
M O N T A N A  T H E  M A G A Z I N E  O F  W E S T E R N  H I S T O R Y36

During the Indian wars of the late nineteenth century, the Twenty-Fourth and Twenty-Fifth U.S. Infantry and the Ninth and 
Tenth U.S. Cavalry served throughout the West, including in Montana. Many of the so-called “buffalo soldiers” stationed 
at Fort Harrison retired from the army in the nearby city of Helena. These men became prominent figures in Helena’s 
vibrant African American community. Above, a Tenth Cavalry escort to General Wesley Merritt enjoys lunch near St. Mary 
in 1894. A. B. Coe, Kipp, Montana, photographer, MHS Photograph Archives, Helena, 957-993
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On June 5, 1905, Jefferson Harrison 
set out on the Helena road from the bustling Fort 
Harrison. The three-mile journey in the drizzling rain 
gave Harrison the opportunity to consider the life he 
was leaving—as well as the one ahead. Only hours 
before, Harrison, a twenty-seven-year veteran of the 
Indian wars, the Spanish-American War, and the first 
Philippines campaign, had been a Color Sergeant in 
the Twenty-Fourth U.S. Colored Infantry. Now, after 
spending his adult life in the military, he was a civilian 
making his way toward his own home on Helena’s 
west side.1

The Harrison house on Hollins Avenue, where 
the retired soldier lived with his wife, Louise, was 
invitingly situated next door to the homes of former 
First  Sergeant Charles Matthews and First Sergeant 
Nathan Walker. Like Harrison, both military men 
were in their mid- to late forties, had each retired as his 
 company’s highest-ranking noncommissioned officer, 
and each had families who had already lived in Helena 
for some time. The three men’s adjacent residences at 
534, 522, and 520 Hollins Avenue would become the 
center of a tightknit neighborhood of retired soldiers 
at the turn of the  century.  Private David Harris and 
his family, along with  Corporal Samuel Bridgewater, 
moved into the west side  neighborhood around this 
time as well, at 504 and 502  Peosta, respectively.2

The number of black former servicemen taking 
up residence in the capital city proved significant 
in comparison to other communities in close prox-
imity to Montana’s forts.3 In 1900, Helena boasted 
a relatively large black population of more than two 
hundred people out of an overall population of nearly 
thirteen thousand; moreover, the presence of single, 
black women of marriageable age distinguished 
Helena.4 In contrast to eastern Montana, where 
agriculture was the economic mainstay, there were 
a wider variety of vocational opportunities available 
to people whose skin color limited their prospects 
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for  employment. This was true not only for retiring 
soldiers, but also for their wives, some of whom had 
followed the  regiment from fort to fort throughout 
the West.5 A city of  Helena’s size offered a chance at 
part-time and full-time employment as dressmakers, 
typesetters, bakers, maids, and even small business 
owners.

Social institutions undergirding Helena’s  African 
American community flourished at the turn of the 
century. The city boasted a large and very active 
African Methodist Episcopal Church that served as 
a center for the community’s public and religious 
functions. In addition, several fraternal lodges and 
numerous women’s clubs established themselves as 
early voices in the fight for civil rights.6 The Mon-
tana Plaindealer, Helena’s black newspaper, helped 
bring together the various segments of the city’s Afri-
can American community. By 1910, Helena’s African 
American population rose to 425, making it the  largest 
black community in the state.7 

Circumstances were favorable for the ex–buffalo 
soldiers to start new lives in Helena, but their military 
past did not simply fade away as they exchanged their 
blue uniforms for civilian clothes. A glimpse into the 
former soldiers’ lives reveals the ways in which their 
experiences as soldiers gave shape to their lives as 

civilians and how they came to influence and enrich 
an emerging black community.8

