the plains tribes, recruiters complained that Sioux men preferred the six-month 

enlistments offered by signing on as Indian scouts, which allowed them to stay near their 

families and continue to fight from horseback.31 The preference for the cavalry among plains 

tribesmen was a frequent barrier to infantry regiments’ recruiting, as Second Lieutenant Guy H. 

Preston noted at Pine Ridge, the Oglala and Brule were “horse Indians…I cannot find a man who 

is willing to leave the reservation as an infantry soldier…the idea of going afoot and carrying the 

heavy rifle is repugnant to them.”32 The Assistant Adjutant General of the Army, Theo Schwan, 

observed that not all commanders were so inconvenienced by their unit’s designation as infantry, 

purchasing horses and titling themselves “mounted Infantry,” reasoning that “if the nature or 

importance of the service expected from these Indians should make it desirable that they be 

mounted for a time, there is not legal impediment...”33 

Others found that the pay offered in the employment of Indian Agents or from tribal 

annuities made recruiting on some reservations relatively fruitless, as First Lieutenant John 

Kinzie learned upon trying to find soldiers on Pine Ridge in July, 1891. He observed that none 

would sign up because “Money is plenty, their ponies are fat and their crops bid fair to yield 
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more abundantly than ever before.”34 The Adjutant Generals Office responded to the initial 

lackluster response by extending offers of enlistment to all western tribes, not just the Sioux, as 

well as agreeing not to ask Indian soldiers to be stationed far from their reservations, and by 

reducing the number of scout positions to compete with from 1,000 to just 150 across the 

Army.35  

While recruiting in the Department of the Columbia Captain Jesse M. Lee gave the 

recommendation that “It is not enough for a recruiting officer to merely tack up a poster and 

invite the Indians to enlist. He must meet with them; explain to them again and again; influence 

them through every possible avenue and convince them that the enlistment is as much, or more 

for their benefit than that of the government.”36 Visiting the Rosebud Agency, First Lieutenant 

Edward E. Drave of the 6th US Cavalry told potential recruits that once they were uniformed, 

mounted, and drilled he would “take a tour around the reservation so as to show their friends 

how well they were doing.” He believed this “would be most beneficial to the Indians on the 

reserve, and the anticipation of such a trip appears very gratifying to those enlisted.”37  

At the San Carlos Reservation in Arizona, Lieutenant William G. Elliot employed the same 

strategy of marching his soldiers “before the blanket Indians, who had assembled in numbers to 

draw rations” so that his soldiers could show off their new uniforms and arms. There he 

discovered the divisions within the Apache community, watching with pleasure when one “old 

woman slipped out and made a speech complimentary to the soldiers” but was dismayed when 
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“an old man followed with one derogatory to the system of enlistment of Indian young men.” 

The elder pointed out the conflicts between the Army’s effort to Americanize through service 

and the Indian Bureau’s commitment to civilization through agriculture, observing that between 

enlistment and off-reservation work, “most of the young men had departed,” leaving few fit “to 

work the ditches & fields.”38  

Indeed it often seemed that courting influential chiefs and relatives was at least as 

important as appealing to the young men of the tribe. At Rosebud some elders objected that 

service would take young men far from their homes, a point that Edward Drave countered by 

arguing that “they had already stayed there for generations and had learned nothing more than 

they knew years ago” and convinced some of the elders who had traveled to Washington D.C. to 

agree that it “would be a good thing for them to go all over the Great Father’s country.”39 

Another officer complained that “certain old chiefs who are opposed to Indians enlisting have 

been telling the young men that by enlisting they will forfeit their right to lands allotted,” a 

misunderstanding he had to clarify in writing to satisfy his understandably skeptical audience.40  

The exertions of recruiters to fill the ranks of the newly formed companies should not 

imply that soldiers were unwitting victims within a system of deception, coercion, or 

exploitation, however. Native Americans who volunteered to serve in the United States Army 

cannot be viewed only from the perspectives of pragmatic generals or idealistic reformers, but 

also from their own perspective as individuals and groups seeking to leverage service to 

negotiate the complex demands of their own lives. The Pawnee, for example, privileged their 
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men who scouted for the Army with the title raaripákusu’, the “constant fighters.” In this role 

they fought their longtime enemies and interpreted the weapons, equipment, pay, and discharge 

papers they received not as capitulations to federal authority but as the spoils of war and tokens 

of respect due an honored ally, a pattern that satisfied existing cultural values while fulfilling 

their contracts for federal service.41 Colonel W.S. Nye would reflect in his 1937 history of Fort 

Sill, Oklahoma that “even today the veterans of Troop L [7th Cavalry] are among the most 

respected members of their tribes.” Pointing to generational motivations that often inspire young 

men of any background to enlist, he observed that “The Indians, like other nationalities, needed 

something to be proud of. The older Indians, the members of the passing generation, had their 

war exploits to talk about. But the rising generation, being forced to become farmers, had little to 

look forward to, and no way in which to distinguish themselves” outside of military service.42 

 Some bands encouraged soldiers to enlist to stabilize the often fickle flow of rations, 

using Army commissaries rather than the notoriously corrupt Indian Bureau distributors. Theo 

Schwan observed this strategy in action at Fort Keogh in 1894: “Though there are but forty-five 

enlisted men, 153 rations are drawn for 45 men, 34 women and 29 children, 108 being furnished 

by the War (subsistence) Department and charged to the Interior Department, whereas 45 rations 

in all are issued to other organizations of same strength, with soldiers families unrationed by the 

government.”43 Using the language of agricultural reformers and their commander’s influence to 

negotiate with the Indian Agency, one group of Yankton Sioux soldiers submitted a petition to 
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lease their land for 3 years to white settlers “…as by doing so it will be really to our advantage as 

the land will not remain idle but will be improved (by) cultivation, and in better condition for us 

when our term of service expires.”44 This petition also helps to reveal the Yankton’s 

contemporary knowledgeability of the evolving construction of allotment land use laws, as 

leasing property had only become legal in February of 1891, and then only for those “who by 

reason of age or other disability” were unable to personally occupy and improve their allotment, 

a category Indian soldiers would claim to occupy by the “disability” of their federal service.45  

Observing the success of petitions like this, several members of the company used the tactic 

again nearly a year later, but with quite different results. On May 20th, 1893, the Secretary of 

War received a petition from members of “I” Company, 21st Infantry that mobilized ideas of the 

home and family to request discharge. They argued that “the Army is not the place for a man 

with a family,” a sentiment that their comrades in white units would surely agree with, as 

enlisted soldiers still required an officer’s approval to marry in the 1890’s.46 A second petition 

with the signatures of all forty-eight members of the company followed, elaborating that “this 

government is always telling us to farm and we all think that would be better for us than in the 

Army.” The Adjutant carefully noted the reasons each listed for wanting discharge, summarizing 

them in brief as: “Married, have families and lands, and wish to cultivate their farms; parents 

dependent upon them; can’t speak the English language and liable to get into trouble on that 
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account.”47 Leveraging the ideals of marriage, agriculturalism, and acculturation to white society 

to portray their continued service as an impediment to further progress, the commander had no 

alternative but to forward their request for a discharge to his superiors for consideration.  

The strategy shows its sophistication through its use of the petition format, seeking legal 

redress through a neatly written essay detailing their collective complaints, signed by individuals 

together at the bottom, and followed by a tidily columned spreadsheet providing their names, 

marital statuses, and personal reasons for seeking discharge.48 That the Indian soldiers’ petitions 

turned out to be elaborate frauds only confirms the growing facility of Indian soldiers for 

leveraging the Army’s legal procedures and officers’ expectations. When the Adjutant General 

traveled to Fort Sydney to ascertain what conditions had driven “I” Company to request mass 

discharge, he was handed multiple letters from other Indian soldiers claiming that two or three 

soldiers had started the petitions and lied about its meaning and contents to gain the signatures of 

the rest, initiating a formal investigation that would take nearly a year to verify the origins of the 

“bogus petition, and that the signatures to it are not genuine.”49  
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Figure 3: “Bogus” Petition from “I” Company 21st Infantry Regiment (Page 1 of 2).50 

 

The social nature of Indian Company recruitment, which generally relied on men enlisting in 

groups with consent of their families and parts of the tribe, amounted to a sort of communal 

bargaining power for negotiating the terms of service and the government’s relationships with 
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their families. Even decisions like the quality of the equipment they were issued could be swayed 

by the collective protest of the soldiers. After hearing his “I” Company’s grievances, a 

commander in the 20th Infantry Regiment complained to the Department Adjutant “that this old 

and much worn equipment was forced upon him against his protest, a fact greatly to be regretted 

as Indians were peculiarly sensitive and prone to think that they are being discriminated against.” 

General Schofield concurred and directed that this shoddy equipment should be replaced 

immediately with “those of modern pattern and of the best quality. Nothing could be more 

unwise than to force upon these new Indian companies inferior equipment of any kind.”51 

When Lieutenant Edward Casey, an early advocate of Indian service, had been asked 

about his opinion of organizing regular Indian units among the Cheyenne and Sioux, he 

suggested selecting non-commissioned officers from among the graduates of Carlisle and other 

Indian schools to “give them an honorable and congenial employment” and “save them from a 

return to the blanket.”52 Recruiters like Edward Drave found that elders often insisted that their 

young men should only enlist if they were given positions of leadership, demanding that some be 

immediately appointed as non-commissioned officers and promises made that they could 

eventually become officers. This objection was only overcome when some of the young men 

who were former students at the Carlisle Indian Industrial Institute explained “in their own way, 

how impossible such a condition was.”53  
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This bar on promotion was seen as a temporary measure, using white officers to 

discipline the unit during its initial enlistment but ensuring that in the future there would be 

“vacancies to reward diligent and trustworthy Indians.” As part of Michael Jones’ request to 

transfer from the 7th Cavalry’s “F” troop into the all-Indian “L” Troop, Jones’ commander 

justified to the Regimental Adjutant why he didn’t fill the role with an Indian non-commissioned 

officer.54 He explained that he needed white non-commissioned officers to perform 

administrative work that “requires a special education these Indians never had – If the officers of 

the Troop are required to spend their time as clerks they will have no time for drill and the 

endless duties concerning the troop.”55 

The ubiquity of white non-commissioned officers in these units is illustrated by the 

surprised tone of Theodore Schwan’s inspection report on “L” Troop, 1st Cavalry. He remarked 

that the progress of the Indian soldiers was particularly noticeable in the First Sergeant, “a full-

blooded Indian, and a man of character, who gives his commands with much vim and in plain 

English, and is in every respect a model soldier.” He was struck that from its entirely Indian 

ranks the troop “furnishes its full quota of non-commissioned officers, trumpeters and privates 

for guard, fatigue and other post duties, as well as for detached service.” The consequence, he 

observes, is that “one or more Indian soldiers find themselves frequently associated for an entire 

day, or longer, with members of the white and colored companies at the post. In fact, no 

distinction is made between the Indian soldiers and the enlisted men of the other races at the 

post.” Repudiating the misgiving that General Schofield had held about mixing Black and Indian 
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soldiers, Schwan felt gratified to note that “the best of feeling prevails among all of them…The 

head cook, a colored infantry soldier, temporarily attached to the troop, is assisted by several 

Indian soldiers, who are making fair progress in acquiring the art of cooking and serving the 

meals.”56 

 

 
Figure 4: Photo of Oglala Indian “I” Company, 2nd Infantry, Fort Omaha, Nebraska, 1891.57 
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Finding soldiers with special skills such as cooks, farriers, and carpenters was of vital 

importance to Army units in the American west, where small formations frequently had to be 

self-sustaining.58 Within Indian companies, this challenge was met in part by seeking out Indians 

who were training on reservations or at institutes like Carlisle and Hampton. When organizing 

his troop of Cheyenne cavalrymen, Edward Casey wrote the Commissioner of Indian Affairs 

Thomas Morgan to search the Indian schools for trained carpenters, Blacksmiths, saddlers, and 

musicians, as well as “some intelligent young men …from whom I could select non-

commissioned officers.” Because many of the Indian Schools incorporated military drill and 

discipline into their curriculums, these “educated boys can take the lead from the start” the 

cavalryman insisted, increasing their “influence and moral effect.”59 The Commissioner heartily 

endorsed the project, as it reinforced his view that through education “a fervent patriotism should 

be awakened in their minds…the munificent scheme of education, devised for and offered to 

them, should be the means of awakening loyalty to the Government, gratitude to the nation, and 

hopefulness for themselves.” 60 The Superintendent of Carlisle, Richard Henry Pratt, 

occasionally assisted the Army himself in finding recruits equipped with these specialized skills, 

training originally intended to give them economic independence and pride in their craft but 

equally suited to supporting the lifestyle of a frontier soldier.   

Reports and observations of Indian soldiers once they reached their units often seemed to 

dwell on habits which seemed incidental to service, fixations which reflected assumptions that 
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had informed the initial debates over their regularization.  Second Lieutenant Samuel Seay, who 

was placed in Charge of “I” Company, 13th Infantry remarked that his charges possessed “certain 

traits which in the field are quite admirable…they are the qualities which many governments are 

continually trying to [instill] into their men…as scouts and light skirmishers Indians are without 

superiors.” His praise of their ability to master “the skirmish drill of the tacticas” and respond 

quickly to trumpet signals confirmed his belief in their inherent martial skills, fretting that “in the 

haste to ‘civilize’ the Indian soldiers their good qualities may be stamped out with their bad.”61 If 

their fieldcraft and skill at irregular warfare were the “good” to be preserved, however, Indian 

language, culture, and domestic institutions were almost universally regarded as the “bad” to be 

stamped out.62  

This focus on language and culture was not limited to the reformation of Native 

Americans, but nested within broader national efforts towards the Americanization of 

immigrants and marginally integrated populations.63 The Army of the late 19th century was 

recognized as a pathway for the integration of European immigrants, who made up more than a 

third of the Army’s enlisted force for much of the post-civil war period, some even joining the 

Army for the expressed purpose of learning English and gaining citizenship.64 Just as “foreigners 

who have been naturalized and made citizens by the operations of the courts” without 

qualification were “an element of weakness, if not peril to the country,” so it would be, one 
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Indian Agent argued, “an act of wisdom bordering upon cruelty to thrust citizenship upon the 

Indians” without a knowledge of English and American customs.65  

On an inspection tour of the newly formed Indian Companies in 1891, Assistant Adjutant 

General Theodore Schwan balanced his observations on their discipline and readiness with 

evaluations of their English proficiency, cleanliness, and adoption of American social norms. 

Reviewing one Cavalry troop, Schwan recorded with relish that “at a distance of forty or fifty 

yards, they are hardly distinguishable from the soldiers of the other companies”66  He added that 

“this troop has made considerable progress for Indians,” not just because they could drill in 

formation and had completed a tour as bridge and railroad sentries, but because they had 

mastered the camp discipline and hygiene assumed to be their cultural weakness, observing that 

“the huts of the families, barracks, and mess rooms are cleanly and neat.”67 His optimism was 

qualified by the fear that the “absence of a knowledge of the English Language is the great 

drawback to advancement, [without which] they will never be able to make sufficient progress to 

become efficient soldiers,” counting only five men who spoke it fluently and only one who 

claimed to have learned it in the service.68   

In boarding schools, English had been emphasized as essential to economic and social 

survival in a settlers’ frontier, allowing them to communicate with white neighbors and negotiate 

                                                           
65 Report of Commissioners of Indian Affairs T. J. Morgan, October 1st, 1891, ed. Wilcomb E. Washburn, The 
American Indian and the United States: A Documentary History – Volume 1 (New York: Random House, 1973), 
576. 

66 Report from Theo Schwan to Adjutant General of the Army, 16 November 1891, RG 94. 

67 Report from Theo Schwan to Adjutant General of the Army, 7 October 1894, RG 94.   

68 Report from Theo Schwan to Adjutant General of the Army, 16 November 1891, RG 94. 



 

77 
 

with merchants.69 Within the Army, defenders of the old Scout program argued that stripping 

them of their own languages would demoralize them and destroy the warrior culture that made 

them effective auxiliaries. Proponents of the all-Indian companies countered that linguistic 

conformity would wash away the vestigial barbarism preserved in language while leaving their 

warrior core receptive to the sophistication of Anglo-American thought.70 Where bonds of 

language and culture had created cohesion and esprit de corps among ethnically aligned units 

like Irish and German Volunteer Regiments in the Civil War or tribally organized Scout Units, 

by the late 19th century the Army had consciously embraced its role as an engine of assimilation, 

reflected in an 1894 law that required new enlistees who were not already citizens to declare 

their intention to become one, contingent on demonstrating an ability to read, write, and speak 

English.  

This was not only a matter of being able to issue or understand commands in combat, 

which could often be issued by trumpets or other non-verbal signals, but also to understand 

complex written orders, conduct basic clerical tasks, and to comply with and enforce military 

regulations and codes of justice. To reject speaking English seemed thus to be a rejection of the 

basic elements of military life and thereby, resistance to efforts at “civilizing” or Americanizing 

soldiers. Officers could not help but equate Indian and immigrant populations and articulate their 

differences in the language of ethnic nationalism. One Lieutenant complained that his soldiers 

fought because they were composed of “two different nations – The Apache nation and the 
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Mojave nation…they speak entirely distinct languages, are hereditary enemies and are as 

different from each other in many respects as an Italian is different from a German.”71 

While commanders of the all-Indian units consistently struggled to locate teachers or 

generate enthusiasm for English instruction among their soldiers, visual transformations could 

often be achieved more quickly. General Oliver O. Howard described how the “Mountain Crow” 

became “half-civilized” as a people “wearing partly the white man’s and partly the Indian 

costume” but stalled in their transformation because they “always preferred the tepee to the 

dwellings provided for them through the Indian Bureau.”72 An Indian Agent echoed this 

connection between outward signs and inward transformations, remarking that “The 

disappearance of blanket and breech clout, of long hair and highly painted faces, although mere 

external signs, marks the commencement of a change of heart and moral nature.”73 In Indian 

boarding schools this transformation was captured with staged before-and-after photos of 

students; in the Army it was exhibited in the tidy uniformity of military dress, formations, and 

bearing. 74    

The report then that an Indian Company “presented a soldierly appearance; their uniform 

is neatly fitted to their persons, and in equipment and dress, including foot-wear, they conform 

strictly to the requirements of the Regulations” could apply to any well-ordered unit in the Army, 

                                                           
71 William Elliot, “Report of March of Co. I, 9th Inf., from Whipple Barracks to Fort Huachuca, A.T,” 16 January 
1892, RG94, 13. 

72 Howard seemed to not to recognize his own personal responsibility for the impoverishment or displacement of the 
reservations under his charge as Commander of the Department of the Platte, Columbia, and later Military Division 
of the Pacific. Oliver Otis Howard, My Life and Experiences Among Our Hostile Indians (Hartford, CT: A.D. 
Worthington & Company, 1907), 445. 

73 Peter E. Traub, “Sioux Winter Campaign – Winter of 1890-91,” 1926, in The Papers of the Order of Indian Wars, 
ed. John M. Carroll (Fort Collins, CO: The Old Army Press, 1975), 73. 

74 On pictoralism at Carlisle see Peter Mauro, The Art of Americanization at the Carlisle Indian School 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2011), 120. 



 

79 
 

but that was the point. If the standards of dress and comportment drilled into recruits were 

considered “civilized” by American society, then the degree of their adoption was assumed to 

serve as a metric of Indian progress. Inspecting “L” Troop of the 3rd Cavalry, Colonel C.H. 

Carleton was pleased to pronounce the soldiers so “well behaved and neat in their dress and 

appearance” that often at least one of the three non-commissioned officers and privates they sent 

for daily guard duty was selected as “the cleanest man of the entire guard and was credited with a 

tour as orderly,” an honor they completely intensely for with the white soldiers of the regiment.75  

Inspecting “I” Company, 20th Infantry, Theodore Schwan would emphasize the 

completeness and rapidity of this transformation, remarking that ‘the general appearance of the 

company was excellent, a fact which is all the more noteworthy and gratifying when it is 

remembered that six months ago all of its members were long-haired, unkempt, and unclean 

Indians.”76 While the inspections had the enforcement of Army-wide standards in mind, it was 

clear that expectations for Indian soldiers were lower, merely meeting them counting as 

remarkable progress. Where promotors of Indian Scouts had emphasized the distinctiveness of 

Native Americans as warriors and sought to preserve their idiosyncratic styles of dress and 

combat, within the regular Indian companies these previously fetishized traits of individuality 

and irregularity became threatening signs of insubordination and backwardness. 

Ramrod postures, short haircuts, and fresh uniforms were only part of the visual 

transformation of the Indian soldiers, a process that extended to the intimate practices of bathing. 

Anne McClintock points out that soap and bathing often served as metrics of civilization, the 
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substance and ritual of modernity that contrasted with indigenous filthiness.77 At the Hampton 

Institute, Booker T. Washington emphasized the same connection between Indian civilization and 

cleanliness, recording that “Many of them are a good while learning that their under garments must 

be kept clean and frequently changed. I have noticed recently that some of them are beginning to 

shave – a strange thing for an Indian.78 Washington used the Institute’s journal The Southern 

Workman to publicize the school’s efforts at education and uplift, but clearly focused on the 

elements that would seem to separate unimproved from reformed Black and Indian students. 

Observing the transformation of one student, Bear’s Heart, he wrote that “His long hair and 

moccasins he has long since forgotten, and instead of the weak, dirty, ignorant piece of humanity 

that he was, with no correct ideas of this life or the next- his only ambition being to fight the white 

man – he goes back a strong, decent, Christian man, with the rudiments of an English education, 

and hands trained to earn himself a living at the carpenter’s bench or on the farm.”79 

Commanders sometimes seemed more concerned with training their troops in civilized 

conduct than developing their proficiency for combat. Many of the units undertook long-distance 

marches with the ostensible purpose of surveying terrain, but commanders’ reports suggest that 

the Indian soldiers themselves were the object of scrutiny. One commander who left detailed 

reports of these marches was Lieutenant William G. Elliot, who would command three separate 

all-Indian “I” companies in the 9th, 12th, and 13th Infantry and conduct long-distance training 
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marches with each.80 Elliot’s evaluations of his troops reflect contemporary assumptions about 

Indians’ alcoholism, violence, and carelessness with money. He expressed pride in leading “the 

first march performed by Indian troops through a civilized portion of our country” when “I” 

Company, 12th Infantry departed Mt. Vernon Barracks, Alabama. He insisted that they had 

demonstrated their capacity as “well deciplined [sic] and capable soldiers” and combatted “the 

prejudice against arming these particular Indians in this section,” which had compelled him to 

take the precaution of issuing his soldiers blanks instead of ball cartridges until they crossed west 

of the Mississippi.81 

 He even went so far as to camp in the vicinity of Mobile for two days in order to “test 

the Indians thoroughly,” ensuring the company received their full pay of over $2,000 and be 

freely given passes into the city. The result was only two arrests for drunkenness and three 

soldiers returning in an intoxicated but orderly state, satisfying him that “the conduct of the men 

was most exceptionally good, and would reflect credit upon any command.” He found humor in 

their habit of spending their pay liberally when “buying trinkets for their wives and children” but 

judged it innocuous compared to “the usual conduct of white troops upon reaching a city after a 

long march with an abundant supply of money.” The citizens of Mobile evidently agreed, 

complementing the unit on its “quiet behavior, good order and thorough drill”. 82 

Marching into the city of Florence, Arizona on “A Windy, disagreeable day” in 

November 1892, the soldiers of Eliot’s next command, “I” company, 9th Infantry, deliberately 
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slowed the march to a near halt and then “nearly ran me off of my feet … as a little joke,” both a 

sign of growing rapport with Eliot and a symptom of their boredom, creating an opportunity to 

test their discipline, thrift, and sobriety in another setting. The young lieutenant granted liberty 

until eleven in the evening “on the general principle, so often violated, that as much liberty as the 

interests of discipline will allow should be given over and the Black sheep who take advantage 

thereof be punished.” With glee he reported the next day that “I have never had cause to regret 

being guided by this idea…No drunkenness occurred in Florence,” an observation he confirmed 

in his summary of the march, attesting that “…no man was drunk en route from Whipple 

Barracks to Fort Huachuca as far as I know.”83 This confidence in the loyalty and discipline of 

his soldiers was considered proven when he gave his men leave in proximity to reservations, 

where the assumption was that Indians might desert if given a population they could hide 

amongst. Eliot reported with satisfaction that “Pvt. Beecher [was] given pass to go via Coyote 

Hole in Mescal Mts. To turn up at San Carlos the next day” and that “At Riverside Corporal 

Howell & Private Black were given pass to go to San Carlos via the San Pedro river on which 

their people live. All these men reported back on time.”84  

Approaching reservations gave Eliot a chance to contrast the progress of his men against 

those under the supervision of the Indian Bureau, but also revealed his soldiers’ ambivalence 

with their own transformations. While wagons carried provisions, tentage, and the sick, soldiers 

were expected to carry their personal equipment and supplies on their person, mostly rolled 

tightly within a blanket that doubled as a pack when slung over the shoulder. Though Eliot’s 

soldiers had displayed no discomfort in carrying the packs in previous months, when they neared 
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San Carlos they requested to load their blankets in the wagon, which he refused until he surmised 

their request came from “fear of ridicule at the hands of apaches living along the San Carlos 

River, for in Indian life it is the women who carry the packs.” He accommodated his soldiers 

request and never again compelled them to carry their blankets as long as there was sufficient 

wagon space, defending that it freed his soldiers to mingle with the inhabitants of the reservation, 

though “no man was allowed to shy from the column.” 85  

Some officers found that enlisting Indians not only transformed the soldiers, but also 

helped bring about the state of peace and social reform that Schofield and Proctor had initially 

hoped for. Returning his soldiers to the San Carlos Reservation after his lengthy training march, 

Lieutenant Elliot boasted that “the removal of so many young men by enlistment has produced a 

state of quiet unknown in years.” As evidence he calculated that for the year and a half tenure of 

his service as the acting Indian Agent at San Carlos, there were 16 killings within a radius of 25 

miles from the Agency, but “now there has not been a killing for months…a rigid enforcement of 

the civil criminal code has had the effect of making the savages more regardful of human life.”86 

Despite this, Elliot doubted the long-term prospects for the experiment, acidly concluding that 

the soldiers of “I” Company, 12th Infantry “are still barbarians, the mere putting them in uniform 

has not made them civilized soldiers, they never will become civilized soldiers, the shape of their 

heads will not admit it.” Indian soldiers could be trained in “obedience to orders in camp and the 

march” but would reject the “discipline of the dull routine of garrison,” echoing the trope of the 
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Indian warrior who relished combat but was unfit for civilized pursuits, requiring the stern 

supervision of his social and racial superiors.87  

First Lieutenant John H. Beacon, commanding “I” Company, 3rd Infantry at Fort Sully, 

South Dakota perceptibly noted that by closely replicating the structure and deployment of 

regular infantry units, Indian companies also inherited the morale problems endemic to isolated 

garrisons. Rather than viewing the frontier as a primitive paradise in which Indians should be 

naturally content, he reported that his twenty three soldiers “…have no associates whatever 

outside their own number and the sense of loneliness that this produces is heightened by the fact 

that they are stationed at a post whose surroundings are wholly devoid of interest.”88 He 

proposed to dissolve his company and distribute the soldiers across other units to fill their 

recruiting shortages, reasoning that “They are ready for a change of station at any time for 

having neither their wives nor children with them they are not burdened with the impediment of 

most Indian Companies; and besides, as all of them are serving hundreds of miles from their 

homes they have not acquired any local attachment.”89 That the lack of families or local 

attachments was considered an asset and not a liability pointed to systemic issues with the 19th 

century Army’s relationship with its own soldiers and society, one that undermined morale 

across the force and proved a critical fault in the recruitment and retention of Indian soldiers.  

