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John Morton-Finney

A Hoosier Buffalo Soldier
John Morton-Finney, a Buffalo Soldier, spent most of his life in Indianapolis, IN.  He was born on June 25, 1889 in Uniontown, KY - 24 years after the end of slavery. His father (a former slave) was a barber who married a woman from a family of free blacks.   She died when John was 14 years old so his father sent him to live on their grandfather’s farm in Missouri.  During his childhood, he learned about his ancestors who migrated from Ethiopia to what is now Nigeria. His first book, “A Webster’s Common School Dictionary,” cost 35 cents and his love for books was started.  He graduated from Lincoln Institute in Missouri and married Pauline Ray a native of Geneva, NY and a graduate of Cornell University. 
In 1911, John Morton-Finney enlisted in the US Army where he served in the 24th Infantry (a Buffalo Soldiers unit) in the Philippines.  During World War I, he received a citation from General John J. Pershing. He moved to Indianapolis in 1922 after his Army discharge.  During World War II (1941-45), he served in the American Expeditionary Force in France. 
John Morton-Finney was one of the first teachers hired at Crispus Attucks HS when it opened in 1927.  He recalls his first teacher’s meeting in the Old Shortridge High School building where he was seated between other newcomers – Mathias Nolcox and Charles Harry who later became colleagues.  Nolcox was the first principal of Crispus Attucks HS, Harry was a science teacher and Finney was head of the foreign language dept. He taught in IPS for 56 years and in 1957, was asked to retire.  He refused.  “The time to retire comes when you decide and not someone else.  We waste a great treasure retiring people too soon.  It’s called experience.”

His scholarly endeavors were phenomenal.  He knew seven languages –Latin, Greek, German, French, Spanish, Portuguese, and English and earned 11 academic degrees.  Of these 11 degrees, five were law degrees.  His first law degree in 1935 was from Lincoln College of Law and one was from Indiana University School of Law in 1946.  His last degree was from Butler University when he was 75 years old. “I have run the gauntlet of American race prejudice.” He was successful despite attempts by some to require testing in Latin for blacks who sought to become lawyers in order to lessen the number of qualified blacks. He was admitted to practice before the US Supreme Court in 1972 and was inducted into the National Bar Association’s Hall of Fame in Washington DC in 1991. 
He was recognized nationally and locally. During his visit to the White House, Former President George W. Bush called him “America’s most seasoned scholar.” In 1994, he appeared on NBC’s Today Show to talk about his life.  During that year, he was the recipient of the Dr. John Morton-Finney Public Service Award given to veterans whose service to the nation and community extended beyond their activities in uniform.  He also received plaques from Former President Bill Clinton and from Jesse Brown, the former Secretary of Veteran’s Affairs. Locally, Gov. Frank O’Bannon declared June 25, 1997 as John Morton-Finney Day.
He was a man of books.  John Morton-Finney read three or four books at a time, making copious notes. Twenty books were stacked by his bed next to fine sharpened pencils and a television tuned to the news.  Why did he keep reading so desperately?  “I can get interested in so many things.  There is so much to know in this world.  And it is such a pleasure for me to learn.  I will never get enough of books, especially good biographies.  I never stop studying.  There is always a lot to learn…..when you stop learning, that’s about the end of you.”


When asked about race relations during an interview, he said “Race relations are much better than they used to be.  Far better than they used to be...  White people have become more civilized.” He died January 31, 1998 at the age of 108 and was the oldest veteran in Indiana at the time of his death. He is buried in Crown Hill Cemetery in Indianapolis, IN – Lot 445  Section 46B.
(My research started at the Crispus Attucks Museum in Indianapolis, IN and the Indiana Historical Society 9/03.) 
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Establishing the Buffalo Soldiers Research Museum

I have researched the history of the Buffalo Soldiers and collected artifacts since the mid-1980s. While serving in the U.S. Army at the White House, I discovered these soldiers who served this country gallantly. I had the opportunity to meet Gen. Colin Powell who was the White House as the Asst. National Security Advisor for former President Ronald Reagan. He inspired me to keep their stories alive. 

