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In the early morning hours of 20 September 1885, a group of
black Twenty-fifth Infantrymen from Fort Meade entered the
town of Sturgis, Dakota Territory, and fired into two saloons. One
innocent bystander was killed. Although the citizens of Sturgis
were outraged over the shooting, the United States Army
treated it as an isolated incident. In fact, similar violent incidents
occurred at a number of frontier towns near military posts during
the period of the Indian wars. What distinguished the Sturgis
shooting from other incidents of civil-military violence was the
fact that it was the first such episode involving black soldiers on
the northern plains. The events leading up to the shooting indi-
cate that the relationship between the town and the black infan-
try had deteriorated to the point where the shooting or some
other act of violence was almost inevitable. In the aftermath of
the incident, the townspeople of Sturgis cleaned up the busi-

*This essay was originally presented in slightly different form at the 1984 Dako-
ta History Conference, in Madison, South Dakota, where it won the Richard Cropp
prize in military history.
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nesses that preyed on the black soldiers. For the Twenty-fifth In-
fantry, however, the Sturgis shooting and subsequent events
placed a blemish on its record that years of faithful military ser-
vice could not erase.

Early in the Civil War, Congress had passed legislation that al-
lowed blacks to join the Union Army. By 1865, over one hundred
eighty thousand blacks were serving in volunteer regiments. At
the end of the war, serious discussion arose over the question of
allowing blacks to serve in the regular army. Opponents felt, as
many people did, that recently freed slaves were ignorant and
would prove unreliable and ineffective as soldiers in the regulars.
Proponents stressed the blacks' faithful service and courage
under fire in the war, arguing that it had earned them the right as
citizens to serve as soldiers. The debate over black enlistment
was resolved when Congress passed favorable legislation in the
summer of 1866. The decision to allow blacks to enlist has been
called the most historically significant change in the composition
of the United States Army in the post-Civil War years.'

By this act, passed on 28 July, Congress made provision for the
creation of four infantry and two cavalry regiments to be com-
posed of black enlisted men. These units were the Thirty-eighth,
Thirty-ninth, Fortieth, and Forty-first infantry regiments and the
Ninth and Tenth cavalry regiments. The infantry regiments were
to be filled as much as possible by war veterans serving in volun-
teer regiments. From 1866 until 1869, two of the black infantry
regiments, the Thirty-ninth and Fortieth, were stationed in
southern states to help keep order during the early years of the
Reconstruction. Following its traditional policy of military reduc-
tion after the conclusion of war, Congress further reorganized
the army in an act passed on 3 March 1869, which reduced the
army to twenty-five infantry regiments. As a result, the Thirty-
ninth and Fortieth regiments were consolidated into the Twenty-
fifth United States Infantry; the Thirty-eighth and Forty-first
regiments became the Twenty-fourth.

Shortly after this reorganization, the black troops in the South
were transferred to Texas posts. From May 1870 until 1880, the
newly formed Twenty-fifth Infantry was stationed on the west
Texas frontier. Garrisoned at scattered military posts, the men

1. Arlen L. Fowler, The Black Infantry in tke West, 1869-1891. Contributions in
Afro-American and African Studies, no. 6 (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Publishing
Corp., 1971), pp. 11-12.
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saw little hostile action against Indians. Nevertheless, they per-
formed other necessary duties. During their years in Texas, the
troops were primarily involved in scouting, guard and escort
duty, and road building. In addition, they strung hundreds of
miles of telegraph line.^ After ten years of duty in this hot, deso-
late region, regimental officers requested that their units be
transferred elsewhere, for "duty in the vicinity of civilization."^

2. All information regarding the organization and history of the Twenty-fifth In-
fantry prior to 1880 is found in Fowler, Black Infantry, pp. 11-40, and John H. Nan-
kivell, comp. and ed.. The History of the Twenty-fifth Regiment, United States In-
fantry, 1869-1926, Regular Regiments Series (1927; reprint ed.. Ft. Collins, Colo.:
Old Army Press, 1972), pp. 6-14.

3. Nankivell, History of the Twenty-fifth Regiment, p. 36.

Four companies of the Twenty-fifth Infantry and the
band are lined up for battalion drill at Fort RandaU.

\ ,
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In the summer of 1880, the War Department responded by
sending the entire regiment to stations in the Department of
Dakota. On 17 August, companies A, D, H, and K of the Twenty-
fifth, numbering 12 white officers and 186 enlisted men, marched
into Fort Meade, one-and-one-half miles southeast of Sturgis, to
begin their tour of duty.* Other units oí the regiment were as-
signed to forts Randall and Hale on the Missouri River. The trans-
fer of the Twenty-fifth Infantry to the northern plains proved to
be a controversial issue. At the time, many people believed that
blacks could not live in cold climates. Since blacks had originally
come from tropical regions in Africa, the argument went, they
could not survive the harsh northern winters. Even Quartermas-
ter-General M. C. Meigs agreed, fearing that sickness and death
would plague the men of the regiment. The officers and enlisted
men of the Twenty-Fifth, however, looked forward to the change,
and the climate proved no more rigorous for the black soldiers
than it was for their white counterparts.^