Ultimately the effort to create and maintain all-Indian companies was dismissed as a 

failed experiment, never publicly terminated but slowly asphyxiated through bureaucratic 

neglect. Much as the defeated Burnside Bill of 1878 had sought to eliminate African-American 
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service by targeting sources of Black recruitment, the Army relied on the expiration of 

enlistments and the liberal granting of early discharges to cull the ranks of the Indian companies 

to near zero by 1897. Army officers registered a declining threat from Indian tribes, the original 

justification for forming the companies, and consistently voiced frustration with the difficulty of 

transforming their charges. The Indian soldiers themselves expressed a disinterest in five year 

enlistments and relocation, chafed under paternalistic treatment, and desired to return home to 

families and to seek other economic opportunities.90 The 1891 bill that had formed the Indian 

Companies had also reduced the total authorization for Indian scouts to only 150 across the 

Army and reductions in scouting pay meant to encourage regular enlistments had reduced its 

appeal, so that by June 30th 1897, there were only seventy-four Indian Scouts contracted to the 

Army, a number that would continue to decline until Pershing’s Punitive Expedition into Mexico 

and the outbreak of the First World War.91  

To some, the failure wasn’t in the Indians themselves, but in the effort to incorporate 

them as regulars. As General George Crooke’s Aid-de-Camp explained, “We cannot get them to 

act automatically as drilled soldiers do. Their best quality is their originality, and as soon as this 

is destroyed or impaired their efficiency goes with it.”92 In providing an obituary for the 

experiment in 1896 the Army Aid Association’s Battle Flag opined that the failure of Indian 

Companies provided “an interesting illustration of the relative aptitude of the Indians and the 

Negroes for regular military service…after a fair trial the former are condemned while the latter 

have firmly established the reputation for soldierly qualities which they won in war time.”93 For 
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this journal, and the Army at large, Civil War service still proved to be the standard of valor and 

all that followed was a coda of questionable merit. The white and Black soldiers who had 

defended the Union seized claims to service that Native-Americans, who were cast as both friend 

and foe, objects of both pity and hate, struggled to muster in the Civil War or since.  

By examining the debates over, and consequences of, recruiting all-Indian companies 

into the United States Army, they are revealed as something representative and consequential in 

American domestic and foreign policy, rather than an “experiment on the closing frontier.”94 As 

Army officers imagined the value of incorporating Native Americans into the forces of the 

United States, they necessarily reflected on the altogether meritorious service of the African-

American “Buffalo Soldier” regiments since 1866, contemplating expanding formal military 

service beyond strict bi-racial categorization into one of cautious and limited plurality, a reality 

they would confront in the aftermath of the Spanish American war and the acquisition of Cuba, 

Puerto Rico, and the Philippines. While officers compared notes about enlisting colonial ethnic 

forces with rival empires, Native Americans enlisted, fought, bartered, and protested as soldiers 

have always done, offering their service from a wide variety of motives and envisioned futures. 

Understanding the intersection of the late 19th century revolution in military affairs being 

assessed and addressed by the United States Army with the society-shaking changes being 

contested within and between Native American nations, the individual and collective service of 

Native Americans at the end of the 19th century offers a series of critical bridges between 

empires, eras, and ideologies.  
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For the officers and soldiers who would fight America’s next wars in Cuba, Puerto Rico, 

the Philippines, and beyond, however, the experience of fighting against and alongside Native 

Americans would quickly prove its vital relevance. John J. Pershing, who commanded Indian 

Scouts on the frontier and would recall them for service in his Punitive Expedition in 1916, 

lamented the end of the experiment, remarking that “it would have been an excellent idea to have 

formed one or two permanent regiments of them, as we had with the Negroes.”95 Though the 

Army’s missions of overseas conquest and occupation were cast as new, the practices of 

irregular warfare and colonial administration had been well rehearsed in the American west, and 

the lessons learned in incorporating segregated Black and Indian units into the Army would 

prove invaluable in raising units of colonial ethnic troops who would help govern and legitimize 

a newly acquired American empire at the turn of the century. 
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Figure 5: Photo of all-Indian “I” Company, 2nd Infantry, Fort Omaha, Nebraska, 1892.96 
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CHAPTER 4: 

American Empire and Colonial Ethnic Forces 

 

 “Wherever the flag of England floats there you will find garrisons selected from her 
colonists, and her own Regular Army is rarely called upon for service except in sudden 
emergencies or the event of war. Her example must soon be followed by us in our tropical 
possessions unless we wish to establish a mill for the physical degeneration of the flower of our 
army, and a further apology for the extension of our pension roles.”1 

Louis L. Seaman, Former Major-Surgeon First Regt. U.S. Volunteer Engineers and 
Consulting Physician to the New York Colored Orphan Asylum, 1899.  

 

 The pivot of national focus, and consequently the United States Army’s mission, from 

continental consolidation and the enforcement of Indian policy to overseas imperialism at the 

end of the 19th century marks a critical juncture in the history of American foreign policy and 

global history. As the United States stripped Spain of its Pacific and Caribbean colonies it had 

neither a coherent plan for their incorporation nor a consensus of opinion on whether it had any 

business doing so in the first place. Though a mélange of political, economic, and racial 

arguments would prevent their complete annexation, the nation took up the “burden” of 

governance as a moral imperative, consciously contrasting their style of rule with those of 

European powers. Although at times it seemed to echo the ideologies and mimic the practices of 

old world colonizers, American imperial administrators and Army officers articulated and 

enacted a distinct style of American colonialism that limited its territorial expansion, emphasized 

progressive reform as a goal rather than a justification, and incorporated vital, if critically 

constrained, elements of democracy and self-determination into colonial constitutions.  
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The United States’ modes of organizing, governing, and transforming native peoples in 

Cuba, Puerto Rico, Hawaii, the Philippines, and its other overseas territories did borrow from, 

and contribute to European imperial practices, but they also demonstrate important continuities 

between federal Indian policies and the conquest and administration of its new empire. Just as 

Indian policy had wielded schemes of “civilization” in one hand and the threat of violence in the 

other, so these colonies also fell under joint civil and military governance, often led by reformers 

and Army officers who earned their stripes in the Indian wars. These continuities, however, are 

not simply the products of mental inflexibility, institutional inertia, or the transference of racial 

stereotypes. Rather, they represent the measured and thoroughly debated conclusion that the 

methods and ideologies of Indian policy and frontier governance were generally appropriate for 

colonial rule abroad.  

While the physical, social, and political geographies of the island colonies were vastly 

different from the American west, the techniques of conquest and administration remained 

familiar: the practice of leveraging tribal divisions and controlling movement and food supplies 

to combat insurgencies; incorporating native peoples into the imperial hierarchy as low level 

administrators, judges, policemen, and soldiers; the application of political, social, and economic 

reforms to inculcate American norms; and the conscious promotion of these efforts as a virtuous 

necessity, the articulation of a distinctly American style of imperialism. Even when colonial 

experiences diverged from domestic precedents, these too reflected a feature that had defined the 

frontier, the pragmatic adaptation to local exigencies. The relatively small size of the frontier and 

colonial Armies compared to the territory and populations they were expected to control, the 

isolation of its garrisons, and the relative autonomy of military commanders in determining 

courses of operations and policies required the tailoring of general regulations to particular 
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circumstances, the features of which were frequently contested by, or negotiated with, natives 

and colonial subjects. While this decentralized structure inevitably introduced inconsistencies 

and frustrations, as historian Samuel Watson observes, this was an Army which nevertheless 

“...could be effective without being efficient, or even highly proficient” because of its 

institutional adaptability.2 

In both frontier and colonial contexts, the recruitment of natives as regular or auxiliary 

forces proved to be a critical local adaptation that could increase the Army’s ability to maintain 

stability and control of territory and populations, transform young men into role models of 

patriotic service, and help to inculcate and institutionalize the habits and values of the American 

Army, which viewed itself as a distinctive and vital element in protecting and spreading the 

traditions of democratic governance. Army officers who displayed an enthusiasm for African 

American, Native American, or colonial natives’ service in the armed forces seldom rationalized 

it solely on the grounds of military necessity, rather they included comparative calculations of 

imperial power in their justifications, tallying the military potential, economic vitality, and social 

influence of the United States against prospective rivals abroad. Accordingly, efforts to enlist, 

employ, and reform non-white or foreign-born soldiers through military service in the fifty years 

after the end of the American Civil War took place in a broader international and transnational 

context in which moral and military objectives were often seen as complementary. Debates over 

the techniques and limits of human improvement, developments in social, political, and racial-

biological sciences, and military-economic rivalries between nations demanded the exchange and 
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comparison of progressive methodologies, a process in which armies were prominent 

stakeholders.3  

For many American officers the most visible manifestations of their nation’s 

advancement was the progress of its armed forces, measured in technological achievements, 

battlefield results, and a rising regard for the United States amongst its imperial rivals and allies. 

The speed and totality of the victory won by the relatively small armed forces of the United 

States over Spain in 1898 seemed to point towards an American way of war marrying high 

technology with republican principles, winning “With guns built according to scientific 

deduction, untried in battle and differing in many respect from those of the fighting nations, and 

entrusted to men unused to war” as there were too few of “the bronzed and hardened veterans of 

the Western frontier to serve even as models and teachers.”4 Though most of these citizen-

soldiers remained state-side during the Spanish American War to endure the lethally unsanitary 

conditions of hastily built training camps, the performance of the Navy announced the arrival of 

the United States on the stage of global inter-imperial competition, prompting grandiloquent 

prophesies of the war’s import: 

“The civilized world, the world of mighty armies, like Germany’s, and of great navies, like 
England’s, watched and listened while we fought, and agree with us, and even before us, that the 
results are in a peculiar sense momentous beyond compare in modern times. Men’s minds all over 
Christendom are impressed with the brief chronicle whose swift events have set a gauge upon the 
powers of other nations, and perhaps permanently changed the destiny of our own...the old virility 
of a fighting race still runs in the American blood…we are now in the flush of acknowledged power 
– a gigantic world-power that can, if it will, make of the wide Pacific an American lake.”5 
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Figure 6: Naval modernization under Alfred Thayer Mahan and Theodore Roosevelt 
reflected inter-imperial competition and exchanges.6 

 

By the end of the 19th Century politicians and senior military officer around the world 

had begun to build an international and inter-imperial consciousness, where progress and power 

were measured on terms relative to their rivals. In this context, the conquests of rising powers 

like rapidly industrializing Japan could invite the admiration, envy, and even fear of observers in 

Europe and the United States. In the wake of Japan’s convincing victory in the 1894 Sino-

Japanese War, for example, the Boston Herald recorded that “This event changes the entire 

position of Japan…with the Western world. Last week the Japanese Empire, although known to 
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be inhabited by a progressive people was rated…on a low plane of intelligence and efficiency 

when compared with the Western nations…but in consequence of this victory, won by the 

utilization of the most approved methods of warfare, the world’s estimate of Japan must be 

recast.” The ex-secretary of the American legation to Peking went so far as to praise the Japanese 

as defenders of “reform and progress” in Asia.7  

Still, the standards of comparative power and progress for officers in the United States 

Army were not the Japanese imperial forces or the rising capabilities of South American 

republics, but the established imperial powers of Europe.8 When the Commanding General of the 

Army, Nelson A. Miles, undertook an inspection tour of the armies and administrations of the 

world, he visited only Germany, France, Britain, Japan, and China, emerging with skeptical 

estimates of the true potential of the latter nations.9 While inspecting the embattled Greek and 

Turkish Armies in 1897, he also had the opportunity to observe a detachment of the Russian 

Army whom he deemed “capable of greater endurance in the field than any other in Europe.”10 

These tours also confirmed his high opinions of the French and German Armies, which he 
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89. 
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World, ed. David Prior (New York: Fordham University Press, 2018), 213. On the expansion and comparative 
strength of South American Navies, see Thomas Jameson, “The War of the Pacific, Technology, and U.S. Naval 
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published in his travel memoir Military Europe: A Narrative of Personal Observation and 

Personal Experience. Though Miles’ writing was not particularly well received and his personal 

habits made him disliked, one aide remarking that “he reads a minimum and his opinions are not 

at all well founded… This absence of general knowledge, his great vanity…are sufficient to 

cause friction wherever he goes,” the habit of senior officers observing foreign forces at the least 

indicates a willingness to learn from their innovations.11 

While leading reformers in the Army fought to justify the cost of the expansion and 

technological modernization needed to compete with other powers, some pointed to the example 

of the far-flung British Empire, which seemed to sustain itself entirely on Naval power and 

colonial troops. To these advocates, the British use of local tribes and ethnic groups for police, 

garrison, and even combat duty seemed to offer an example the United States could follow. It 

took little imagination to translate the practice of employing segregated African American Units, 

Indian Scouts, and Native American companies into a broader vision of a greater United States 

empire, garrisoned by indigenous forces deemed best suited for its various far flung territories. 

Advocates of these forces touted the low costs of recruitment, transportation, and sustainment, 

their knowledge of their geographic and cultural terrain, and their biological adaptations to the 

tropics. Furthermore, allowing colonized people access to pathways for voluntary military 

service seemed to support their transition towards capitalism, democracy, and eventual self-rule 

by imparting work discipline, waged labor, patriotism, and civic responsibility.12 
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This does not mean that these lofty ambitions were not also reinforced by local and 

immediate military exigencies. For the invasion and occupation of Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the 

Philippines, for example, the Army organized African American soldiers into “immune” 

regiments out of the belief that they would prove resistant to tropical diseases, even waiving the 

medical qualifications of Black nurses to work in yellow-fever wards.13 For ambitious young 

officers like John J. Pershing, who had earned his nickname “Black Jack” for serving with 

African American troops in the 10th Cavalry, the command of a racially immune “imperial 

guard” seemed a promising assignment in a moment when the future of the Army seemed to lay 

in service in the tropics.14 One physician endorsed this trend by arguing that not only was the 

disease regime of the equatorial regions hostile to white men, the very effects of tropical sunlight 

caused a list of tropical diseases, including exhaustion, apespsia, neurasthenia, insanity, amnesia, 

the migraine-like “sun-pain,” cardiac feebleness, anemia, vasomotor disturbances, and even 

suicide. Believing these were caused primarily by the chemical breakdown of biological tissue 

under the sun’s radiation, these diseases were predicted to be more prevalent in pale blonds and 

bald men whose ancestors had foregone “the evolution of such opaque masses of hair” that 

tropical natives used for protection.15  

                                                           
13 On “immune” regiments see Willard B. Gatewood, Black Americans and the White Man’s Burden, 1898-1903 
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97 
 

Even those who disagreed with this hypothesis, pointing out that research into 

bacteriology had “destroyed theories of the climactic origins of disease, and thereby robbed the 

tropical climate of many of its terrors,” still focused on race as a critical consideration in colonial 

ventures. The chairman of the Philippine Civil Service Board, Dr. William S. Washburn, 

highlighted these anxieties when he reported that the “failures of the white race to live in the 

tropics and maintain health,” were a consequence of the “non-observance of the rules of 

personal, domestic, and public hygiene.”16 Between the lines a contemporary reader would have 

understood this as a reference to the growing fear that the “unhygienic” practices of Black 

colonists and sexual intermingling with natives would in fact make them conduits for disease, a 

belief that was a pernicious side effect of the advances of sanitary sciences, which increasingly 

coupled cleanliness and whiteness with claims to civilization and modernity.17 Where previously 

some boosters had proposed using African-American settlers as “children of the tropics” to seed 

American citizens and institutions amongst the islands of the archipelago, by the end of first 

decade of the 20th century, epidemiology and racial fears had sharply curtailed the opportunities 

for African-Americans to participate in colonial schemes outside of military service.18   

                                                           
16 Washburn, William S. "The Relation Between Climate And Health, with Special Reference to American 
Occupation of the Philippine Islands." The American Journal of the Medical Sciences 130.3 (1905), 497. The 
implications of this research were not lost on colonial officials or the doctor who authored this particular report; he 
bluntly concludes for the reader that “If acclimation is possible, colonization is possible. The listing of numerous 
British and German sources in his bibliography suggests rival empires had begun to reach the same conclusions 
regarding their tropical territories.  

17 Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather, passim. 

18 Even then, deployments of Black Regiments to the Philippines were cancelled on at least one occasion for fear of 
Black sexual violence against Filipino women, a perception that Black officers fought hard to refute, as is detailed in 
the following chapter. Ikuko Asaka, Tropical Freedom: Climate, Settler Colonialism, and Black Exclusion in the 
Age of Emancipation (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, 2017), 199 
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Figure 7: Colonial boosters found familiar comfort in racial comparisons and touted 
the ingenuity and productivity of “primitive” adaptations to local conditions.19 

 

In addition to the medical, logistical, and manpower problems which might be solved by 

recruiting from amongst the populations of the occupied colonies, they also brought in vital 

geographic, cultural, and social knowledge. This was essential for the peaceful administration of 

civil affairs, but also formed a bridge between older norms of conduct and the new legal codes 

being drafted by the Military Governors of the United States’ new territories. Just as Indian 

Bureau agents on reservations had found recruiting Indian police and judges expedient and 

                                                           
19 Our War With Spain: The Army and Navy, Cuba, Puerto Rico, Hawaii and the Philippines (Chicago: Belford, 
Middlebrook & Co., 1898), np.] 
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effective for inculcating the United States’ legal customs into tribal government and social 

norms, so recruiting colonial ethnic police forces promised to do the same. In Porto Rico, 

between October 1899 and April 1900 alone, the military governor issued over four separate 

bound volumes of laws, governing everything from the establishment of mandatory schooling 

and construction of telegraph systems to the taxation of liquor and issuing of fishing licenses. 

Municipal holidays were modified to match the rhythms of American civil government, 

including closing public facilities to celebrate Thanksgiving, the Fourth of July, and George 

Washington’s Birthday, dates with little immediate significance to Puerto Rican residents. Most 

importantly, however, was the reassertion of the colonial state’s monopoly on violence, 

outlawing dueling and severely restricting who could possess firearms, giving the Porto Rico 

Insular police forces the sole authority to “…seize all classes of evil doers, deserters from the 

Army and Navy, and escaped prisoners, and to deliver said offenders to the proper authorities.”20 

These forces would be augmented with the symbols of newfound authority, as the 

military governor decreed that the national colors of the United States must be flown over “all 

important public and municipal buildings in Porto Rico,” to include public schools when they 

were in session.21 While raising the flag over city hall clearly demonstrated a transition of 

imperial power and the governance of the United States, its presence over the halls of learning 

held an expressly didactic purpose, to promote “patriotic education and loyalty among school 

                                                           
20 Circular Number 39: Regulations for the Government of the Insular Police, November 16th 1899 in Military 
Orders Having the Force of Law Promulgated by the Commanding General Department of Porto Rico from October 
18th 1899 to April 30th 1900, Vol. I (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1901). 

21 General Orders No. 208, December 13th 1899 in Military Orders Having the Force of Law Promulgated by the 
Commanding General Department of Porto Rico from October 18th 1899 to April 30th 1900, Vol. I (Washington 
D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1901). 
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children.”22 When the Lafayette Post of the Grand Army of the Republic, a Civil War veterans 

association, donated over six hundred flags to the military government of Porto Rico, the 

presentation ceremonies dripped with patriotic sentiment. Describing the ceremony in San Juan, 

one member of the post estimated there were over 1,200 school children in attendance to listen to 

the 11th infantry band play “My County, ‘tis of Thee” and witness “three cheers for the United 

States, President McKinley, Lafayette Post, and General Brooke” before removing their hats and 

bowing their heads as a courtesy during the band’s rendition of “The Star Spangled Banner.”23 

The main address at the ceremony by Lieutenant Colonel Allen C. Blakewell spelled out the 

connections between the flags and the schools, telling the assembled educators “I commend the 

flag to you as a text-book of freedom. Tell these children of its birth, its history, its glorious 

achievements; tell them that under its government every child is of noble birth and every son 

may become a ruler.”24 

                                                           
22 Wilbur F. Brown, ed. History of the Gift of Six Hundred National Flags to the Schools of Porto Rico by Lafayette 
Post, No. 140,  Department of New York Grand Army of the Republic, 1800 (New York: Published Privately by the 
Post, 1899), 15. 

23 Wilbur F. Brown, ed. History of the Gift of Six Hundred National Flags, 23. 

24 Wilbur F. Brown, ed. History of the Gift of Six Hundred National Flags, 35. 
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Figure 8: Army officers viewed instruction in patriotism as a critical component of 
colonial administration.25 

 

Beyond their contributions to their own stability and governance, some U.S. military 

officers also started to consider how the peoples of the new colonies might contribute to their 

own defense in the future, or perhaps even to augment the strength of the United States’ new 

empire at large. These officers focused on the capabilities of “warlike” peoples and discussed 

their progress and proximity to civilization, evaluations based in part on martial race theories 

pioneered in the Indian subcontinent. British imperialists proposed that environmental 

conditioning and Aryan heritage favored groups like the Pathans, Sikhs, and Gurkhas, who were 

                                                           
25 Our War With Spain: The Army and Navy, Cuba, Puerto Rico, Hawaii and the Philippines (Chicago: Belford, 
Middlebrook & Co., 1898), np. 
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believed to be hardy, masculine, and undegenerated by heat or miscegenation. Pathans were 

described as “brave, loyal and devoted,” Gurkhas as “brilliantly courageous, cheerful, staunch, 

and dogged,” while the Sikh were “splendid soldiers in physique, in character, and resolute 

bravery.” These virtues of course did not place them on the same plane as the Englishman, as 

none of them “could pass examinations or reach a standard of education as some think should be 

exacted of soldiers, but both have the true soldierly instinct.” Hindu soldiers of the Rajput and 

Mahratta were considered second-rate troops by the end of the 19th century, with one officer 

remarking that “peace, civilization, as well as our own neglect” had been the causes of their 

physical and moral decline.26 The impact of these theories on recruitment in Britain’s Indian 

Army was significant: by 1893 soldiers assessed as ‘martial’ composed 44 percent of the Indian 

Army. By 1914, that number had increased to 75 percent.27 

 This racial theorizing layered on top of the political machinations of officers with limited 

billets and prospects for promotion, who would play up the ferocity and importance of combat on 

the northern frontier of the sub-continent where their Sikh and Gurkha warriors were employed 

in intra-imperial warfare, just as United States Army officers emphasized the ferocity of the 

“warlike” Native American tribes in frontier conflicts.28 While General of the Army John M. 