The Making of a Buffalo Soldier, 1866–1905
The African American military tradition reaches back 
to colonial times. As a matter of official recognition, 
however, the first all-black detachment of soldiers 
fought for the Union army during the later years of the 
Civil War. Between 1866 and 1869, the original com-
panies were reconfigured into four military units—
the Ninth and Tenth Cavalry and the Twenty-Fourth 
and Twenty-Fifth Colored Infantry regiments—and 
sent to the Southwest to protect settlers. Through-
out the 1870s and 1880s, in addition to their regular 
duties, the two infantry regiments performed various 
 public services, including stringing telegraph wire 
across the vast expanse of Texas, New Mexico, and 
 Arizona. In contrast, the Ninth and Tenth Cavalry 
regiments led more exciting but dangerous lives, 
fighting  various Indian tribes in all-out campaigns 
and brief skirmishes, earning the soldiers a certain 
amount of renown in the western territories. Apache 
accounts held that the members of the Tenth Cavalry 
fought like cornered bison, forever immortalizing the 
all-black units as “buffalo soldiers.”9
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Beginning in the late 1880s, all-black units spent time at Forts Keogh, Assinniboine, Harrison, and Missoula. 
Above, cavalrymen drill near Fort Assinniboine under the command of John J. Pershing.

MHS Photograph Archives, Helena, 946-929

In 1896, Fort Benjamin Harrison (later renamed Fort William Henry Harrison) was completed just a few miles west 
of Helena. After their overseas deployment during the Spanish-American War, companies of the Twenty-Fourth Infantry 

returned there. The fort hospital and headquarters are pictured above, circa 1910.
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Beginning in the late 1880s, the Twenty-Fourth 
and Twenty-Fifth Infantry regiments gradually made 
their way north to the Dakotas and Montana. Over 
the following decade, Forts Keogh, Assinniboine, 
Harrison, and Missoula, in turn, became a  temporary 
home. During this time, the Twenty-Fifth captured 
the public’s imagination as a bicycle division, per-
forming patrols and other duties on two wheels. The 
experiment gained national attention when, in 1896, 
these African American cyclists embarked upon a 
remarkable pedal-powered journey from Missoula to 
St. Louis.10

The Spanish-American War erupted on the 
island of Cuba in 1898, and all four regiments of 
the Twenty-Fourth were deployed. While the Tenth 
Cavalry became renowned for its charge up San Juan 
Hill alongside Theodore  Roosevelt’s Rough Riders, 
the other black regiments distinguished themselves 
equally in less celebrated clashes; the Twenty-Fourth 
played a significant role in the capture of San Juan 
Hill and the Battle for El Caney. In the immediate 
aftermath of their victory in Cuba, the units were 
sent to repress guerilla fighters in the Philippines, a 
controversial campaign that lasted from 1899 until 
1902 and took a particular toll on the many African 
American soldiers, who identified with the plight of 
the Filipino fighters. When they returned from the 
conflict, black  veterans navigated resentments among 
the broader black community. That former slaves and 
sons of slaves were fighting for a country that recog-
nized them as citizens in name only at times caused 
the broader black community to view black soldiers 
with animosity.11

In the aftermath of the Spanish-American War, the 
Twenty-Fourth Infantry deployed to the Philippines 
in support of a controversial campaign to repress 
guerilla fighters. Many black soldiers identified 

with the plight of the Filipino guerillas and returned 
to the United States weary of a war that they felt 
was not theirs to fight. Above, the Twenty-Fourth 

drills at Camp Walker on Cebu Island.

In 1900, Helena, pictured above right, boasted a black 
population of more than two hundred people. This 
relatively large community, along with the availability 
of jobs, made Helena an attractive place for African 
 American veterans. 

Another reason that veteran buffalo soldiers retired 
in Helena was the community of young, marriageable 
women. The women pictured at right are staging a 
Pageant of Many Nations at the Galen Building in Helena 
in 1914. Julia Palmer, seated on the throne, represents 
America. Also pictured, left to right, are (back row) Alice 
Fisher, Emma Dorsey, Marie Baker, Corrine Souls, Almira 
Kelly, Charlene Kelly, Inez Williams, (front row) Etta 
Bowles, Rebecca Anderson Palmer, Sadie Ford, Ruth 
Hooper, Sarah Ingram, Olga York, unidentified, Geraldine 
Lee, Hazel Cottles, Carrie Dorsey, Mattie McGinnis, Ella 
Anderson, Mrs. Mathews, and Polly Lee.
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In 1902 and 1903, four companies of the Twenty-
Fourth returned to Fort Harrison from service in the 
Far East.12 For many, the return to the United States 
meant their departure from the army as their terms 
of enlistment expired. Moreover, by 1904 the poten-
tial for another grueling South Pacific campaign 
seemed high.13 Some men already had families living 
in Helena, while others recognized it as a desirable 
place to begin a new life. 