Fort Meade had its origins in the establishment of Camp J. G.
Sturgis on 1 July 1878 at a point just north of Bear Butte. Camp
Sturgis was to serve as a base for troops positioned to prevent In-
dian travel between the agencies and the Yellowstone country. In
August, the camp was moved to a new site about five miles to the
south. Near this point, construction began on a large permanent
post soon named in honor of Gen. George Meade, the northern
commander at the Battle of Gettysburg. The new post was one of
several built after the Custer defeat at points surrounding the
Sioux reservation. The arriving black soldiers found themselves
at a post with far better living conditions than those at the older
Missouri River posts where their comrades were stationed. Fort
Meade was well planned, with all new buildings in good condition.
In addition to the Twenty-fifth Infantry, the post was regimental
headquarters for the Seventh Cavalry, which had six companies
stationed there. The total garrison numbered over six hundred
officers and enlisted men.*

The town of Sturgis can likewise be said to have originated
with the establishment of Camp Sturgis. Whenever military

4. Post Return of Fort Meade, D.T., Aug. 1880. Roll 764 (Fort Meade, S.Dak.,
Aug. 1878-Dec. 1891). National Archives Microfilm Publication M617. Retums
from U.S. Military Posts, 1800-1916 (hereafter cited as Roll 764, M617).

5. Fowler. Black Infantry, pp. 49-50.
6. Robert W. Frazer, Forts of the West Military Forts and Presidios and Posts

Commonly Called Forts West of the Mississippi River to 1898 (Norman: Univer-
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posts and camps were established, the so-called hog ranch quickly
appeared just off the military limits. Here, gamblers and other
riffraff set up shop to prey on the nearby troops. At Camp
Sturgis, the ranch was called "Scooptown," or "Scoop," by the sol-
diers, who were liable to be "cleaned out" or "scooped out" when-
ever they visited. When the camp was moved to the present site
of Fort Meade, the new town of Sturgis began just west of the
military reservation boundary. Because of its connection with the
soldiers, Sturgis inherited the nickname Scooptown, which clung
to it for many years. Sturgis, however, soon began to be an impor-
tant commercial center for local settlers as well as for the sol-
diers.^

During the frontier period, the arrival of black troops at garri-
sons near towns and settlements often led to feelings of appre-
hension on the part of white residents. Reports of violence be-

sity of Oklahoma Press. 1965), p. 136; Randolph P. Krause, "A History of Fort
Meade until 1948," in Fort Meade. D.T., S.D.. 1878-1978: "100 Years of Service" [Ft.
Meade, S.Dak.: Veterans Administration Hospital, 1978], 2d sec, n.p.; Fowler,
Black Infantry, p. 51; Post Return of Fort Meade, Aug. 1880.

7. Virginia Driving Hawk Sneve, ed.. South Dakota Geographic Names (Sioux
Falls, S.Dak.: Brevet Press, 1973). p. 93; Herbert M. Hart. Old Forts of the North-
west (Seattle. Wash.: Superior Publishing Co., 1963). p. 162.
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tween black soldiers and white southerners during the early
years of the Reconstruction may have caused some of this uneasi-
ness. In addition, racial prejudice had definitely accompanied the
westward movement. As was true elsewhere in the West, the re-
action of the Sturgis citizenry when the soldiers of the Twenty-
fifth marched into Fort Meade was undoubtedly a mixture of ap-
prehension and prejudice. Although blacks were not totally ab-
sent from Dakota Territory (the 1880 territorial census reported
over four hundred blacks residing there, with about one hundred
scattered throughout the Black Hills region), the sudden influx of
a large number of black soldiers constituted a great change in the
previously all-white environment of Sturgis."

In spite of their apprehensions, soldiers were soldiers to that
certain class of enterprising businessmen who seemed to be at-
tracted to military posts. Noting the opportunity for commercial
gain, the editor of a paper in nearby Deadwood spelled it out
plainly: "Scooptown has struck a boom. The colored troops, four
companies of them, have arove, and times are lively, and what is
better than all, they brought money with them. To get this money
is the point they are all striving for, and every inducement is held
out that gives promise of success,'"" In Sturgis, and also in Dead-
wood, all the worldly delights the frontier could offer were availa-
ble for the white cavalrymen; soon, provisions were made for the
black infantrymen as well. The first instance of racial prejudice to
face the black troops was quickly resolved by these resourceful
businessmen. A new dance house had begun operations in Sturgis
just before the Twenty-fifth Infantry came to the post. The white
ladies of this enterprise, however, refused to dance with the new-
ly arrived black soldiers. To supply the want of female compan-
ionship, another dance house was quickly started. Here, "the
female trippers of the light fantastic are colored ladies [who]
will dance with anyone, and the result is, it is patronized by the
crowd."'" This solution-by-segregation followed the social order
of the times. Apparently, with this situation resolved, there was
little difficulty between the citizens of Sturgis and the black sol-
diers for the next few years.

8. Fowler, Black Infantry, p. 58; Frank N- Schubert, "Black Soldiers on the
White Frontier: Some Factors Influencing Race Relations," Phylon 32 (Winter
1971); 410; Sara L. Bernson and Robert J. Eggers, "Black People in South Dakota
History," South Dakota History 7 (Summer 1977): 244 45.

