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Preface

Charles Young is an unheralded military hero, whose rich life 

story, from 1864 to 1922, is virtually unknown to most Ameri-

cans, African Americans included. Consider his extraordinary 

honors: third black graduate of West Point, first African Ameri-

can superintendent of one of our national parks, first black U.S. 

military attaché, first African American officer to command 

a Regular Army regiment, and highest-ranking black officer 

in the Regular Army until his death in 1922. Unlike the first 

two black academy graduates before him, Young went on to a 

long and distinguished military career and achieved the rank 

of colonel. For nearly thirty years he was the standard-bearer 

for his race in the officer corps. Only serious medical problems 

discovered on the eve of the U.S. entry into World War I—and 

racial prejudice—prevented him from becoming the first Afri-

can American general.

Why have we overlooked this trail-blazing American? In my 

research about Charles Young, I discovered two reasons. The 

first is a lack of primary resources about the man. The second 

reason, which also explains the scarcity of research about the 

soldier and diplomat, is that Charles Young was black, isolated 

in a world where prejudice reigned and white people had power. 

It is my hope that further in-depth research about Charles Young 

will give him the prominent place in history he deserves.

In my first book, entitled Black Cadet in a White Bastion: Charles 
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xii preface

Young at West Point, published in 2006, I uncovered a great deal 

of information about his experiences at the academy, how he 

was treated by his classmates and instructors, and the way he 

responded. I also discovered the difficulty of tracing the life 

of a man who was usually invisible to his classmates. Young 

faced the enormous challenges of West Point with equal por-

tions of determination, courage, and hard work. This earned 

him his diploma and the respect of some, but not all, of his 

classmates.

While my first book about Young takes the reader to his 

commencement at West Point and army commissioning, this 

volume describes his experiences as an army officer in the three 

decades after his graduation in 1889. Documenting Young’s 

performance and accomplishments in the army is fairly straight-

forward, since his individual and unit records are available 

in the archives. It is much more difficult to uncover details 

of how he was treated, how he reacted, and what his fellow 

officers thought of him. As far as we know, Young never wrote 

a detailed account of his years as a Buffalo Soldier, so we are 

left with only general comments from his letters and papers. 

Likewise, few of his fellow officers described how they viewed 

Young. Indeed, he remained largely invisible to many of his 

officer colleagues because of his race. Still, using primary and 

secondary sources, I’ve gathered sufficient information to pro-

vide a detailed examination of Young’s military experiences 

as a black officer in the U.S. Army.

We know enough about Charles Young to confirm that he was 

an important African American in his time. If not for Charles 

Young, we may not have had Benjamin Davis Sr. as the first 

African American general; his son, Benjamin Davis Jr., as the 

first black four-star general; or Colin Powell, as the first African 

American chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
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preface xiii

The experience of this point man for his race in the military 

makes for a fascinating success story and offers a sobering re-

minder of the effects of racial intolerance in our history. The 

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

Flipper, United States Military Academy class of 1877, wrote 

a compelling autobiography of his cadet life in 1878. John H. 

Alexander, the second black graduate, died seven years after 

graduating in 1887 and left a scant record of his passage. Young 

graduated in 1889, the last African American graduate for nearly 

fifty years, yet his life remains largely a mystery.

The reader will discern a number of recurring themes or 

threads throughout this book. During his army career, a period 

firmly placed in the era of Jim Crow, Young lived socially iso-

lated within an officer corps uneasy with an African American 

in its ranks. In spite of this, Charles Young used his natural 

gifts to persevere, succeed, and prosper. The army deliberately 

shuffled Young between the few assignments “suitable” for a 

black officer in a white man’s army: the Buffalo Soldier regi-

ments, an African American college, and diplomatic posts in 

black republics. Fortunately for Young, the Ninth and Tenth 

Cavalries were among the best in the Regular Army, and the 

postings outside his regiments challenged and pleased him. 