Schofield and Secretary of War Redfield Proctor had little success in their project of organizing 

companies of Native American soldiers to pacify and protect the frontier, British officers 

recognized their own native troops as an indispensable element of British power and a defining 

aspect of their service in the Indian subcontinent.  

                                                           
26 Edwin H.H. Collen, “The Indian Army” in The Empire and the Century: A Series of Essays on Imperial Problems 
and Possibilities by Various Writers (London: John Murray Publishing of Albemarle Street, 1905), 673.  

27 Heather Streets, Martial Races, 100.  

28 Heather Streets, Martial Races, 95.  
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One British author, Colonel Sir Francis Younghusband, reminded his readers that “When 

we talk of having conquered India, it would be ungenerous of us to forget that it was with the aid 

of Indian soldiers, and it is with their aid that we now hold it.”29 But these soldiers were not only 

necessary for the defense of India; soldiers from across the British Empire were employed in the 

Boer War and were calculated into British mobilization plans against Russia and Germany.30 

This pattern was by no means unique to the British Empire, rather it became a near universal 

feature of colonial expansion. As Janne Lahti observes in his study of the global patterns of 

imperialism, colonial armies were typically “multiethnic assemblages of men with varied 

geographic and cultural backgrounds, multiple understandings of violence, and different 

motivations,” organized into hierarchies of race, class, and culture.31 

In Africa, the European scramble for territory was invariably accompanied by the 

practice of recruiting and arming native auxiliaries as modern light infantry, often applying their 

national varieties of martial race theories in selecting favored groups. For example, British 

recruitment among the Kamba in East Africa was based on the conviction that “…there is not a 

race in East Africa like them for undergoing privations, or fighting.”32 German officers likewise 

branded the Sudanese Askari as “Black landsknecht,” invoking an association with the 

romanticized German mercenary troops of the 15th and 16th centuries.33 This comparison was not 

                                                           
29 Francis Younghusband, “Our True Relationship with India” in The Empire and the Century: A Series of Essays on 
Imperial Problems and Possibilities by Various Writers (London: John Murray Publishing of Albemarle Street, 
1905), 617. 

30 Douglas E. Delaney, The Imperial Army Project: Britain and the Land Forces of the Dominions and India, 1902-
1945 (New York: University of Oxford Press, 2017), 43. 

31 Janne Lahti, The American West and the World: Transnational and Comparative Perspectives (New York: 
Routledge, 2019), 103. 

32 Myles Osborne, Ethnicity and Empire in Kenya: Loyalty and Martial Race Theory among the Kamba, c. 1800 to 
the Present (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 56. 

33 Michelle R. Moyd, Violent Intermediaries: African Soldiers, Conquest, and Everyday Colonialism in German 
East Africa (Athens: Ohio University Press, 48. 
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intended to imply any dreams of assimilating African soldiers into German society, either 

continental or colonial, but rather describe a coherence between German and Askari conceptions 

of manliness. This was accompanied by a conscious and well publicized effort to civilize the 

Askari through instruction in regulated time, dress, order, hygiene, and sexual habits, a mode of 

military paternalism that American officers leading Native American soldiers would have found 

intimately familiar.34 The French, as much as their rivals, pinned their imperial hopes on raising 

a large African force to conquer, pacify, and govern their colonial territories. Some French 

officers, like Charles Mangin, even saw recruiting from African colonies as a way to balance 

German strength on the continent. In his influential Force Noire, Mangin imagined gaining 

retribution for the embarrassing defeat of France in the 1871 Franco-Prussian War by employing 

200,000 African soldiers from western Sudan on the continent, transmogrifying them into 

“bayonets which do not reason, do not retreat, do not forgive.”35 

Examples like Robert Baden-Powel’s use of indigenous scouts in Afghanistan as well as 

Zulu, Elminas, and Adansi Scouts in African campaigns were also well known to officers in the 

United States Army, even before he published his famous Aids to Scouting, which was later 

adapted into the first manual for the Boy Scouts Association.36 After the United States began to 

organize regular indigenous units in its overseas territories, many would still look enviously 

                                                           
34 Michelle R. Moyd, Violent Intermediaries, 104.  

35 Myron Echenberg, Colonial Conscripts: The Tirailleurs Senegalais in French West Africa, 1857-1960 
(Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann Educational Books, Inc., 1991), 28.  

36 Allan D. Marple, “The Philippine Scouts: A Case Study in the Use of Indigenous Soldiers, Northern Luzon, The 
Philippine Islands, 1899,” Master Thesis, U.S. Army Command and General Staff College, Fort Leavenworth, KS 
1983, 29. Powell’s popularity stemmed from his role in relieving the siege of Mafeking during the Boer War, using 
the locally recruited Rhodesian and Bechuanaland Regiments as well as the Mafeking Cadet Corps of boys, some as 
young as 11, who ran messages during the siege. The motto of the modern Boy Scouts to “be prepared” is a 
fragment of his invocation in the original 1908 manual, which read “be prepared to die for your country if need be, 
so that when the moment arrives you may charge home with confidence, not caring whether you are going to be 
killed or not.” 
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towards the size and diversity of European empires, with one Army captain editorializing in 

1901 that:  

"…the more an American travels in the Orient, the more he realizes that our country is 
indeed an amateur in the colonizing business. And setting aside all questions of national 
expediency, we would do well to set about organizing native forces, if for no other reason than 
that the veteran colonizers of the old world have found them absolutely necessary to permanent 
success. Great Britain, the greatest colonizer the world has ever seen, has made brilliant use of 
her Indian, Beluchistan, Egyptian, Assyrian, and Soudanese troops; and France is following suit 
with her Algerian and Chinese forces."37 

 

Though the United States Army would never recruit a colonial ethnic force on the scale 

of the British Indian Army, its apparent success inspired imperialists in the United States like 

Theodore Roosevelt, who declared that “I believe in the expansion of great nations. India has 

done an incalculable amount for the British character. If we do our work well in the Philippines 

and the West Indies, it will do a great deal for our character.” Reflecting his general Anglophilic 

leanings, Roosevelt viewed the United States as the imperial successor to Rome and Britain, 

musing that “In the long run I suppose all nations pass away, and then the great thing is to have 

left the record of the nation that counts – the record left by the Romans – the record that will be 

left by the English speaking peoples.”38 That the British Empire was increasingly sustained by 

armies who may have been trained and led by English-speaking officers, but were distinctly 

recruited from non-white colonial populations, seemed to present few conceptual problems for 

the future president or U.S. Army officers, so long as they were only employed abroad.39  

                                                           
37 Charles D. Rhodes, Captain Sixth U.S. Cavalry, "The Utilization of Native Troops in our Foreign Possessions," 
Journal of The Military Service Institution of the United States, 30 (January-June, 1902), 3. 

38 Marilyn B. Young, The Rhetoric of Empire, 9. 

39 South Africa remained distinct within the British Empire as a colony destined to be a white man’s republic rather 
than a multiracial colonial possession, requiring the restriction of both Black and Chinese labor because “the white 
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The calls to arm and organize Native Americans as a domestic indigenous force remained 

alluring even after the end of the Indian Wars, with imagined uses and exoticized comparisons 

appearing in print. Some officers determined them to be best fit as a force for defending the 

coasts and plains of the United States, arguing that “We must recognise [sic] the necessity for 

only employing on service, across the North-West frontier, troops of the hardiest and most 

warlike races, if we are ever to engage in a campaign against a European enemy…”40  In this 

capacity the skills that had made them such implacable foes would render stretches of the 

American countryside uninhabitable for invading powers. Observing the difficulties the 

Ottomans encountered in their own dominions, one officer pointed out that “The Comanches 

[sic] led every other tribe in horsemanship…[they] were like the Kurds of Eastern Turkey” in 

their ability to conceal themselves in ambush, mount a terrifying charge to scatter their 

opponents, then disappear in the face of reinforcements,” a perfect partisan force.41 

Just as officers like General George Crook had scoffed at the idea of organizing 

regularized Native American formations because it threw away their supposed advantages in 

morale and unconventional fighting skills, observers could sometimes mock efforts to organize 

western style military formations from non-European populations. This was particularly true 

when the units were put into direct comparison, or even combat against, white troops, such as 

Hawaiian Queen Liliuokalani’s Household Guards in 1887. Noting the seeming ease with which 

white planters rose up and forced a new constitution on the Hawaiians, one author tritely 

                                                           
man will not long continue to work beside, or even near, the coloured native.” Richard Jebb, Studies in Colonial 
Nationalism (London: Edward Arnold, 1905). 131. 

40 Heather Streets, Martial Races, 87. 

41 Oliver Otis Howard, My Life and Experiences Among Our Hostile Indians (Hartford, CT: A.D. Worthington & 
Company, 1907), 564. 
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observed that “However useful these soldiers may have been for parade, they were valueless 

when the Queen’s high-handed measures needed military support to make them successful.” 

Tacitly ignoring questions of sovereignty, morality, or the use of United States Marines in the 

reduction of Hawaiian resistance, this critic laid the blame at the feet of the Hawaiian soldiers, 

who in an 1889 photograph “show an unsoldierly limpness in the line, and other signs that it 

would acquit itself better at a poi feast than before a hostile battery! In fact, when put to the test, 

these soldiers failed utterly.”42 

 

Figure 9: The defeat of indigenous forces, even when modeled on Western drill and 
dress, was often attributed to racial deficiencies.43 

                                                           
42 Our War With Spain: The Army and Navy, Cuba, Puerto Rico, Hawaii and the Philippines (Chicago: Belford, 
Middlebrook & Co., 1898), np.  

43 Ibid., np. 
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Figure 10: Detachment of U.S. Marines (1893) that supported the planters’ revolution 
in Hawaii, posing with a Gatling gun and a Hotchkiss revolving cannon.44  

 

After its success in the Spanish-American War, foreign observers would deem it only 

natural that the United States should supplement its forces abroad with colonial recruits. One 

British officer, for example, editorialized in an 1899 volume of the London Daily Chronicle that 

“The Americans still have much to learn. They do not seem to understand the game, which is to 

use one set of natives against the other. This would be no very difficult matter in the Philippines; 

the suspicion of some tribes against the dominant Tagales could easily be aroused.”45 For senior 

officers of the United States Army who cut their teeth in the Indian Wars of the American west, 

                                                           
44 The British-built Hotchkiss was itself an inter-imperial artifact and better characterized as an artillery piece than a 
machine gun. Firing forty 37mm shells per minute, each larger than a coke bottle, it caused devastating casualties 
from Wounded Knee to Mafeking. Our War With Spain: The Army and Navy, Cuba, Puerto Rico, Hawaii and the 
Philippines (Chicago: Belford, Middlebrook & Co., 1898), np. 

45 The Literary Digest, Vol. 18 (New York: Funk and Wagnalls, 1899), 499. Available online at 
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=umn.31951001900063i&view=1up&seq=507 [Accessed 17 August 2019] 
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playing off tribal rivalries would have been old hat, but its automatic extension to the colonies 

was not necessarily a given.46 Still, many military reformers agreed heartily with the sentiments 

of British critics, one surgeon helpfully suggesting that “A much greater flexibility to the ration 

will be absolutely essential if Congress adopts the practical lead of England in garrisoning our 

tropical possessions with native soldiers.”47 

Clarifying what constituted this “practical lead,” Dr. Louis Seaman described Britain’s 

diverse range of colonial ethnic forces:  

“England’s success in this line has been so great that the next addition to her Colonial 
Army will be known as ‘The wei-ha-wei [sic] Battalion,’ made up of Chinese. In Africa she employs 
the African; in India the native regiments, especially the Sieks [sic], who are among her most 
formidable fighting machines, and on whom in her border wars she places her chief reliance. I 
have seen these magnificent specimens of manhood, often six feet six, to six feet eight inches in 
height, serving as her guardians of the peace in the various coast cities of the Orient, and few 
soldiers present a finer appearance. In South Africa she has a regiment of Zulus, in Jamaica 
natives are employed. Indeed, wherever the flag of England floats there you will find garrisons 
selected from her colonists, and her own Regular Army is rarely called upon for service except in 
sudden emergencies or the event of war.”48  

 

The conclusion he drew from this survey, and hoped congressional and military leaders 

would likewise adopt, was that Britain’s’ example “must soon be followed by us in our tropical 

possessions.” The failure to do so wouldn’t alleviate the nation of its need for overseas garrisons, 

but would simply require them to be filled with white soldiers from the continental United States, 

who supposedly lacked the natural aptitudes and disease immunities considered essential for 

tropical service. The consequence of sending America’s sons abroad, would be “to establish a 

                                                           
46 Samuel Watson, “Military Learning and Adaptation Shaped by Social Context: The U.S. Army and Its ‘Indian 
Wars,’ 1790-1890,” The Journal of Military History 82:2 (April 2018): 373-412, 382. 

47 Louis L. Seaman, “The U.S. Army Ration and Its Adaptability For Use In Tropical Climates,” paper presented at 
the New York Academy of Science, 02 February 1899 (New York: Harjes Wright, 1899), 17. 

48 Louis L. Seaman, “The U.S. Army Ration and Its Adaptability For Use In Tropical Climates,” 17. 
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mill for the physical degeneration of the flower of our army, and a further apology for the 

extension of our pension role.”49 In the event, it wouldn’t be foreign generals or social-scientific 

reformers who put these arguments into action, but junior American officers in Puerto Rico and 

the Philippines. Partnered with indigenous boosters and volunteers varying from nationalist elites 

to peasant partisans, they spearhead the formation of the United States’ colonial ethnic forces, 

modeled on both the domestic antecedents of segregated Black and Native American units and 

inter-imperial exchanges of martial race theories.50 

These units were often formed under the supervision of officers who had worked with 

designated Colored Regiments, Indian Scouts, or all-Indian companies. These men were 

experienced in commanding diverse formations and vitally optimistic for the possibilities of non-

violent pacification through cooperation and cooption. In Puerto Rico, for example, they 

depended on the support of local elites like Eugenio Maria de Hostos. As the Puerto Rican 

Commissioner to the United States, he was quick to step forward after the surrender of Spanish 

forces in August 1898 with offers to organize local militias in an effort to jumpstart the political 

modernization of the Puerto Rican peasantry, believing that military service could provide the 

education and manly confidence that were the prerequisites for self-determination.51 These 

politicians persuaded the commander of the Porto Rico Military Department, Major General Guy 

                                                           
49 Louis L. Seaman, “The U.S. Army Ration and Its Adaptability For Use In Tropical Climates,” 17. 

50 The spelling of Puerto Rico as “Porto Rico” was a half-hearted attempt by US administrators to anglicize the title, 
so when the “Porto Rico Provisional Regiment” was established it used this convention.  

51 Harry Franqui-Rivera, Soldiers of the Nation: Military Service and Modern Puerto Rico, 1868-1952 (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2018), 55. 



 

111 
 

V. Henry, to recruit a native militia battalion that was paid for, equipped, and trained by the 

United States Army.52  

A long-time commander of the 9th (Colored) Cavalry Regiment, Henry was respected as a 

field commander and admired by his soldiers for his defense of Black service, even going so far 

as to pronounce that they made “better soldiers than white men…when [he] enlists and gets on a 

uniform he is in his glory…it elevates him.”53 Under his successor, General George W. Davis, 

this battalion was activated and expanded into a volunteer regiment that began to gradually 

replace U.S. regulars in garrisoning the island. By 1901 this volunteer unit was set on a path to 

regular service as the “Porto Rico Provisional Regiment of Infantry,” benefitting from the 

instruction of a General of Volunteers, Theodore Schwan, who less than a decade before as a 

Regular Army Major and Assistant Adjutant General had conducted inspection tours of Indian 

Companies in the Department of the Platte.54 The unit was activated with a strength of two 

battalions of four companies, led by 31 commissioned officers, including one Puerto Rican 

officer as an assistance Surgeon in the grade of captain and a second as a line officer in the grade 

of second lieutenant.55 By July 1908 this regiment had been approved by Congress for 

incorporation as a regular regiment in the U.S. Army, preceding citizenship for Puerto Ricans by 

                                                           
52 Like the Commanding General of the Army and conqueror of Puerto Rico, Nelson A. Miles, Guy V. Henry was in 
uniform continuously since the American Civil War and spent most of his career on the Indian frontier, participating 
in the major campaigns of the era like the Sioux War in 1876 and the suppression of the ghost dance in 1890. 

53 Charles L. Kenner, Buffalo Soldiers and Officers of the Ninth Cavalry: Black & White Together, 1867-1898 
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1999), 133. 

54 “General Orders No. 17,” Annual Reports of the War Department for the Fiscal Year Ended June 30, 1901: 
Report of the Lieutenant-General Commanding the Army, Part 7 (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 
1901),  RG108, Records of the Headquarters of the Army, Annual Reports of LTG of the Army to the SECWAR 
1898-1901, Box 1. 

55 There were more foreign-born officers appointed to officers’ billets in the Porto Rico Provisional Regiments than 
Puerto Ricans, including two Canadians and a Scott. Register of Officers of the Porto Rico Provisional Regiment of 
Infantry and Philippine Scouts (Washington D.C.: The Military Secretaries Office, 1904) 
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nine years and establishing the precedent of separate service for Puerto Rican soldiers in the U.S. 

Army through the Korean War as the 65th infantry, serving continuously until 1959 when it was 

deactivated from federal service.56  

The incorporation of Filipinos into the colonial ethnic forces of the United States 

occurred under more fraught circumstances, as the defeat of the Spanish was quickly followed by 

a war between the United States and a Filipino independence movement that devolved into a 

bloody counterinsurgency campaign. Attempting to seize independence for the Philippines after 

the Spanish surrender, Filipino patriot Emilio Aguinaldo had declared the short-lived Philippine 

Republic in 1898, but the long-time exile failed to unite all the archipelago’s inhabitants behind 

his movement. The appeal of the pan-Filipino identity pushed by Aguinaldo and the educated 

illustrados like Jose Rizal and Juan Luna struggled to resonate uniformly across a population of 

more than eight million spread over seven thousand islands, exacerbating existing regional, 

linguistic, and cultural divisions. Some groups, the Macabebes and Illocanos in particular, had 

sided with the Spanish against the revolution and feared retribution and marginalization if the 

elite Tagalog minority concentrated around Manila were to consolidate power.  

Taking advantage of these shared enemies and the opportunity to gain local cultural and 

geographic knowledge, Lieutenant Mathew Batson started recruiting some of the Macabebe 

veterans of the Spanish colonial Army and began “spreading terror among the insurrectos,” 

organizing them informally as “Batson’s Macabebe Scouts” in 1899.57 Some of Batson’s 

inspiration for this unit seemed to come from his experience leading the 9th  (Colored) Cavalry in 

Cuba, as his sister later confided to historian Edward Coffman that he had been “highly 

                                                           
56Harry Franqui-Rivera, Soldiers of the Nation: Military Service and Modern Puerto Rico, 1868-1952, 188. 

57 Edward M. Coffman, “Batson of the Philippine Scouts,” Parameters, 7:3, January 1st, 1977, 68-72, 71.  
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impressed…by [their] performance in combat.58 Once he arrived in the Philippines, Batson was 

simultaneously repulsed by the commission of atrocities by ill-disciplined volunteer soldiers and 

impressed by the personal habits and soldierly aptitude of Macabebe fighters he encountered. 

The success of these units in these initial campaigns and the evident eagerness of Macabebe 

volunteers to battle their Tagalog enemies led Batson to propose recruiting as many as would 

agree to serve under American officers into units of regularly organized auxiliaries.  

The Commander of the Eighth Army Corps and Military Governor for the Philippines, 

General Elwell Stephen Otis, distrusted Macabebe offers of service, fearing that they would 

“turn traitor” at the soonest opportunity. While he supported the general principle of dividing 

Filipinos by language and ethnicity into “tribes” to isolate and control resistant groups, he 

suspected that as soon as the Army brought them into their service they would “put a bolo in 

your throat.”59 When Otis rejected Batson’s plan to arm and organize these soldiers, Batson 

appealed directly to the new Secretary of War, Elihu Root, who thrilled to the idea and gave him 

authorization to raise the unit as a regularly organized company in General Henry W. Lawton’s 

military district, giving Batson a promotion and command of the scouts.60 

The first company of these troops were formally incorporated on 10 September 1899 by 

Special Order 112, supplemented the following month by a further two companies after Batson 

approached General Otis and declared that another two hundred Macabebes were ready to “join 

                                                           
58 Richard B. Meixsel, Frustrated Ambition: General Vicente Lim and the Philippine Military Experience, 1910-
1944 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2018), 11. 

59 Paul Kramer, Blood of Government: Race, Empire, the United States, and the Philippines (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 2006), 114. Otis had previously supervised Native American soldiers indirectly as the 
commander of the 20th Infantry Regiment, whose all-Indian “I” Company received glowing praise from Inspector 
General Theodore Schwan in 1891, though his own opinions of them are not recorded.  
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the Americans…armed and equipped, and needing only rations.” 61 These soldiers, and the 

Philippine Squadron of Cavalry authorized by General Order 25 in May 1900, took an oath of 

loyalty to the United States to “obey and abide by all such laws, order, and regulations as have 

been, or may be hereafter prescribed.” These formations were designated as regular units within 

the United States Army, enlisted for three year terms and entitled to draw equipment, uniforms, 

rations, and half-pay from the War Department.62  

 In justifying the creation of additional units up to a full regiment of 1,000 men, which 

incidentally would require his promotion to a rank appropriate to command it, Batson told his 

Brigade Commander, Brigadier general S.B.M Young, that that if “well fed and well treated they 

will make excellent soldiers and are adapted to do work that cannot be done [by] unaclimated 

[sic] troops.” Young conveyed this request to General Henry Lawton, who seconded that “I have 

no doubt that a regiment of Macabebes, would be more effective than a regiment of volunteers, 

and would be only about one half as expensive…I have full faith in the loyalty and efficiency of 

the Macabebes as soldiers.”63 An aide to Lawton, commanding the 4th Cavalry on Luzon, 

recorded that from his experience with Native American scouts in the Apache Wars Lawton 

“placed great importance and faith in the necessity and usefulness of native troops as auxiliaries 

for the army in the Philippines,” the general subsequently approving the expanded recruitment of 

Filipino soldiers.  

                                                           
61 Letter from Matthew Batson to the Adjutant General, Department of the Pacific, Macabebe, Philippines, 
September 25th 1899, RG 395. 

62 United states Army Philippines Division, General Orders and Circular, April 7th, 1900 (Headquarters Department 
of the Pacific and Eighth Army Corps, Headquarters Division of the Pacific, 1900): Document no. 25.  

63 Memorandum from S.B.M Young, Headquarters Provisional Cavalry Brigade, 1st Division, 16 October 1899. 
Matthew Batson Papers, 1898-1900, U.S. Army Military History Institute, OCLC 46910883. 
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Though the incoming military governor of the Philippines, Arthur MacArthur, was 

skeptical of arming and employing large numbers of indigenous troops, he acquiesced to the 

scheme so long as a “skillful” officer like Batson remained in charge to discipline the soldiers 

and prevent atrocities against tribal enemies. Batson preserved the independence and reputation 

of the soldiers by highlighting their excellent combat performance and even claiming that the 

Filipino soldiers would ease the logistical burdens of the Army as the flour and bacon of their 

rations could be replaced with bananas and rice and they would serve for half the pay and a 

quarter of the clothing allowance of regular troops.64 This was not simply an adoption of local 

staples, but in some districts built on top of a campaign of food denial and rationing to control 

the movement and support of insurgents, reminiscent of the cultivated dependence on the 

reservation rations system pioneered in the American West.  