The Making of a Civilian, 1903–1906
In 1907, the Montana Plaindealer recorded the names 
of twenty-seven men identified as former  buffalo 
 soldiers living in Helena, asking for their attendance 
at a meeting. Three years later, nearly twenty addi-
tional African American men who had been listed 
in 1903 and 1904 city directories as members of the 
Twenty-Fourth Infantry appeared in the federal 
census. By  tracking individuals year by year in city 

J. B. Bass, owner and editor of the 
Montana Plaindealer, kept Helena’s 
black community informed of local 
and national issues with articles 
and lengthy editorials. The paper 
also reported regularly on the 
activities of the town’s numerous 
black social clubs and fraternal 
organizations.

From 1905 to 1910, a steady 
number of veterans moved into 
Helena. Most labored as porters 
for the railroads and hotels, but 
some aspired to go into business 
for themselves. The unidentified 
dry-cleaning and tailoring shop at 
right, photographed in Helena in 
July 1910, may have been owned 
by one such veteran.
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directories, one can determine that some thirty-five 
to forty men left the Twenty-Fourth between 1902 and 
1905, the time it was stationed at Fort Harrison, and 
continued to live and work in Helena up until 1910. 
Nearly all of these men were married, and a major-
ity had two or more children. Thus, as many as one-
quarter of the Helena African American population 
was directly related to a buffalo soldier during this 
five-year period.14

With only a handful of exceptions, the  majority 
of Helena’s African Americans worked in the ser-
vice sector.15 Most black men, whose occupations 
were listed in the annual city directory, were labor-
ers, waiters, or porters. Many black women found 
employment with wealthy families as maids or 
servants, a practice that would fade away during  
the 1920s. 

In 1908, Jefferson Harrison, Robert Meade, 
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and David Harris, along with several other former 
 soldiers, began working together under the tutelage of 
Julian Anderson, the Montana Club’s head bartender. 
Serving Helena’s leading citizens gave Anderson 
un precedented access to powerbrokers and policy-
makers in both the city and the state. Such potential 

influence at the highest levels raised his standing 
among the members of the African American commu-
nity. The buffalo soldiers working under him enjoyed 
similar prestige.16 

Former soldiers Samuel Stevens, James Simms, 
and Joseph Morandus—all capable horsemen and 

The majority of African Americans in Helena during the first decades of the twentieth century worked in the service 
sector as maids, servants, laborers, waiters, porters, or—like the unidentified man pictured above at the wheel  

of a 1915 Pierce Arrow on Helena’s Fuller Avenue—chauffeurs.
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teamsters—found work as coachmen for banker 
Thomas Cruse. They followed the footsteps of 
another of Helena’s other favorite sons, Nathaniel 
Ford, Thomas C. Power’s coachman. As a young 
man, Ford had worked as a teamster in Washington, 
D.C., where he met the new senator from Montana. 
Shortly thereafter, Ford accompanied Power back to 
Helena to maintain his team of four jet black horses 

and drive the immaculate coach, thus gaining the ear 
of one of the most influential men in the state. In this 
way, Ford also became a leader within Helena’s Afri-
can American community.17

Others started private ventures. In the early 
 twentieth century, tailoring was a popular occupa-
tion for African Americans throughout the nation. 
Miles York, L. V. Graye, M. O. J. Arnett, and Harry 
 Salsburg all operated tailoring and dry-cleaning 
shops in downtown Helena between 1900 and 1910. 
These businesses employed several men of the 
Twenty-Fourth. Sergeant Charles Matthews and his 
wife Callie, both skilled with a needle, worked as 
dressmakers and likely contracted out their skills to 
the city’s tailoring industry.