Using the experience gained from these varied assignments, 

Young established himself as an exceptional cavalry officer 

with a strong record and important mentors.

It is my hope that Black Officer in a Buffalo Soldier Regiment 

will further the process of rescuing Charles Young from his 

historical obscurity and restore the prestige and recognition 

he enjoyed at the time of his death in 1922. He deserves our 

understanding and merits a place in America’s pantheon of 

acknowledged military leaders.
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1.

Awaiting Orders

I do earnestly desire the transfer to the Ninth Cavalry.

charles young, 1889

W
hen Charles Young graduated from the United States 

Military Academy at West Point in 1889, he hoped he 

had ended a difficult chapter in his life. His five-year 

struggle to earn his coveted diploma and receive a 

commission as a second lieutenant in the U.S. Army was full of 

challenge and triumph. He repeated his plebe year after failing 

mathematics and graduated two months after his classmates 

because he had to make up for a deficiency in engineering. 

While West Point was a struggle for any young man, Young 

had to face this ordeal in a racially charged atmosphere where 

most of his classmates ignored him or refused to have anything 

to do with him. Yet he persevered and graduated.

Young departed West Point for home leave in Ohio in Sep-

tember 1889, full of excitement, anxiety, and questions. Would 

the Regular Army be like his experience at West Point? Could 

he survive a career in the army if the treatment he received 

was akin to what he had experienced at the academy? At West 

Point he had overcome the hurdle of prejudice to pass the twin 
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2 awaiting orders

challenges of discipline and academics. What would it be like 

to add the ordeals of surviving in a white man’s officer corps, 

leading black soldiers, and staying alive in combat? Young would 

find answers to some of these questions during his first posting 

on the frontier, but first he needed orders.

First Assignment

Young’s commissioning and assignment as a second lieutenant 

were not routine, since West Pointers customarily chose their 

branch and duty posts based on class ranking shortly before 

graduation. Because Young had graduated months after the rest 

of his classmates, the army dealt with him as an exceptional 

case. As the only black graduate of the class of 1889, the army 

would have dealt with Young as a special situation anyway. 

The army policy at the time was to assign any black graduate 

of West Point to one of the four African American regiments 

in the Regular Army.1

The U.S. Army commissioned Charles Young as a subaltern, 

or additional second lieutenant, in the Tenth U.S. Cavalry on 

September 14, 1889.2 Young was the only member of his class 

of forty-nine cadets to be appointed to one of the two Buffalo 

Soldier regiments (the Ninth Cavalry being the other regiment).3 

Two of his white classmates, Joseph Leitch and Frank Webster, 

who graduated near the bottom of their class with Young, were 

assigned to the all-black Twenty-fourth and Twenty-fifth Infantry 

regiments. In acknowledging his appointment to the adjutant 

general in Washington dc, Young gave notice that he would 

be spending home leave with his parents in Zanesville, Ohio. 

After his leave of absence, Young looked forward to joining his 

regiment and embarking on a new life in the Regular Army on 

the western plains.4
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awaiting orders 3

Other well-known academy graduates had preceded Young 

to the Buffalo Soldier regiments. John Pershing, a white upper-

classman Young had encountered at West Point, later earned 

the nickname “Black Jack” due to serving with African American 

troops. He initially selected the Sixth Cavalry after graduating 

in 1886 because, like Young, he loved horses and was a born 

cavalryman. He transferred to the Tenth Cavalry in 1892 in order 

to position himself for a promotion to first lieutenant, a fairly 

common practice in the Old Army at that time. Later, he served 

with the Tenth in Cuba during the Spanish-American War.5

Henry Flipper, the first black alumnus of the academy, 

also chose the Tenth Cavalry after he graduated in 1877. Ini-

tially stationed at Fort Sill, Oklahoma, Flipper found the post 

“a pleasant one at which to be stationed” and performed his 

duties admirably. Flipper’s otherwise bright career came to a 

disastrous end with a court-martial in 1882. When he served 

as a commissary officer at a new station at Fort Davis, Texas, 

his commanding officer charged him with embezzling funds. 