The Buffalo Soldiers Research Museum, located in Indianapolis, will research, collect, interpret, and exhibit facts and materials about black soldiers and their families. We will offer outreach programs for communities that do not typically visit museums. We want to provide a stimulating environment with a variety of hands-on and interactive exhibits.  In addition, educational resources are available for educators.

We are collecting original Buffalo Soldiers’ artifacts (1866 -1945) such as equipment, photographs, uniforms, and personal letters. Interviews with WWII soldiers from Cincinnati have been published and are copyrighted by the Library of Congress.  Our research efforts are the core component of our activities.  We continue to uncover lost documentation about Buffalo Soldiers in nearly every state across the U.S.     

We publish a quarterly on-line newsletter, offer educational exhibits and provide curricular materials that integrate the rich history of the Buffalo Soldiers with core course work in English, the social sciences, humanities, law and art.  Our focus is to help learners develop critical thinking skills and apply new information to solve today’s world issues.  

For more information, contact
George Hicks, III

Founder and Curator

Buffalo Soldiers Research Museum

P.O. Box 30753

Indianapolis, IN  46230

www.buffalosoldiersresearchmuseum.org
~ Upcoming Events ~
Retiree Open House  ~ 
The Ft. Knox Retiree Open Appreciation Days is Oct. 23-23.  The opening ceremony (8:30 am) is in the Ireland Army Hospital dining facility.  Medical services will be available for you & your family.  

Free shuttle service will be provide from the hospital to  Bldg 1384- to update DEERS information or ID cards and access the automated pay system; Bldg 1310- to update your will; Bldg 204- to register your vehicle & receive a new DOD sticker; Commissary- free cake and coffee, discounts, and a drawing for a $100 gift certificate; 
PX- special saving and coupons; MWR – a 25% discount at golf clubs, bowling & aquatic centers.     It is designed for you!  
Information for Educators  ~  
We offer workshops, hands-on training, and historical presentations tailored to your needs.  Informational programs for youth to memories and stories with seniors. Topics range from gardening to grant writing.

“Living History through the Buffalo Soldiers”
We share our curricular materials and presentation options for educators at all grade levels.  For information, contact educate@buffalosolidersresearchmuseum.org
~ Looking for Veterans or their Descendants ~
We want to connect with veterans who served in the 9th & 10th (Horse) Cavalries or the 38th, 39th, 40th, 41rst, & the 24th & 25th Infantries.  If you are a descendant or family member of soldiers from these units, we want to learn more from you. 
Contact George Hicks, III at 317/388-8126 for more information.

Thanks!
Landmark Travel Guide

Crispus Attucks Museum

A “Must See” Place on the National Register

Creating a “Museum” is a physical and intellectual adventure. It is exciting but daunting work especially when resources are not easily accessible.  A museum is “a building, place, or institution devoted to the acquisition, conversation, study, exhibition, and educational interpretation of objects having scientific, historical, or artistic value.” 
Gilbert Taylor, the curator of the collections at the Crispus Attucks Museum, has met these standards. He has created a comprehensive history museum that incorporates the “essence” of the people and the artifacts.

We highly recommend that you visit this museum.  It includes both local and global historical facts from Indianapolis to Africa. And, there is a worthy display about the role of African Americans in the military.  The museum exceeds visitors’ expectations and deserves a Medal of Honor in the Arts.  Hats off to the curator!
The current exhibit is on display from October 6 to October 17, 2003.

“Past and Present”
by Jake Webster
Sculptor, Poet, Musician

Jake Webster studied in Italy, Turkey, and Greece in 1974.  In 1975, he received his Bachelor of Science in Art Education from Mississippi Valley State University. He continued his studies at Purdue University Office of Applied Innovations. Jake has always remained active in the art community.  He taught in the South Bend, Indiana Community School Corporation as well as special education courses for adults at Logan Industries. He has conducted workshops for grades K-12 for the handicapped at the Cinque Gallery at the Colfax Cultural Center.  Currently, he expresses himself as a sculptor of wood and stone at The Studio II in Elkhart, Indiana.

To plan a visit, call and schedule a tour with the curator.

Crispus Attucks Museum

1140 Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Street

Indianapolis, Indiana

Telephone: 317-226-2430

Fax: 317-226-4611

Email: brummerl@mail.ips.k12.in.us
Hours: Monday-Friday: 10am – 4 pm





Closed on holidays and weekends