While a larger number of black men worked as 
porters for barbershops, very few of them worked as 
actual barbers. After several years in the employ of 

As head bartender at the Montana Club, Julian Anderson 
managed a team of African American employees. From 
1893 until 1953, Anderson mixed drinks for Montana’s 

powerbrokers and policymakers. He was a highly 
recognizable and influential figure on  

both sides of the color line.
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local clubs and hotels, former privates David Harris 
and Jasper Campbell started their barbershop in 1909 
on South Main Street and stayed in operation for sev-
eral years. This establishment was the first African 
American–owned barbershop in Helena, a source of 
great pride for the two ex–brothers-in-arms.18

The Making of a Citizen, 1905–1910
 Historians use a variety of methods to gauge the level 
of individuals’ participation in a community. Exam-
ining membership rolls of fraternal organizations, as 
well as of the lodges and clubs of their female counter-
parts, is particularly insightful in the context of early 
 twentieth-century Helena. African Americans filled 
the halls of these organizations, creating a microcosm 
of social order, with various officers overseeing the 
activities of the members. The Montana Plaindealer 
often published a registry of the Masonic lodges’ 
officeholders, including president, secretary, and 
treasurer. Nathaniel Ford and businessman M. O. J. 
Arnett became household names in the African Amer-
ican community during this time. Former sergeant 
Jefferson Harrison along with several other retired 
soldiers served as officers in Helena’s local lodges. 
The list of officers for the Bathsheba Lodge, a black 
women’s club, included not only Mrs. Ford and Mrs. 
Arnett, but also Mrs. George Simmons,  Callie (CC) 
Matthews, and Louise Harrison, whose husbands 
had all served in the Twenty-Fourth. The Busy Bees 
Club was almost entirely made up of the wives of 
former soldiers. Much of the Montana Plaindealer 
“Local” section covered the social interactions and 
civic engagement of these leading women.19

Given their central roles in the community, it is 
not a surprise that the Harrisons were celebrated for 
their generosity as hosts of community functions and 
dinners. On April 24, 1907, they hosted a party the 
Montana Plaindealer called “one of those functions 
which it is only the lot of one to attend once in a life-

time.” J. B. Bass’s attendance afforded readers an all-
encompassing review of the night’s events, from the 
place settings and eleven-course meal prepared by 
Mrs. Harrison to the after-dinner enjoyment of fine 
cigars and champagne that flowed as “plentiful as 
water.” The guest list was a “who’s who” of the black 
community. Miles York, Nathaniel Ford, and several 
fellow veterans offered a toast to the former soldier 
on the occasion of his forty-fifth birthday.20 A com-
raderie first cultivated among the men of the Twenty-
Fourth on the battlefield came to infuse  Helena’s 
social and civic life.21

While the black community was limited by a 
plethora of Jim Crow–era voting policies, segre-
gation, marriage laws, zoning ordinances, and  racist 
business practices, African Americans worked to 

Among the social institutions undergirding African 
American life in Helena were the women’s clubs 
that eventually consolidated into the Montana State 
Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs in 1921.
The  organization’s annual meeting (right) took place at 
St. James African Methodist Episcopal Church on the 
corner of Fifth and Hoback in Helena on July 19, 1929.
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Miles York operated 
tailoring and dry-cleaning 
shops in downtown 
Helena between 1900 
and 1910. In this photo, 
one of York’s wagons is 
parked along a street. 
The woman on the right is 
Eva Lord Grant. The girl is 
probably Jeannette York.G
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The Zanzibar Club, a busy nightclub owned by L. V. Graye, was shut down by a police raid in 1906. Although Helena 
officials justified the action as an effort to rid the city of prostitution, the Montana Plaindealer was quick to point 

out that brothels under white patronage were allowed to remain open. In a scathing January 4, 1907, editorial, 
Bass blamed the closure on “the maledictions of a coterie of pot-house politicians and veritable Negro haters 

who used an ungrateful and acrobatic city administration as a cat’s paw to throttle L. V. Graye.”
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improve their community’s social 
and political standing in a  variety 
of ways. Active in the push for 
social  equality were men like 
newspaper editor J. B. Bass, who 
labored daily to bring the people 
of Helena, both black and white, 
to acknowledge and confront 
prevailing prejudices. The same 
could be said of Lloyd Vernon 
Graye, a successful businessman 
engaged in a variety of enter-
prises, some unsavory. In addition 
to running the famed Zanzibar 
Club until its racially motivated 
closure in 1906, Graye also oper-
ated several tailoring and clothing 
businesses and became infamous 
for his central role in the city’s 
prostitution scene. Graye pushed 
the socio political color line of the 
day, to the consternation of many 
 members of the community, and 
experienced firsthand the racism 
of many leading whites directed 
toward African Americans who 
made attempts to advance beyond 
what was deemed socially appropriate.

