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Researching the Buffalo Soldiers 

This issue serves as a starting point for conducting research about African-Americans soldiers.  Finding information about individual soldier’s histories, regimental or unit histories, and battles where these men fought can be difficult.  Many sources can be accessed from the internet, as well as from curators, archivists, public libraries, libraries on military installations, historical societies, U.S. Army Museums, the National Archives, the Military Associations & Records Service, and other avenues. The sources are unlimited but it can be time-consuming. For those whose time is limited, professional researchers can access specific information on a fee basis. 

Some people may ask - why research these soldiers? The reasons are many. At the Buffalo Soldiers Research Museum, we receive many requests via the internet from every corner of the United States. Some people discover data that are made available to the general public through online databases. They may find an old photograph with their great grandfather or other relative in a military uniform.  Others find old military documents stored in their basement, garage or attic.  Sometimes when conducting research, one piece of information may lead to another source, then another source and the journey begins. For some, this is an exciting challenge but for others, frustration sets in.  We hope this information is beneficial in your research journey. 

The U.S. National Archives and Records Administration

The National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) is the official repository for records of military personnel who have been discharged from the US Air Force, Army, Marine Corps, Navy, and Coast Guard. Paper copies of military service and pension records can be ordered by mail. Individual military records are not online. The two main repositories for records relating to military service are the National Archives Building in Washington DC and the National Personnel Records Center in St. Louis, MO.  The National Archives in Washington DC holds records relating to the Volunteer Army from 1775-1902, the Regular Army from 1789-1917, the Navy from 1798-1902, the Marine Corps from 1798-1904, the Coast Guard from 1791-1919, persons who rendered service from the Confederate States in 1861-1865, and veterans records from 1775-1855.  The National Personnel Records Center in St. Louis holds personnel files of later military service records. It includes the US Army records for personnel discharged after 1917, Air Force records for those separated after 1947, Navy records after 1901, and Marine Corps records after 1905.  Contact information is below:

US National Archives and Records Administration    www.archives.gov
8501 Adelphi Rd., College Park, MD  20740

1-86-NARA-NARA or 1-866-272-6272

National Personnel Records Center       MPR.center@nara.gov
9700 Page Ave., St. Louis, MO  63132      314-801-0800
Internet Research

Information found on the internet is not always creditable. Ask these questions to determine the level of credibility.  If the information comes from an article written in a periodical or journal, does the publication specialize in the subject matter? Does the article have footnotes and/or bibliographical references? Who wrote the article? What are their qualifications? Does the information feel scholarly? Does the information seem consistent with information from verified sources? Do you see inconsistent dates, times and/or places?

The best websites provide extensive information. Consider its motives, its content quality, and its record of past performance.  To determine the motives, look for the following information:

· The name of the organization or individual responsible for the site.

· Links to additional information about the organization or individual responsible.

· A clear statement of the site’s goals.

· A clear indication of any sponsors of the site and whether they are profit or non-profit. 

· A link to the homepage of the site.

· Links to other important information related to the site, such as bibliographies.

Noting who is advertising on a website provides important clues to possible biases.  Check the backgrounds of contributors to that site.   Content quality deals with questions such as - how scholarly is the website? How well organized is it?  How comprehensive is the site? How current is the information? Look for clues to evaluate the quality of the site’s content.  

Past performance is similar to buying brand name items.  If a website provides high quality information, the word gets around.  If the site has a reputation for reporting accurate details over time, others who are interested in the subject will know. Ask people that you respect about their favorite sites and ask them why they like the site.

Libraries

Public libraries are great sources for information. Many are now archiving articles in databases that can be accessed from the Internet. Sometimes it is best to physically visit the library facility and search their records via microfiche. Librarians are usually very helpful. If you inquiry, sometimes you get lucky and a clip folder with newspaper articles is available. We have found information on specific soldiers simply by asking for more information. Most large to medium size military installations have a post library. Without a military connection, you may not be able to gain access to the facility, but it is possible to request information via a telephone conversation and have copies of information mailed to you. In most states, states libraries have free databases. Some museums have libraries and archives that can be accessed but call first because you may have to make arrangements prior to your visit.

Museums

Army museums are rich repositories for invaluable artifacts and historical data that cannot be seen or consulted anywhere else.  Students of military history can learn how an ordnance was made and used, how military units fought and where specific units served. They also provide details about the effects of Army posts on communities and how they influenced our nation’s security.

These museums have unique histories of their own. Some were created from research collections of assembled captured military material and some were established by veterans of a recent military conflict. A visit to an Army museum can be a rewarding and educational experience. The collections are unique, the programs are engaging, and the exhibits provide detailed insight about military history.  Most Army museums maintain collections that include published works, periodicals, government publications, photographic images, working papers, unpublished studies, and personal papers. When contacting a museum, we recommend you contact the museum’s curator.  Make sure you visit the museum store for books and other resources. In most cases, these facilities will have an online store that you can access from their website.  Here are a few Army Museums to get you started:

The Old Guard Museum     http://www.mdw.army.mil/oldguard/
204 Lee Ave., Fort Myer, VA 22211-1199   (703) 696-6670

Fort Huachuca Museum     http://usaic.hua.army.mil/history/html/
340 South Grierson Ave., Fort Huachuca, AZ 85613   (520) 533-5736

Frontier Army Museum http://www.leavenworth.army,milmuseum/gen_information.htm
100 Reynolds Ave., Building 801, Fort Leavenworth, KS 66027-5072   (913) 684-3191

Historical Societies

Most historical societies acquire, preserve, and protect property, both real and personal. Their information has historical significance for the local area.  Some historical societies establish a museum to display documents, relics, and objects as well as promote the celebration of patriotic and historical anniversaries.  Librarians and researchers record events both past and contemporary for the purpose of publication and most have a bounty of publications.  

Historical societies bring together people interested in history and promote research and learning about history. Understanding the history of the community is basic to our democratic way of life, gives us a better understanding of our local area and nation, and promotes a better appreciation of our heritage.  Periodic general meetings of historic interest are offered and a quarterly newsletter with updates is published as needed. 

For more information, contact
www.buffalosoldiersresearchmuseum.org
and happy researching!