9. Black Hills Daily Times (Deadwood), 20 Aug. 1880.
10. Ihid.
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This photograph, taken by John C. H. Grabill in Sturgis, shows a
private of the Twenty-fifth Infantry wearing the buffalo overcoat
issued for duty in cold climates. Reprinted with permission from

Regulations and Notes for the Uniform of the United States, 1872. ed.
Jacques Noel JacobseTi, Jr. (Staten Island, N.Y.: Manor Publishing, 19721.
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At the post itself, the arrival of the Twenty-fifth Infantry
brought some minor adjustments for the white portion of the gar-
rison. The Seventh Cavalry had never been assigned to a post
with black infantry before, although it had been briefly in the
field with black cavalry units in the late 1860s. The Seventh had
also spent three years stationed throughout the southern states
in the early 1870s. As a result of this duty, a few of the troopers
may have developed feelings of racial prejudice. Right from the
beginning, some of the cavalrymen made it known in Deadwood
that the post commander discriminated in favor of the blacks in
his orders. Others grumbled about black soldiers being used as
guards at the post guardhouse, thereby "adding insult to injury
in thus humiliating one of the proud Caucasian race." The Dead-
wood editor who reported these grumblings discounted them as
jealousy and urged the troops, both black and white, to unite
"shoulder to shoulder . . . in upholding the honor of the old flag.""
There was actually no basis for the cavalrymen's complaints.
Both cavalry and infantry units provided guard details in rota-
tion, and other accusations were unfounded and can be attributed
to the soldier's natural ability to complain. As it turned out, little
racial strife existed between enlisted men of black and white regi-
ments during the years the Twenty-fifth was assigned to Fort
Meade.'^

In Dakota, the black soldiers found that different duties await-
ed them. With the Sioux confined to their reservation, escort
duty and scouting patrols were no longer regular features of gar-
rison duty. Field service was composed primarily of repairing
telegraph lines and spending considerable time cutting wood in
preparation for the long winter months. In the early 1880s, de-
tachments from the post were in the field in Montana, guarding
the tie-cutting crews of the expanding Northern Pacific Railroad.
Aside from these assignments and occasional special duties, the
soldiers spent most of their time in drill, target practice, fatigue
work, and general garrison duty at the fort. During this period,
the white officers assigned to black companies considered their
soldiers to be as well trained and disciplined as any in the army.
The black units' field and tactical ratings, along with garrison

11. Ibid., 4 Sept. 1880.
12. Thomas D. Phillips, "The Black Regulars," in The West of the American Peo-

ple, ed. Allan G. Bogue, Thomas D. Phillips, and James E. Wright (Itasca, 111.: F. E.
Peacock Publishers, 1970), p. 140.
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performance, were continually reported as acceptable or above.'^
In 1884, Company K of the Twenty-fifth was awarded the presti-
gious Nevada Trophy for marksmanship, an award presented an-
nually to the one company in the army with the best aggregate
target score for the year.'* Desertion, one of the largest problems
facing the frontier army, was almost unheard of in the Twenty-
fifth Infantry. Between 1881 and 1885, the Seventh Cavalry aver-
aged forty-three desertions per year at Fort Meade. During the
same time, the Twenty-fifth Infantry averaged one desertion per
year.'^

As a relief from the monotony of garrison life, soldiers spent
much of their off-duty time in Sturgis and nearby Deadwood. In
order to regulate the lure that local "recreational" establish-
ments had on the garrison, patrols were sent out to check for un-
authorized trips off the military reserve. Because of the post's
proximity to Sturgis, daily patrols into town and along the road
were necessary to maintain control and discipline among the sol-
diers at the post. Catering to the trade of the nonwhite soldiers
was Abe Hill, an enterprising black civilian, who had opened a
house of entertainment during the early 1880s. His "Go As You
Please House" was located on the south side of Main Street. He
advertised that wines, liquors, cigars, and "all kinds of Games"
were available. To army authorities. Hill's place was merely a
bawdy dance house, "where the lower classes of white and color-
ed citizens and soldiers congregate for their evening's entertain-
ment or debauch.""' An individual named Johnnie Dolan also op-
erated a similar recreational outlet. Although respectable citi-
zens looked with disdain on these establishments, both places fill-
ed the needs of a certain element of the black soldiers. Similar es-
tablishments existed for white citizens and soldiers.'^

On 1 April 1884, the first serious incident involving townspeo-
ple and the black soldiers occurred. W. N. Stafford, a local white

13. Fowler. Black Infantry, pp. 51-52. 60. 131.
14. Sturgis Weekly Record. 15 and 22 Feb. 1885; Douglas C. McChristiaa. An

Army of Marksmen: The Development of United States Army Marksmanship in
the 19th Century (Ft. Collins, Colo.: Old Army Press, 1981). p. 51.

15. Post Returns of Fort Meade, Jan. 1881 to Dec. 1884, Roll 764, M617.
16. Report of Board of Officers, 20-22 Sept. 1885, Letters Received, File No. 6443,

1885, Records of the Adjutant General's Office. Record Group 94. National Ar-
chives, Washington. D.C. (hereafter cited as File 6443. RG 94, NA).

17. Articles and advertisements, Sturgis Weekly Record, Aug. 1883 to June
1885.
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gambler, was in Abe Hill's place on an evening drinking spree. He
engaged in a game of stud poker with several soldiers and
became extremely abusive, especially to Private Chambers of
Company D. In the course of the evening, the two exchanged
heated words several times. Stafford left the saloon, and wit-
nesses later reported that Chambers and two other soldiers. Hale
and Hines, immediately followed him out. Shortly afterward,
Stafford was found dead on a sidewalk near Hill's place. The sol-
diers, all of Company D, were quickly blamed and apprehended.
The coroner's verdict stated that Stafford had died from a fall
that broke his neck; the blow causing the fall was committed by
parties unknown. While witnesses claimed that they saw Cham-
bers and Hale talk to Stafford, and Hale accused Chambers of
striking the blow that knocked the gambler down, no one appar-
ently believed that the soldiers had intended to kill Stafford.
Hines was released immediately, and Chambers and Hale shortly
thereafter. The local newspaper was largely supportive of the
black soldiers, pointing out the extreme frailty of the dissipated
gambler and his general abusiveness while drinking."* The editor
did, however, cast some doubt on the suspects by reporting that
each had "carried some sort of a concealed weapon —as do nine
out of ten of the colored soldiers," which could have been used to
knock Stafford down.'"* The incident did not create great public
outcry at the time, but the fact that the soldiers were not pun-
ished may have contributed to a vigilante movement that mani-
fested itself that summer.