He was cleared of the embezzlement charge but convicted of 

“conduct unbecoming,” and the court-martial board dismissed 

Flipper from the army. Young was well aware of this case and 

presumed that racial prejudice was central to the decision to 

remove Flipper from the army. The U.S. Army exonerated Flip-

per of the court-martial charges in 1976 after an exhaustive 

review of the records, testimony, and proceedings.6

John Alexander, the second black graduate of West Point, 

joined the Ninth Cavalry upon graduation in 1887. Alexander 

and Young shared a room for three years at West Point and their 

paths were fated to cross again. Initially posted to Fort Robinson, 

Nebraska, Alexander later served at Fort Duchesne, Utah, both 

posts occupied by the Ninth Cavalry. He won high praise from 

his commanders and quickly mastered the challenging duties 
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4 awaiting orders

of a second lieutenant on the frontier. Alexander would serve 

as a key mentor to Young within a year of his graduation.7

Amended Orders

The War Department informed Young while he was on leave 

in Ohio that he had been reassigned to the black Twenty-fifth 

Infantry based on a vacancy in that regiment. Young protested 

the change in assignments from the Tenth Cavalry in an October 

1889 letter to the adjutant general, stating that he had already 

made arrangements to purchase a cavalry uniform and that 

any change would be expensive. He also added that he was fond 

of horses and confident that he would be a successful cavalry 

officer. The adjutant general responded that consideration 

would be given to his request and promised that if a vacancy 

opened for a second lieutenant in the Ninth or Tenth Cavalry, 

his application for transfer would be reviewed.8

Young was pleased when he received a telegram from Wash-

ington on October 29, 1889, asking if he would accept a trans-

fer to the Ninth Cavalry. A hand-written note in the adjutant 

general’s files revealed the reason for this vacancy: “Lt. Young, 

the colored graduate, can now be re-transferred to the Cavalry—

the death of Lt. Humphrey making a vacancy in the 9th Regt.” 

Lieutenant Young wasted no time in cabling his acceptance to 

the War Department the following day, writing, “I do earnestly 

desire the transfer to the Ninth Cavalry.” On October 31, 1889, 

the War Department issued special orders transferring Young 

from the Twenty-fifth Infantry to the Ninth Cavalry. Young had 

his cavalry assignment, replete with a storm of controversy.9

Maj. Guy V. Henry, acting commanding officer of the Ninth 

Cavalry, protested the War Department’s transfer of Young to 

the regiment, since 2nd Lt. John Alexander was already assigned 
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to the unit.10 Henry feared that the presence of another black 

line officer in the Ninth would “be detrimental to the good 

of the regiment . . . by causing officers not to apply for assign-

ment to the regiment.” In his letter, Henry explained: “If this 

transfer was made in order that Lt. Alexander might have com-

pany it has failed, for in a letter from an officer I am informed 

that Lieutenant Alexander objects to Lt. Young’s assignment, 

as keeping them together gives no benefit to their efforts to 

advance their race.”11

Based on their history together, John Alexander would have 

been the last person to object to Young’s assignment with the 

regiment. Alexander had shared Young’s challenges at West 

Point as his roommate. They had grown close in their three 

years together, and Alexander had done much to enable Young, 

three years his junior at the academy, to survive the trials of 

isolation, discipline, and academics. They would have looked 

forward to a similar supportive relationship in the Ninth Cav-

alry, as was eventually the case. The second-hand information 

Major Henry received from a fellow white officer regarding 

Alexander’s wishes must have been misunderstood at best.