In the Bicol Province in 1900 for example, the food restriction campaign combined with 

a blight of rinderpest killed up to 90% of the region’s livestock and reduced rice production to 

only 10% of its pre-war levels, threatening the population with starvation and making them 

critically dependent on the Army’s distribution of rice purchased from external merchants.65 

Commanders even replicated the model of distributing surplus through religious channels to 

alleviate suffering while limiting insurgent’s access to supplies, an effort pioneered by Ranald 

Mackenzie in the Indian Wars with similarly mixed success.66 Veterans of both the Indian and 

Philippine wars would reflect that this strategy was a characteristic of fighting “savages,” 

                                                           
64 Letter from Matthew Batson to the Adjutant General, Department of the Pacific, Macabebe, Philippines, 
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University of Missouri Press, 2016), 212.  
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recalling that “In civilized warfare the contestants usually ‘dig in’ or ‘hole up’ for winter, but 

experience taught that the way to hit an Indian ‘under the belt’ was to fight him in winter time; 

and the tactics of Custer and Crook and Miles, not to mention others, was planned to that 

advantage.”67 The Muslim Moros in particular offered an opponent who was enticingly exotic 

and reassuringly familiar, allowing commanders who had fought in the Indian Wars to draw 

figurative parallels between Moroland and Indian reservations, geographically remote and 

occupied by strange and hostile savages. Officers educated in the era of the Indian Wars would 

recycle both adjectives and solutions for the “proud fierce stubborn ignorant fanatic superstitious 

and unstable people” of Moroland, concluding that the “Moro question will eventually be settled 

in the same manner as the Indian question, that is by gradual extermination.”68 

On campaign the Philippine scouts were quickly employed in Lawton’s offensive to 

capture San Miguel and San Ildefonso, filling the reconnaissance and screening roles that the 

Army had relied on Indian Scouts to fill in past campaigns. In this instance the Philippines 

Scouts successfully thwarted the efforts of insurgents to burn the bridge leading to San Isidro, 

allowing the regulars to enter the town without loss.69 Batson’s sterile official reports of his 

troop’s actions belie his animosity towards insurgents and ladrones, whom in private letters he 

suggested should be fought “…with the utmost rigor…’With fire and sword’ as it were.” In 

reprisal missions he relied on Filipino ethnic divisions to motivate his troops and strike fear in 

enemy populations, declaring that: 
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“I am the King of the Maccabebes and they are terrors. Word reaches a place that the 
Maccabebes are coming and every Tagalo hunts his hole. At present we are destroying this district, 
everything before us. I have three columns out, and their course is easily traced by the smoke from 
burning houses.”70 

Other commanders found similar success in allying themselves with local groups, as in La Union 

Province, where the Guardia de Honor was remobilized to combat guerillas, or in the Third 

District where Brigadier General Frederick Funston employed Illocano Scouts and Bicol 

volunteers as auxiliaries.71  

Yet if commanders looked to wars against Native Americans, Africans, Boers, Afghanis, 

and the Indians of the Asian sub-continent for counterinsurgency techniques, they also 

understood violence and starvation as potentially counterproductive tools with which to pursue 

peace and civil progress. Serving in the Philippines, future General Robert Lee Bullard proposed 

that occupation and counterinsurgency in the Philippines were directly related to reconstruction 

and frontier constabulary duty, pointing out that “if army officers and the army have had to know 

something of the art of war, they have had to know and use far more the art of pacification. In the 

Philippines the work was four-fifths peace and one-fifth war making.” As Brian McAllister Linn 

concludes, Bullard had discovered that “one of the consequences of imperial rule was to break 

down regional and tribal loyalties and create a national identity,” an effect that was chaotic if 

uncontrolled but presented opportunities for the occupier.72  

                                                           
70 Stuart Creighton Miller, Benevolent Assimilation, 183. Macabebe as name of the city and its inhabitants translates 
to “surrounded by rivers,” but its similarity to the biblical family name of Judas Maccabee, who led the revolt of 
Jews in Judea against the Seleucid Empire in the 2nd Century BCE, was irresistible to Batson.    

71 Brian McAllister Linn, The U.S. Army and Counterinsurgency in the Philippine War, 169. The Guardia de Honor 
was the colonial ethnic unit used by the Spanish as a local Filipino constabulary, resurrected by the United States 
colonial government after 1898 for much the same purpose.  

72 Brian McAllister Linn, The Echo of Battle: The Army’s Way of War (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
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insult that their commanding general Schwan had applied to condemn their indiscipline. Bullard’s men took at as a 
compliment, with one private penning a poem that listed Bullard as a “gallant chieftain” and his soldiers as “true as 
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The continuities between Indian pacification and suppressing the Philippine insurrection 

go beyond the transplantation of the frontier constabulary mindset, however. The Secretary of 

War himself would not define the United States’ mission in terms of combat and conquest, but 

would instead describe a vision of progressive reform that depended on pacifying hostile tribes 

and encouraging the “civilization” and improvement of friendly ones. Elihu Root, sounding 

much like the Indian reformers of the previous decades or his predecessor who oversaw the 

formation of all-Indian Companies, Redfield Proctor, proposed that “The great agency to bring 

industrial activity and awakened enterprise and prosperity and contentment to the country of the 

Philippines must be, not a military government, but the same kind of individual enterprise which 

has built up our own country.” Creating institutions for the social and economic improvement of 

Filipinos would put them on the path towards citizenship, as “With increased activity of 

individual enterprise and business will come the greater revenues necessary for the performance 

of the proper duties of civil government.” Just as railroads and industrial education were seen as 

tools to prepare Native American lands and peoples for incorporation, Filipino citizenship had to 

be preceded by “harbor improvements and paved and sewered streets and passable highways and 

adequate schools and effective police.”73  

In its mission of transforming the Philippines, the Army too underwent a period of rapid 

evolution between 1898 and 1902. The Philippine War alone required 125,000 regular and 

volunteer soldiers, expanding the force’s size threefold and drastically altering its composition. A 

1901 congressional act, for example, authorized the army to recruit up to 12,000 Philippine 
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Commission (Washington D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1901), 7. 



 

119 
 

Scouts, which alongside the existing Buffalo Soldier regiments and an overall enlisted strength 

cap of 100,000 would mean that over 20% of the Regular Army enlistments could be filled by 

non-white soldiers.74 Simultaneously, senior officers and veterans of the Indian Wars, and indeed 

even a few veterans of the Civil War, were replaced by a new generation of rising officers and 

enlisted men who were deployed abroad in an increasingly unpopular and costly counter-

insurgency campaign that blurred the boundaries between civil and military governance.75 While 

progressive officers may have echoed McKinley’s call for “benevolent assimilation” that would 

render the Filipinos a people “warmly attached to the United States by a sense of self interest and 

gratitude,” many enlisted soldiers’ opinions reflected the growing dissatisfaction of the American 

public with the overseas campaign.76  

By 1901 a popular 8th Army cadence would convey the soldiers’ disillusionment with the 

mission of pacifying and governing the Philippines, calling: 

“Damn, damn, damn the Filipinos! 
Cut-throat Khakiac ladrones! 

Underneath the starry flag 
Civilize them with a Krag 

And return us to our beloved home.”77 
 
 The imputation of “cut-throat khakiac ladrones” and calls to “civilize them with a Krag,” 

the service rifle of the Regular Army, are not simply artifacts of a racially charged and surly 

Army lexicon, but also reflect some of the diverse inputs into the social culture of the new 
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imperial power.78 The sanguine reputation of Filipino Bolo knives was exaggerated in the wake 

of the infamous Balangiga Massacre in 1901, but the idea that indigenous populations were 

inherently untrustworthy was a well-worn trope of colonial occupation duty. Their description as 

khakiac is a second-hand borrowing from the British Raj, who named their yellow-brown Khaki 

uniforms after the Hindi-Urdu description for a particular shade of dirt, allowing the slur to be 

descriptive of both the skin tone and estimated worth of Filipinos. Ladrones of course was an 

artifact of the long-time Spanish presence on the Island, but would have been familiar to soldiers 

who had been stationed in the southwestern United States as describing a thief or bandit, though 

the term was used far more loosely in describing anyone deemed a criminal in the Philippine 

occupation. Though a short piece of soldiers’ doggerel, it serves as an artifact of the global 

history of imperialism at the turn of the century, one that associated military conquest and 

paternalistic schemes for progressive governance with progress and civilization.  

Soldiers and officers who attributed the country’s success in warfare with its material and 

technological superiority were quick to suspect it might also be a key to success in governing and 

transforming the people and territories garnered by conquest. Though most recognized that the 

rifle was hardly the most effective instrument for fostering long-term stability, many viewed the 

suppression of the insurgency as a necessarily violent and imperative prerequisite, declaring that 

“[W]e will have the damn bug eaters sivilized [sic] if we have to bury them to do it.”79 Though 

progressive officers were often enthusiastic backers of “benevolent” policies of education, social 

                                                           
78 The Krag-Jorgensen repeating bolt action rifle also had international roots, as a Norwegian design that gained an 
excellent international reputation after its successful use by the Boers against the British in South Africa. Firing a 
.30 caliber round, it gradually replaced the .45 caliber Springfield 1873 black powder rifle in the Army’s arsenal 
after 1892, though soldiers found their service weapons outclassed by the German-manufactured Mauser rifles of 
Spanish forces at Las Guasimas and El Caney in the Cuban Campaign of 1898. David F. Trask, The War with Spain 
in 1898 (New York: Macmillan, 1981), 145. 
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reform, and democratic instruction, the lesson they had carried from the Indian Wars was that 

such initiatives were futile until civilian populations could be isolated from the disruptions and 

influences of anti-government guerilla forces.80 

 If the insurgency could be suppressed, Filipinos might experience the minimum of peace 

and stability necessary for prosperity and begin their road towards self-governance. Citizenship 

and self-rule were goals hazily outlined in the obscure decisions of the Insular Cases which 

defined Porto Rico and the Philippines as “foreign to the United States in a domestic sense, 

because the island had not been incorporated into the United States, but was merely appurtenant 

thereto.” More directly, Elihu Root summarized the position of the islands by commenting that 

“the constitution follows the flag…but it does not catch up with it.” While he felt that the liberal 

individual protections of the Bill of Rights should be enforced under American governance, the 

Filipinos as a whole were “but little advanced from pure savagery,” displaying a child-like “lack 

of reflection, disregard of consequences, fearlessness of death, thoughtless cruelty, and 

unquestioning dependence on a superior.” Much as Native Americans had required the 

progressive solution of paternalistic governance, the Filipinos would have to learn “the lessons of 

political honesty, thrift, and of self-reliance” under American tutelage before they could practice 

responsible democratic self-rule.81 

 Commanders who had earned their rank and reputation during the Indian Wars carried 

the progressive constabulary mindset towards their governance of the Philippines, declaring that 

a “military government is the only kind fit to cope with such conditions…the only government 

capable of safeguarding life and property and able to satisfy the aspirations of the American 
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people” who increasingly condemned repressive and violent methods of governance. 

Cavalryman Adna Chafee would likewise tout the “blessings of a thoroughly organized and 

beneficent civilized government” for the new colonies. The self-evidence of this mission was so 

clear to some like former Inspector General of the Department of Columbia, Brigadier General 

Franklin Bell, that he professed that “Bettering the social and political conditions of these people 

is a thing so near to my heart that when I get to talking about it at all, I am liable to forget that 

people must know these things themselves.”82 

Conscious of the conflict between a fervent belief in the responsibility to civilize and 

uplift the Filipino people and the necessity of a military force to protect its efforts, Congress 

organized the Philippine Commission to survey civilian and military administrators’ opinions on 

solutions. Overwhelmingly, they supported the replacement of American volunteer units with 

native soldiers, the Commission summarizing in its report that: 

“Whilst the American soldier is unsurpassed in war, as it is understood among civilized 
people, he does not make the best policeman, especially among people whose language and 
customs are new and strange to him, and in our opinion should not be put to that use when…a 
better substitute is at hand. We therefore earnestly urge the organization of ten regiments of native 
troops of infantry and cavalry.”83 

 

The Army Reorganization Act of 1901 authorizing the recruitment of up to 12,000 

Filipinos as scouts envisioned them functioning much as Indian Scouts and Police had on 

reservations, distinguishing between “good” and “bad” Filipinos, interpreting and enforcing laws 

among remote and potentially hostile peoples and relinquishing the Army of the dangerous duty 

of tracking and fighting enemies on their own chosen ground. It was also hoped that through 
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their service they would acquire a facility with the English language, American customs, and the 

habits of waged labor that would make each individual an exemplar of progress for their own 

people.84 Much as Army officers had feared transforming the Army into a “charitable institution” 

by employing Blacks and Indians as regulars, or how recruiters had lamented the tendency of 

Indian Scouts to use their mercenary pay to sustain otherwise unreformed lifestyles, the Army 

determined that paying Philippine Scouts the full pay of regulars would create “massive 

economic dislocation.” As a solution, Filipino troops were allotted half-pay, $7.80 per month as 

privates and up to $15.00 per month as sergeants, a reduced sum that still made the Scouts 

wealthy by Philippine standards and proved no impediment to filling enlistment rolls.85  

Batson himself would not see the full fruits of his efforts to expand the Philippine Scout 

program, returning home after being shot in the foot in November 1899 and only briefly 

returning to the Philippines in 1900 before his health declined, his leg was amputated, and he 

was medically retired from the service. Regardless, his Scouts continued on without him and 

were vital in the campaign against the insurrectos, even claiming the honor of cornering 

Aguinaldo at Palanan in northeastern Luzon in 1901, helping to end the rebellion.86 By this time 

another officer, Captain Percival Lowe, had raised a company of white and Tagalog soldiers, and 

as the Army moved south across Luzon found hundreds of willing Illocano recruits. In the 

capital, the Manila Native Police had been raised to a strength of 625 and the military governor 

of the Island of Negros, Colonel James F. Smith, had raised an armed constabulary to patrol the 
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countryside.87 As the regular and volunteer forces of the Army spread themselves thin across the 

large island, officers began to recruit widely and by the end of 1901 several battalions of “native 

scouts” served as “the main reliance and support” in the campaigns against the insurgency.88  

The 1901 Army Reorganization Act that had authorized the expansion of the Philippine 

Scouts also allowed for the appointment of Filipinos qualified by “their services and character” 

as Lieutenants, providing a mechanism for their promotion into the officer class. Despite this 

provision and their demonstrated loyalty and effectiveness in the field, many white officers, 

administrators, and politicians still doubted the islanders’ capacities for leadership.89 Filipino 

soldiers found themselves compared directly to African-American, Native-American, and Puerto 

Rican troops, as well as the indigenous forces of other empires who had similarly been praised 

for their soldierly virtues but condemned as hopelessly dependent on white commanders. Many 

in the Army voiced the opinion that prevailed across the imperial world that “the native officer is 

not fit to lead or command against disciplined white troops, he is wholly without initiative,” 

displaying skill and bravery under proper direction but shirking responsibility and becoming lazy 

and cowardly when not disciplined and inspired by their “civilized” superiors.90 

Considered a distinct “race” by the Army, the Philippine Scouts were distinguished from 

other “colored” soldiers by serving in their own units, but there were clearly shared assumptions 

that limited the practical effects of the commissioning clause in the 1901 bill, as the officers 

assessing their “services and character” could often agree that “the yellow and Black races make 
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excellent fighting material, [only] when properly led by whites.”91 This was mirrored 

domestically by suspicions that any move towards racial integration was a stalking horse for 

political goals or a seed for social discord. When a bill came forward to allow Filipinos to attend 

the United States Military Academy in 1908, for example, Texas Democrat James Slayden 

dismissed it as “a cheap bribe” intended “to break [their] loyalty to their own race and to the 

cause of Philippine independence” that could only result in entangling the United States in Asian 

affairs and threatening America’s moral reputation and racial purity.92 

 In the face of resistance from both the Army and politicians, only four Filipino officers 

would be appointed as Lieutenants in the Philippine Scouts in the first decade of the force’s 

existence, pioneered by Crispulo Patajo, who entered the scouts as a second lieutenant in 

February of 1902, the first Filipino officer in the United States Army.93 Like their counterparts in 

the Army’s all-Black 9th, 10th, 24th, and 25th Regiments, these soldiers found that only the most 

conspicuous records of bravery and senior service as non-commissioned officers qualified them 

in the eyes of their white superiors for officers’ commissions, and even then only as leaders of 

soldiers of their own race.94 Unlike Black soldiers, however, Filipino soldiers had no historical 

                                                           
91 “Race” in this instance would have been understood to mean something more akin to an ethnic group, but despite 
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The Military Secretaries Office, 1904). Patajo’s service would carry him to the United States where he was greeted 
as the first Filipino officer to officially serve the United States Army and received a promotion to first Lieutenant, 
reported in The Tomahawk, October 01, 1903 [available online at 
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn89064695/1903-10-01/ed-1/seq-2/] and Army List and Directory, Officers 
of the United States Army (Washington D.C.: GPO, 1904) [available online at 
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claim to United States citizenship and were still viewed largely as objects, rather than agents, of 

empire.  

Though no more than 5,000 Macabebes would be recruited, representing only about 5% 

of American forces in the Philippines, they served as the pilot for further enlistments of Filipino 

Scouts whose service became central to the imaginary of a distinctive American colonial style.95 

By 1907 the “Fil-American ‘Carabao’ Army’” had assumed nearly all of the Army’s duties in 

policing the countryside and suppressing sectarian and sectional violence, gradually adding more 

Filipino non-commissioned and commissioned officers to their ranks, a transition that would be 

greatly accelerated during the First World War.96 Over the first decade of their existence they 

progressed from poorly supported irregular partisans into disciplined scout and constabulary 

units who earned the respect of their counterparts in the United States Army and paralleled the 

progression of other colonial ethnic forces like the Gurkhas and Sikhs from provincial allies into 

honored regiments continuing to serve over a century later.   

While the permanence and success of the Porto Rico Provisional Regiment and the 

Philippine scouts distinguished them from the brief existence of the all-Indian companies, and 

the constraints on their citizenship and non-American identities distanced them from the service 

of African American soldiers, important continuities in context, ideology, and experience link 

the service of the various branches of the United States Army’s colonial ethnic troops. All were 

developed with the experience of reconstruction and the Indian Wars in mind, reflecting distinct 

American roots, but were profoundly shaped by inter-imperial competition and transnational 
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discourses of race, civilization, gender, and progressivism. That individuals and groups chose to 

volunteer for these units also suggests that these soldiers interpreted the importance of their 

service outside the imperial paradigms of the units’ organizers. Military service provided a 

variety of material, social, and moral rewards that helped non-white soldiers negotiate the terms 

and meaning of their participation in war, society, and government, thereby helping to subtly 

shape the character, content, and course of the new American empire.  

  



CHAPTER 5: 

“Calling Heavily upon the Colored Race”: Negotiating with Empires 

 

“It will not be long before they are calling heavily upon the colored race, and many 
colored regiments will be raised to hold what the U.S. has taken in conquest.”1 

John E. Lewis, 10th Cavalry, June 1898 

 

As the United States redefined itself as a global military-industrial power beginning in 

the 1890’s, the project of acquiring, pacifying, and administering overseas colonies and the 

prospect of “civilizing” and incorporating its peoples created opportunities for the renegotiation 

of imperial relationships and identities. In particular, African-American soldiers and officers 

found that the exigencies of colonial occupation provided new ways to challenge social and 

political boundaries at home and shape the meaning of their own participation in the United 

States’ imperial projects abroad. These negotiations began with the continuation of service as 

Regulars within the designated Black regiments, but also expanded to include service in Black 

volunteer units, which were typically commanded by white officers but reserved additional 

officers’ billets for African American volunteers. These Black soldiers and officers encountered 

other people of color abroad as liminal imperialists, enforcing and administering colonial policy 

without enjoying the full status and benefits of the society to which they belonged. They could, 

however, boast of being “American” in loyalty, habit, and education, and point to their 

experience in pacifying Native Americans on the frontier to confirm their claims to membership 

in the “civilized” world rather than the objects of its paternalistic ministrations.    

                                                           
1 John. E. Lewis, Letter to the Editor, Illinois Record, 05 June 1898, Lakeland, FL in Willard B. Gatewood, Jr., 
“Smoked Yankees” and the Struggle for Empire: Letters from Negro Soldiers, 1898-1902, (Fayetteville: University 
of Arkansas Press, 1987), 36. 



 

129 
 

As Paul Kramer has demonstrated in his study of the Philippine occupation, the racial 

relationships that evolved under American governance were not simply imported wholesale from 

the United States. These were novel racial formations constructed from both local and 

transnational forces, combining Spanish, Anglo-American, and Filipino politico-social dialogues 

to create hierarchies structured by race, religion, language, geography, and class.2 Though the 

practices of colonial administration had been rehearsed in United States Indian policy and the 

reconstruction of freedmen, the meanings and structures of social and civic hierarchies across its 

new empire remained dynamic and actively contested well into the 20th century. In this 

environment, Filipino patriots and African-Americans used their knowledge of imperial 

competition, civilizational discourses, and their service as soldiers, officers, and colonial 

administrators to negotiate their own places in a world of constraints and possibilities.3 

Black contributions to the thoughts and habits of empire were expressed first and most 

prominently in the call to overseas service amongst African Americans at the outset of the 

Spanish American War. When the USS Maine sank in Havana Harbor in April 1898 after an 

internal fire caused an explosion in its magazine, the Army and Navy began preparing for the 

invasion of Cuba out of Tampa, Florida. After the declaration of war, all four Black Regiments 

gathered with their white counterparts in various coastal assembly camps where they clashed 

with local residents who bristled at the presence of so many Black soldiers near their segregated 

communities. Despite the discriminatory treatment of the region’s residents, Black soldiers 
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training alongside volunteer units came to believe that “White men of the South are ready to 

fight side by side with the Negro, so [long as] they do not get too close together…this war will 

very greatly help the American colored man of the South, and result in the further clearing of the 

national atmosphere.”4  

John E. Lewis of the 10th Cavalry confirmed the optimism for cross-racial solidarity 

among soldiers, describing “the friendly feeling that exists between the colored and white 

soldiers” that helped to force the integration or shut-down of segregated establishments and repel 

“many white southerners [who] tried to raise enmity between the white and colored soldiers.”5 

Just as the anticipation of marching into combat together helped to at least temporarily lower the 

barriers between Black and white servicemen, so the shared burden of military service was seen 

as a way to bridge the divide between African Americans and white society at large. With this in 

mind, boosters like Lewis pronounced that “every patriotic young colored man should come to 

the front and defend [the nation’s] honor and show that we are true American citizens; that we 

can protect our homes and government.”6  

As the small pre-war Army was rapidly expanded in the wartime mobilization, 

experienced white officers within the Black Regiments, like the 10th Cavalry’s commander, Guy 

V. Henry, were promoted to senior positions. This left vacancies within these units that white 

officers were often reluctant to fill, prompting Lewis to call for the “many [Black] non-

commissioned officers who are capable of commanding the troop” to take charge, naming 

                                                           
4 Theophilus G. Steward, Letter to the Editor, Christian Recorder, 01 May 1898, Chickamauga, GA in Willard B. 
Gatewood, Jr., “Smoked Yankees,” 26. 

5 John. E. Lewis, Letter to the Editor, Illinois Record, 05 June 1898, Lakeland, FL in Willard B. Gatewood, Jr., 
“Smoked Yankees,” 31. 

6 John. E. Lewis, Letter to the Editor, Illinois Record, 05 June 1898, Lakeland, FL in Willard B. Gatewood, Jr., 
“Smoked Yankees,” 30. 
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Sergeant James H. Alexander, James R. Gillipse, Sergeant Major Edward L. Baker, and Pasco 

Conly as promising candidates.7 In his letter to the Illinois Record calling for Black enlistments, 

he echoed this idea that the war would provide an opportunity for African American men to take 

ownership of their own units, hoping that “what colored troops are raised will have colored 

officers.” Grasping that Black units would play just as important a role in wars abroad as they 

had on the frontiers, he predicted that “it will not be long before they are calling heavily upon the 

colored race, and many colored regiments will be raised to hold what the U.S. has taken in 

conquest.”8  

The aspirations of African Americans for leadership as military officers had been walled off 

for much of the late 19th century by arguments about their individual racial, mental, and social 

unfitness as well as the expected negative impact that commissioning Black men might have on 

the Army as an institution. Here the growth of inter-imperial competition and the availability of 

non-white commands overseas provided examples and opportunities for Black soldiers seeking 

commissions. In 1896, for example, the Sergeant Major of the 10th Cavalry Regiment whom 

Lewis had mentioned, Edward L. Baker, requested to attend the renowned French Cavalry 

School at Saumur. He volunteered to abandon the coveted senior enlisted position of Sergeant 

Major and travel to France because “there is no other country, that I know of, where a man of my 

position can see instruction in the military profession such as can be obtained there. I am 

                                                           
7 Marvin E. Fletcher demonstrates that newly commissioned West Point officers with the lowest graduating class 
ranks, and commensurately the least choice of assignment, served in Black units at a much higher rate than their 
more competitive peers. Many cadets may have preferred the (all-white) artillery, coastal artillery, or engineers 
because of genuine interest in those branches or considerations of posting, prestige, and promotion, but 
unwillingness of the Army to integrate or form Black variations of these types of units is telling. Between 1900 and 
1915, only two of sixty-eight lieutenants assigned to Black infantry or Cavalry regiments finished in the top fifty-
percent of their class. Marvin Fletcher, The Black Soldier and Officer in the United States Army: 1891-1917 
(Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1974), 179. 

8 John. E. Lewis, Letter to the Editor, Illinois Record, 05 June 1898, Lakeland, FL in Willard B. Gatewood, Jr., 
“Smoked Yankees,” 36. 
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particularly anxious to acquire an insight into the higher branches of the military profession to 

which I am devoted.” 9   

Here he might have hoped to benefit from France’s commitment to the mission civilisatrice, 

believing that the employment of African troops in the French Empire might provide a more 

equitable model for Black service in the United States and a pathway for his own education and 

promotion.10 France’s colonial army, La Colonial, anticipated and exceeded the United States in 

developing a structure of segregated regional and ethnic regiments, being divided into units of 

Senegalese, Malagasy, Algerian, and Moroccan Tirailleurs commanded by white French 

officers.11 It also advertised its anti-slavery heritage, though the practice of purchasing slaves 

directly from their owners, paying enlistment bonuses to slave-owners, or press-ganging porters 

and prisoners of war into the ranks when volunteers were scarce severely undermined the 

rectitude of this claim.12  

Baker’s attention to the respected academy at Saumur, however, suggests that the Tirailleurs 

regiments, populated by the lowest strata of society and poorly regarded by both Frenchmen and 

African elites, were viewed as a fading colonial relic. Instead he would have optimistically 

observed the creation of the Chasseurs Senegalais in 1890, an experiment to attract well-born 

                                                           
9 Letter from Edward L. Baker to the French Minister of War, , Fort Assiniboine, MT, November 12th 1896, NARA 
Microfilm M929 “Documents Relating to the Military and Naval Service of Blacks Awarded the Congressional 
Medal of Honor from the Civil War to the Spanish American War,” Roll 3 “Spanish-American War, U.S. Regular 
Army.” 