By June 1884, several undesirables had taken harbor in the
various gambling establishments and bawdyhouses operating in
Sturgis. In order to clean out this bad element, a vigilante move-
ment arose among some of the citizens.^" About mid-June, a body

18. Sturgis Weekly Record. 4. U Apr. 1884 and 2 Apr. 1886. While this incident
received little unfavorable press coverage at the time, and the men were apparent-
ly released for lack of conclusive evidence, it is worth noting that the incident was
publicly remembered in the press at various times in the next few years. See Black
Hills Daily Times, 23 Sept. 1885, and Sturgis Weekly Record. 26 Apr. 1886.

19. Ibid., 4 Apr. 1884.
20. There is some indication that the movement had started several months

earlier. The 16 November 1883 issue of the Sturgis Weekly Record reported that
several "3-7-77" signs had recently appeared around town. Such signs were posted
as warnings to undesirables, with a commonly accepted meaning of three hours,
seven minutes, and seventy-seven seconds to clear out of town. These signs ap-
peared in communities with vigilante action.
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of 1? August 1883.

of armed men took one Alexander Fiddler, then incarcerated in
the local jail, to the edge of town and hanged him. Fiddler had
been advised to get out of town, but he had failed to take notice.
Nobody was incriminated in the deed, and the local press warned,
"It will also be well for officious people not to pry too deeply into
the mysteries of God."^' A portion of the town's society proved it-
self capable of becoming judge, jury, and executioner. From now
on, mob justice could be utilized to speed up the legal process
against offenders whenever such citizens deemed it necessary.

The growing mistrust between the soldiers and citizens wid-
ened in April of 1885. At the post, a soldier of the Twenty-fifth In-
fantry was accused of attempting to rape the young daughter of a
Seventh Cavalry noncommissioned officer. The case drew heavy
condemnation, but several months later the accused party was ac-
quitted and returned to duty.^'' For a second time, black soldiers
were accused of a serious crime, reinforcing the doubts that many
townspeople held about the desirability of having them stationed
nearby. At the same time, the two individuals who were benefit-
ing most from the black soldiers, Abe Hill and Johnnie Dolan,
were under censure for the boisterous conduct of the customers
and female employees of their gambling and "sporting" establish-

21. Stttrgis Weekly Record, 20 June 1884.
22. Ihid,. 26 Apr., 11 Sept., 13 Nov. 1885 and 26 Feb. 1B86.
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ments, which were the scene of frequent disturbances." To help
maintain civil control, William Souter, deputy sheriff of Dead-
wood, had been hired in 1883 to serve as "night watchman" for
Sturgis. At the time of his appointment, the newspaper had an-
nounced, "The girls in red and the boys in blue must not run afoul
of him."^* A night-duty town marshal had not proved adequate,
however, and the reputable businessmen and residents of Sturgis
now started a legal movement to eliminate the bawdyhouses
from town.

During the summer of 1885, a grand jury met to consider the
various nuisances of Sturgis. Prominent members of Sturgis soci-
ety and business interests were called to testify. Reports of im-
moral conduct being carried on in Hill's and Dolan's establish-
ments had led to this action. Both places were later described as
being "established for the express purpose of catering to the
taste and pandering to the passions of the colored troops, for they
are 'stocked' with colored prostitutes —négresses and mulat-
toes." '̂̂  In August, both Dolan and Hill were indicted for keeping
disorderly houses. Dolan pleaded not guilty, and Hill was out of
town at the time. Although indicted, they carried on business as

Just after the indictments, the town was shocked by the shoot-
ing of Dr. H. P. Lynch, allegedly by Cpl. Ross Hallon of Company
A. Lynch ran a drugstore and was one of the early residents of
the town, having arrived in 1880. Described as accommodating
and pleasant, he was well known to all elements of the communi-
ty. Corporal Hallon had a black mistress named Minnie Lewis,
whom he abused on several occasions. After one beating, she
went to Dr. Lynch for treatment. He advised her to have Hallon
arrested. In addition, he confronted Hallon and expressed his in-
dignation, threatening to file a complaint against the brutal cor-
poral. As a result, Hallon was greatly angered. Later reports also
stated that Hallon made repeated threats of revenge against the
doctor for his interference.

After borrowing a pistol from a member of his company, Hallon
left Hill's saloon about 10:30 p.m. on 22 August. Outside in the al-

23. Barney Caulfield to President Grover Cleveland, 27 Sept. 1885, File 6443, RG
94, NA; Sturgis Weekly Record, 5 July 1885.