Major Henry, a grizzled veteran of many campaigns, was 

probably acting in what he thought was the best interests of 

the regiment. Henry, made a brevet brigadier general for gal-

lant and meritorious service during the Civil War, worked for 

years to raise the reputation of the Ninth Cavalry as an elite 

regiment that attracted the best and brightest officers. Appar-

ently, he bore Young no ill will, but reflected the attitude of 

many in the officer corps. To him this request was not about 

race but about the regiment’s reputation. He feared that the 

presence in the regiment of the only two black line officers in 

the Regular Army might cause young officers to avoid service 

with the Ninth Cavalry.12
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Department Policy

The response to Major Henry’s protest from the War Department 

revealed the real reason for the rapid change in assignments 

for Young. The army showed little concern for the reputation 

of the regiment but great fear that a black officer might end 

up commanding white troops. The adjutant general of the U.S. 

Army summarized the process as follows:

It will be remembered that Lt. Young was first assigned 

as an additional in the 10th Cavalry; that when in that 

position he was liable (as the senior Cavalry additional) 

to have a vacancy fall to him in a white regiment at any 

moment; that to avoid this he was appointed to a va-

cancy in the 25th Infantry (the Secty, having decided he 

should be in a colored regiment) and that, as Young had 

purchased a Cavalry uniform, and wanted cavalry, he was 

transferred to the first vacancy in a colored Cav regiment, 

which happened to be the 9th and he has now been confirmed 

by the Senate, and commissioned in the 9th. (Emphasis in the 

original)13

Prior to 1886, officer candidates could only pick a branch 

and regimental assignment in a unit with an actual vacancy 

for a new second lieutenant. Essentially, an officer had to be 

promoted, retire, or die in a regiment to create a vacancy. This 

caused problems for the army and the academy when too few 

vacancies existed in the field to cover the assignments of all the 

cadets graduating in a particular year. As a solution, Congress 

passed a law in May 1886 to allow cadets to join regiments as 

“supernumerary” or additional second lieutenants until actual 

positions opened. Young had been assigned as an additional in 

the Tenth Cavalry, but the death of Lieutenant Humphrey in the 
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Ninth opened a second lieutenant position in that unit, which 

the War Department was anxious to have Young fill for fear 

that he might otherwise be assigned to a white regiment.14

The direct involvement of the secretary of war in a normally 

routine assignment of a newly minted lieutenant showed the 

perceived gravity of the situation. The new secretary of war, 

Redfield Proctor, was respected for his positive efforts to mod-

ernize the Old Army, such as revising the military justice code 

and instituting a system of efficiency records and promotion 

examinations for officers. In this case, however, he approved 

the adjutant general’s recommendation to move Young quickly 

to the Twenty-fifth Infantry and finally to the Ninth to avoid 

the possibility of Young going to a white cavalry unit to com-

mand white enlisted soldiers. In the black regiments, Young 

would work side by side with white officers, but command 

black troops. To the War Department, such an arrangement 

was the lesser of two evils.

Young was off to a confusing and exasperating start as a second 

lieutenant in the U.S. Army. West Point had been a five-year 

struggle for Young to overcome the difficulties of discipline, 

academics, and racial prejudice. If he thought life would be 

easier or less biased in the Regular Army, he was in for a rude 

awakening. This assignment controversy was a harbinger that 

Young’s life in the U.S. Army would be defined by the same set 

of rules as at West Point.

Young’s first encounter with the bureaucrats at the War 

Department was one of many in a long and distinguished ca-

reer. In the future, the department deliberately shuffled Young 

between the few assignments “suitable” for a black officer in 

a white man’s army. These included the Buffalo Soldier regi-

ments, an African American college, and diplomatic posts in 
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black republics. It was a measure of Young’s abilities that he 

was able to thrive and succeed in spite of such obstacles. That 

he stood up to the War Department to obtain a cavalry com-

mission after graduation from West Point was a first indication 

of his resolve.

The white officer corps in the U.S. Army feared being led 

by a black man in 1889. The War Department hoped that by 

sending Second Lieutenant Young west to serve with a black 

cavalry unit, this issue would go away. Little did they know that 

Charles Young would earn his spurs with the Ninth Cavalry, 

causing them to fear him all the more.
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