10 The prospect of drawing recruits from African colonies had been part of the French motivation for imperial 
expansion into Africa, voiced most prominently in Charles Mangin’s 1910 work, La Force Noire. This book 
extolled the martial qualities of Black men and estimated the numerical contributions they could make in the event 
of national mobilization, influencing the French decision to conscript soldiers from their African colonies in the First 
World War. H.L. Wesseling, The European Colonial Empires: 1815-1919 (Harlow, U.K.: Pearson Education, 
2004), 235 

11 Myron Echenberg, Colonial Conscripts: The Tirailleurs Senegalais in French West Africa, 1857-1960 
(Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann Educational Books, Inc., 1991), xvi. 

12 Myron Echenberg, Colonial Conscripts, 12. 
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Africans into the service by only recruiting them from the ranks of the free-born and granting 

them the prestigious status of cavalrymen.13 In addition, France had demonstrated a willingness 

to invest in the education of its African officers and administrators, constructing the Ecole des 

Fils de Chefs et des Interpretes (school for sons of chiefs and interpreters) and L’Ecole des 

Enfants de Troup (school for children of soldiers) and appointing some of its graduates as non-

commissioned officers. Admitting Africans, or African-Americans directly to a prestigious 

academy in France, however, had no precedent, aside from the rare instances where mixed-race 

sons of French officials were quietly matriculated and returned to the colonies upon graduation.14 

Beyond the naïve optimism of his request, Baker had also irked his superiors by applying 

directly to Saumur before seeking consent, breaching both military protocol and a code of 

courtesies traditionally informed by class and racial deference.15 In his request for approval from 

the U.S. Army’s Adjutant General he included a translation of the letter he had already sent to 

the French Minister of War that flatters the Minister’s pride, but also highlights a consciousness 

of inter-imperial comparative martial knowledge, professing that his desire “to gain the benefits 

of the course pursued in this far famed school is so strong that I am compelled to make every 

effort possible to succeed.”16 Despite concerns of its impropriety, the U.S. Army’s Adjutant 

General and Baker’s Regimental Commander both approved his request and forwarded it to the 

Secretary of War with the recommendation that “Sergeant-Major Baker is a man of unusual 

                                                           
13 Myron Echenberg, Colonial Conscripts, 18.  

14 Myron Echenberg, Colonial Conscripts, 20.  

15 On the relationship between class and race in the Army, see Kevin Adams, Class and Race in the Frontier Army: 
Military Life in the West, 1870-1890 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2009). 

16 Letter from Edward L. Baker to the French Minister of War, , Fort Assiniboine, MT, November 12th 1896, NARA 
Microfilm M929 “Documents Relating to the Military and Naval Service of Blacks Awarded the Congressional 
Medal of Honor from the Civil War to the Spanish American War,” Roll 3 “Spanish-American War, U.S. Regular 
Army.” 
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mental ability for one of his nationality and I believe that should he be given the opportunity to 

take the course which he desires, he will prove himself fully equal to it. He is a hard worker, 

never touches intoxicating liquors, is ambitious to improve himself in his profession and always 

avails himself of any opportunities to do so.” That Baker’s “nationality” was considered distinct 

from his white peers did not mean that he was regarded as “un-American,” but that being 

“American” was not totalizing as a nationality; his diverse heritage was noted in the terse but 

positive observation that “he is a young native man and a good horseman…his father was a 

Frenchman and he reads and speaks French.”17 Offering to pay for his own travel, board, and 

education while taking a year of furlough from military service, the Army had little cause to 

deny his request but was spared the decision by a response from the French Academy clarifying 

that they did not accept foreign students.18 

Not deterred by this rejection, Baker would eventually earn a commission as a regular 

officer, though he would have to fight in three separate wars over 9,000 miles apart and win the 

nation’s highest award for wartime valor before he was awarded a Lieutenancy, an entry-grade 

rank. After enlisting and serving in the Indian Wars, Baker had used his education and talents to 

earn promotion to the highest enlisted rank of Sergeant Major before he began his application to 

Saumur. It ended up being the Spanish, rather than the French empire, however, which provided 

the next step in his career as he participated in the invasion of Cuba in June of 1898. In this 

                                                           
17 First Endorsement, Letter from Edward L. Baker to Adjutant General of the 10th Cavalry, Fort Assiniboine, MT, 
November 12th 1896, NARA Microfilm M929 “Documents Relating to the Military and Naval Service of Blacks 
Awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor from the Civil War to the Spanish American War,” Roll 3 “Spanish-
American War, U.S. Regular Army.” 

18 Letter from Edward L. Baker to Adjutant General of the 10th Cavalry, Fort Assiniboine, MT, November 12th 1896, 
NARA Microfilm M929 “Documents Relating to the Military and Naval Service of Blacks Awarded the 
Congressional Medal of Honor from the Civil War to the Spanish American War,” Roll 3 “Spanish-American War, 
U.S. Regular Army.” That Baker might have attended the school as a foreign observer does not seem to have been 
considered an option by any parties.  
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campaign received the Medal of Honor for rescuing a wounded man trapped in a creek under 

enemy fire in Crista, Cuba. The recommender wrote that Baker surely saved Private Lewis 

Marshall from drowning despite “having been warned by members of the regiments when seen 

going in the direction of the stream of the extreme chances he was taking as the atmosphere 

seemed perfectly alive with flying missiles from bursting shells and musketry.”19 His bravery in 

Cuba and long service record distinguished him even among Regulars, but Baker’s chance for a 

commission would require him to resign his position as a Sergeant Major in the 10th Cavalry and 

join a regiment of Black volunteers headed to the Philippines.  

After Admiral Dewey’s resounding victory over the Spanish Fleet in May 1898 and the 

seizure of Manila by a joint U.S.-Filipino force, the United States laid an effective claim over the 

archipelago, but in the nearly two months before the first US troops arrived the occupation 

government had to rely on the surrendered Spanish Garrison and Filipino allies to maintain 

order. As it became evident that the United States government was not going to grant the 

Philippines immediate independence, the occupation devolved into open warfare between the 

occupying Army and Filipino patriots under Emilio Aguinaldo, whom the United States had 

earlier supported in hopes of rallying his people against the Spanish. When Aguinaldo’s attempts 

to gain international recognition and legitimacy by organizing and utilizing Filipino patriots as 

regulars were smashed by superior United States forces, he abandoned conventional combat and 

                                                           
19 In the early 1890’s the Medal had been awarded in large numbers and with little scrutiny to both Indian War 
combatants and aging Civil War veterans, prompting Secretary of War to issue the restrictive General Orders 47 in 
1897 that governed the issuance of the Medal of Honor. This order tightened the criteria for awarding the Medal and 
dictated that only regular officers could make recommendations, so Baker’s original recommender Jacob C. Smith, 
2LT, 9th U.S.V. Infantry had to forward his observations to a regular officer “under the belief that it is my duty to 
do so” per the General Order. Award Recommendation from Jacob C. Smith to John A. Baldwin, Crista, Cuba, 
March 15th 1899, NARA Microfilm M929 “Documents Relating to the Military and Naval Service of Blacks 
Awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor from the Civil War to the Spanish American War,” Roll 3 “Spanish-
American War, U.S. Regular Army.” 
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instituted a campaign of guerilla warfare to undermine the legitimacy and effectiveness of the 

military government.20 The consequence for the Army was a three year campaign of counter-

insurgency that demanded a large commitment of soldiers and resources, taxing national support 

for the conflict that increasingly turned against imperial adventurism when the war fever of 1898 

had cooled.21  

As volunteer enlistments held over from the Spanish-American War began to expire in 

1899, General Elwell Otis scrambled for reinforcements to continue his campaign against 

Aguinaldo’s insurgents. In addition to Filipino recruitment, the new Secretary of War, Russell 

Alger, responded by raising several volunteer regiments. These included Black units sent to the 

Philippines in June over Otis’ objections that Black soldiers’ “racial loyalties” would drive them 

into alliance with their Filipino enemies. Black soldiers could indeed sometimes sympathize with 

Filipino insurgents, as Willard Gatewood points out: “To some Negro soldiers, references to 

Filipinos as “ni**ers” and the drawing of the color line which had accompanied Americanization 

of the islands indicated what was in store for the ‘little brown brothers’ under American rule.”  

While Black regiments in the Indian wars had been renowned for their low rates of 

desertion, in battling the Philippine insurgents a number of soldiers responded to Filipino 

propaganda calls to “The colored American Soldiers.” These leaflets and flyers encouraged 

Black soldiers to engage in ideological desertion, most famously in the case of David Fagan of 

the Twenty-Fourth Infantry, who accepted a commission in the insurgent Army and fought 

                                                           
20 Paul Kramer, Blood of Government, 131.  

21 Just as the Army compared its colonial governance and counter-insurgency efforts to other imperial powers, so 
Filipino patriots looked abroad for examples, claiming to take inspiration from the example of the Boers in South 
Africa. Paul Kramer, "Race-Making and Colonial Violence in the U.S. Empire: The Philippine-American War as 
Race War” The Asia Pacific Journal, Vol. 4, Issue 6 (01 June 2006), 460. 
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American forces for two years.22 Other commanders, however, welcomed the Black volunteers, 

believing that their natural immunities would protect them from tropical diseases that were 

devastating white units, while also suggesting that their dark skin would make them natural 

diplomats to the people of the Philippines.23 

The deployment of African American units to the Pacific thus offered a variety of 

opportunities for talented and ambitious Black soldiers like Edward L. Baker, who after leaving 

Cuba had volunteered with the Black 49th U.S. Volunteers to deploy to the Philippines. 

Resigning his rank as a regular sergeant major in the 10th had allowed him to gain a volunteer 

commission as a captain in the 49th, but his new position did not come with the pay, permanent 

title, or other benefits that followed the elevation to a regular commission. While serving with 

the volunteers in the Philippines, however, he observed the formation of the Philippine Scouts 

and saw the opportunity to gain a regular commission and provide training and leadership to the 

Filipino soldiers. On March 15th 1901, he applied for “a commission in Native Troops to be 

organized under Act approved February 1, 1901.” In his application he provides a biography that 

details nearly twenty years of service, enlisting at seventeen and serving continuously since July, 

1882 as “a private, trumpeter, chief trumpeter, regimental quarter master and sergeant major, 

first lieutenant, and Captain of Volunteers since 2nd of August, 1898.” He further demonstrates 

his fitness for duty and separates himself from suspicions of inferior service by noting that “Up 

to the Santiago Campaign, [I] lost very few days by sickness, have never been tried by Court 

                                                           
22 Willard B. Gatewood, Jr., “Smoked Yankees,” 15.  

23 Stuart Creighton Miller, “Benevolent Assimilation”: The American Conquest of the Philippines, 1899-1903 (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1982), 80. 
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Martial, placed in arrest or confinement, or had an ordinary leave of furlough, nor been 

reprimanded for attention to duty.”24 

These recommendations were seconded by the Inspector General, who told the 

commander of the 49th U.S. Volunteer Infantry (Black), Colonel H. William Beck, that he 

“considered Capt. Baker’s Company “L” the equal of any regular company that he ever 

inspected. I know of no one who would make a better Captain of native troops than Capt. Baker. 

His administrative ability and friendly relations with the natives are not surpassed by any Officer 

of his Rank.” The recommendation earned him his commission as an officer in the Philippine 

Scouts at the rank of second lieutenant on June 15th, 1902, with an accompanying report 

attributing his promotion to being “indefatigable in his efforts to pacificate [sic] the natives and 

at the same time to keep them disciplined.”25 Baker would serve in the Philippine Scouts until he 

retired as a company commander and captain in the regular army on October 31st, 1909.26 In this 

capacity he not only served as a symbol of African American progress in the military, but an 

active promoter of Black social advancement, remaining in correspondence with peers at 

Wilberforce University where W.E.B. DuBois, Charles Young, and Oliver O. Davis had taught, 

                                                           
24 Letter from Edward L. Baker to the Adjutant General, Division of the Philippines, Claveria, Luzon, March 15th, 
1901, NARA Microfilm M929 “Documents Relating to the Military and Naval Service of Blacks Awarded the 
Congressional Medal of Honor from the Civil War to the Spanish American War,” Roll 3 “Spanish-American War, 
U.S. Regular Army.” 

25 Letter to Acting Assistant General, 2nd District of the Northern Department of Luzon from William H. Beck, 
NARA Microfilm M929 “Documents Relating to the Military and Naval Service of Blacks Awarded the 
Congressional Medal of Honor from the Civil War to the Spanish American War,” Roll 3 “Spanish-American War, 
U.S. Regular Army.” 

26 “Special Orders 215,” NARA Microfilm M929 “Documents Relating to the Military and Naval Service of Blacks 
Awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor from the Civil War to the Spanish American War,” Roll 3 “Spanish-
American War, U.S. Regular Army.” 
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successfully encouraging his son to attend the school and witness its fifty year “Golden Jubilee” 

in 1906. 27 

  The arc of Edward L. Baker’s career was exceptional in his receipt of the Medal of 

Honor, but his path towards a commission was one that other talented Black soldiers were able to 

follow. Lewis Broadus, for example, enlisted in the 25th Infantry in January 1897 and fought 

with Company “D” in Cuba in the battles of El Caney and Santiago. In 1900 he deployed to the 

Philippines and transferred to Company “M,” where he advanced through the non-commissioned 

ranks until appointed First Sergeant in 1902. In that position he was given great latitude to lead 

his men and manage relationships with local Filipino communities, gaining a reputation as an 

effective administrator and ambassador. In his 1905 request to be appointed a Lieutenant in the 

Philippine Scouts, he leaned on this experience, emphasizing how this duty “brought me in daily 

touch with the natives, and forced me to pick up much of the native dialect in order to perform 

my duty properly.” To white officers who frequently expected Black soldiers to serve as cultural 

intermediaries to other dark skinned peoples, Broadus’ claim that “I experienced no difficulties 

in understanding the natives and making myself understood [and]…have a fair knowledge of the 

Spanish language” made him a natural candidate to lead Filipino troops.28  

The support he received from the white officers of the 25th was effusive, one describing 

him as “an excellent soldier, one of the very best in the 25th Infantry,” and another praising his 

“great executive ability…value as a drill master... [and] a bright respectful manner...superior to 

                                                           
27 Letter from Joshua H. Jones  to Edward L. Baker, Wilberforce Ohio, April 12th, 1906, NARA Microfilm M929 
“Documents Relating to the Military and Naval Service of Blacks Awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor from 
the Civil War to the Spanish American War,” Roll 3 “Spanish-American War, U.S. Regular Army.” 

28 Letter from Lewis Broadus to The Military Secretary, War Department, Fort Niobrara, Nebraska, 10 April 1905. 
Files of Theophilous Gould Steward, Courtesy of Dr. Amanda Nagel, United States Army War College, Fort 
Leavenworth, Kansas, 2018.  
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any other man in the two battalions of the 25th infantry at Fort Niobrara.” A third officer 

evaluated him as an “exemplary soldier, sober, industrious and attentive to duty…well educated 

and has a very courteous manner.” Perhaps the most persuasive evidence for the selection board 

was a letter from Captain W.S. Mapes, already serving as an officer in the Philippine Scouts, 

who echoed the praise of his physique, education, and devotion to duty, but was sure to 

distinguish him from his Black peers and Filipino charges by clarifying that “Sergeant Broadus is 

nearly white in color, 27 years of age, an expert shot and in my opinion, will be a valuable 

addition to the service as a Lieutenant of Scouts.”29 

 As to his experience in the type of mission the scouts were expected to perform in the 

Philippines, a retired Captain P.G. Lowe added that from Broadus’ time in the United States’ 

southwest “he understands hunting and holding ladrones (thieves) and uses excellent 

judgement.”30 This also explicitly echoes the practice of defining military and political resistance 

as criminal, rather than legitimate, forms of warfare or protest. By 1902 the categories of 

criminality used by the United States colonial government in the Philippines had received new 

delineations that help reveal the specific targeting of enemies of the government, retaining the 

title of ladrones for bandits but labeling anti-government forces as ladrones politicos and 

religious or sectarian tribal resistance as ladrones-fanaticos.31 Governor General Taft blamed 

these criminal elements for the instability of his government, averring that most Filipinos were 

                                                           
29 Letters from Fred Hughes, Hugh  Walthall, Donald Douglas, and W.S. Mapes to The Military Secretary, War 
Department, Fort Niobrara, Nebraska, April 1905. Files of Theophilous Gould Steward, Courtesy of Dr. Amanda 
Nagel, United States Army Command and General Staff College, Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, 2018. 

30 Letter from P.G. Lowe to The Military Secretary, War Department, Fort Niobrara, Nebraska, 07 April 1905. Files 
of Theophilous Gould Steward, Courtesy of Dr. Amanda Nagel, United States Army Command and General Staff 
College, Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, 2018. 

31 Clayton D. Laurie, “The Philippine Scouts: America’s Colonial Army, 1899-1913,” Philippine Studies, Vol. 37, 
No. 2 (1989), 174-191, 189. 
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passive and “but for the terrorism of the insurgents in arms, and the ladrones, they would be 

entirely willing to welcome American civil government.”32  

The expectation that Black soldiers were uniquely qualified to take command of Filipino 

forces and police the boondocks was reaffirmed several times during the Philippine insurrection 

and occupation.33 The 25th Infantry, for example, had been tasked with policing Zambales 

province from 1899-1902, and on completion of its duty its commander told the men “That you 

are as gallant as the best, remember El Caney, O’Donnel, Arayat, and numbers of lesser fights in 

Zambales. Zambales! One province in Luzon that was absolutely cleaned up of ladrones and 

insurrectos, this, by your marching and fighting, in and out of the rainy season. Oh, that was a 

grand piece of soldiering.”34 Gaining experience and reputations as effective fighters and 

administrators of United States colonial policy, Black soldiers and officers were able to not only 

seize opportunities for promotion as volunteer officers and commanding Philippine Scouts, but 

also to develop and articulate an argument that African Americans were uniquely suited as 

ambassadors and leaders for the “colored” peoples of the world.    

As to how these soldiers and officers viewed and leveraged their roles as racial pioneers 

within the Army, it is necessary to further examine how the Army they operated in understood its 

                                                           
32 Brian McAllister Linn, Guardians of Empire: The U.S. Army and the Pacific, 1902-1940 (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 1997), 19. 

33 The local term Bundok generally meant a mountainous wilderness, but when anglicized by US soldiers into 
boondock it came to mean remote and hostile terrain. “Bundok-Filipino” entry at the Environment and Society 
Portal webpage, available at http://www.environmentandsociety.org/content/bundok-filipino [accessed 31 July 
2018]. “Boondock” entry in The Oxford Essential Dictionary of the U.S. Military (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2002).  

34 Theophilus Gould Steward, Fifty Years in the Gospel Ministry from 1864-1914, Twenty-Seven Years in the 
Pastorate; Sixteen Years’ Active Service as Chaplain in the U.S. Army; Seven years Professor in Wilberforce 
University; Two Trips to Europe; A Trip to Mexico (Philadelphia: A.M.E. Book Concern, 1921), 311. Electronic 
Edition made available by the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, it may be used freely by individuals for 
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place within a broader imperial community. National strength could be displayed on the 

battlefield, but also in scripted displays of power like international military reviews, sending 

fleets on globe-spanning port calls, and demonstrations at frequent international expositions. 

Through events like these, visitors could not only examine the technological advancements of 

their own and other nations, but also compare the progress and habits of peoples from around the 

world. The World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893, for example, was intended to 

present a utopian vision of American society, culture, and economic might in a rapidly 

globalizing world, juxtaposing the classical architecture and puritanical perfectionism of the 

“white city” with a carnivalesque atmosphere on the midway that featured non-European people 

and cultures as side-shows.35  

World’s fairs and traveling Wild West shows also provided another opportunity to 

demonstrate the transformations of both the subjects and soldiers under American governance, in 

the United States and across the globe. According to one Commissioner of Indian affairs, the 

Indian exhibit at the 1893 exposition was intended to “give a graphic and impressive showing of 

what the Government is trying to do for Indians in the way of education and civilization.” This 

required presenting “a picture of the Indian citizens in embryo [which would be] offset by 

another view of the Indian as he appeared when America was first discovered or as he is still 

found in places where advancing civilization has made little impression upon his primitive 

manners and customs.”36 In a similar manner, the organizers of the 1904 fair imagined it as a 

vehicle to convey the model of the Indian School as a paradigm for the role of the United States 

                                                           
35 Robert Rydell, All the World’s a Fair: Visions of Empire at American International Expositions, 1876-1916 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 39. 

36 Report of Commissioners of Indian Affairs T. J. Morgan, August 27th, 1892, ed. Wilcomb E. Washburn, The 
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in the world. In exhibiting the old “savage Indian,” these fairs also allowed for the display of 

symbols of civilization’s supposed conquests, including Sitting Bull's American flag draped 

horse and the cabin where he was fatally shot. The delegation also included the Lakota warrior 

Rain-in-the-face, who was supposed to be the killer of General Custer and “kindly relapsed into 

barbarism” to entertain the fair’s attendees.37 Philip Deloria captures the environment of these 

expositions in noting that “A catalog of only the most obvious anxieties…implicated Native 

people at every turn – labor, race, agrarianism, indigeneity, colonialism, and assimilation to an 

American Empire.”38 

In contrast to these contractually assured displays of barbarity, the progress of Indian 

civilization was represented primarily by delegations from educational institutions that exercised 

military discipline, like the Carlisle Indian Industrial Institute. The Institute’s founder, Richard 

Henry Pratt, resented the crass caricatures of Native Americans that exhibitors like Buffalo Bill 

Cody profited from and obtained his own pavilion in the Indian exhibit, which he populated with 

both mannequins and current students clad in the school’s military-style uniforms to display the 

“plasticity of the Indian body and mind.” These mannequins were more than just discomfiting 

stage-props, they were provided by the 1904 fair’s anthropology exhibit, run by the preeminent 

scholar of the science, Franz Boas. Prior to the exhibit he had asked Pratt for anthropometric data 

on his students to complete “a series of charts showing the distribution of the types of man and 

the growth of children of various races and of the same race under varying conditions.” Hoping 

to display Native Americans along a comparative evolutionary scale, Boaz’s mannequins 

                                                           
37 Among a mixed delegation of tribes hired to perform dances at the exposition was the Lakota Plenty Horses, who 
had been acquitted for the murder of Lieutenant Edward Casey in 1891. Deanne Stillman, Blood Brothers: The Story 
of the Strange Friendship between Sitting Bull and Buffalo Bill (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2015), 225.  
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allowed visitors who followed along in their official exposition guidebooks to view “the facial 

characteristics of Indian races” and rank their levels of evolution appropriately.39 Female 

students of Indian schools were put on display as well, frequently presented as budding Victorian 

women, such as the delegation sent from the Osage School to demonstrate their newfound skills, 

the domesticized content of which can be guessed by their accompaniment of a matron, cook, 

seamstress, and two teachers.40  

Another prominent contribution was the “Santee Sioux American Band,” who petitioned 

successfully through the Commissioner of Indian affairs to attend and perform as part of the 

Indian Exposition.41 A newspaper reported during the fair that “The novelty of a genuine Indian 

brass band has made the organization an object of great curiosity and it has from the first been 

followed and surrounded with interested crowds wherever it has played.” The novelty was 

furnished not just by the presence of the Santee, but by the apparent extent of their 

transformation, playing music that was “good- surprisingly so, when it is remember under what 

circumstances the band has been formed and trained,” noting that the band was recently formed 

and “only three or four of the Indians speak English.” 42   

Still, the promotion of this band as “American” helps demonstrate the complexity of 

claims to this identity. The band was neither military nor associated with the Indian education 

system, but was conceived by the Santee “without any suggestion from any white man, and they 

                                                           
39 Hayes Peter Mauro, The Art of Americanization at the Carlisle Indian School, 100. 

40 Telegraph to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, Washington D.C., 04 October 1893, RG75: Records of the Bureau 
of Indian Affairs, Letters Received, 1881-1907, 1891, File # 36996. 

41 Petition from The Santee Sioux American Band to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, Fort Niobrara, Nebraska, 
06 July 1891, RG75: Records of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, Letters Received, 1881-1907, 1891, File # 24311. 