24. Sturgis Weekly Record, 3 Aug. 1883.
25. Gen. Alfred Terry to Adjutant General. 10 Nov. 1885, File 6443, RG 94, NA.
26. Sturgis Weekly Record, 9 and 16 Aug. 1885.
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ley, he gave Pvt. John Bluford, also of Company A, several drinks
and talked him into trading uniform coats (Hallon's coat would
have had white corporal's chevrons on it, while Private Bluford's
would have been plain). No reason was given for the trade, and
Bluford later reported that he had been reluctant to make the ex-
change but did so out of fear of the corporal. After the switch was
made, Halion had Bluford walk to a prearranged point outside of
town and wait for him. Halion even stoned his own dog, which had
followed him into town, forcing the animal to trail after Bluford.
This deceptive ruse made it appear that Corporal Halion was
leaving town, giving him a convenient alibi. After meeting sever-
al other soldiers briefly, Bluford went to the rendezvous, where
he heard a shot. Several minutes later, Halion joined him. The
men reexchanged coats and went into town. Halion refused to say
anything about the mysterious uniform trade and what he was
doing in town. After hearing about the shooting, he made Biuford
swear to an alibi.'̂ '

All of these facts came out during an investigation the next
day, and Halion was arrested and jailed on a warrant duly served.
All circumstantial evidence pointed to Hallon's having shot
Lynch while the latter sat in his residence reading a newspaper.
Reports of Hallon's threats against Lynch and of his actions on
the previous night, reported by Private Bluford himself, greatly
fueled suspicion against the corporal. In the minds of many civil-
ians and soldiers, the possibility that Halion might meet mob jus-
tice was a foregone conclusion. Some of the townspeople feared
that armed soldiers might enter the town to protect or free the
corporal. They called on Col. Samuel Sturgis (Seventh Cavalry),
commanding officer of Fort Meade, to hold hourly roll calls to pre-
vent such action. A group of armed Twenty-fifth Infantrymen did
attempt to enter the town, but a patrol of cavalrymen turned
them back.̂ ^

On the night of 25 August, three days after the murder, a small
body of men armed with shotguns easily overpowered the jail

27. Black Hills Daily Times, 25 and 26 Aug. 1885; Sturgis Weekly Record, 28
Aug. 1885: Telegram, Col. Samuel Sturgis to Adjutant General, Dept. of Dakota, 28
Oct. 1885, File 6443, RG 94, NA.

28. Black Hills Daily Times, 26 and 28 Aug. 1885; Sturgis Weekly Record, 28
Aug. 1885. Col. Samuel Sturgis was appointed colonel of the Seventh Cavalry in
May 1869. Although he saw service on the frontier, he was not in the field com-
manding the regiment until after the Custer defeat in 1876. From 1879 until 1887,
he was stationed at Fort Meade. The town of Sturgis was named after his son, 2d
Lt. James G. Sturgis. who died at the Battle of the Little Bighorn.
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guards and seized Hallon. He was then taken to "Fiddler's Tree"
and hanged.^" The Sturgis Record reported that, although none of
the mob could be identified, four members had heard Hallon's
complete confession of murder before his death. Hallon was bur-
ied with full military ceremony, to the indignation of certain offi-
cers and men of the garrison who thought him guilty of the
crime.'" Many black soldiers, however, believed Hallon to be inno-
cent and developed a bitterness toward certain citizens that they

Main street, Sturgis. 1882

felt were responsible for the hanging, including Sheriff Souter. A
writer to a Deadwood paper suggested that many of the black sol-
diers had "vowed vengeance against not only several parties they

29. According to newspaper accounts. Hallon was hanged on the same tree used
to hang Alexander Fiddler in June 1884. The tree was west of town, behind the
Catholic church on the road to Crook City. Sturgis Weekly Record, 28 Aug. 1885.

30. Ibid.; Black Hills Daily Times, 26 and 28 Aug. 1885.
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supposed had a hand in it, but against the entire town."^' The sol-
diers exhibited a good deal of anger over the failure of the legal
process in this unfortunate incident. The stage was set for repris-
als.

The most serious and violent episode involving black soldiers
in Sturgis occurred less than a month later, on the night of 19
September and the early morning of 20 September. In the course
of the evening's activities at Hill's place, Pvt. John Taylor of Com-
pany H had an altercation with Hill. Taylor, along with several
other members of his company, left the saloon, openly threaten-
ing, "You will hear from us again tonight."'^ Hill apparently disre-
garded this threat, for business went on as usual until the early
hours of the morning. About 2:00 a.m., a group of fifteen to twen-
ty soldiers, armed with government Springfield rifles, appeared
in front of Hill's place. After yelling a warning for all soldiers to
get out, the group opened fire. Most of those inside quickly fled
by the back entrance as anywhere from sixty to a hundred rounds
were indiscriminately fired into the building. Inside, a cowboy
named Robert Bell stood up and was struck by a bullet after it
passed through a four-inch porch post. The party next proceeded
to Dolan's saloon and fired a number of rounds there. After firing
a last round at Hill's place, the soldiers retreated to the post,
evading a Seventh Cavalry troop that had been dispatched when
the shooting was heard at the fort. Miraculously, Bell was the
only casualty of the hostile fusillade, but his wound was mortal.
He died about twenty minutes after being struck.^^

As news of the shooting spread, the town was in an outrage.
Colonel Sturgis ordered an immediate roll call and check of rifles.
As a result, sixteen men were conducted to the post guardhouse.
Civilian witnesses near the scene identified several members of
the shooting party, which, they declared, had conducted the raid
with the precision of a military firing squad. Taylor's voice was
recognized giving orders to the men. In addition, other members
of the group were heard urging the party to hunt out Souter and

31. Black Hills Pioneer (Deadwood). 21 Sept. 1885, clipping in File 6443, RG 94,
NA.

32. Report of Board of Officers, 20 22 Sept. 1885. File 6443, RG 94, NA.
33. Ibid.; Black Hills Pioneer. 21 Sept. 1885; Sturgis Weekly Record, 25 Sept.