Other members of the black community pushed 
back against racial inequality by other means. Com-
munity leaders Julian Anderson and Nathaniel Ford 
both risked being confined by their occupations; 
 nevertheless, they rose to prominence by demon-
strating fortitude and character. It was in this model 
that the buffalo soldiers exerted influence on their 
community.

The Undoing of a Community, 1917–1941
During Montana’s economic depression of the late 
1910s and 1920s, jobs quickly became scarce as hungry 

new arrivals from drought-stricken areas took work 
in professions that had historically been available to 
African Americans. Meanwhile, the war in Europe 
had catalyzed a robust industrial resurgence on the 
nation’s East and West Coasts. Seattle and Portland, 
in particular, attracted the Northwest’s workers with 
good-paying factory jobs. These factors, in combina-
tion with a notable rise in racism, made the exodus of 
many of Helena’s black residents all but inevitable. 

In 1922, Jefferson and Louise Harrison boarded a 
train bound for Tacoma, Washington. Since the end 
of 1919, Harrison and his longtime neighbor Charles 
Matthews could no longer find employment in town; 
Harrison had taken a position as a watchman at Fort 

As the driver of Senator Thomas C. 
Power’s famous team of horses, 
Nathaniel Ford enjoyed a  prominent 
place in the community. Many Afri-
can American men belonged to 
Masonic lodges. Here, Ford wears 
his fraternal apron.
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Harrison, while Charles helped oversee the  Forage 
Department. Their long careers in the Twenty-Fourth 
Infantry likely benefited them in securing a job.22 
Nevertheless, by 1922, the Harrisons could no longer 
stay in a place that offered little opportunity. In many 
ways, their departure signaled the end for  Helena’s 
African American community. The black popula-
tion fell slightly between the years 1910 and 1920 and 
then plummeted by 50 percent in the 1930s. By 1940, 
 Helena’s African American community had all but 
dwindled away.23

Buffalo soldiers played a prominent role in the 
emerging African American community in Montana’s 
capital. Even so, for many African Americans living 
at the turn of the twentieth century, professionalism 
and social standing depended on their ability to find 
meaning and purpose through the limited opportu-
nities available to them. The past experiences of the 
buffalo soldiers not only shaped their character, but 
prepared them for such a challenge. 

Today, the Montana Historical Society’s Identify-
ing Montana’s African American Heritage Places 

Project aims to uncover more of this unique  chapter 
in Montana’s history and to preserve what sites, 
 stories, and records remain. Sadly, in Helena, as in 
many other cities across the state, scant evidence of 
the early black community survives. Urban Renewal 
initiatives in the second half of the twentieth century 
destroyed nearly 80 percent of the physical structures 
in Helena that once held black businesses, boarding-
houses, and family homes.24 Oftentimes the loss of 
these historic places renders invisible the last remain-
ing piece of physical history connected to the families 
and individuals who once called it home.

Anthony Wood  graduated from Carroll College in 
2015 with a degree in history. While living in Helena, 
Wood worked with the Montana State Historic 
Preser vation Office on the Identifying Montana’s 
African American Heritage Places Project over the 
course of three summers. He is currently a gradu-
ate student at Montana State University in Bozeman, 
where he studies American history with a focus on 
social history in the West.

Today, the row of houses of the black sergeants on Hollins Avenue and the names of Matthews and Walker stamped 
into the city sidewalk are among the only physical remnants of the lives of retired buffalo soldiers in Helena. 

Pictured above is 520 Hollins, the former home of Nathan and  Louise Walker.
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In the 1890s, William C. Irvin became Helena’s first African American 
constable. In so doing, he secured the support of the all-white police force 
as well as of voters within his own ethnic community. In the years preceding 

his appointment, Irvin had been part of an era of political and racial 
progressivism in the new state of Montana. The African American community 
in Helena sought to leverage its small voter base as a means to propel black 

citizens into public office, but previous campaigns had failed to appoint 
a new constable. Even though one black candidate seemed to have the 

support of the white community, some African Americans did not favor him 
because he had previously fought for the U.S. military.
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