42 “The Santee Band,” Newspaper Clipping Enclosed in Letter from David Dorchester to Commissioner of Indian 
Affairs, Redfield, South Dakota, 06 July 1891, RG75: Records of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, Letters Received, 
1881-1907, 1891, File # 24311 
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executed the project alone…they bought their own instruments and employed their teacher, and 

they have paid out of their own pockets all the expenses of their organization.” Even their 

teacher, Professor John F. Lenger, whose primary income came from selling agricultural 

implements out of Fort Niobrara, only had recent claim to his American citizenship. Lenger was 

born and educated in pre-unification Germany and had gotten his musical training during his 

eight years in the Austrian Second Lancers Band in Vienna.43  

A second reporter went further, titling his article “A Musician’s Estimate of The Only 

Pure American Band in the World.” The eponymous musician had only hedged praise for their 

talents (“in view of all the difficulties, their progress has been simply wonderful”), but dwelled 

on their acculturation. Each man was “engaged in the ordinary pursuits of life to gain a 

living…some are school teachers, some are farmers, other carpenters,” all forming the band “just 

for such reasons that induce any company of yong [sic] men to do the same.” They were 

remarkable for being unremarkable, a mediocre band composed of petty craftsmen that could be 

featured in any small town parade. As an artifact of Indian Americanization, however, it received 

glowing editorial praise. He closed on the optimistic note that although many easterners still 

repeated Sheridan’s notorious line that “the only good Indians are dead Indians…I am proud and 

glad to say that I have seen some Indians who not only were not dead but are imbued with a 

progressive spirit.”44 

                                                           
43 “The Santee Band,” Newspaper Clipping Enclosed in Letter from David Dorchester to Commissioner of Indian 
Affairs, Redfield, South Dakota, 06 July 1891, RG75: Records of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, Letters Received, 
1881-1907, 1891, File # 24311 

44 “A Musician’s Estimate of the Only Pure American Band in the World,” Newspaper Clipping Enclosed in Letter 
from David Dorchester to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, Redfield, South Dakota, 06 July 1891, RG75: Records of 
the Bureau of Indian Affairs, Letters Received, 1881-1907, 1891, File # 24311 
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Individual and collective transformation of Indians into soldiers and citizens were not put 

on display as simple symbols of America’s commitment to social reform or beneficent 

governance, but as powerful demonstrations of the acculturative authority of American society. 

Here “civilizing” Indians was a display of the intuitive correctness of the United States’ style and 

organization of government, the allure and cohesiveness of its social institutions, and its capacity 

for shaping its people and their world into a particular progressive vision. In these settings, 

transformations, whether they were human, technological, infrastructural, or any other 

combinations of contemporary anxieties, they were components of an overall display of 

American political, social, industrial, and military strength which provided clear comparison 

with other Imperial powers. When the fairs were located in the United States as in 1893 and 

1904, for example, they included Indian and Filipino soldiers alongside ships, armament, palaces 

of manufacture, and technological marvels. When they were held abroad, as at Paris in 1900, the 

host nation was able to erect its own anthropological “zoos” to demonstrate their progress in the 

mission civilisatrice, but the United States still announced its presence by sending a delegation 

with military medals, coins, and over sixty different badges and insignia from thirty-two 

different military, patriotic, and “historico-commemorative” societies.45  

While all-Indian companies and Carlisle students would be given pride of place at the 

1893 Exposition, Black soldiers were almost entirely absent, denied participation as members of 

the exposition’s “Columbian Guard,” a ceremonial security force. Aside from a few laborers, 

porters, and machinery attendants, visitors would encounter few official Black representatives 

outside of the Haitian pavilion and the speakers and artists invited to present on “Colored 

                                                           
45 American Numismatic Society Paris Exposition Committee, “Report of the Committee on Paris Exposition,” 06 
December 1900, in American Numismatic Society, Proceedings of the American Numismatic Society, Issues 36-43, 
57, 9. 
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American Day” on August 25th, 1893.46 Addressing this engineered exclusion, Ida B. Wells 

published The Reason Why the Colored American is Not in the World’s Columbian Exposition, 

which recounted the contributions of African Americans to the United States and modern 

civilization, while castigating the organizers for robbing them of their achievements and 

promoting the agenda of racial supremacists through the construction of the “White City” in 

Chicago.47 This lacuna was addressed only in part at the 1900 Paris Exposition, where W.E.B 

DuBois organized a Negro Life in the United States display sponsored by the American 

Commissioners, where its depiction of middle-class African American professionals and 

intellectuals clashed sharply with the “human zoos” that catalogued the evolutionary 

shortcomings of the world’s “primitive” peoples.48  

For military officers interested in the relative capabilities of foreign powers and 

indigenous forces, the assemblage of cowboys, vaqueros, gauchos, Native-Americans, 

“Turkmen,” “Gypsies,” Arabs, Cossacks, and English and German Cavalry into the “Rough 

Riders of the World” at these events was an unparalleled opportunity, prompting officers of the 

leading nations to attend and take careful notes.49 The dramatic battles recreated in Wild West 

shows also served as a scoresheet of imperial fortunes, with customers of Pawnee Bill’s show 

applauding the incorporation of Cubans and Filipinos to stage battles from the invasion of Cuba 

and “The Fall of Luzon.” After 1901, his show evolved to include actors and veteran soldiers 

                                                           
46 Elizabeth D. Leonard, Men of Color to Arms!: Black Soldiers, Indian Wars, and the Quest for Equality (New 
York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2010), 234. 

47 David W. Blight, Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 2001), 336 

48 Emily S. Rosenberg, Transnational Currents in a Shrinking World, 1870-1945 (Cambridge: Belknap Press of 
Harvard University Press, 2012), 104. 

49 Louis S. Warren, Buffalo Bill’s America: William F. Cody and the Wild West Show (New York: Random House, 
2005), 417.  
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representing American, British, Sikh, German, Russian, French, and Japanese forces as they 

stormed Peking to end the Boxer Rebellion.50  

Observations from these events were circulated through a number of journals and military 

societies that proliferated in this era, as professionals sought to enhance, share, and codify their 

specialized knowledge. As befitted a responsible modern bureaucracy, the Army participated 

eagerly in this trend and had commands of various levels submit annual reports that summarized 

their activities for the year and forecasted upcoming concerns, often using excerpts from the 

writings of social theorists and military pundits to lend support to their analyses. These annual 

reports reprinted disputes from numerous journals over the merits of various military 

technologies and tactics, but also encouraged the comparison of “like” forces across national 

boundaries and reflected the Army’s participation in global dialogues of imperialism and 

progressivism.  

 In the report for 1901, for example, the Adjutant General selected excerpts from articles 

like “The Horse in the South African War” and a piece from an English author avowing that 

“The Boer dispenses with good drill because he is already a perfect light-infantry soldier; so 

were the North American Indians and all other primitive fighting races…the inhabitants of thinly 

populated civilized countries are not ready-made soldiers, and their military education needs, 

therefore, to be progressive.”51 The commanding General of the Army, Nelson A. Miles, was 

clearly concerned with the progress of rival empires and directly compared the conduct of 

                                                           
50 Janne Lahti, The American West and the World: Transnational and Comparative Perspectives (New York: 
Routledge, 2019), 173. 

51 Annual Reports of the War Department for the Fiscal Year Ended June 30, 1901: Report of the Lieutenant-
General Commanding the Army, Part 7 (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1901), 224. RG108, 
Records of the Headquarters of the Army, Annual Reports of LTG of the Army to the SECWAR 1898-1901, Box 1. 
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American forces in the Philippines with the performance of British forces in the Boer War and 

the multinational coalition sent to put down the Boxer Rebellion in 1901. Having previously 

traveled the globe surveying modern Armies across Asia, Africa, the Americas, and Europe, and 

clearly showing a preference for the latter, Miles must have been satisfied to see that the forces 

of the United States had adopted the characteristics and capabilities of the leading European 

powers.  

One of the few times that the United States forces could be directly compared to other 

nations in the field was during its participation in the multi-national force that suppressed the 

Boxer Rebellion. The United States expeditionary force was comprised only of regular American 

forces and Marines, many deploying from the Philippines but excluding both Filipino Scouts and 

the Black Regiments. The commander of the American land forces committed, Adna Chafee, 

was charged with leading a proposed force of 15,000, but never more than 6,300 United States 

soldiers arrived on the continent, supplementing the forces of the “eight nation alliance” that 

reached over 55,000 soldiers and 54 warships.52 The United States’ participation proved a sort of 

imperial coming-out party, cooperating with Britain, France, Italy, Germany, Austria-Hungary, 

Japan, and Russia in the suppression of the Boxers, an indigenous Chinese movement whose 

prophesies and protests bore remarkable similarities to other indigenous millenarian anti-colonial 

movements of the era like the Ghost Dance of the Plains Indians, the Mahdi movement in Sudan, 

the “Bab” movement in Iran, or the Maji-Maji uprising in German East Africa.53  

                                                           
52 Marilyn B. Young, The Rhetoric of Empire: American China Policy, 1895-1901 (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1968), 166. Adna Chaffee had fought against the Apaches and commanded the 9th (Colored) Cavalry before 
commanding in the Philippines and China, later named Military Governor of the Philippines and Army Chief of 
Staff. 

53 Jurgen Osterhammel, The Transformation of the World: A Global History of the Nineteenth Century (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2014), 896. 
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What these American participants observed was not just the deployment of the ethnic 

national core forces that defined “German” or “French” armies, but also the colonial regiments 

of the British Army and the rising power of the Japanese Imperial forces. Eager to catalogue this 

multinational cooperation in an era of imperial competition, reporters flocked to the continent to 

follow the armies, cataloging their diverse arrays of military cultures. At least one enterprising 

photographer also took to selling candid photographs of different imperial armies on the march 

to US Army officers, several of which were sent to the Commanding General of the Army, 

ending up tucked neatly into the pages of the archived copy of Mile’s submission to the 1901 

Annual Reports of the Secretary of War. 54 From these photographs, Miles would have noted with 

pride that although they were all outfitted in distinctive national or colonial garb, they were 

similarly organized into the foot-borne, rifle-armed, skirmishing formations supported by pack 

animals that typified the United States’ own light infantry forces. 

                                                           
54 Annual Reports of the War Department for the Fiscal Year Ended June 30, 1901: Report of the Lieutenant-
General Commanding the Army, Part 7 (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1901), Photographs loosely 
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Figure 11: “East Indian (British) Pack Mule, Near Pei-Tsang”55 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
55 Original Caption. Annual Reports of the War Department for the Fiscal Year Ended June 30, 1901: Report of the 
Lieutenant-General Commanding the Army, Part 7 (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1901), 
Photographs loosely inserted into pages, RG108, Records of the Headquarters of the Army, Annual Reports of the 
Lieutenant-General of the Army to the Secretary of War 1898-1901, Box 1. 
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Figure 12: “Russian Troops, Near Matow”56 
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Lieutenant-General Commanding the Army, Part 7 (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1901), 
Photographs loosely inserted into pages, RG108, Records of the Headquarters of the Army, Annual Reports of the 
Lieutenant-General of the Army to the Secretary of War 1898-1901, Box 1. 
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Figure 13: “Japanese Transportation”57 
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Photographs loosely inserted into pages, RG108, Records of the Headquarters of the Army, Annual Reports of the 
Lieutenant-General of the Army to the Secretary of War 1898-1901, Box 1. 
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Figure 14: “Japanese Infantry on the March”58 

 

These units displayed reassuring similarities with the segregated Black regiments, Indian 

Companies, the Porto Rico Regiment, and the Philippine Scouts in organization and utilization, 

confirming that the United States Army was on the cutting edge of global military practices. 

Though the use of indigenous and colored troops found opponents across the imperial world, 

their backers could rely on socialized and scientifically “proven” tenets of white supremacy to 

justify their segregation from regular national forces while simultaneously valorizing their 

                                                           
58 Original Caption. Annual Reports of the War Department for the Fiscal Year Ended June 30, 1901: Report of the 
Lieutenant-General Commanding the Army, Part 7 (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1901), 
Photographs loosely inserted into pages, RG108, Records of the Headquarters of the Army, Annual Reports of the 
Lieutenant-General of the Army to the Secretary of War 1898-1901, Box 1. 
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particular martial talents and geo-specific adaptations to defend their inclusion as auxiliaries 

abroad. The result was the global replication of racially, ethnically, or tribally aligned units 

drawn from specific segments of colonized populations who saw some intrinsic value in allying 

themselves with the governing imperial forces.  

These units allowed colonial armies to leverage local knowledge and factional divisions 

while enforcing government policy, as well as providing the opportunity to use the military as a 

vehicle for the social and political transformation of their indigenous soldiers and their 

communities. For the United States, however, the incorporation of colonial troops overseas also 

began to strain the inviolability of its bureaucratic racial categorizations. When it started to enlist 

regular Indian soldiers in 1891, for example, the Army had developed a unique register that 

divided new enlistees into, as it titled them “each class, White, Colored, and Indian” annotating 

and averaging their heights, ages, and native or foreign birth, as well as the particular branch of 

service they had been recruited into.59  

 

                                                           
59 “Number of enlistments and re-enlistments in U.S. Army, by months, showing separately the number of each 
class, White, Colored, and Indian, nationality, average age, and average height,” Records of the Adjutant General’s 
Office, 1780’s-1917, RG 94.  
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Figure 15: Register of Enlistments at Peak of Indian Company Recruiting, July 1891-June 
1892.60  
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By 1901, only a decade later, the form was creaking under the burden of meeting the 

recruiting needs of an Army now spread from all the way Puerto Rico and Cuba, across North 

America, to the Philippines and China. As the Army’s organization had changed, the adjutant’s 

clerk had hastily scratched out old arms of the service and penned in new branches. With careful 

attention, he also deployed his pen and strait-edge to divide the category of “Indian” three ways 

to make room for the “Porto Rico Regiment” and “Philippine Scouts.” This left “White” and 

“Colored” intact as coherent categories, each with units permanently segregated for their service 

by statute, but also creating an “other” category that could be theorized as a placeholder for 

colonial ethnic troops: Puerto Rican, Filipino, and Indian.  
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Figure 16: Register of Enlistments the First Month that Indian Enlistment Category is 
subdivided into Philippine Scouts, Indians, and Porto Rico Regiment, 1901.61 
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Though nativist legislation passed in 1894 required that new Army recruits read, write, 

and speak English in addition to swearing an oath to become United States citizens, the 

reenlistment of already serving soldiers was a known loophole. As such, on the eve of the 

sinking of the Maine in February 1898, only 75.41% of new Army enlistments were considered 

“native born” and only 60.09% of reenlistments qualified as such, compared to roughly 86% in 

the United States population at large.62 Even at the height of the Philippine campaign in the fiscal 

year 1902, nearly a quarter, 22.24%, of the Army’s new and renewed enlistments were 

considered “foreign born.” Among those considered “native-born” by 1902 were Native 

American recruits, who were still listed separately on the register as “Indian” and not tallied into 

the totals of “white” or “colored” recruits, but were distinctly separate from the “Porto Rico 

Regiment” and “Philippine Scout” recruits who made up 17.03% of that year’s total enlistments 

and 63.47% of its “foreign born” enlistments.63 

A survey of American forces in the Philippines taken on the verge of American entry into 

the Great War reflects the persistent concern of the Army with its racial-ethnic composition and 

the continuation of older patterns of enlistment. Especially notable was the presence of foreign-

born soldiers in the ranks of the United States Army’s regular units, where 1,529 of 14,000 

soldiers were first-generation immigrants, mostly Austro-Hungarian, Russian, German, and 

British. Of the Regiments stationed in the archipelago, the all-Black 9th Cavalry proved to be the 

                                                           
62 The 1900 Census indicates that in the population of the United States at large, 65,843,302 members of the United 
States’ total population of 76,303, 387 were considered foreign born, a figure that includes military service 
members.  

63 “Number of enlistments and re-enlistments in U.S. Army, by months, showing separately the number of each 
class, White, Colored, and Indian, nationality, average age, and average height,” Records of the Adjutant General’s 
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most authentically American, while almost one-third of the soldiers of the 31st Infantry were 

foreign born.64 

The mathematical certainty of these categorization, however, often proved a bureaucratic 

sleight of hand. One footnote to the register’s chart caveats that the otherwise “white” Regular 

Army Band recruited seventy-two Filipinos and categorized them as foreign-born regulars 

between 1902 and 1903. A Clerk’s margin notes further reveal that in just the last six months of 

1908, white infantry units enlisted two Puerto Ricans and six Filipinos, while a further three 

Filipinos enlisted in colored Cavalry units. In addition, without Indian Companies to fill, 

recruiters had little incentive to seek Native American enlistees, or to delineate them as such, and 

began to integrate them individually into white units until the “Indian” designation had lost its 

clerical significance.65 The delineation of enlistment categories shows that the turn of the century 

Army thought that race, ethnicity, and national origins were important distinctions to record.66 

The exceptions, however, suggest that the meaning and permanence of these distinctions 

remained contested. After October 1913, the register has no data entries, but only dozens of 

pages prepared to enlist an Army to face its uncertain global commitments on the verge of World 

War I; a force for the future, organized by its past.  

 

 

                                                           
64  Brian McAllister Linn, Guardians of Empire, 66. 

65 Thomas A. Britten, American Indians in World War I: At War and At Home (Albuquerque: University of New 
Mexico Press, 1997), 25. 

66 Even the subjects of this organization found merit in the distinctions, as DuBois would speculate that the wartime 
service of “black Africans and brown Indian and yellow Japanese” would demonstrate their prowess and foster “new 
ideas of the essential equality of man.” In Herbert Aptheker, ed., Writings by W.E.B. DuBois, vol. 1, “World War 
and the Color Line,” vol. 1, (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1997), 84-5. 
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Figure 17: Prepared Blank Forms of Enlistment Register, November 1913 and Beyond.67  
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Chapter 6 

The Black Officer’s Burden 

 

 “The Negro has shown that, although his skin were Black, he could pull a trigger; that 
although his body were bruised by the curse of slavery, he could stop a bullet; and even though 
his hands were knotted by toil, the Negro has shown to the world that he could carry his 
country’s flag.”1 

Rev. W. Spencer Carpenter, Pastor of Allen A.M.E. Church, Philadelphia P.A., 
 1901.  

 

In the turn of the century environment of inter-imperial comparison, competition, and 

categorization, African American officers found opportunities to shape debates over both 

domestic and foreign policy in the United States and to insert themselves as important players in 

the nascent American empire. That Black Americans were variously advocates, critics, and 

participants in the debate over American imperialism has been extensively demonstrated but an 

examination of their service as enforcers and administrators of these policies is necessary to 

understand the complexity of their actions and the fervency of their beliefs.2  The 1906 forward 

to a “psycho-military study” titled The Military Morale of Nations and Races serves as a case in 

point:  

“…to show that the military virtues can be cultivated, and to appeal to my countrymen of all 
race extractions to foster and encourage the things that keep alive civic and military courage, 
patriotism, and the vigor, strength, and sturdiness of American manhood, upon which virile 
virtues depend so largely our national life and the honor and dignity among nations of our 

common country — our Mother land, America.”3 

                                                           
1 W. Spencer Carpenter, “The Negro Soldier’s Contribution in the Wars of the United States,” The A.M.E. Review 
(Philadelphia: Publishing House of the African M.E. Church, 1901). 

2 On African American views on imperialism, see Willard B. Gatewood Jr., Black Americans and the White Man’s 
Burden, 1898-1901 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1975) and his later “Smoked Yankees” and the Struggle for 
Empire: Letters from Negro Soldiers, 1898-1902 (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 1987). 

3 Charles Young, Military Morale of Nations and Races (Kansas City, MO: Franklin Hudson Publishing Company, 
1912), 1906 Forward. 
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While clearly this view fits within Michelle Mitchell and Gail Bederman’s descriptions of 

turn of the century Imperialism as a “gendered struggle over manhood,” this struggle and the 

racial-imperial thinking that defined the field of contest began well prior to overseas expansion.4 

The argument within Military Morale for organizing the United States Army along racial-

national lines and the particular virtues of colonial ethnic troops were reflective of the scientific 

racism and social Darwinism of the era, but the background of the author is revealing.  

Charles Young was the third Black officer to commission from West Point, served in the 

frontier army as a cavalryman, and was posted as Professor of Military Science and Tactics at 

Wilberforce University alongside W.E.B. DuBois from 1894-1898. Their relationship at 

Wilberforce began a friendship and correspondence that they both maintained for the rest of their 

lives and demonstrates how Black intellectuals and officers contributed to the development of a 

“cosmopolitan patriotism” that exalted “public duty in the interest of private right” and sought to 

extend the full benefits of liberal modernity to all peoples and races.5 Wilberforce and the Black 

Regiments both served as incubators for Black progressivism, expressed in foreign policy 

through the work of prominent Black intellectuals and army officers. W.E.B. DuBois, who had 

gained both an academic and experiential education in Bismark’s Germany in the late 1890’s, 

called for Black citizenship and independence at home while critiquing the hypocrisy of 

imperialism abroad, pointing out the contradiction between society’s claims to provide for the 

even the lowest strata of society and the “theory of the natural aristocracy of the races.”6 

                                                           
4 Michele Mitchell, Righteous Propagation, 56. 

5 Jonathan M. Hansen, The Lost Promise of Patriotism: Debating American Identity, 1890-1920 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2003), xiv. 

6 Jonathan M. Hansen, The Lost Promise of Patriotism, 140. 
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Figure 18: Major Charles Young in U.S. Army officer’s uniform, 1916.7 
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Deployed to the Philippines in 1901, Young helped organize the Philippine constabulary 

in order to ensure “peace and sound government.” His follow-on assignment in 1904 was as the 

military attaché in Port Au Prince, Haiti, where he drew up surveys of the island’s geography and 

defenses that were used by the Marines’ invasion and occupation later in 1915.8 Understanding 

Charles Young as both a product and producer of late 19th Century racial-imperial theory is an 

example of how Black military service can be reinserted into the historiography of imperialism 

to demonstrate that they could simultaneously be agents of, and objects for, imperial 

transformation, a status that necessarily puts their history into dialogue with the experiences of 

employing Native American, Filipino, Puerto Rican, and other colonial-ethnic formations.  

 Young agreed with the general proposition that there was something exceptional about 

the United States, remarking on how its relatively young and diverse population differed from 

other nations whose populations were supposedly drawn from a single race. He believed that 

although the bulk of the North American population “is of Anglo-Saxon in origin…the strong 

admixture of foreign peoples…are of such varied types and characteristics” as to prevent their 

complete amalgamation into the ethnic majority. Evincing a nativism most often encountered in 

his Anglo-Saxon countrymen, he pronounced that Irish, Swedish, Hungarian, Polish, Italian, and 

Chinese immigrants were unlikely to ever gain full acceptance in America.  

The issue wasn’t their skin tone, but their acculturation. They would remain excluded 

because their “immense horde, many of whom do not trouble themselves to even learn the 

language of the country nor to force their children into English schools,” chose to “segregate 

                                                           
7 “Maj. Chas. Young,” 21 March 1916, photograph from George Grantham Bain Collection, Library of Congress. 
Available online at https://www.loc.gov/resource/ggbain.21286/ [Accessed 28 August 2019]. 

8 Claude A. Clegg, “’A Splendid Type of Colored American’: Charles Young and the Reorganization of the Liberian 
Frontier Force, The International Journal of African Historical Studies, Vol. 29, No. 1 (1996), 47-70, 50. 
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themselves in colonies, engaged in poorly paid occupations and speaking their own languages.”9 

The result was not just their social and economic isolation, but a looming threat to the stability 

and prosperity of the United States as “seeds of discontent, socialism, and even anarchy” came 

ashore with the immigrants, many of whom “were ignorant and who had been rendered brutish 

and criminal by oppression and proper nourishment.” The too-familiar solution was anti-

immigration legislation, “whereby the ignorant, criminal, and diseased are refused entrance to 

the country.”10  

This nativism may seem out of place from an African American officer who had 

experienced extensive racial discrimination himself, but it quickly becomes clear that his 

denigration of immigrants was intended to form a clear contrast between these newcomers and 

“the native-born Negro citizen of the United States…who make up one-eighth of the population 

of the entire Republic.” If the “Negro race at large cannot be accounted the equal of others” it 

was “Because of lack of opportunity that civilized environment and culture give,” boons 

historically denied by “slavery and its pernicious customs.”11 From slavery they had learned “to 

labor…the value of freedom and liberty… [and] to know the God of the Christians” before 

emancipation thrust them into society “without preparation and as a child.” Though 

reconstruction had failed, he asked “what could be more eloquent of the power, effort, and 

possibilities of the United States than these struggling people, who a generation ago were things 

of barter and sale…to keep stride in all the walks of life?” To accomplish this would prove that 

“it is not necessary to have the same blood or race with a people to have all their characteristic 

                                                           
9 Charles Young, Military Morale of Nations and Races, 207. 

10 Charles Young, Military Morale of Nations and Races, 208. 

11 Charles Young, Military Morale of Nations and Races, 209.  
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faults or excellencies, so long as one is brought up in the same midst, inspiring the same ideals 

and speaking the same language.” 

By this argument, he proposed that the national identity of “the race of Americans,” 

should be based on shared social characteristics rather than ethnic solidarity, quoting English 

sociologist James Mackenzie’s observation that “Men of all countries…appear to be more alike 

in their best qualities than the pride of civilization would be willing to allow. And in their worst. 

The distinction between civilized and savage humanity lies not in qualities, but in habits.”12  

Young even pointed out that white society had drawn its own lines between classes and must 

consequently also differentiate between “the educated, well-dressed, well-behaved, self-

respecting, property-owning, cultured, moral Negro man and woman” and “the ignorant, dirty, 

noisy, vicious class of the race.”13 This served to separate Black men who emulated the values 

and styles of American high culture from those who did not, but also gave them a better claim to 

inclusion in the “American race” than immigrant competitors.    