1885. Robert Bell was the son of a prominent York. Nebraska, architect. At the
time of the shooting, his family was preparing to move to California, and his father
requested that the body be interred in Mount Moriah Cemetery in Deadwood.
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take revenge. The next morning. Colonel Sturgis called a board of
officers to investigate and report facts concerning the incident.^*

The board of officers consisted of five members, three from the
Seventh Cavalry and two from the Twenty-fifth Infantry. Meet-
ing from the twentieth through twenty-second of September, the
officers interviewed and received statements from a number of
military and civilian personnel, all witnesses to some part of the
incident. They also visited the scenes of the shooting and viewed
the body of the deceased Bell. Summing up the evidence obtained,
the board determined that the outrage was confined to Hill's and
Dolan's places in Sturgis. It also found that the firing was limited
to a small group, numbering less than twenty men, belonging to
Company H, Twenty-fifth Infantry. The testimony of the wit-
nesses placed the leadership and responsibility for the violence
on four members of the group. The men identified, privates John
Taylor, Pierce Greer, Evans Morris, and Smith Watson,^^ were
brought in for preliminary examination before the county judge.
They were then transported under heavy guard to the county
jail, where they were held pending trial. The remaining twelve
men were released from custody.'"

The local press had a field day with this latest act of violence by
black soldiers. Although the newspapers recognized that the
blacks might harbor some resentment over the Hallon hanging,
the soldiers' anger could not excuse their subsequent actions. De-
nunciation came heaviest from the Sturgis Record: "It is a pretty
state of affairs. Here are soldiers whom we help support. They
are placed at the post for our supposed protection. We helped
bring them here. They take the guns that we bought, march calm-
ly out of the post and mob our town What protection have we,
if four companies of infantry are at liberty to take government
arms at any hour of the day or night and fire on unprotected peo-
ple—women as well as men. What difference can there be be-
tween that and an Indian raid? All these and more queries are
naturally suggested."''

34. Report of Board of Officers, 20-22 Sept. 1885; unidentified newspaper clip-
ping. File 6443, RG 94, NA; Sturgis Weekly Record, 25 Sept. 1885.

35. The names of the principals in this incident are spelled in various ways.
Pierce Greer often appears as Pierre or Price Green or Grier, while Evans Morris
is often Morris Evans or Evan Morris.

36. Report of Board of Officers. 20-22 Sept. 1885: Black Hills Pioneer. 21 Sept.
1885.

37. Sturgis Weekly Record, 25 Sept. 1885.
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The Black Hills Times of Deadwood also vehemently attacked
the black soldiers. "Never," it claimed, "has any people been vis-
ited by a more horrible murder, showing the utter disregard for
human life in any manner, than was visited on Sturgis City last
Sunday morning. There can be no excuse for such a set of blood-
thirsty wretches. Men who think of life so lightly are fit subjects
for a cannibal island, and only such a place."^'' The Sturgis Record
soon announced that the town no longer wanted the black troops
in the vicinity of Sturgis. "Let the twenty-fifth infantry go!" it
said. "If there are men in the ranks who are murderers we cer-
tainly don't want them at Fort Meade." The Sturgis paper went
on to place the blame for the incident fully on the enlisted men of
the regiment, relieving the officers of any blame or responsibili-
ty: "The crime lays in the rank and file of those companies. But let
no one think for a moment that the officers have been any more
derelict in their duty than the usages, the custom, the humanity
or the spirit of military life allows."^'' These statements are cer-
tainly a vast departure from the patriotic togetherness-in-duty
that the Deadwood paper had urged when the black soldiers ar-
rived in 1880.

The press also brought up the interesting fact that the soldiers'
arms had not been locked up at the post. In most military posts at
this time, it was common for each barracks room to have several
circular arms racks to hold the unit's rifles or carbines when not
in use. The racks were locked, and the company first sergeant
held the key. While this practice had been followed at Fort Meade
prior to 1883, an inspector touring the post that year had recom-
mended that it be discontinued, as locked arms "interfered with
the attainment of proficiency in marksmanship."**' The rifles were
not under lock and key the night of the incident, and the papers
made it clear that Colonel Sturgis and the other officers had no
responsibility for this situation.*^

The townspeople quickly organized a citizens' committee,
which met on the Tuesday night after the shooting. They asked
Colonel Sturgis for a nightly patrol of cavalrymen and resolved
among themselves that the black soldiers should not be allowed
into Sturgis after dark. The committee drafted a petition, signed

38. Black Hills Daily Times, 23 Sept. 1885.
39. Sturgis Weekly Record, 25 Sept. 1885.
40. Ibid.
41. Ibid.; Black Hills Daily Times, 23 Sept. 1885.
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by forty-one businessmen and concerned citizens, requesting the
removal of the Twenty-fifth Infantry from Fort Meade. In addi-
tion, the committee was to look into the possibility of village in-
corporation so that ordinances could be passed to prohibit public
nuisances, such as Hill's place, from operating in the town."*̂  To
give additional support to the citizens' petition, Barney G. Caul-
field wrote a letter to President Grover Cleveland, describing the
recent events. Caulfield, one of the founders of Sturgis, was at
the time a member of the Democratic Territorial Central Commit-
tee. He happened to be at Fort Meade the night of the incident
and heard the shots while in the company of Colonel Sturgis. He
wrote that the Twenty-fifth Infantry was composed in part of

42. Sturgis Weekly Record, 25 Sept. 1885; Petition to Secretary of War, 25 Sept.
1885, Sturgis, Dakota, File 6443, RG 94, NA.