As a discriminator between social classes and a metric of civic contributions, he found 

few better indicators than participation in military service, noting that “as a soldier, in Africa, in 

the English Army, and in America, the Negro has been a success.” This was not an objective 

assessment, but one determined by the subjective evaluations that truly mattered, as “measured 

by the white man’s standards and as penned by the historians and testified to by his white 

officers…the medals of honor on their breasts and the pages of war-history tell of their bravery 

                                                           
12 Charles Young does not invest himself in providing a definition of the concept of “American” as a racial category, 
or display any particular consistency in its application. Though he imbued the American race with particular 
physical and mental qualities, he credits them to diet, exercise, and the social and political environment of the 
United States rather than genetic heritage.  

13 Charles Young, Military Morale of Nations and Races, 213. 
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and intrepidity.”14 Acknowledging social theories that described the Black soldier as “by nature 

more dependent… [with] less initiative than his Anglo-Saxon Comrade,” he nevertheless 

asserted that service in Cuba and the Philippines had demonstrated their capacity for leadership. 

Entrance into the class of officers would open a new path of respectable social mobility for the 

African-American man, “a natural result of his progress, his ideals, and his future hopes of a 

good and patriotic citizenship.”15 

He regarded the Native American as “a born scout and soldier” but dismissed their 

prospects for regular military service because they are “improvident, wasteful, and restless… 

[with] little regard for laws, either moral or military.” As a people they never recovered “from 

the first effects of the shock of the white man’s civilization, and have been killed or died out in 

consequence or hunger.” Where the African American had endured slavery and uplifted 

themselves by adopting the best elements of American culture, the Indian “remains largely to-

day a hunting and savage [race]. The conveniences of civilized life for him are curious, but have 

no inherent charm.” Like Booker T. Washington he believed the Indians would be “better off 

adopting mainstream religion, dress, and culture and leaving aside tribal ways,” though by 1912 

Young believed that “as a race their numbers are now too few to affect the destiny of the United 

States. 16  

This contrasted with his view of Jewish American, whose “capacity to survive and wax 

strong and rich where others scarce exist show the vigor of their race.” As a people who 

“contribute to American life some of its best gifts to civilization and progress in the line of art, 
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16 Michelle Kuhl, “’We Have Seen the Fate of the Indian’: Western Influences on African American Leadership in 
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letters, music, law, medicine, and commerce,” they resembled African Americans who were 

creating “music, poetry, literature, and oratory…which are rich jewels in the crown of every 

strong nation.” Despite their ostracization, he believed that by “contributing their brain and 

brawn to both the Army and navy of the country, in spite of the fact that [they] are not a warring 

people,” Jewish Americans had earned their claim to citizenship. Indeed Jewish Americans 

seemed to serve as a test case for service-to-citizenship arguments for Young, as he described the 

Civil War as “characterized by having whole regiments of Germans, Jews, Irish, and Negroes, 

which…have displayed the qualities of the people of their respective races.”17  From the example 

of a Jewish American population prospering intellectually and economically, from which it was 

supposed political blessings must naturally flow, he counseled that African Americans and “all 

oppressed peoples – can afford to take a lesson from the Jews in surmounting adverse 

circumstances.”18  

The effort to portray particular groups like Native Americans, the Chinese, or eastern and 

southern European immigrants as backward and unassimilable was part of a recognizable 

campaign to boost the claims of African American men for equal citizenship. In her study of 

Black Orientalism, historian Helen Jun observed that “The formulaic narration of Black military 

service, Christian morality, and nationalist identification to represent Blacks as unambiguously 

American subjects became a repetitive and frequent refrain” of some African American 

intellectuals to justify support of exclusionary policies.19 When these ideas were transported to 

the domain of overseas occupations and the work of Army officers administering imperial 
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policy, the difference between Black as an African-American identity and a pan-racial term of 

solidary became vital. That these concepts and the legal linkages between race, rights, and 

national identity never translated into consistent or beneficial domestic policy did not bode well 

for their coherent application in colonial possessions.  

As the question of whether the constitution followed the flag was contested in Congress, 

Black soldiers encountered related dilemmas in resolving their role in fighting, governing, and 

uplifting the dark-skinned peoples they encountered abroad. The question over the annexation of 

the “insular cases” and their populations to the United States inflamed nativist anxieties across 

the United States, primarily among white supremacists who decried the consequences of racial 

mixing and the costs of “civilizing” foreigners, but also amongst African Americans who feared 

that an influx of unassimilated colored emigrants would work irreparable harm on their 

campaigns for social and civil equality. For the Black Army Officers who were on the front lines 

of the United States colonial policies abroad, however, the proximity and “uncivilized” nature of 

the colonized populations presented distinct opportunities to present themselves as members of 

an emerging cadre of imperial administrators.  

 Certainly the intellectual firepower behind the movement for Black anti-colonialism was 

formidable, and African American officers found themselves on both sides of the debate. Lewis 

H. Douglass, a former Sergeant Major in the 54th Massachusetts Infantry Regiment and eldest 

son of Frederick Douglass, would describe the dilemma that these soldiers and imperial 

administrators recognized, that “wherever this government controls, injustice to the dark race 

prevails. The people of Cuba, Porto Rico, Hawaii and Manila know it as well as do the wronged 
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Indian and outraged Black man in the United States.”20 An African Methodist Episcopal 

Minister, Reverend H.C.C. Astwood, would observe from Santiago in late 1898 that “the color 

line is being fastly drawn…and the Cubans abused as Negroes,” while watching debates over 

Cuban annexation turn towards rejection as white Americans began to comprehend and construct 

Cubans as a people of color.21 In his study of Black Americans in the age of imperialism, Willard 

B. Gatewood argues that after the United States began “thwarting the independence movement 

among the Filipinos, the misgivings of Black Americans…hardened into widespread, vocal 

opposition.”22 The depth and breadth of this opposition drew from, and reinvigorated, critiques 

of the domestic treatment of African-Americans, linking Jim Crow policies with foreign relations 

to provide Black authors, educators, and clergy a vital and visible platform for critique.  

 The distinction between secular and religious or civilian and military roles for prominent 

men of the era is in some cases artificial, particularly in Black communities where educated and 

influential men often became polymaths out of necessity and passion, combining diverse 

intellectual and spiritual traditions in their leadership. Alongside the commissioning of the very 

few Black officers in the Regular Army, the chaplaincy provided a path to military leadership 

and produced several influential figures who shaped United States policies towards African 

American military service, domestic treatment of minorities, and the administration of colonial 

policies. By 1898 the Army only employed thirty-four Chaplains, thirty assigned as post-

Chaplains and the remaining four distributed across the four extant Black regiments. They were 

commissioned officers charged with attending to the spiritual needs of their soldiers, but also to 

                                                           
20 Willard B. Gatewood, Jr., Black Americans and the White Man’s Burden, 1898-1903 (Urbana: University of 
Illinois Press, 1975), 180. 

21 Katharine Bjork, Prairie Imperialists: The Indian Country Origins of American Empire (Philadelphia: University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 2019), 124. 

22 Willard B. Gatewood, Jr., “Smoked Yankees,” 06. 
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provide them with a basic education and moral guidance as superintendents of post 

schoolhouses, libraries, gardens, and various other facilities.23  

Assigning the Black regiments their own Chaplains communicated the expectation that 

Black soldiers would require spiritual and scholastic attention above and beyond those of their 

more numerous white peers, but also that they would be located on smaller frontier posts not 

serviced by post-chaplains or segregated from the religious services and educational facilities 

built for white soldiers. After a decade of ministration by white clergy, a crop of Black Chaplains 

gradually succeeded in gaining appointments to these regiments, allowing them to serve as 

powerful voices for African American advancement. For these new Chaplains like Allen 

Allensworth and Henry V. Plummer, who both served during the Indian Wars, their activism 

primarily revolved around ideas of uplift through education and labor, much like the 

philosophies of the contemporary Hampton and Tuskegee institutes.24 For those educated by the 

Spanish-American and Philippine wars, like Theophilus G. Steward, George W. Prieleau, and 

William T. Anderson, the imperial context of their duties would add a sophisticated anti-colonial 

component to their arguments.  

Theophilus G. Steward’s ideas about racism in America and abroad were profoundly 

shaped by his military experience, particularly in the Philippines. During his overseas 

deployments he came to regard racism and imperialism as inextricably intertwined, calling on the 

United States to deconstruct the colonial relationships established with Haiti, Puerto Rico, Cuba, 
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and the Philippines.25 As both an Army Chaplain and educator in the archipelago he was still 

deeply invested in the education and religious uplift of the dark-skinned people who occupied the 

United States’ colonial possessions, but feared that the United States’ methods of imposing them 

were exploitative and counterproductive. As a founder of the American Negro Academy, 

Steward was a colleague of W.E.B. Du Bois, John Webley Cromwell, and other prominent 

African American intellectuals at the turn of the century, intimately familiar with developing 

ideas of Black internationalism or pan-colored solidarity, perhaps best encapsulated in DuBois’ 

prescient prediction that “the problem of the Twentieth Century is the problem of the color-

line.”26  

Publishing excerpts from his diary of 1900, Steward would echo this warning, but 

expressed the importance of his international experience in shaping this opinion. He wrote that 

although he used to consider race a distinctly American issue, “a residence of nearly a year in the 

orient has taught me that it is a world-wide question, and established the most important cleavage 

among men.” On his voyage to the Philippines he stopped in Honolulu where he “observed the 

color line drawn hard and fast; much as one might find it in Charleston or Savannah; and it was 

there that I first heard other than American Negroes denouncing the assault made by white men 

on persons of other color.” These Hawaiians, whose experience with American imperialism 

predated the Spanish-American War by decades, quipped that Hawaii had been visited by “three 

plagues: the leprosy, the mosquitoes, and the missionaries.”27 As to the Filipinos themselves, he 

                                                           
25 Albert G. Miller, Elevating the Race: Theophilus G. Steward, Black Theology, and the Making of African 
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26 W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (Chicago: A.C. McClurg & Co., 1903), Forethought. 
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found “that color meant something to them” as they “place their hand alongside the hands of 

colored soldiers and say ‘igual’ (equal).” His sympathy extended into his readings of the 

literature of Filipino patriots like “[Jose] Rizal, the reformer and martyr” and Don Pedro A. 

Paterno, whose pages expressed “the same color question which prevails in the United States, 

and the same earnest, manly protest against it.”28 

In recalling a dinner with Filipinos who ate, drank, and smoked together regardless of 

class or gender, he remarked that “Experience has proven that English and American white men 

are ever against the elevation of others. They corrupt, deprave, and degrade wherever they go.” 

This did not reflect a complete disillusionment with the civilizing mission, but rather his doubts 

that the current crop of self-styled civilizers had the moral discipline to achieve it, clarifying that 

they corrupted not “because they do not have good men among them, but because they have so 

many bad men among them, and because their bad men are so bad…” The consequence was that 

“The Filippinos [sic] have learned much of sin within the past year; and vice and immorality 

have increased greatly, as I believe, since the country has been overrun with American soldiers 

and sailors and their English cousins.”29 The opportunity to provide both a civilizing and 

moralizing influence that was inclusive, rather than exploitative, of people of color melded the 

missionary and political aspirations of African Americans into a powerful call for Black 

leadership in the United States’ imperial projects and led to their greater engagement with the 

inhabitants of the colonized world.30  

 At times the results of this intercultural contact revealed the limitations of the United 

States’ cultural penetration of its subject populations abroad, as when a local school teacher 
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175 
 

offered to have his students perform for Steward on his visit in Botolen in December 1899. After 

singing “elevated music, almost startlingly refined, that they had learned from the Spanish, 

imitating the instrumental interludes” he was dismayed when the offer to perform an American 

song resulted in three barefoot children circling up, stomping their feet, and clapping as they 

sang “’hello ma honey, hello ma baby, hello ma ragtime gal’ while the others struck the most 

lively minstrel dance.” His disappointment continued on another evening in Manila when he was 

serenaded by “a well-educated Spanish lady singing ‘A hot time in the old town,’ etc., supposing 

it to be our national air.”31 

Steward also pointed to the low rate of violent crime committed by Black soldiers in the 

Philippines, especially compared to white volunteers, as evidence that African-American soldiers 

made more humane, sympathetic, and effective apostles of civilization. In 1902, Mathew Steele, 

an Army officer and author of the influential Army Campaigns historical volumes, claimed that 

the civil governor of the Philippines had demanded the withdrawal of Black regular and 

volunteer units from the island, suggesting the deleterious effects of sexual relations between 

Black men and natives in the unsegregated cities of the archipelago.32 When the cyclical rotation 

of regimental deployments called for a Black regiment to be sent back to the Philippines in 1905, 

the Army was leery of stationing them in Manila, where they might mingle with the families of 

white administrators and Christian Filipino women. Instead the Army redeployed the Black 24th 

Infantry to the primarily Muslim Moro island of Mindanao, but then fearing that both groups 

were inherently violent and prone to renew hostilities, redirected the regiment to the Visayas 

island group. 
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 Steward himself had investigated the allegations of Black misconduct to determine “the 

standing of the colored troops with regard to offenses against women and children” and found 

that among the volunteer regiments the 48th had no offences charged and that both soldiers 

charged in the 49th had been acquitted. In the Black regular regiments the 25th Infantry had no 

charges and in the 24th only a single soldier had been convicted of “laying violent hands on a 

woman” and was sentenced to four months confinement and a $40.00 fine.33 When the other 

three regular Black Regiments were scheduled to deploy the following year, the same fears that 

Black men would attack Filipino women were raised, leading the Army to search for alternative 

postings, considering and rejecting Alaska, Cuba, and various other far flung stations before 

settling on isolated forts in upstate New York and Burlington, Vermont.  

In opposing their use as colonial garrison troops, and likely deterring their stationing in 

the South, Senator Benjamin Tillman of South Carolina asked that Black troops be kept under 

close supervision at home so that if they committed sexual violence “We can shoot them, as we 

ought to do, and not inflict them, with their brutalities, upon a helpless people.”34 An earlier 

experiment to station the Black 9th Regiment at Fort Myers, Virginia both as a reward for their 

service at Pine Ridge in 1891 and to demonstrate the polish and discipline of the unit, met such 

vocal condemnation from local residents that the soldiers were sent back to a western post before 

violence could break out.35 

In 1906, these racialized fears shaped the decision not to deploy the 25th Infantry to the 

Philippines, instead ordering them to Texas to conduct maneuvers with Regular Army Units and 
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the Texas National Guard. Citing brawls between Black soldiers and the Texas guardsmen three 

years earlier at Fort Riley, Steward cautioned that “Texas, I fear, means a quasi-battleground for 

the Twenty-fifth Infantry.” Heeding this warning, his commander got the maneuvers cancelled 

and the unit sent directly to Brownsville. In Brownsville the soldiers quickly found themselves in 

a confrontation with its white residents, who already felt outnumbered in the small town of 7,000 

where nearly 80% of the population was of Mexican descent. Black soldiers, who had built their 

own bar to avoid conflict with their neighbors, were widely accused of drunkenness and targeted 

by the city’s police and local toughs for violence. After a newspaper published the 

sensationalized story of a Black soldier attacking Mrs. Lon Evans under the headline “Infamous 

Outrage – Negro Soldier Invaded Private Premises Last Night and Attempted to Seize a White 

Lady” the garrison commander, Major Charles W. Penrose, ordered the Black soldiers confined 

to post after eight in the evening and all passes revoked.36 

Later that night, sporadic shooting erupted in the town just outside post, damaging 

civilian homes and wounding a police lieutenant. Considering the recent tensions and their 

access to weapons, the Black soldiers were immediately suspected of “raiding” the town. Though 

almost no evidence or reliable testimony could be found to link the soldiers of the 24th to the 

incident, both civil and military inspectors had begun the investigation with the expressed 

purpose of proving the crime, eventually giving the soldiers an ultimatum to either come forward 

to identify the perpetrators or suffer mass punishment.37 When the Black soldiers taken into 

custody for were questioned, they refused to answer General Ernest A. Garlington’s inquiries 

and “…assumed a wooden, stolid look,” a stance taken by the investigator to be a conspiracy of 
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silence that only confirmed their guilt. Advising Theodore Roosevelt that the soldiers had vowed 

silence “in a determination to resist the detection of the guilty; therefore they should stand 

together when the penalty falls,” the President accepted the Inspector General’s findings and 

gave dishonorable discharges to 167 men of the 25th Infantry, nearly all the soldiers in its B, C, 

and D companies.38 

When the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) 

protested the verdict and jurists like Thurgood Marshall denounced the President’s decision, 

African-American service became associated in white minds with Black anti-colonialism. 

Marshall had opposed the imperialist policies of President McKinley and accused Booker T. 

Washington’s “suicidal policy of self-effacement for the race,” but even after service as the 

defense council for the ‘Brownsville Six’ he still offered to raise his own Black Regiment for 

service in Europe in 1916. This proposal was rejected by Wilson and other arch-segregationists, 

who cited the 1906 event as proof of Black indiscipline and their association with the NAACP’s 

vocal anti-colonial jurists as evidence against their patriotic loyalty, sharply constraining the 

conditions for Black Service in the First World War.39 

These challenges to the reputation of Black men as citizens and soldiers were contested 

not only in the courtroom, but met a broad response from African American service members, 

veterans, and intellectuals who sought to reaffirm their capabilities and contributions. In 1906 

one reader sent a letter to Steward praising his work “The Colored Regulars in the United States 

Army,” which reminded him of “the deep historical and philosophical insight possessed by 
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[Edward] Gibbon,[Francois] Guizot and [Thomas] Macaulay,” specifically referring to Steward’s 

analysis of the rise and fall of Spanish power. That these men were the esteemed chroniclers of 

Roman, French, and British civilization and empire was no coincidence; as the United States 

joined the ranks of world shaping empires the author implored that “every Colored man and 

woman in the world who can read it- read it,” lest they miss the significance of their role in 

America’s rise.40  

In the African Methodist Episcopal Church’s A.M.E. Review, Reverend W. Spencer 

Carpenter published an essay entitled “The Negro Soldier’s Contribution in the Wars of the 

United States” which detailed the history of Black service from the Revolutionary War through 

the Spanish-American War. His tract was responding in part to the 1900 Heelan and Helf song 

“Every Race Has a Flag but the Coon,” which was virulent in both its content and popularity, 

mocking Black nationalism by describing a fictional flag made from a flannel shirt with a dice-

eyed chicken, adding that “to make it quaint, you’ve got to paint – a possum, with a pork chop in 

his teeth – to give it tone, a big ham bone – you sketch upon a banjo underneath.” 41 Carpenter 

retorted that “[The Negro] HAS a flag. He fought for it in 1775, in 1812, in 1863 and in 1898. He 

who says we have no flag denies the valor and patriotism of thousands of Negroes who on 

hundreds of battlefields have proved their worth as soldiers and as men.” Against the tune’s 

jocular racism he passionately retorted that “The Negro has shown that, although his skin were 

Black, he could pull a trigger; that although his body were bruised by the curse of slavery, he 
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could stop a bullet; and even though his hands were knotted by toil, the Negro has shown to the 

world that he could carry his country’s flag.”42  
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Figure 19: Piano Sheet Music Cover for the 1900 hit song “Every Race Has a Flag but the 
Coon”43 
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In a similar vein, a lyrically minded clergyman replied to the Rudyard Kipling’s call to 

pick up “The White Man’s Burden” by producing his own poem, “The Black Man’s Burden.” 

The poem mocks the Army’s campaigns against “feeble folks – who fight with clubs and 

arrows” and questions why the United States needs to seek out dark-skinned people to oppress 

abroad when it has Black men “nearest at your door.” He continues his juxtaposition with 

Kipling’s poem by mimicking his meter, compelling the nation to “Pile on the Black Man’s 

Burden – His wail with laughter drown – You’ve sealed the Red Man’s problem – And will take 

up the Brown.” 44 This critique directly linked continental colonialism with overseas imperialism 

through its treatment of non-white peoples, a burden that some African American leaders 

believed their own experience made them uniquely suited to bear.  

Despite growing critiques of imperialism, racialized violence at home, and the continuation 

of discriminatory assignment policies, the idea that African Americans might still play a unique 

and positive role in the colonies remained alluring. After his experience in the Indian Wars, 

Philippine insurrection, and visiting and surveying the nations of Latin America, Young 

predicted that tropical regions of the worlds would ultimately be garrisoned by Mulattos, who 

mixing Black and white blood combined “the intelligence and ‘push’ of one race with the 

physical adaptability for living in hot zones of the other.”45 Though Young was adamantly 

opposed to formal divisions of race or class within the United States, he was fluent in the 

language of racial nationalism and an exemplar of Black social mobility. Drawing from his own 

experience and personal relationships with other intellectuals like W.E.B. DuBois, Booker T. 
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Washington, and Marcus Garvey, they believed that their education and influence gave African 

American elites the responsibility and moral authority to lead and uplift the colored peoples of 

the world.46  

In 1894, the Chaplain of the 9th Infantry, Henry Vinton Plummer, proposed leading a 

missionary expedition of trained and educated African American men to Africa to spread 

Christianity and Civilization. Building on an existing history of both white and Black led 

colonization movements in the United States, Plummer’s innovation was to suggest taking nearly 

two companies of enlisted soldiers from the 9th (Colored) Infantry and a collection of religious, 

social, and technological missionaries to “secure a slice of the African ‘turkey.”47 Their success 

in reforming indigenous Africans into their image and demonstrating their capacity for 

benevolent governance, he predicted, would “remove the dread of Negro domination” and serve 

as “the entering wedge to the solving of the so-called Negro problem in the South.”48  

Though Plummer’s proposal was never officially supported by the United States, some tenets 

of his plan manifested in the Army and State Department’s use of African Americans as 

“colored” ambassadors. With little room for promotion and few billets available outside the 

Black Regiments, the few African American officers in the Army in the early 1900’s were 

frequently given assignments as military attaches across the Caribbean, Latin American, and 

western Africa under the assumption that they would better tolerated and more effective as 
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ambassadors to their darker skinned populations.49 As their experience in the Philippines should 

suggest however, African American officers did not encounter the inhabitants of these countries 

and colonies merely as citizens, subjects, or even fellow people of color. Rather, they carried 

with them habits and assumptions that blended elements of militarized imperialism, paternalistic 

governance, and an increasingly globally minded Black nationalism into a distinct thread of 

African American led colonialism. 

The zenith of this movement came in the effort to transform the West African state of Liberia 

into a politically and economically independent Black republic under the guidance of African 

American officers, administrators, and expatriates in the late 19th and early 20th century.50 Liberia 

began as a scheme for the resettlement of free African-Americans and emancipated slaves from 

the United States, supported and led by the American Colonization Society (ACS) until the 

country voted for its own independence in 1847.51 Even then, its first president had previously 

served as the ACS-appointed governor of the territory and state power radiated from its capital of 

Monrovia, dominated by a cadre of Americo-Liberian elites. Its constitution enshrined the 

predominance of these emigres and their descendants by declaring that “We, the people of the 

Republic of Liberia, were originally inhabitants of the United States of North America” and 

defining rights of citizenship and property ownership on grounds that elevated African-American 

“Negroes” above African “Aborigines.”52 Its rapid recognition by both anti-slavery powers like 

                                                           
49 The United States was not alone in this assumption, other European nations sought out educated African 
Americans to advise and direct colonial ventures in Africa, such as the German experiment in recruiting Tuskegee-
trained agronomists to oversee Cotton production in Togo. Sven Beckert, Empire of Cotton: A Global History (New 
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2015), 363 

50 The best and most recent account of this experience from the perspective of African American Army officers is 
provided by Brian G. Shellum, African American Officers in Liberia: A Pestiferous Rotation, 1910-1942 (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2018). 

51 David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Emancipation (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2014). 
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Britain and bastions of slavery like Brazil reflect the malleability of its international identity, as 

both a symbol of human liberty manifested as a sovereign Westphalian state and a trans-Atlantic 

safety valve for tensions of race and class.53 The United States withheld immediate recognition 

on the grounds that diplomatic equality with a Black nation was unthinkable, a position only 

reversed when Lincoln formally declared the Union an anti-slavery power and recognized 

Liberia and Haiti as fellow republics in 1862.54 

With diplomatic recognition came increased economic and social ties, resulting in African-

American ex-patriots in Liberia forming Republican and Whig Parties within the Monrovian 

government, leveraging their influence within the United States to secure vital loans, and inviting 

missionaries, educators, and even the United States Navy to secure the credibility and stability of 

its young state.55 Reflecting the eagerness of Radical Republicans in the United States to export 

developing ideas of Reconstruction as a package of transnational liberal reforms, the Liberian 

College opened its doors in 1862 with the mission of educating and uplifting Africans from the 

miseries of barbarism, linking their progress with that of freedmen in post-bellum America. As 

Matthew J. Hetrick points out, however, its educational philosophy primarily targeted the 

education of its elite transplants from the United States, who would then “civilize and uplift their 

‘native brethren’ in Africa” into their image as “Black Yankees.”56  

                                                           
53 The complexity of political, social, and phylogenetic categories of race in a transnational setting is explored in 
Patrick Wolfe’s “Land, Labor, and Difference: Elementary Structures of Race," American Historical Review (June 
2001). 

54 John-Peter Pham, Liberia: Portrait of a Failed State (New York: Reed Press, 2004), 23. 

55 John-Peter Pham, Liberia: Portrait of a Failed State (New York: Reed Press, 2004), 29. 

56 Matthew J. Hetrick, “Liberia College and Transatlantic Ideologies of Race and Education, 1860-1880,” 
Reconstruction in a Globalizing World, ed. David Prior (New York: Fordham University Press, 2018), 54. 
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By using their expertise to transform Liberia from a supposedly undeveloped wilderness into 

a civilized modern state, reformers could prove that the “freed Black man of America is…a 

superior man…to the Russian, to the Polander, to the Hungarian, to the Italian” who was capable 

of not just becoming civilized, but of civilizing others. 57 The paternalistic nature of this project 

was justified to some degree by the mobilization of still-powerful anti-slavery rhetoric, which 

equated denial of education with a denial of freedom, reasoning that uneducated natives had 

never truly experienced freedom and required a guiding hand. The same anti-slavery rhetoric 

also served as a fig leaf for the imposition of colonial control under the guise of the “civilizing 

mission” in the Berlin Declaration of 1885 and Brussels Act of 1890 that carved up the majority 

of the African continent, but the African American leaders of Liberia claimed a unique moral 

authority to administer to the needs of Black Africans by virtue of their skin color and history of 

bondage.58  

Black Progressives in Liberia thus sought to project their own utopia onto the West African 

nation, engaging in a variety of colonialism that vocally dismissed racial casting but retained 

condescensions of nationalism and graduated scales of civilization that sustained familiar 

imperial practices.59 The government of Liberia imposed a sort of caste system that separated the 

population into four groups that, much like the case of the Philippines, depended on a variety of 

local and transnational factors. In this hierarchy, the educated “Americo-Liberian” elite stood at 
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the top, primarily descended from the founding African-American settlers and later Caribbean 

immigrants, who often boasted lighter complexion from their mixed white and Black ancestry. 

Below them were Americo-Liberian farmers and laborers, who held the same racial status as 

their superiors but lacked wealth or education to assume their class. Next came re-captives and 

their descendants, liberated from slave ships caught departing the African continent and 

gradually incorporated into the government and society of Monrovia. At the very bottom, 

effectively excluded from the political order in all regards except for the levying of claims on 

their land and loyalty as subjects of the sovereign Liberian government, came the indigenous 

Africans who had lived in the region before the arrival of the colonists and the formation of the 

state.60 

The political isolation of the indigenous people of Liberia was not merely reminiscent of 

United States Indian Policy; African American progressives used the rhetoric and methods of 

Indian reformers liberally. The government adopted a “ward” system that borrowed elements of 

Indian boarding schools and industrial institutes’ “putting out” systems to remove indigenous 

children from their homes and place them with settler families to receive an education, learn a 

trade, and adopt the fundaments of Christianity. When these students reached maturity, twenty-

one for boys and eighteen for girls, they were free to return to their communities, out of the hope 

that, like reformed Native Americans, they would plant the seed of civilization among their 

people. For the over 2,500 Liberian children educated in this way, the forced separation from 

their families and dissociation from their culture could be jarring, but provided a narrow avenue 
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for advancement as one of the few paths available for them to achieve citizenship until the 

second half of the twentieth century.”61 

Like in the United States, the desire to assimilate indigenous peoples was driven heavily by a 

heartfelt sense of responsibility to civilize, uplift, and incorporate them into what they believed 

was a better life, but political considerations remained important. In the small colony of Liberia, 

political stability and the integrity of its borders were of especial importance, as colonial 

European powers threatened to intervene when indigenous groups in the Liberian hinterlands 

upset the peace and progress of their colonial projects. Sympathetic to the concept of a refuge for 

the descendants of emancipated slaves, the British government mediated between Monrovia and 

other European powers, resulting in an agreement that if Liberia could stabilize its own territory, 

foreign powers would respect its borders. In support of this, the British imperialist Arthur 

Barclay suggested the idea of recruiting soldiers from various tribal-ethnic groups, dividing the 

indigenous population into those he considered “warlike” against those who were “unwarlike.” 

Both were seen as useful to the project of pacifying the frontier, as the “warlike” tribes could 

provide front-line fighters and the “unwarlike” tribes would furnish support personnel like 

laborers and porters. 

This division between “warlike” and “unwarlike” was a product of the martial race theories 

that guided the formation of colonial ethnic forces across the British Empire and by the 1890’s 

was informing the practices of the United States and other imperial powers. Like boosters of 

Native American cavalry or specialized Black tropical units in the United States, British officers 

believed that the tribes of the Liberian hinterland had special capacities as soldiers. One officer 
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argued that living in harsh tropical terrain and hunting and gathering for sustenance had allowed 

native African men to "possess a sort of intuitive knowledge of wild animals, or their ways and 

habits, which gives them in war an immediate advantage over the ordinary town-bred soldier.”62 

It was also expected that the “warlike” peoples would be easy to recruit and rally in the event of 

internal conflict because they had already developed animosities for their neighbors and despised 

the indigenous tribes of the coast who had been partially westernized.63  

These ideas spurred the construction of an ad-hoc militia that by 1908 would be formally 

organized into the Liberian Frontier Force. Created to pacify Liberian territory isolated from 

Monrovia’s control by virtue of distance or dubious loyalty, its visible presence successfully 

deflected the previously threatened division of their territory by European powers. Advised by 

British officers and recruiting from amongst competing tribal groups, it encouraged its soldiers to 

conduct punitive warfare against their ethnic and geographical rivals. The force was deliberately 

designed to be strong enough to pacify the indigenous majority but kept weak enough to never 

constitute a real threat to the lighter-skinned Americo-Liberian ruling class. For the African-

American officers who began arriving in 1910 to replace the British Officers in advising the 

force this presented challenges as they saw parallels between the segregation and brutal 

oppression of Black men in the United States and the racial-ethnic hierarchies they were 

expected to enforce in Liberia.64 

The predominance of men of African-American descent in the government of Liberia and 

their transatlantic connections were a point of pride for imperialists in the United States, white 
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and Black. The National Geographic Magazine in 1911 would declare Liberia a “The Only 

American colony in the world,” pointing to its dependence on trade and political protection from 

the United States. Without carefully outlining what exactly differentiated it from United States 

territories in the Pacific or Caribbean, the article at least described the basic colonial 

relationships of control and extraction. In Liberia, Monrovia served as the major city from which 

the United States’ interests were protected and projected, requiring military support, political 

guidance, and financial aid to pacify natives in the frontier. In exchange, the countryside was 

being reshaped into a tropical plantation economy that would export piassava, palm oil, palm 

kernels, and rubber to pay its debts and fuel the development of its “progressive” government. 

Critical to this process was stabilizing the frontier and consolidating lucrative plantation land by 

pacifying or expelling resistant indigenous groups, a task the required modernizing the Liberian 

Frontier Force under the direction of African-American officers.65 

Benjamin O. Davis (Sr.) was the first African American enlisted soldier to earn a commission 

in the United States Army by field examination and was assigned as the first military attaché to 

Liberia. With experience in the 10th Cavalry on the frontier and a deployment to the Philippines 

he was assigned primarily to act as an observer and planner for future American reforms. In 

addition to his own military experience Davis was assisted by Major Henry D. Todd, Jr. and 

Captain Matthew E. Hanna, the later having served as military attaché to Cuba from 1902 to 

1904 where he gained practice as a military advisor by reorganizing the local constabulary, the 

Rural Guard of Cuba. Arriving in 1910, this delegation was on hand to witness the mutiny of the 

Liberian Frontier force advised by the British, leaving them with the impression that, as it was 
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then organized, the force served “more as a menace to law and order, than as a force 

guaranteeing protection.”66  

When Davis fell ill in 1911, he was replaced by Major Charles Young, who had also served 

with the Buffalo Soldiers (9th U.S. Cavalry), organized and led a Philippine constabulary unit, 

and served as military attaché to Haiti and the Dominican Republic. Young arrived in Liberia in 

time to observe the Grebo conflict of 1910, in which “Every Americo-Liberian in the Frontier 

Force was made an officer or considered himself one.”67 The result was a chaotic, top-heavy 

force populated by untrained and inexperienced officers.”68 Recognizing the dangers of blindly 

accepting all Americo-Liberians as a political-military ruling class, he thought it vital to 

delineate between Liberians who had the capacity for military service and citizenship and those 

who needed the training and the military discipline his cadre were uniquely suited to provide. 

These social divisions came to be reflected in much the same way they had manifested 

themselves in the United States Army, by reinforcing barriers of race and class with those of 

rank and assignment.  

Dress for officers was based on the pattern of the United States Army’s officer uniform, 

while enlisted dress was locally sourced and consisted of badges of service or tokens of 

enlistment as often as formal uniforms. Even this limited symbols provided enlisted soldiers with 

prestige and authority, along with benefits like exemption from taxation and privileged access to 

land purchases and employment with plantation owners on retirement. Despite these 
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opportunities and privileges, which were certainly not inconsequential, there remained no path 

for career progression into the officer ranks, which were distinctly reserved for the Americo-

Liberian elites, who could leverage their status and political connections to obtain 

commissions.69 The adoption of the uniforms of the United States would suggest the exportation 

of the United States Army’s pay structure, but the financial uncertainty and corruption of the 

Liberian government made reliable wages and pensions an impossibility. Instead of paying 

enlisted soldier’s wages, they were encouraged to raid and pillage the communities of indigenous 

rivals in the hinterland to fund their own existence and requisition food at gun point. Often-times 

using these raids to recruit villagers into their ranks against their will, mutinies among the 

Frontier Force were common but never successful, with few resources and little else in common 

to unite them.70   

Though Young’s mission was to discipline and instruct the unit, as an active duty officer he 

could not himself command foreign forces, instead working out an agreement with Monrovia and 

the U.S. War and State Departments to hire a cadre of African-American civilian contractors 

who would discipline and modernize the Liberian Frontier Force. The men Charles Young 

selected were commissioned as Liberian Officers and many boasted active experience in the 

North American West, the Spanish American War, and Philippine Insurrection, largely as non-

commissioned officers or officers from Black volunteer units. While experience and training was 

valued, the limited number of African-American men in the service and with the freedom and 

desire to serve in Liberia was limited, so by 1919 Young had articulated a criteria that rings more 

                                                           
69 Timothy D. Nevin, “The Uncontrollable Force: A Brief History of the Liberian Frontier Force, 1908-1944,” 
International Journal of African Historical Studies 44 (2011): 1-8, 284. 

70 Timothy D. Nevin, “The Uncontrollable Force: A Brief History of the Liberian Frontier Force, 1908-1944,” 
International Journal of African Historical Studies 44 (2011): 275-297, 282. 



 

193 
 

of Roosevelt than DuBois, calling for “the man who is the leader [and] possesses pep and push 

and can convince the native soldier of his bravery in the field and his love of his men,” rejecting 

“desk-men” in favor of those characterized by “Youth, activity, resourcefulness, initiative, 

education, and a love and sympathy for the work.”71  

That these men were Black was seen as both necessary and prudent. The Liberian 

constitution had been written explicitly to prevent colonial domination and prohibited whites 

from assuming various government positions, including military officers, while the recent failure 

of British-led advisory missions suggested that installing new white officers would only provoke 

further mutinies.72 Despite this legal fixture, ancestry and gradations of skin-tone remained 

important in the social-political hierarchy of Liberia, a discriminator that benefited the African-

American officers who landed well above indigenous populations on the scale of respectability, 

but also made them distinctly uncomfortable with its similarities to the United States’ domestic 

race structures.73 A conspicuous imperialists who sought to reconfigure rather than deconstruct 

the existing racial hierarchy, Young never questioned the assumption that he and his fellow 

officers should hold rank over the supposedly emotional, superstitious, and naturally dependent 

soldiers he commanded, who as “African Negros” lacked the “initiative, hardihood, and nerve of 

the white man and the dash of his mulatto brother.”74  

Just as Charles Young had replaced Benjamin O. Davis, Sr, he himself was eventually 

replaced by Major Wilson Ballard, who imparted a harder imperial edge to the forces’ activities. 
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Ballard organized the Liberian Frontier Force to take greater advantage of ethnic and tribal 

divisions, conducting punitive campaigns to suppress rebellious natives and discourage the 

probes of neighboring imperial powers. His rout of Kru rebels at Rock Cess gave Ballard “…an 

aura of invincibility, generating in Africans a ‘wholesome fear’ of the African-American” and 

controverting the thesis that racial kinship might ameliorate the violent excesses that undermined 

the paternalistic justifications for imperial rule.75  

The officers advising and commanding the Liberian Frontier force had treated the soldiers 

and indigenous populations outside of Monrovia as a colonial population, their policies ranging 

from paternalistic tutelage to brutal counterinsurgency, mirroring the imperial attitudes and 

policies practiced across contemporary European empires. As one scholar of the force, Claude A. 

Clegg concluded: “Trained as couriers and defenders of civilization, the officers viewed their 

interests as similar to those of the groups, classes, and states most like their own and most likely 

to reward them for their efforts.”76 When Charles Young returned to Liberia in 1920 for service 

at the embassy, he found the Liberian Frontier Force dominated by a constellation of his 

protégés. It was commanded by one of his Wilberforce cadets and holdovers from his own 

administration in Liberia, Major John H. Anderson, who was seconded by Captain Harry 

Atwood, a corporal in Young’s Ninth Ohio Battalion, and supported by Captain William C. 

Nabors, a former buffalo soldier who attended the officer training schools advocated by Young 

in 1917.77 
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The transformation of African Americans from a colonized people in the United States to 

colonizers in Liberia did not take place entirely under the oversight of Black Officers, but their 

participation helps illuminate one of the constitutive flaws of imperialism. Empires and colonial 

projects generate, and indeed rely upon hierarchies. Where tangible differences between groups 

do not exist to inform and justify the shape of those hierarchies, artificial distinctions take on 

greater importance. In Liberia, gradations of geographic ancestry and the privileges of military 

rank supplanted race as the primary sources of social division, which ruled in most contemporary 

colonial contexts, but did not prove any impediment to the institutionalization of inequality. 

From Manila in 1899, T.G. Steward had recognized this same phenomena, observing how 

military colonialism always trended towards the destructions of liberties and the perpetuation of 

inequality. He wrote that the “military government is rarely acceptable to any people except as a 

defense against anarchy, and the Filippino [sic] leaders soon tired of it as administered” by the 

United States, lamenting that even though “the rule of the military was intended to be fair and 

just,” the uncertainty and danger of counter-insurgency drove many commanders into frustration 

and repression of the people.78  

That Steward retained any sympathy at all for the difficulty of the military’s mission in 

the Philippines during the insurrection points to his own participation in the campaign and the 

success of the Black regular and volunteer units in policing their provinces without resort to 

atrocities. Still, when these notes were published in his Fifty-Years in the Gospel Ministry in 

1921, his tone reflected a more pessimistic attitude towards racial reconciliation, by then having 
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experienced what was widely felt as a betrayal of patriotic African-Americans during the First 

World War.79  

In this post-war foment, Stewards’ earlier critiques of racial imperialism had metastasized 

into outright antipathy, declaring that “It is not Christianity that is dividing the world but 

COLOR. The color line is an awful fact; and on it the world's great battle is to come, either 

economically or with the sword.”80 Though he had served for over a decade in an Army 

dominated by white officers with little incident, the segregation of the Black Regiments fit into a 

pattern of exclusion that seemed to be replicated across imperial dominions, as colonized peoples 

slowly rose to consciousness of their shared grievances. In anticipation of a post-colonial world 

dominated by the dark-skinned peoples, he saw that “It is a most happy thing for the American 

Negro that he has been kicked, cuffed and shot out of the white race. This excludes him from the 

destiny of that race and allots him a portion with the age to come.81 

Yet before the First World War, it had seemed to many Black Officers that participation 

in seizing, holding, and governing colonies was an avenue for individual advancement and an 

argument for racial equality. Indeed, these officers did not merely argued that they could serve as 

commanders of colonial ethnic forces, colonial administrators, and ambassadors to the colored 
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world; they asserted that they could do it better than their white counterparts. By entering into 

and shaping intellectual debates and public discourses on race and nationalism these men put 

forwards powerful arguments about the fitness of Black men for service and their 

indispensability for ruling a multi-racial empire. Volunteering to lead colonial forces they seized 

opportunities to gain commissions as officers and attain posts as attaches and diplomats, making 

themselves a visible and vital component in the foundation and expansion of American 

imperialism in the late 19th and early 20th century. 



Conclusion 

Though race, ethnicity, and citizenship had never formed comprehensive barriers to 

participation in the military prior to the Civil War, they had often sharply constrained the forms, 

extents, and theaters of that service. Native American and African American soldiers and sailors 

were most welcome where they were least visible, on the margins of American society and the 

frontiers of its territorial control. They were generally recruited in small numbers for temporary 

and informal service, with limited avenues for promotion and few tangible benefits beyond the 

terms of their enlistment. The idea that their service would confer permanent changes in their 

citizenship status, social standing, or cultural identity was seldom raised and never seriously 

pursued, dismissed as goals beyond the purpose, propriety, and power of the Army to achieve.    

During the Civil War, however, the service of the United States Colored Troops provided 

innumerable examples of the competence and bravery of Black soldiers, earning them allies in 

the Army and admirers in Congress who saw the use of African-American units in the military 

reconstruction of the South as fitting justice and leading to the permanent inclusion of segregated 

Black regiments in the United States Army. Simultaneously, the effort to reconstruct the 

freedmen themselves into the image of the white yeoman and laborer of the North created a 

template for the rapid and widespread acculturation and uplift of peoples believed to be 

backward or uncivilized. Whether they had been denied the benefits of civilization by their 

enslavement or lived in ignorance or rejection of modernity in a state of tribalism, reformers 

pronounced, the postbellum federal government had the right and obligation to wholly 

incorporate African American and Native American peoples of the continental United States into 

its social, civic, and economic order.  
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This effort entailed the empowerment of ostensibly philanthropic federal bureaucracies 

like the Freedman’s Bureau and the Bureau of Indian Affairs, tasked with managing the 

distribution and usage of land, the enforcement of contracts and treaties, the dispensation of 

education and financial resources, and shepherding their wards’ transitions towards more 

meaningful social, political, and civic participation. These efforts were undertaken in earnest but 

quickly and thoroughly undermined by their critics, who questioned the costs and desirability of 

military occupation in the South and decried the corruption and inefficiencies of Indian policies, 

both under the reservation system of Grant’s Peace Policy and its subsequent dissolution in the 

allotment acts. From the seeming failures of these efforts at national reconstruction, the 

persistence and consistently meritorious performance of the Black soldiers of the United States 

Army stood as a marked contrast. 

Officers who commanded these troops and politicians and reformers in search of silver 

linings came to understand the Army and military education as instruments uniquely suited for 

reforming immigrants and people of color into model citizens. They believed that the training 

and lifestyle of the soldier was ideal for inculcating the skills and habits that were the keys to 

social acceptance and economic stability in late 19th century America, including discipline, thrift, 

punctuality, cleanliness, and proficiency in English. In addition, military service might awaken 

patriotism in the hearts of the soldiers, generating loyalty to the United States and a genuine 

commitment to reform themselves and their communities.  

Doubting that Black or Indian soldiers would be accepted alongside white soldiers and 

seeing virtue in their enlistment and service in racial-ethnic cohorts, officers envisioned 

homogeneous units of indigenous soldiers raised from individual tribes or colonies. These units 

would be similar to those employed by European powers across their imperial holdings, 
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comparisons that led American officers to mobilize and generate martial race theories that 

emphasized the military prowess and practical utility of raising colonial ethnic forces for the 

defense of the United States and the pacification and administration of its territorial acquisitions. 

Reflecting the beliefs and experiences of the officers, politicians, and reformers who advocated 

for these units, they almost universally accepted the progressive corollary that the military 

service of non-white soldiers went hand-in-hand with their civilization, uplift, and assimilation.    

The resulting formations of Native American, Puerto Rican, and Filipino troops, formed 

at the end of the Indian Wars and in the wake of the Spanish American War, thus served a 

variety of ends. The demands for military manpower and the advantages of enlisting peoples 

indigenous to the theater of combat or occupation were always considerations, adhering to 

contemporary beliefs about the fitness and aptitude of non-white soldiers for service in their 

“native” climates. The desire to capitalize on innate or culturally imparted “native” ways of war, 

however, was sometimes overshadowed by the desires of officers and reformers to use military 

service as a vessel for inculcating American value and loyalties. Where the two conflicted, native 

practice was branded as barbarism and Americanization as the path towards civilization and 

independence, destinations that often seemed to be fixed on a retreating horizon. Despite the 

paternalistic attitudes of white officers and the persistence of barriers to promotion and full 

inclusion, however, the simple existence of these units offered critical opportunities to those who 

volunteered and had lasting effects on the relationships between race, citizenship, and service in 

the United States.  

The fact of their service, reinforced by the success of their service, ensured a permanent 

place for non-white soldiers in the United States Army, frequently segregated but never 

eliminated. For Black soldiers and officers, colonial ethnic forces provided opportunities for 
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leadership of, and contrast with, other non-white peoples. This buttressed their claims for 

equality in American society and politics, positioning themselves as the equals of their white 

peers and as indispensable agents of United States foreign policy. For Native American, Puerto 

Rican, and Filipino soldiers, enlisting in the United States Army provided leverage to negotiate 

the terms and meaning of their tribe or colony’s relationship with the United States government. 

Serving in the Army of a nation that increasingly valorized the habits, virtues, and values of the 

soldier as quintessentially American, the persistence of colonial-ethnic forces highlighted the 

tensions between their continued service and the denial of their claims on the rights, obligations, 

and opportunities of citizenship. 

 The service of African American, Native American, Puerto Rican, and Filipino soldiers 

in the regular army of the United States continues today, who alongside other minority groups 

represent the 43% of the modern force that identifies itself in a racial category other than white 

or Caucasian.1 As the Class of 2023 began their first lessons at the United States Military 

Academy in the fall of 2019, they were joining a Corps that was less than 52% white, nearly 23% 

female, and only 2.18% foreign born, all studying and training together to join an integrated 

Army.2 An officer visiting from the frontier and colonial Army of the late 19th and early 20th 

century would find it an unrecognizable and unwelcoming place, not least for the unthinkable 

presence of women as cadets, soldiers, and officers. No longer did the Army seem to be an 

engine for assimilating European immigrants, who previously constituted nearly one quarter of 

                                                           
1 “Army Demographics: FY16 Army Profile” on the United States Army Website, available online at 
m.goarmy.com/content/dam/goarmy/donloaded_assets/pdfs/advocates-demographics.pdf [Accessed 21 August 
2019]. These categories are imprecise, as soldiers and officers may rightfully identify their heritage from multiple 
racial or ethnic groups or select one on the basis of cultural affinity, but on the aggregate the data suggests that the 
Army closely approximates the diversity of the population of the United States.   

2 Corps Data Analyzer, West Point Internal Public Reports, United States Military Academy – Academy 
Management System [accessed online 21 August 2019]. The number of foreign born cadets does not include foreign 
nationals attending the Academy, who will return to the services of their own countries upon graduation.  
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the Army’s annual enlistments. Nor did their visions of raising segregated units of colonial 

ethnic forces to pacify far-flung colonies seem to have survived the civil rights revolution and 

the global decolonization movements of the 20th century. Likewise, their efforts at using military 

service to acculturate “colored” soldiers to the norms of white society has been replaced by an 

institutional culture that pursues and protects diversity and inclusion as core values.3  

Much of this shift must be credited to the intervening history of the 20th Century, 

including the great depression, two world wars, the civil rights movement, the cold war and 

conflicts in Korea, Vietnam, and beyond as the needs and values of our nation and its armed 

forces evolved. Yet some foundations of the modern multiracial force can be found earlier in the 

experience of enlisting and employing these non-white soldiers in the United States Army on its 

frontiers, both foreign and domestic. As the nation groped for solutions to its military manpower 

shortages in the wake of the Civil War, sought to expand its influence and institutions into the 

American West, to project its power overseas, and protect and administer its territories in a 

competitive inter-imperial environment, the United States became increasingly willing to 

experiment with the formation and employment of distinct units of colonial ethnic forces. The 

decisions of these soldiers to join these units and their determination to leverage their blood, 

sweat, and loyalty to negotiate the terms and meaning of their service ensured the survival of 

these units, laying cornerstones for future debates over military integration, the incorporation of 

its colonial territories, and the reciprocal obligations between the state and those who serve it.   

  
 
 
 

                                                           
3 The Army established a Diversity Task Force in 2008 which subsequently published a “Diversity Roadmap” which 
“articulates the Army’s plan for achieving the vision to be the national leader in embracing the strengths of diverse 
people in an inclusive environment.” Cadets at West Point can even receive a minor in Diversity and Inclusion 
Studies. Available online at https://www.armydiversity.army.mil/ [Accessed 22 August 2019].  
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