Barracks at Fort Meade, ivitk circular gun rack in center
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reckless desperadoes and that a feeling of mistrust now existed
among the people of Sturgis. He, too, encouraged the removal and
replacement of the black soldiers with white army units."

The group that probably realized the true source of the anger
that led to the shooting was the military community at the post.
The incident was not a hostile outbreak against "unprotected
people," as some stressed. In reality, it was an outbreak of anger
caused both by the townspeople's seeming lack of concern over
the failure of due process in the Hallon hanging and by their ap-
parent apathy concerning the enterprising types that preyed on
the soldiers. An anonymous writer from Fort Meade brought up
the neglected fact that the army did not differ from the best com-
munities in that both contained disreputable elements. The writ-
er then blasted the town, whose "career has been one of shame."
The entire history of Sturgis, he said, "impresses us only with its
importance (?) as an anchored 'camp follower,' hovering vulture
like on the confines of the government reservation with such an
array of bawdy house dives and their full complement of prosti-
tutes, pimps, 'tin horn' gamblers and vendors of vile liquors as
would have shamed Cheyenne in its palmiest days. . . . The night-
ly orgies in Scooptown's Main street dance hall has done its work;

43. Caulfield to Cleveland, 27 Sept. 1885.

Officers • line. Fort Meade, 1889
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and the volley from without was doubtless inspired by the volties
from behind the bar."" Though it was apparent to the military
community that the offenders must be punished, an improvement
in the town's character was likewise needed.

During the weeks following the incident, efforts were made to
minimize contact between soldiers and townspeople. Following
the September payday, neither white nor black soldiers came in-
to town. Patrols were sent out to prevent it, and townspeople
were not permitted on the post to collect from the soldiers. In Oc-
tober, a grand jury met to decide several pressing matters, in-
cluding the indictment against Officer Souter for neglect in the
Hallon hanging. The jury absolved Souter from any blame, declar-
ing that he maintained the confidence of the entire business com-
munity. Next, the jurors recommended that indictments against
Hill and Dolan for the keeping of disorderly houses be pushed to
speedy termination. The jury found that almost all recent crime
committed in Sturgis had its origins in Abe Hill's place and specif-
ically urged his further prosecution. On 25 October, Hill was con-
victed and sentenced to a fine of $250 and thirty days in the coun-
ty jail. In addition, the jury formally indicted privates Greer, Tay-
lor, Watson, and Morris for the murder of Robert Bell."^

Several weeks later, trouble nearly broke out again. Just after
the October payday, a number of Twenty-fifth Infantry soldiers
were drinking and gambling at Hill's place. One soldier accused a
black bartender of falsely testifying against one of the four men
charged in the Bell shooting. After a heated exchange of words,
the bartender hit the soldier in the face with a bottle. A general
commotion ensued, and a guard detail from the post was quickly
summoned. The men were ordered back to the fort before a riot
could begin. The bartender fled by horse to Deadwood. Incident-
ly, the press took the opportunity to mention that the injured sol-
dier was the same person who had been accused of rape at Fort
Meade a year earlier. Tension over the shooting incident still re-
mained high.*"

In the meantime, the Sturgis citizens" petition for the removal
of the Twenty-fifth Infantry and Caulfieid's letter to the presi-
dent had been referred for an opinion to Gen. Alfred H. Terry,

44. Black Hills Daily Times, 26 Sept. 1885.
45. Sturgis Weekly Record. 9 Oct. 1885; Black Hills Daily Times, 6, 25, and 28

Oct. 1885.
46. Sturgis Weekly Record. 13 Nov. 1885.
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commanding general of the Department of Dakota. Terry had had
previous experience with black troops and held high regard for
their service as soldiers. In a letter to the Adjutant-General's Of-
fice, dated 10 November 1885, Terry did not recommend the re-
moval. Although the shooting incident of 20 September had been
serious, he stressed that it had been committed by an isolated
group and did not reflect on the regiment as a whole. Terry
placed part of the blame on the citizens of Sturgis for permitting
houses such as Hill's and Dolan's to operate. By permitting those
"places of the vilest character" to exist, Terry said, the citizens
must "expect the natural result of their existence —frequent
broils, and from time to time the commission of the most serious
crimes." In closing he stated, "And I submit further that until the
people of the town shall have suppressed these dens, which equal-
ly debauch the troops of the post and threaten their own safety,
they will not be in a position to ask the Government to change its
garrison."*'

In an attempt to solve its own problems, the town government
of Sturgis reorganized and adopted a number of ordinances to en-
force civil control. Ordinance 16, along with prohibiting such of-
fenses as throwing missiles and selling poisons to unknown per-
sons, forbade any person to maintain or be in any part connected
with a house of ill-fame. Dolan evidently restructured his busi-
ness, aligning it with the new laws; Hill failed to clean up his oper-
ation. After serving his sentence. Hill continued in business,
openly violating ordinances passed to prevent lewd and immoral
conduct. Finally, in January 1887, Hill's liquor license was re-
voked by the town board.*^ Although they could not secure the re-
moval of the soldiers, the townspeople consoled themselves with
the removal of a main source of Sturgis's interracial troubles.

After he was shut down within the town limits, the county com-
missioners allowed Hill to maintain his liquor license and open a
saloon outside of town. Early in 1887, he built a saloon and dance
house just off the military reservation boundary. The new loca-
tion was on the main road, halfway between the post and Sturgis.
Hill's new establishment, a "disorderly and disreputable" place,
further scandalized the community. Because of its lewd and de-
moralizing effect on the garrison, the new post commander, Lt.
Col. J. G. Tilford, ordered guards placed near it to prevent sol-

47, Terry to Adjutant General, 10 Nov. 1885.
48. Sturgis Weekly Record, 23 Apr, 1886 and 14, 28 Jan. 1887.
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diers from entering. Finally, in October 1887, the Board of County
Commissioners revoked Hill's liquor license, effectively ending
his influence on Fort Meade garrisons.*''

The four soidiers accused of Bell's murder were held in the
county jail until they came to trial in the fall of 1886. Taylor,
Greer, and Morris were convicted and sentenced to life imprison-
ment at the Sioux Falls State Penitentiary; Smith Watson was ac-
quitted. Several days after being sentenced, however, Greer and
Morris, along with four other prisoners, escaped with apparent
ease from the county jail. During an exercise period, the men re-
moved a rotten board from a corridor in the back of the building
and crawled out to freedom. John Taylor was held in an inner cell
and remained in custody.^"

Ultimately, relations between the black soldiers and the citi-
zens of Sturgis improved but never to any state of cordiality. In
May 1888, after being stationed eight years at Fort Meade, the
four companies of the Twenty-fifth Infantry were transferred to
posts in Montana.^' The post newspaper correspondent summa-
rized the general attitude toward the transfer, stating, "While
the officers were a first class set of men, yet Sturgis is not very
sorry to lose the rank and file, as a change would be desirable.""
With the departure of the Twenty-fifth, white companies were
posted to Fort Meade, and over the years, Sturgis outgrew its
frontier bawdiness. For the Twenty-fifth Infantry, however, the
story does not end there. An incident twenty-one years later
brought the whole Sturgis incident back into public view.

In 1906, a serious incident took place involving the First Bat-
talion of the Twenty-fifth Infantry, then stationed at Fort Brown,
Texas. In reaction to racial prejudice, a small party of soldiers al-
legedly seized their arms, went into the town of Brownsville, and
fired into a number of buildings, including a saloon. As a result,

49. Lt. Col. J. G. Tilford to Assistant Adjutant General, Depart, of Dakota, 11
Oct. 1887, File 6443, RG 94, NA.

50. Black Hills Daily Times, 5 and 7 Oct. 1886; Black Hills Daily Pioneer, 5 Oct.
1886; Sturgis Weekly Record, 8 and 22 Oct. 1886. A search of prison records in the
South Dakota State Archives indicates that John Taylor was delivered to the peni-
tentiary, but nothing further can be found concerning bis term of imprisonment or
about whether or not Greer and Morris were ever recaptured.

51. Companies A and D left the post for Fort Custer on 29 May 1888. Companies
H and K left the same day for Fort Missoula. Nankivell, History of the Twenty-fifth
Regiment, p. 42.

52. Sturgis Weekly Record, 1 June 1888.
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one bystander was killed and another was seriously wounded.
Again, as at Sturgis, the local residents and press were outraged
by this act of violence by black soldiers. During the army's inves-
tigation, no member of the Twenty-fifth Infantry would come for-
ward to incriminate any member of the regiment as a party to the
shooting. This situation also paralleled the military investiga-
tions held at Fort Meade after the 1885 shooting. Both investiga-
tions appeared to be stifled by a "conspiracy of silence" on the
part of the black regiment. In contrast to the 1885 incident, how-
ever, the army did not treat the so-called Brownsville Affray as
an isolated case. The twentieth century had ushered in an era of
extremely negative racial feeling in the nation and in the United
States military establishment. Innocent or not, the entire en-
listed component of the First Battalion, numbering 167 men, was
summarily dismissed from the United States Army."

There is more than just a casual similarity between this inci-
dent and the shooting years before at Sturgis. The Sturgis inci-
dent was the first violent outbreak of Twenty-fifth Infantry sol-
diers against civilians. In the Brownsville hearings, held in an at-
tempt to reinstate the black soldiers, the prosecution apparently
sought to establish that the Twenty-fifth Infantry had a history
of acts of violence and extraordinary misconduct. The adjutant-
general's file on the Sturgis shooting and on later violent out-
breaks was presented in support of this allegation.^' In addition,
several of the soldiers accused in the Brownsville affair were
questioned to ascertain if they had ever heard talk of the Sturgis
troubles. For the Twenty-fifth Infantry, the Sturgis incident had
set a precedent of violence that came back to haunt the regiment
twenty-one years after the fact. A recent historian of the black
military experience has stated that both the Twenty-fourth and
Twenty-fifth regiments are remembered more for their part in
race riots than for their sterling service on the frontier or in
Cuba.̂ ^ The events at Sturgis, and later at Brownsville, can unfor-
tunately be credited as the basis for such a statement. In the end,

53. The Brownsville Affray is covered in John D. Weaver, The Brownsville Raid
(New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1970), and Marvin Fletcher, The Black Soldier
and Officer in the United States Army, 1891-1917 (Columbia; University of Mis-
souri Press. 1974), pp. 119 28.

54. U.S., Congress, Senate. The Brovmsville Affray, S. Doc. 389, 60th Cong., 1st
sess., 1908. pp. 315-31.

55. Fowler. Black Infantry, pp. 146-47.
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the Sturgis shooting is remembered, while the faithful service of
the Twenty-fifth Infantry at Forts Meade, Hale, and Randall is
almost forgotten.
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